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The Role of Vocational Education
in High School Reform

Takitig Responsibility for Engaging Students in
Challenging Academics

L

While there is widsspread conscusus oa the desirbility of making high levels of academic achisvement
the prinary education gosl for all students, we are not likely to achieve this objective by meraly force
foeding the traditional academic corriculum 10 cveryons. Same other strategies are called for to -
cifectively engags studeats in loaring snd provide clearer meaning for the time spent in high school.

Vocational education, howover, as traditicoally conceived and practiced in high schools is not up to the
tmk; typically, vocational programs are t00 occupationally specific and aimed st pre-baccalsureate,
antry-level jobs that do sot require high lovels of academic knowledge and skill

Tharefare, we noad ) fostar in high schools s new kind of profesxionalAschnical education that
coocxives of preparstion for work more broadly snd that emphasizes 2 well coordinated program of
challenging academic and techupical study. .

Sach 1 program could he modeied on the kinds of professional adpcstion fousd {n the nation’s finest
fous-year univessities and gradnam achools—in schoals of architecture, medicine, lxw, dentistry,
basiness, city and regional planaing, computer science, soclal work, sod edacation. It is ironic that we
reserve some of the most engaging cpportuaitics ia formal eddcation for a relatively small percentags of
students who mcceed in reaching tho higheat levels of tha aducation process.

To successfully redirect vocational education toward & professicoaltechaical focus will first require s
fendameninl change in parspective about the role of wask-related eduestinn in high school: through
curriculum design and instructional practice, and as an ebjective of poblic policy, it is tims to state
farcefully and unequivocally that professional/technical education in high school bas respoasibility and
will be beld accouatable for contributing significanty to students® academic achicvemuent.

Realizing this objective will reguire careful stteation to 1) a programmatic frampeawork built around
isdustry majors or career clustens that defias twoadly the domain of work and the knowledge and skills
oseded for lasting success in both postsecundary education and future careers; 2) development of
curiculum that explicitly sddresses and incorporaies selected aspects of academic standards that are:
cipecially well suiied to inatruction in professionaltechnical programs; 3) profeasional development for
teacheys, both in-service and pre-segvice, that streagthens the capacity of vocational/technical teachers
10 teach selected aapects of acadcmica and the capacity of scademic teachers to teach scademics in the
context of challenging and mitheutic work-rejated situstions.
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Taking Respomaibility for Academic Achievement
A New Standard for Vocational Education
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Integrating academic and vocational education—when the National Center for
Vocational Education (NCRVE) first came to Berkeley in 1986, this objective was central to
our mission, and much of NCRVE's work during the past eleven years has been dovoted to
sdvancing this idea. We have not, of course, becn alone ip this campaign. Intogration has
figured prominently in the Perkins Act, the School-to-Work Opportunities Act, and the
current reauthorization legialation. It has also been high on the agenda of a growing pumber of
schools and school districts, especially those implementing careor academics, career majors,
studeat projects, and other inn_ovation.! that demand significant curriculum changes.

Without meaning to diminish in any way the important progress that has been made on
tho integration fromt, it is fair to say thet a great deal remains to be accomplished. As I visit
high schools around the country, I am struck by how little intcgration actually exists, in either
vocational or academic clagses. In most community-coﬂcm,thm seems to be cven less
Perhaps I have simply misaed a lot of the more imovative places, but if not, why after more
than ten years of so much emphasis on this theme has there not been more headway? Let me

offer a possible explanation.

First, integration that is rigorous, authemtic, and sustained is very hard to do—much
harder than most of us who have advocated integration over imagined. To be effective, ‘an
integration activity must in the first instance be designed to accomplish an important, well
defined educational objective. Integration is not an end in itself, so unless it addresses an
academic or vocational objective that is deemed important at a particular stage in the
curiculum, integration is imappropriate no mafnter how engaging thc activity may be.
Moreover, unless integration accomplishes this objective more offectively—that is, more
students master the specified educational standard, they learn it more quickly, they retain it
longer, or they can apply it in more diverse ways—than they would through the conventional
academic or vocational approach, the intograted strategy is probably a waste of time. Alas
there are remarkably few practical guidelines for teachers about when to choose integration in
lieu of ather teaching strategies.
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In addition, effectively integrating academic and vocational cumiculum depends on much
more than simply identifying work-related applications of academic knowledge and skill, no
matter how advanced. Presenting students with an algebra problem requiring the application of
Olm'’s law is not necessarily any more engaging than the mindless puzzle of determining the
meeting point of two trains, onc starting from New York at 40 miles per hour and the other
from Los Angeles at 60. It is a superior problem only if the world of electronics, the context
for the problem, bolds genuine interest for the student and, ideally, the teacher as well
However, what intsrests one student may well bore another. Sorting out what fascinates whom
in a clasa of 20 students (let alone four or more classes each day) and then defining bona fide
spplications of academics in a variety of different areas can casily overwhelln tho most
dedicated toacher.

And finally, even if we succeed in keeping integration sharply focused on clear, well
specified oducational objectives and in defining a legitimate application that really excites a
student, doing this day after day, weck after week in 8 fashion that builds systsmatically on
previous activitics is challenging, to say the least Constructing rich, complex, cumulative
integrated curriculum that develops simultanscusly mastery of an academic discipline and its
application in a coherently defined domain of the work warkd demands time, expertise, and
resourcea that are beyond the reach of most teachers. Whilc thero are some orgsnizations
working bard to supply teachers with well designed intogmted cwrriculum—for example, the
efforts of the Center for Occupational Rescarch and Development (CORD) or the New
Standards Project—the stock of sound, tested materials is still quite Limited.

And so, accomplishing noteworthy integration i difficult, and if we are really serious
aboutwluevmg more of it, we are going to have to pay a Jot more attention to curriculum
development, alternative strategies for organizing and delivering instruction, and teacher
preparation and ongoing professional education NCRVE has had much to say on these issucs,
aod thege concerns will continue high on the Center’s agends for some time. But there is, I
think, a second and perhaps more basic problem that must be addressed.

Most vocational educators remain ambivalent about integration that requires significant
attention to academics. Almost everyone agrees in principle that a more rigorous vocational
curriculum is desirable. But old habits die hard, and a great many vocational educators continue
1o believe that if their students lack, say, the math skills needed for succesa in their vocational
classes, then addressing this problem is the responsibility of math teachers. It i a rare masonry |
cinss, for example, that consciously and systematically teaches the measurement, fractions,
ratios, proportions, and simple algebra that are all part of working with bricks and mortar, It is
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not that masonry instructors deny the importance of these math skills. Quite the contrary, but
they do not usually view the masounry class as the place to teach math. Also, of course, they
themselves have mot been taught how to teach the mathematics of their profession.

Consequently, integration, if it occurs at all, happens mostly on the margins.

It is time to change this. As a profession, as part of cumriculumn philosophy and
objectives, as a matter of public policy, it is time to stats forcefully end unequivocally that
vocational education has respomsibility and will be held accountsble for contributing
significantly to students’ academic achievement This does not mean that a vocational class
should become a substitute for en academic class; rather it becomes a more carcfully
coordinated complement. In the example above, the masonry student still takes the expected
academnic math courses, but the sabset of mathomatics thet is embedded in masonry becomes an
explicit part of the masonry cwriculun. That ‘math is taught in both courses, with each
reinforcing the other.

Vocational educators will argue that adding acadegnic content of this magnitude to the
vocational curriculum will require them to eliminate vocational conteat they are presently
teaching. Perhaps so. Howevex, if students have 3 better grasp of academics, they may be abls
© master the vocational material more quickly, producing a significant productivity gain in
vocational classes. In any eveat, tho message from parents, industry, and policy makers is quits
clear: academics——ensuring that mare students master an increasingly challenging foundation of
math, science, English, and social studics—is the priority. Vocational educators should maks it

theirs.

Adopting this new staadard is not simply a matter of survival for vocational education,
aithough it may very well be that. Rather realizing the larger educational goal—significantly
nising the academic achisvement of all studemts—may depend critically on vocational
cducation making academics its primary charge. For we know that for the majority of students .
in high school, and even for a very large pumber of students in postsecondary institutions, the
way we have traditionally taught acedemics has not worked very well How ironic, then, if
vocational education dedicated to academic achievemeut, were the key to major. progress in
school reform.



