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CAREER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION
Old Debates, Persistent Challenges in Community Colleges

DEBRA D. BRAGG

INTRODUCTION

Career and technical education is rooted in federal legislation first passed in 1917 to
fund secondary vocational education. In spite of staunch support from early junior
college advocates, the federal government did not fund career and technical education
(then labeled vocational education) beyond high school until the 1960s, and even then
appropriations were modest. However, vocational education has expanded and diversi-
fied considerably since the mid-20th century, leading scholars to question whether the
access agenda of community colleges is threatened by an increasing preoccupation with
economic development (Levin, 2001). Critics have claimed the vocational mission of
community colleges overshadows individual benefits (Brint & Karabel, 1989), but politi-
cians, business representatives, and college leaders continue to seek an intensified con-
nection to the labor market (Harmon & MacAllum, 2003). Situated in the middle of this
long-standing debate is the student who seeks a college education for many reasons, one
of which is to secure a good job.

Since 1963, federal legislation has authorized funding for postsecondary vocational
education to increase enrollments through strengthened connections to business and
industry, with community and technical colleges at the heart of this workforce develop-
ment strategy (Bragg, 2001a). Integral to implementation of vocational education at the
postsecondary level were articulation agreements with high schools to create academic
pathways that enable traditional-age students to transition to college. Skill-specific
training programs were offered to assist unemployed and incumbent adult workers to
obtain credentials and re-enter or advance in the labor market. These diverse trajecto-
ries represent the outer boundaries for what has become a broad set of curricular offer-
ings that represent contemporary career and technical education (CTE).

This chapter begins with an analysis of federal support for secondary vocational
education that began in 1917. It continues by examining vocational education at the
mid-20th century when dramatic social and economic change occurred nationwide,
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prompting federal funding for vocational education by community, junior, and techni-
cal colleges. At the end of the 20th century and beginning of the new millennium post-
secondary vocational education evolved into an even more complex, multidimensional
enterprise, and the terminology shifted from vocational education to CTE, which was
codified in the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act in
2006. Increasingly, CTE has been positioned as an instrumental tool to prepare workers
for the global economy, extending the long-standing debate about whether vocational
education should be integrated into the general curriculum or kept distinct to facilitate
economic development.

FROM VOCATIONAL EDUCATION TO CAREER
AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION

Since the early 20th century, the nation has debated the fundamental role of public edu-
cation. At one extreme, the core purpose of public education is to provide liberal educa-
tion to develop the whole person and, at the other extreme, the key goal is to develop
specific skills for work. This intention to distinguish education for employment from
education for life’s fuller endeavors represents one of the most important yet conten-
tious debates over public education in the U.S. (see, for example, Labaree, 2010). Over
much of the 20th century, this debate played out in public high schools where students
prepared to attend college or enter the workplace.

The comprehensive high school took shape at about the turn of the 20th century
when educators, politicians, and business leaders actively debated how best to edu-
cate the nation’s growing and increasingly diverse student population. The nation was
seeing an increasing number of young people leave the farms for urban areas, and
immigration was bringing non-native speakers into the population (Wirth, 1992). To
address these trends, high schools were thought most efficient if they replicated the
social and economic order of the day, helping students find a place in the school cur-
riculum that would prepare them to matriculate to college or prepare them for employ-
ment. This focus on efficiency contributed to the replication of structural inequalities
that separated students by income, ethnicity and race, gender, and other defining
characteristics. Hence, high school education for the wealthy and elite class focused
on preparation for college, and preparation for the rest, especially the working class,
concentrated on preparation for employment. Males were the primary recipients of
high school technical instruction, with domestic life as the focus for the education of
females (Wirth, 1992).

The Smith Hughes Act

Vocational education began to be offered as part of public schooling when the federal
Smith Hughes Act was passed in 1917, through vocational agriculture and manual
training programs for males and domestic science (or home economics) for females.
Vocational curriculum was especially useful to educate students who were likely to
drop out (Lazerson & Grubb, 1974), and was therefore heralded as a democratizing mis-
sion of public education, according to the U.S. government (Benavot, 1983; Lazerson &
Grubb, 1974). Simultaneously, employers praised the benefits that vocational education
provided by offering specific skill training to students who would otherwise fail to find
work that would sustain a living wage. Similar to policy-makers, employers foresaw ben-
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efits of vocational education for both the economy and students by motivating students
to stay in school and enter employment (Wirth, 1992).

Championing vocational education as a democratizing form of public education,
Prosser (1913) observed, “The American school will truly become democratic when we
learn to train all kinds of men [sic], in all kinds of ways, for all kinds of things” (p. 406).
Through vocational education, students were expected to experience a more practical
form of education that was presumed to be directly applicable to their future as labor-
ers and line workers in factories that were needed to grow the U.S. industrial economy.
Vocational education would heighten students’ abilities to secure skilled jobs (rather
than fill unskilled jobs that predominated in the labor market at that time). For the
working class, education for citizenship and for life was presumed to be fulfilled if they
were prepared for work (Wonacott, 2003).

Separate and Unequal

The Smith Hughes Act established vocational education as a separate system of educa-
tion administered by state boards to perpetuate distinct curricula. Because the admin-
istration of federal funds required an independent administrative system, state boards
that propagated separate curricula (what eventually became known as tracks) were also
perpetuated through separate teacher preparation programs and reinforced by profes-
sional and student organizations that complemented practical classroom instruction
(Rojewski, 2002). However, critics of the separate system for vocational education,
such as John Dewey, claimed that vocational education missed opportunities to con-
nect pedagogical approaches to broader aspects of education, work, and the community
that were necessary to move marginalized populations into the mainstream of society
(Wirth, 1992). Dewey and others argued that a separate system of vocational education
weakened the entire educational system, and these perspectives laid the groundwork for
debates about the goals of public education that have lasted for decades (Wirth, 1992).

In an historical account prepared for the U.S. Department of Education, Hayward
and Benson (1993) described the “isolation of vocational education from other parts of
the comprehensive high school curriculum” as “a division between practical and theo-
retical instruction” (p. 3) that would have detrimental effects on U.S. public schools.
Educating students to perform job-specific skills to the exclusion of academic education
limited students’ options to transition to college and advance into professional employ-
ment. Isolation was not only evident between vocational and academic education but
within vocational education because fields of study associated with agriculture, manual
training (eventually industrial arts and then technology education), home econom-
ics, business, and other areas were funded and delivered separately (Rojewski, 2002).
Even within vocational education, different fields of study were separate and unequal,
depending on their alignment with larger social and economic strata. This separation
of curriculum between vocational and academic education, as well as further differen-
tiation within vocational education, prevailed into the mid-20th century when federal
legislation expanded to the postsecondary education level.

At the time the Smith Hughes Act was passed, Charles Prosser and David Snedden,
prominent spokespersons, advocated for “an essentialist approach toward vocational
education—firmly grounded in meeting the needs of business and industry” (Rojew-
ski, 2002, p. 7, emphasis in original). Citing historical accounts authored by Sarkees-
Wircenski and Scott (1995), Rojewski observed that essentialism emphasizes instruction
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in basic academics (reading, writing, and arithmetic), respect for the prevailing power
structure, and appreciation of middle-class values. As noted previously, this philosophy
was countered by John Dewey, who warned that “too specific a mode of efficiency defeats
its own purpose,” and he called for education that would be neither too labor-market
specific nor too distinct from the rest of schooling so that there was not a diminution of
its benefits to the individual or to the community (Dewey, 1916, p. 119). The perspectives
of Prosser and Snedden, in contrast to Dewey, which continued to be associated with
vocational education to the present, contribute to an uneven playing field for histori-
cally marginalized populations who seek opportunities to benefit from public education
directed at college and career preparation.

EXTENSION OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION
TO THE POSTSECONDARY LEVEL

Expansion of vocational education to the postsecondary level occurred in the 1960s,
launching vocational programs that would continue to evolve throughout the rest of the
20th century. However, the increase in vocational education programs was not without
controversy due to the continued delivery of programming that was accessed by and
accessible to some but not all student groups. Efforts to diversify the student population
that participated in vocational education were acknowledged by new federal legislation
in the 1970s, but limitations of these laws contributed to inequities for ethnic and racial
student groups.

The Vocational Education Act of 1963

Until the 1960s, federal monies for vocational education were devoted entirely to sec-
ondary education. Numerous leaders of junior colleges advanced the idea of terminal
vocational education for several decades, including national commissions advocating
for applied associate degree programs in the health sciences, manufacturing, and other
fields. However, none of these efforts produced support for dedicated federal funding for
vocational education beyond high school until the mid-1960s when the nation launched
a comprehensive higher education agenda. Intellectual leaders of the junior college were
adamant supporters of an alternative curriculum to transfer education for working-
class students, and they articulated widely the importance of a strong vocational func-
tion in junior colleges (Meier, 2008). Walter Crosby Eells, Leonard V. Koos, and other
early scholars of the community college considered vocational education to be a proper
alternative to transfer for students who were unlikely to be successful pursuing bacca-
laureate degrees. They advocated for a diversified curriculum that paralleled the strati-
fied labor market, believing that vocational education was essential to the long-term
survival of junior colleges. State higher education systems lent their support, creating
separate institutional types to support the administration of two-year college and four-
year university education to address a range of student abilities (Brint & Karabel, 1989;
Dougherty, 2004). This argument, including the rhetoric of democratizing education,
is hauntingly similar to the perspectives of early vocational education advocates who
believed a vocational curriculum that replicated the social and economic hierarchy was
necessary to sustain high schools.

With the passage of the Vocational Education Act of 1963, the door opened to federal
funding for vocational education in junior, community, and technical colleges (Calhoun
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& Finch, 1976), resulting in a more visible and integral role for vocational education at
the postsecondary level. Federal policy-makers recognized that occupations required
higher levels of technical instruction, using the label of “semi-professional” to describe
the preferred tier of employment for junior college graduates. Whereas federal funds
had been non-existent for vocational education beyond high school prior to the 1960s,
the 1963 legislation recommended 20% of federal funding be awarded to programs
enrolling students between 20 and 25 years old, 15% to programs enrolling students
between 25 and 65, and 5% to programs enrolling students of any age, and the remain-
ing funds appropriated to secondary education (Calhoun & Finch, 1976). To this day,
the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education does not
prescribe the precise allocation to the secondary and postsecondary level (Bragg, 2001a).
Although there are some exceptions, it is common for states to allocate a higher propor-
tion of funds to the secondary than postsecondary level, in spite of strong rationale for
most occupational instruction to be delivered by community colleges due to workforce
requirements necessary in the modern labor market (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010).
Looking at funding from all levels of government, Silverberg, Warner, Fong, and Good-
win (2004) estimated federal Perkins funds made up approximately 2% of local com-
munity college budgets that support vocational education.

Expanding Access

The 1963 Vocational Education Act also signaled the importance of preparing college-
age citizens and adults for employment. Technological advancements prompted by
the Kennedy presidency and social commitments supported by the Johnson admin-
istration encouraged community colleges to develop vocational programs to pre-
pare students for technical and semi-professional occupations (Rojewski, 2002). Also
important during this period, the civil rights movement raised the nation’s awareness
of discrimination in the workplace, in education, and in public life by expanding vot-
ing rights, abolishing national-origin quotas in immigration laws, and banning dis-
crimination in housing. These larger social forces provided an important context for
expanding vocational education at the same time that many community colleges were
first opening their doors (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Although there is no evidence to
point to the expansion of vocational education as a direct response to the civil rights
movement, there is no doubt that the nation’s efforts to rectify historical discrimina-
tion laid the foundation for scrutiny of all forms of education, including vocational
education. The timing was right to encourage community colleges to adopt a compre-
hensive and inclusive mission, as foreshadowed by the Truman Commission immedi-
ately after World War II.

It is not surprising, then, that community colleges established in the late 1960s and
1970s articulated vocational education as integral to their core mission. In an impor-
tant book defining the emergence of vocational education as a legitimate component of
compulsory education, Grubb and Lazerson (1974, p. 1) introduced the notion of “voca-
tionalism” that had swept public education in the 20th century (and before). This book
showed how the vocational purpose of schooling had expanded significantly, noting
that vocational education had not strayed far from the vision of federal policy-makers
in the early 1900s. Over 30 years later, Grubb and Lazerson (2005) projected this same
observation onto community colleges and eventually to all of higher education, arguing
that vocationalism is at the heart of the entire educational enterprise in the U.S.
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The notion of extending vocational education beyond high school to include two years
of college, culminating in an associate’s degree, was solidified in policy in the 1960s, but
in fact not executed fully until the 1970s (Evans & Herr, 1978). Articulation processes
were important to the growth of postsecondary vocational education because commu-
nity colleges needed a way to help students who had participated in high school-level
vocational classes to matriculate to college to participate in more advanced vocational
training. An action discouraged for vocational education students at the beginning
of the early 20th century, transition from secondary to postsecondary education was
encouraged by the late 1960s and thereafter. Articulation agreements between local high
schools and community colleges began to be forged in the late 1960s in some states, with
support from state administrative agencies that authorized vocational course sequences
thought appropriate to articulate with advanced vocational training (Bragg, Layton, &
Hammons, 1994). Articulated curriculum offered the potential for students to access
college, but it also had the disadvantage of extending tracking, with many tracks ending
with a two-year applied and terminal degree, primarily the associate of applied science
(AAS). These developments created the potential to extend the essentialist approach
(Rojewski, 2002) begun in K-12 curriculum to the postsecondary level.

Who's In and Who’s Out?

An important factor in the evolution of vocational education was the targeting of pro-
grams to special populations, which began to take place in the late 1960s and 1970s.
Associated with the enrollment of students thought unable to attend or disinterested in
attending college, the Vocational Education Act of 1963 recognized students with spe-
cial needs as learner populations that could benefit from vocational education (Rojew-
ski, 2002). However, federal legislation passed in 1968 and 1976 established categorical
funding for students with disabilities and students identified as economically disad-
vantaged, along with students with limited English proficiency, teen parents, displaced
homemakers, and students in programs considered non-traditional for their gender.
The Education of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 reinforced the importance of
vocational education serving special population students, and it aligned vocational edu-
cation with special education in ways supportive of the enrollment of students with
intellectual, emotional, and physical disabilities (Meers, 1987; Sarkees-Wircenski &
Scott, 1995).

Racial and ethnic minorities were not identified as a special population group for
vocational education. According to LaFollette (2011), the omission of persons of color
from the federal vocational education legislation was no mistake. The late Senator Carl
Perkins, long-time congressional leader of the federal vocational education agenda,
believed strongly that vocational education was necessary to address the poverty he saw
in his home state of Kentucky, and he advanced a federal agenda for the nation that was
favorable to his constituency. Why other Congressional leaders did not push for equi-
table access to federally funded vocational education is uncertain. The lack of explicit
identification of ethnic and racial minority students as beneficiaries of vocational edu-
cation raised questions about the commitment of vocational education to enroll racial
and ethnic minority students (Oakes & Saunders, 2008) and address historic inequities
made evident in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

Lauded for democratizing K-12 schools by helping at-risk students graduate from
high school and find employment, advocates for aligning vocational education with
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special education did not anticipate the extent to which this decision would stigma-
tize vocational programs and their students (Rojewski, 2002). Although well intended,
linking vocational education to special education deepened schisms between the cur-
ricular tracks: college prep, general education, and vocational education. Although not
completely duplicative, students enrolling in vocational programs were many of the
same students who were marginalized from mainstream curriculum, especially the
college-bound track (Lucas, 1999; Oakes, 1985). Tracking reinforced that college prep
was for the most academically and economically privileged; general education was for
the middle-ability, middle-income student; and vocational education was for those hav-
ing inadequate academic preparation, low income status, or other characteristics mak-
ing them unqualified for or unworthy of a college education. Inequitable curriculum
structure created by tracking diverse groups constrained students’ abilities to access the
academic curriculum and prepare for college (Oakes, 1985). Later, in a national study of
vocational education mandated by Congress, Boesel and McFarland (1994), it was sug-
gested that, due to years of implementation in secondary schools, vocational education
had become “a backwater, a dumping ground” (p. 11) for economically disadvantaged
and disabled students. This research reinforced claims made by Oakes (1985) and oth-
ers about the ways vocational education contributed to inequitable outcomes. Although
this critique was directed at K-12 education, the push for articulation of secondary voca-
tional education with postsecondary curriculum created the potential to replicate pat-
terns of inequitable outcomes at the collegiate level unless drastic changes were made.

THE NEW VOCATIONALISM

Recognizing the inherent problems in tracking that limits students’ educational options,
a dialogue about a new form of vocationalism emerged among educators and scholars
in the latter part of the 20th century. Reflecting on changes to federal legislation associ-
ated with reauthorization of the federal vocational education law in 1990, Benson (1997)
provided an argument for “new vocationalism” (p. 201) that encouraged the movement
of vocational education from the margins to the mainstream of the U.S. curriculum.
According to Benson, new vocationalism had three distinct components that distin-
guished it from vocational education of the past. First, it integrated academic and voca-
tional education by blending theory with practical skills. Second, it aligned secondary
with postsecondary education to provide opportunities for more high school students to
matriculate to college. Third, it established a “closer relationship between education and
work, such that these two main components of human activity should each enhance and
elevate the other” (Benson, 1997, p. 201). Various policies governing vocational educa-
tion from the early 1990s to the present have advanced these tenets of reform, echoing
ideas advanced by early 20th-century philosophers such as John Dewey (1916). However,
in spite of the promise to revisit the progressive education philosophy of education and
the excitement that these reform tenets created (Wirth, 1992), implementation of voca-
tional education reforms has been uneven across the nation, creating a mixed picture of
program quality and student outcomes (Lewis, 2008).

Vocational Education Reform

Numerous models emerged in the 1990s that attempted to strengthen the relationship
between academic education and vocational education, including tech prep, career
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academies, youth apprenticeships (Lewis, 2008), and other school reforms of which High
Schools that Work (HSTW) is most widely recognized and researched (see, for example,
Kaufman, Bradby, & Teitelbaum, 2000). These reforms emphasized better integration
between academic education and vocational education. Concerns about tracking were
on the minds of educators at all levels by this time; thus reformers associated with new
vocationalism were cognizant of the need to increase academic education participation
as part of an integrated academic and CTE program of study (Lynch, 2000). Technical
preparation (or tech prep) conceived by Parnell (1985) is an example of a model that
attempted to execute the tenets of reform associated with new vocationalism as pro-
posed by Benson (1997).

In The Neglected Majority, Parnell (1985) criticized the compulsory education sys-
tem for failing to recognize that individual differences should be attributed to stu-
dents’ unique learning styles and not just to their intellectual abilities. He remarked
that “despite our rhetoric about the uniqueness of each individual, many people still
advocate that ‘academic’ means advanced and is for the ‘smart’ students and that career
education is for the ‘dumb’ students” (p. 55). Building on this image of students locked
into distinct tracks that stigmatize them according to their innate intelligence, Parnell
advanced the notion of careers education that is both “information-rich and experi-
ence-rich” (1985, p. 69), and he advocated for a plurality of pedagogical strategies lead-
ing to career opportunities that students could pursue over their lifetimes. The specific
proposal that emerged from Parnell’s vision was for technical preparation (tech prep)
designed to provide the programmatic structure and substance to transition students
in the middle two quartiles of the high school student body to a community college
where they would study the “mid-range of occupations requiring some beyond-high-
school education and training but not necessarily a baccalaureate degree” (1985, p. 140).
Enthusiastically adopted by federal policy-makers, the Carl D. Perkins vocational edu-
cation legislation of 1990 and 1998 provided states and local entities with the authority
and funding to implement tech prep as part of the federal Tech Prep Education Act.
Accordingly, these programs were expected to offer an integrated academic and CTE
curriculum that started by at least the junior year of high school and continued through
two years of postsecondary education to the associate degree, a two-year certification or
a formal apprenticeship. Articulation agreements providing high school students with
college credit (referred to as articulated credit and later dual credit) and applied peda-
gogical instruction formed the backbone of the tech prep model (Hull, 2005).

In tech prep and other models that emerged as part of new vocationalism, CTE
lessened its focus on specific occupations associated with historical federal policy and
paid more attention to career development and preparation at the high school level,
recognizing that job-specific training may yield immediate pay-offs but limit long-
term economic benefits to students (Lewis & Cheng, 2006). Thus, while agriculture,
consumer and family studies (formerly home economics), business and marketing, and
industrial/technology education continued to exist, CTE began to be conceptualized as
part of a progression of educational experiences for students, beginning at the middle
school or high school level, extending through the postsecondary level, and into the
labor market (Meeder, 2008). Collaborative efforts between the U.S. Department of
Education and the U.S. Department of Labor to map the nation’s labor force resulted
in the States Career Cluster Framework in 1999, which encouraged rethinking of the
way students prepare for employment, recognizing that more than one career trajec-
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tory had become commonplace in the labor market (Ruffing, n.d.). This framework had
a dual purpose: It intended to create more coherency in education for employment for
learners at all levels of the lifespan, youth to adults; and it intended to show students
how they could progress through the education and training systems, moving in and
out of school and college enrollment as they advanced in a career or moved from one
career to another.

The States Career Cluster Framework identified 16 clusters of occupations and broad
industries, with each cluster further delineated into career pathways and programs of
study. This framework has been applied broadly to the nation’s entire labor market, and it
has guided the development of curriculum and instruction intended to prepare students
for the lifelong learning associated with college and career preparation. Curriculum
developed to accompany this framework necessitated an integrated approach to aca-
demic and CTE, as envisioned by Benson (1997), particularly to nullify the separation of
CTE from academic education. The ultimate goal was to provide students with an inter-
disciplinary approach to education that connects and reinforces theory and practice in
ways that enable students to pursue their academic goals and simultaneously prepare for
employment. Although the States Career Cluster Framework has not paid substantial
attention to citizenship education, this framework has attempted to engage a broad con-
stituency in conversations about the fundamental purpose of schooling. Scholars such
as Oakes and Saunders (2008) have pointed out that civic education is a natural ally to
CTE in that students need “multiple pathways” that include civic education to prepare
them to better serve their communities, the nation, and global interests (p. 6).

Reforms associated with new vocationalism have expected secondary and postsec-
ondary educators to work together collaboratively to develop and align curriculum that
prepares students to pursue their college and career goals and aspirations (Taylor et
al., 2009). This approach has asked stakeholders to rethink educational goals that have
impeded access to and success in college and career preparation (Bragg & Bennett, 2011).
Curriculum that helps students pursue a wide range of goals and outcomes, including
ensuring that students have access to associate and baccalaureate degrees, represents a
pathway unthinkable for vocational education programs in earlier times. Programs of
study that extend to the baccalaureate represent an expansion of new vocationalism to
the rest of higher education (Grubb & Lazerson, 2005), and a vivid commitment to rec-
tifying social inequities associated with tracking in K-12 (Bragg & Ruud, 2011).

Mixed Results

Research on the new vocationalism is limited, but a few empirical studies address the
question of whether CTE programs are working. For example, results of a study of eight
tech prep consortia in four states that attempted to implement comprehensive reforms
consistent with new vocationalism showed that academic course requirements mat-
tered to students’ choices of high school courses (academic and CTE). Students who
were encouraged to take more academic courses as part of their tech prep programs
did so, and this action was positively associated with matriculation to college (Bragg
et al., 2003). When student participation in core academic courses was linked to rigor-
ous course requirements, the students took a greater number of academic courses and
they advanced to higher levels in the academic curriculum, which offered them better
preparation for college. In a secondary analysis of this same dataset, Bragg, Zamani,
Yoo, Jung-sup, and Hill (2001) found that tech prep participants took at least as many
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advanced academic courses as the comparison group of students who graduated with
similar academic performance, and in some cases more. These tech prep students were
less likely to need remediation when they entered the community college relative to the
comparison group.

Albeit promising, Bragg et al.’s (2001) work also showed results on student outcomes
that raised questions about whether tech prep had ameliorated inequities associated
with historical tracking policies in high schools. Bragg et al. showed that students’
preparation for college differed by ethnic and racial group membership, favoring
White students. Although not evident in all eight sites, in the two sites offering some
of the most intensive academic course requirements, there was a significant differ-
ence between White and African American students on college readiness, controlling
for other student characteristics. In both sites, African American students were more
likely to require remediation at the community college than White students. Based
on their increased likelihood of having to enter college taking remedial courses, Afri-
can American students were also disadvantaged on other transition outcomes such as
progress to degree and college completion relative to White students. This pattern of
secondary education that is linked to differential preparation for college by ethnic and
racial group and income status represents a troubling pattern of inequity that contin-
ues to persist {Schmid, 2010).

In a study of CTE transition programs similar to tech prep, Lekes et al. (2007) studied
students in two regions of the country. Findings revealed that CTE transition students
in both sites scored significantly higher than their matched non-CTE transition student
counterparts on the Reading for Information subtest items of ACT WorkKeys. A sig-
nificant difference was noted between the two groups on dual credit course-taking, with
CTE transition students taking more dual credit than non-CTE students. Such positive
findings would be encouraging of new vocationalism were it not for the troubling pat-
tern of differential benefits that emerged, similar to the Bragg et al. (2007) study. Lewis
(2008) concluded that various new vocationalism reforms had revealed mixed results
due to the questions they raised about equitable outcomes for minority students. His
synthesis revealed modest evidence of the advantage of tech prep, career academies,
and youth apprenticeships over traditional education, speculating that new vocation-
alism reforms had not been implemented thoroughly enough to test their effects. He
suggested, “POS [Programs of Study] are unlikely to produce marked improvements
in achievement and transition to postsecondary education” (p. 180) unless they are
implemented sufficiently to overcome patterns associated with the past. He concluded
that incremental change, admittedly less complex to implement, had resulted in partial
reform and, as a consequence, new vocationalism had not achieved the major effects it
had hoped to realize.

THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE ROLE

Much of the conversation about new vocationalism has been directed at the K-12 level,
particularly at high schools, except to the extent community colleges have been seen as
partners to receive CTE students who are advancing to the postsecondary level (Grubb
& Lazerson, 2005). For some community colleges, tech prep, career pathways, and pro-
grams of study represented useful avenues to student recruitment to maintain or grow
postsecondary CTE program enrollments. However, since many students who enroll in
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postsecondary CTE classes are beyond traditional college age, community college prac-
titioners have not always embraced models and approaches that transition high school
students to college as eagerly as they have adopted workforce development strategies
for adults (Alssid & Goldberg, 2011; Grubb, Badway, Bell, Bragg, & Russman, 1997).
Whereas concern about access to postsecondary CTE programs for matriculating high
school graduates is recognized as important to keeping enrollments healthy, postsec-
ondary CTE programs often enroll substantial numbers of adults who already have
labor market experience (with some also having prior college enrollment) and who seek
to retrain or upgrade their skills to attain a better job. For many students, the postsec-
ondary CTE curriculum provides a way to fulfill their employment goals, with college
and industry-related credentials being the reward for program completion (Alssid &
Goldberg, 2011).

In an extensive report on CTE for the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES),
Levesque et al. (2008) reported that over 5,000 public, not-for-profit, and for-profit post-
secondary institutions offered CTE (called “career education” in the report), suggesting
that over 90% of Title IV eligible postsecondary institutions offered these courses. Over
1,100 public community colleges offered CTE courses, accounting for almost 20% of
all two-, four-year, and less-than-two year, and public, not-for-profit, or for-profit post-
secondary education providers. This summary report claimed that U.S. postsecondary
institutions had approximately 4.4 million associate degree seekers and 1 million certifi-
cate seekers among all CTE students, with business and marketing, health care, educa-
tion, and computer science majors as the predominant fields of study among associate
degree-seeking students. Personal and consumer services and trade and industry were
common CTE majors among students seeking certificates.

Students who enroll in postsecondary CTE programs are more diverse than the
overall community college postsecondary student population. Compared to their coun-
terparts enrolled in the general or transfer curriculum, a higher proportion of CTE stu-
dents represent ethnic and racial minority groups, non-traditional college-age students,
individuals who are financially independent from their families and married with finan-
cial dependants, students who attend college while also working part- or full-time, and
low-income students. Hence, at this level, the diversity of student enrollment is exten-
sive (Bragg, 2001b). This demographic diversity is especially evident among postsecond-
ary CTE students who pursue college credentials at less-than-degree level (Levesque et
al., 2008). Thus, whereas students enrolled in postsecondary CTE are demographically
diverse relative to the rest of the college enrollment, stratification within CTE is appar-
ent in that more minority and low-income students are present in the student group that
pursues certificates rather than degrees. Specific skill training that prepares students for
immediate employment is an important goal of many of these students—albeit an “en
route” goal to the associate degree (Bragg, Cullen, Bennett, & Ruud, 2011, p. 9), which
explains why a career pathway and program of study approach is important to achieving
greater equity in student access and completion among underserved student popula-
tions (Foster, Strawn, & Duke-Benefield, 2011).

Predominant theories undergirding the skills-training agenda reinforce the essen-
tialist approach (Rojewski, 2002) mentioned earlier in this chapter, along with human
capital, globalization, signaling theory, and sheepskin theory, all prevalent in the CTE
and higher education literature (see, for example, Levin, 2001). Gray and Herr (1995)
pointed to the importance of CTE curriculum to build a competent workforce, argu-
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ing that skill-related training is predicated on human capital investment. Human
capital theory (Becker, 1993) suggests that individuals and, by extension, the firms that
employ them are most productive when high-quality goods and services are produced
at a relatively low cost because individuals can apply the knowledge and skills they
have acquired through education. Related to human capital theory is signaling theory
(Spence, 2002), which suggests that an individual’s ability to perform in the workplace
is largely obscured from employers who need cues or signals to inform them when a
person possesses the ability to perform productively in a job. Signaling theory provides
rationale for why employers advocate for credentials and stridently encourage the edu-
cation system to adopt them. Sheepskin effects extend from signaling theory, suggesting
individuals who receive credentials experience benefits over and above students with
comparable education but no credentials (Bailey, Kienzl, & Marcotte, 2004). In an age
where credentialing has assumed a top priority on the nation’s higher education agenda
(Matthew, 2011), an examination of CTE’s role in awarding credentials to all students,
especially underserved populations, is important.

Furthermore, arguments concerning globalization of the economy suggest that CTE
reflects the influence of technology and increased commodification of the curriculum,
resulting in increased centering of CTE as the primary mission of community colleges
(Levin, 2000, 2001). Jacobs (2001) and Jacobs and Dougherty (2006) pointed to the
importance of CTE programs that are tightly coupled to the economy to prepare stu-
dents for technology-rich, globalized work environments. They argued that postsecond-
ary CTE is not only critical to employment in the first job, but to ensuring that students
and graduates keep pace with evolving technologies so that they are prepared for career
advancement. In this respect, the form of CTE envisioned by Dougherty and Jacobs
is consistent with the career pathways and programs of study that award a series of
increasingly valuable credentials in the marketplace. Indeed, multiple pathways (Oakes
& Saunders, 2008) that provide options for students, including certificates and degrees,
represent a potentially democratizing form of curriculum. Questions remain, however,
about whether these career pathways and programs of study are fulfilling this democ-
ratization goal and whether the credentials and other benefits associated with them are
distributed equitably to all.

Promising Results

Research conducted for the national assessment of vocational education (Bailey et al,,
2004; Silverberg, Warner, Fong, & Goodwin, 2004) using three national longitudinal
datasets showed, overall, that students who completed postsecondary CTE programs
did at least as well as, and in some cases significantly better, than students who enrolled
in academic programs at comparable levels of postsecondary education. In a compre-
hensive synthesis of over 20 studies of the benefits of attending and completing a com-
munity college education, Belfield and Bailey (2011) reported “strong positive earnings
from community college attendance and completion, as well as from progression to a
4-year college” (p. 60), and they reported that these gains increase over time. Certificate
and associate degree holders had higher returns than individuals with similar years
of postsecondary education but no credential, giving credence to the presence of the
sheepskin effect, particularly for female students. Inadequate evidence of effects was
available for ethnic, minority, and low-income groups, leaving the question of equity in
student outcomes unanswered and suggesting the importance of research that disaggre-
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gates results by subgroups to understand the role postsecondary CTE plays in address-
ing historic inequities faced by underserved populations.

Referencing again the democratization function of community colleges, recent
experimentation with new vocationalism at the postsecondary level includes the offer-
ing of bridge programs, career pathways, and programs of study that are extended to
underserved populations, including ethnic minority and low-income students, partic-
ularly adult learners. Prince and Jenkins (2005) observed that adult students are less
likely to be retained in college and receive any type of certificate or degree than younger
students. Evaluating the effects of bridge and career pathway programs for a)c)lults in
Washington state, Prince and Jenkins applied the notion of a “tipping point” to the
college enrollment and credentialing phenomenon, suggesting the importance of lqw—
income adult learners attending at least one year of college, typically CTE, and earning
a credential to boost their labor market outcomes in terms of employment and earn-
ings. Taking remedial courses concurrently with CTE produced significant average
rates of employment and quarterly earnings, and these results held true for adults and
low-income learners. Again, drawing on data from Washington state, Jenkins and Weiss
(2011) recommended that younger learners would benefit from programs of study that
link academic and CTE course work systematically with support services that encour-
age persistence. These results offer modest support for new vocationalism reforms that
engage diverse learners and support their completion of certificates and degrees.

OLD DEBATES, PERSISTENT CHALLENGES

Philosophical and theoretical debates have been used to support vocat.ional educat%on
policy and practice since its beginning nearly a century ago. As vocational education
evolved into CTE, the debate over essentialism versus pragmatism has provided a use-
ful frame for understanding the evolution of differentiated instruction and tracking,
including detrimental effects, and the potential for new vocationalism reforms.that
have emerged slowly over the past two decades and continue to struggle to ﬁnfl a viable
place in curriculum. Whereas the human capital rationale looms large as a rationale for
CTE on several levels, Rojewski (2002) observed that some educators have consistentcly
argued for CTE to be a response to economic and social issues, having a democratiz-
ing effect on the educational system because of its ability to reach and serve under-
represented learners. From this perspective, CTE programs recognize that' students are
complex, malleable, and receptive to learning when the teaching and learning process is
reflective of the multiple dimensions of life (Sarkees-Wircenski & Scott, 1995). This aim
suggests that CTE is not so much about preparing people for work as about whet'.u'ng
their appetite for learning and providing them with relevant options and opportunities
to help them navigate through education, into the labor market, and, most importantly,
on with all of the facets of their lives (Oakes & Saunders, 2008).

In spite of the century-long experience with CTE, there remains relatively limit‘ed
knowledge of educational and economic benefits, particularly for ethnic and racial
minorities, low-income students, and other underrepresented learners. Limitations to
research designs that attempt to examine outcomes for students who participate in CTE
relative to students with comparable characteristics who have not participated have been
a perennial problem, going so far as to threaten future federal support for CTE (Duncan,
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2011). Calls for improvements to CTE and better research to report empirical evidence
of program quality and student outcomes are frequent (see, for example, Lewis, 2008),
but mostly addressed insufficiently to satisfy the critics. Similar to the debate that gave
birth to vocational education in the U.S. in 1917, the merits of CTE continue to be con-
tested. Although CTE is unlikely to go away entirely, given the rise of new vocational-
ism, more scrutiny and better research are needed to understand how CTE benefits the
increasingly diverse student populations that seek to access and complete community
college credentials and degrees. The promise of a more democratic form of education
and a better future for all the nation’s learners may be at stake.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. In what ways does the concept of “new vocationalism” pertain to the community
college?

2. How do we address questions of CTE program quality in a period of declining
resources combined with increased interest in CTE programs?

3. When education is increasingly looked upon as a private good, and the commu-
nity college’s access mission threatened by an economic development agenda, is
CTE appropriately placed within the community college? Why or why not?
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THE COMPARATIVE POLITICAL ECONOMY
OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

Lessons for the Study of Community Colleges in the U.S.

LUCIANA DAR

Although the study of community colleges in the U.S. has a long history, only recently
has the institution secured broader attention and legitimacy in the field of higher edu-
cation (Harper & Jackson, 2011). The same is true for community colleges’ standing in
U.S. education policy and political discourses, for which the institution has become the
focus of the federal government’s efforts to increase postsecondary attainment, access
by low-income and underrepresented students to higher education, and the efficiency of
public investments in the tertiary sector (Biden, 2010). This shift in attention by scholars
and policy-makers, albeit delayed, is welcome, given that community colleges e{nrolled
44% of all undergraduate students in 2008 (American Association of Community Col-
leges, 2011). Nevertheless, scholarship on community colleges remains segmented an‘d
often disconnected from developments that are taking place in the social science disci-
plines and educational sciences, is based on a limited range of theoretical/conceptual
frameworks and methodological approaches, and focuses mainly on issues of access and
completion (Dougherty, 2006; Melguizo, 2011).

Conversely, the study of vocational education and training (VET), or career and tech-
nical education (CTE), as the U.Ss legislated term, has been at the center of scholarship
in the fields of comparative education sciences, educational sociology, and the economics
of education for more than three decades (Brown, Green, & Lauder, 2001; Powell & Solga,
2008; Stevens, Armstrong, & Arum, 2008). By recognizing that one cannot explain the
evolution, or ascertain the socio-economic value, of vocational education by analyzing
educational systems in isolation, the large and diverse scholarly literature on VET has
also addressed a larger set of questions than those tackled by scholarship on community
colleges (Mayer & Solga, 2008). Most importantly, this scholarship shows that the de31gn
and implementation of VET policies must take into consideration political-economic
institutions, relevant actors (i.e., unions, employers, and private education providers),
and path-dependent characteristics of VET systems (i.e., school versus employer-based
and general versus occupational focus, as well as connections to the labor market).
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