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(ABSTRACT)

The purpose of this study was to determine the long-
term effect of participation in secondary vocational
education and Co-operative Education for non-college
attending high school graduates in general, and selected
ethnic minorities and females specifically. Minority
individuals represented in the study were African-American
and Hispanic-American high school graduates from the 1980
sophomore cohort of the High School and Beyond, Fourth
Follow-up. While previous research has purported to show
that secondary vocational education has short-term econocomic
penefit for non-college attending youth, these benefits have
been mixed and/or nonexistent for minority youth. Few
studies have examined the long-term benefit of participation

in vocational education during high school.



Path analysis was used to examine the long-term
direct and indirect effects of secondary vocational
education on the post secondary labor market experiences of
non-college attending females and selected minorities. A
causal model was devised to determine the influence of
taking vocational education courses and participation in Co-
op during high school on length of employment and annual
income for young people entering the labor force with only a
high school diploma.

For non-college attending youth, these analyses found
no long-term effect on their post graduation labor market
experiences as a result of taking secondary vocational
education courses and/or participating in Co-op during high

school.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

In the 1980s, the school reform movement was focused
primarily on improving the academic skills of students, with
the implicit assumpticon that most high school students
continue their formal education after graduation. Yet, data
indicates that about half of all America’s youth do not go
to college (William T. Grant Foundation, 1988a; U.S. GAOQO,
August, 1991; U.S. GAO, September, 1993; Fraser & Charner,
1993). It is the movement of these non-college attending
high school graduates into the labor market that this study
sought to examine. Specifically, this study attempted to
determine if participation in various high school curricula
lead to different post-secondary labor market experiences
for these non-college attending youth.

It is a relatively recent phenomenon that educators and
politicians have grudgingly acknowledged the shortcomings in
secondary education that affect all students, including non-
college attending youth. Currently, when educators,
politicians and/or the popular press talk about educational
reform, the buzzword is “transition”--specifically, “school-

to~work transition”.



For most people, school-to-work transition symbolizes a
direct route all youth follow when leaving school and
entering the work force. The reality is that the move from
the classroom to the workplace is not a single event, but an
extended process which may be composed of variations
reflecting the changing needs of young people in society
today (Fraser & Charner, 1893; Smith & Rojewski, 1993).

The United States does not have a formal school-to-work
transition system. Some researchers have described the
current state of transition in this country as a “do-it-
yourself” system (Bryne, Constant, & Moore, 1992). In fact,
it has long been assumed that the vast majority of young
people in this country are perfectly capable of negotiating
the path from school to work on their own; they successfully
find work and are eventually absorbed into the full-time
work force. The realities are sometimes guite different.

How does the current state of transition services
affect America’s youth? In general, uncoordinated,
fragmented service delivery has lessened the effectiveness
of the services provided (Smith & Rojewski, 1993). While
many ¢f the components needed are in place, they do not
provide high school students with a smooth systematic

process for going from secondary education to employment.



One direct consequence of not having a formal school-
to-work transition system has been that young people who
graduate from high school, but do not go directly to
college, cost society socially and economically. Many go
from one low-paying job to the next until their mid-20s
(Smith & Rojewski, 1993). The result for some has been a
life of employment that pays less than a living wage,
offering neither self-respect nor a chance for upward
mobility (Grant Foundation, 1988a).

More remarkable has been data indicating that 20% of
these non-college attending youth will be unemployed six
years after graduating from high school (Institute on
Education and the Economy [IEE], 1992). Should these high
school graduates remain in the ranks of the unemployed, they
will cost society an estimated $50,000 each year for food,
housing, health care, welfare benefits or prison care
(Fraser & Charner, 19983).

Even though no formal school-to-work system exists in
this country, an informal system within secondary education
has been assumed--that system being vocational education.
Secondary vocational education in the United States gained
its impetus with the passage of the Vocational Education Act

of 1963. Under this legislation, federal funds were granted



to persons of all ages and levels of schooling for training
in any occupational area which did not require four years of
college. Under the Vocational Education Act and its
subsequent amendments, including the Carl D. Perkins
Vocational and Applied Technology Act of 1990 (U.S. Printing
Office, 1991) the term “wocational education” has been
defined as
...organized educational programs offering a sequernce
of courses which are directly related to the
preparation of individuals in paid or unpaided
employment in current or emerging occupations requiring
other than a baccalaureate or advanced degree. Such
programs shall include competency based applied
learning which contributes to an individual’s academic
knowledge, higher order reasoning, and problem-solving
skills, work attitudes, general employability skills,
and the occupational-specific skills necessary for
econcmic independence as a productive and contributing
member of society. Such term also includes applied
technology education. (Pub. L.No. 98-524, 20 U.S.C.
2471)
The term vocational education has been used throughout this

paper to refer to a broad array of occupational courses



available to and taken by high schoocl students within any
secondary vocational education curriculum.

Although vocational education serves a variety of
educational purposes, it has long been the prevailing view
of many--including students and parents-- that its main
purpose is to provide high school students with job skills
that enable them to obtain jobs they would not otherwise get
without additional training. Armed with this perception,
each year thousands of students enroll and complete high
school wvocational education with the expectation of
successfully competing in the job market once they leave
school. For many, secondary vocational programs have been
the only educational components that attempt to link school

with adult life. According to John Goodlad (1984),

General education is the best preparation for effective
individual functioning and responsible
citizenship...[However], vocational education,
including guided work experience, 1s essential, not
merely an effective part of general education....The
issue is what kind of education contributes most to
economic competence and satisfaction in work and life.

(Pp. 147-148)



Thus, vocational education has been viewed as providing the
explicit preparation for school-to-work transition currently
needed and used by all students.

Several researchers have found that ethnic minorities
and low SES students are generally over represented within
the high school wvocational curriculum (Kershaw, 1992). This
overrepresentation has occurred because within the
educational community, ethnic minorities, women and low SES
youth have been perceived as less capable academically than
their peers from middle and upper incomes. Due to this
perception, for years vocational education has been regarded
as the curriculum of choice for students who are not suited
for a high school curriculum of academic, college oriented
courses (Fraser, Hubbard, Charner & Weinbaum, 1993). The
question is whether this preparation is adequate for all
non-college attending youth. More importantly, does
vocational educaticn provide an adeguate school-to-work
transition system for certain minority, female, and low SES
sub-groups of the non-college attending population?

The sections that follow provide an overview of what we
know and do not know about various minority, female and low
SES, non-college attending vyouth: their post graduation

labor market experiences; theilr secondary education



participation patterns, and their work activity patterns

during school.

What Is Known About Non-college Attending Youth

While reforms in education have been successful in
improving educational attainment for all young people, with
substantial attainment increases seen for African-Americans
and Hispanic-Americans, it is estimated that approximately
20 million high school students are unlikely to continue
their formal education once they leave high school (Grant
Foundation, 1988a). The recent attention to non-college
attending youth stems from changes in the economy and
concern for the economic well-being of many young people.

Young people attempting to enter the work force with
only a high school diploma have been hit particularly hard
by the results of workplace restructuring within the labor
market. In fact, transition from school to work is the
crisis point of the employment problems encountered by non-
college attending youth.

In late 1980s and early 1990s fewer and fewer high
school graduates have been able to obtain full-time
employment. The 1992 unemployment statistics for high school

graduates were reported at 11.8% for females, 19.9% for



Hispanic-Americans, and 38.9% for African-Americans (U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1993). Furthermore, Fraser and
Charner (1993) indicated that these dismal unemployment
rates remain constant up to five years after graduation.
Within the non-college attending population, long term
unemployment and joblessness continues to be concentrated
among a significant proportiocon of America’s poor and
minority youth (Freeman & Wise, 1982).

For those high school graduates who have been fortunate
enough to gain employment, many hold low-skill service jobs
paying little more than minimum wage and providing little or
no chance for advancement. Currently, one-fifth of families
headed by high school graduates lives in poverty (Fraser &
Charner, 1993).

For this nation’s non-college attending youth these
have been devastating developments. The continuing
deterioration of earning potential for millions is leading
to a “permanent underclass” composed primarily of ethnic
minorities, women and low SES persons who do not continue
their education beyond high school (Jennings, 1991).

Given the hurdles non-college attending youth face in
their search for economically viable careers, does taking

vocational courses during high school improve their chances



of being gainfully employed after graduation? Supporters of
secondary vocational education have claimed that this
curriculum provides students with skills and work attitudes
necessary for successful careers. Yet, the direct and
indirect economic benefits of taking vocational education
have been difficult to determine.

Of the many studies examining whether vocational
education is beneficial, several found that students who
take vocational education during high school had more
continuous labor force participation than other high school
graduates (Meyer, 1981lb; Wirt, 1991). Another study found
that high school graduates who did not attend college, but
took two or more vocational courses during high school, had
higher hourly earnings, fewer months of unemployment, and
greater annual incomes than did high school students who
took fewer than two vocational courses (Kang & Bishop,
1986). Similar findings were reported by the National
Assessment of Vocational Education (NAVE) committee (Boesel
& McFarland, 1994).

In contrast, Desy, Campbell and Gardner (1984)
determined that males who took two or more vocational
courses during high school earned up to 10% less per hour

than their peers with no vocational credit. In contrast,



females with two or more high school vocational courses had
higher hourly earnings than their peers who took no
vocational courses. When annual income was examined, this
trend reversed and advantages were seen for males with high
school vocational course credits.

In general, the labor market benefits cited for high
school wvocational education graduates have been small,
unreliable or nonexistent (Campbell, Basinger, Dauner &
Park, 1986; Kang & Bishop, 1986; Meyer, 1981b). For certain
subgroups of the non-college attending population--ethnic
minorities, women, and low socioeconomic status (SES) youth
--who have typically experienced significant difficulties in
the labor market, empirical data on the economic benefit of
high school vocational education has been largely
nonexistent.

Of the many studies examining the post graduation labor
market success of vocationally tracked ethnic minorities and
women, Campbell et al. (1986) found no clear payoff in
hourly and weekly earnings for women who pursued a secondary
vocational track. The benefit of high school vocational
education for African-Americans and Hispanic-Americans was
likewise lacking empirical support. Although labor force

participation was found to have been more continuous for
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most high school students taking vocational courses,
African-Americans had less continuous labor force
participation, while females of all ethnic groups had lower
participation rates than white males (Campbell et al.,
1986) .

While these data are assumed to reflect the overall
labor market experiences of most non-college attending
youth, cne might be left with the impression that non-
college attending young people never participate in the work
force prior to graduation. Yet, available data indicated
that a sizable porticon (40 to 60 percent) of all students
work during high school (Fraser & Charner, 1993).

Work experience for students takes two forms: school
organized work experiences and naturally occurring part-time
jobs that students obtain on their own. What are the
consequences of working during school on subsequent
employment and earnings?

Several studies have reported that early work
experiences enhance employability and earnings following
high school (Steel, 1991; Stephenson, 1979; Stern & Nakata,
1985). Definitive data on how different early work
experiences across varying levels of vocational education

participation affects the post graduation labor market

11



success of non-college attending minority and low SES youth
was not available.

While the implication is that there should be some way
to tie these naturally occurring work experiences with
secondary education, no one is responsible for the movement
of high school students into these early work experiences
which they arrange for themselves. Accepting the fact that
students will continue to work during high school, it would
appear that we need to aid them in capitalizing on these
early work experiences if a link between what they do at
work and what they do in school is to be made.

What Is Not Known About Non-college Attending Youth

As educators continue to experiment with wvarious
solutions to remedy the school-to-work dilemma non-college

attending youth experience, gquestions remain.

1. Since studies which have examined the post-graduation
labor market benefits of secondary vocational education
for non-college attending youth in general, and ethnic
minority and female subgroups in particular, have been
ambiguocus in their findings, how much or how little

vocational course work is beneficial?
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2. Given that early work experiences during high school
enhances post-graduation employability, do different
types of work experiences (i.e., school organized versus
self obtained) produce similar labor market experiences

for non-college attending youth after graduation?

The present study sought to determine the extent to
which participation in secondary vocational education and
working during high school resulted in significant economic
benefit for selected ethnic minority, female, and low SES
youth after graduation. Longitudinal data from the High
School and Beyond (HS&B) study provided data for the causal

modeling analysis conducted.

Limitations of Present Study

This study had several limitations. First, HS&B was not
designed specifically for the purpose of this study. The
HS&B data is a large-scale longitudinal survey, with a
primary goal of observing the educational and occupational
plans and activities of young people as they move through
the educational system and exit into the adult world. The
HS&B study seeks to provide information for the
reformulating of educational policies which affect the

transition of youth from school to work (Jones, Sebring &
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Campbell, 1986¢). However, data within HS&B did help in
evaluating the effectiveness of secondary vocational
education for non-college attending youth seeking to enter
the labor market. Secondly, sample size did not permit
stratification by each ethnic minority subgroup in the non-
college attending population. The analysis was most complete
for females, African-Americans, and Hispanic-Americans.
Thirdly, no attempt was made to subdivide the vocational
courses taken by subjects in this study intoc specific
occupational groupings. While Johnson, Dupuis, Musial and
Hall (1994) indicated that secondary vocational education
curriculum can be divided into five types of general
vocational programs and four types of occupational specific
programs, these programs and course offerings vary greatly
from school district to school district. Therefore, analyzes
within this study were based on course credits earned by
study participates across the secondary vocational education

curriculum.

Study Questions

This study reported the direct and indirect effects c¢f
secondary vocational and academic course work on the labor
market experiences of non-college attending high school

graduates. The following guestions were examined:
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1. Are the long-term post secondary labor market experiences
of non-college attending youth, in general, and females
and selected ethnic mincrities in particular, who
participated in secondary vocational education different
from members of these subgroups who participated in other

high school curricula?

2. What effect does participation in Co-op during high
school have on earning and employment, long-term, for
females and selected ethnic minorities who enter the

labor force with only a high school diploma?

3. Does participation in secondary vocational education in
conjuncation with Co-op experience have a long-term
effect on the post-secondary labor market experiences of
non-college attending females and selected minority

individuals?

15



CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF SELECTED LITERATURE

It has been estimated that approximately 20 million
high school students are unlikely to continue their formal
education once they leave high school (Fraser & Charner,
1993; Grant Foundation, 1988a; U.S. GAO, August 1991). Each
year thousands of these young people enroll and complete
high school vocational education courses with the
expectation of successfully competing in the labor market
once they graduate. Yet labor market statistics continue to
suggest that our secondary schools have not been very
successful in building a bridge that effectively takes
America’s seccondary students from the world of school to the
world of work. For certain non-college attending subgroups
of this population--ethnic minorities, women, and low
socioceconomic status (SES) youth--who typically experience
significant difficulties in the labor market, empirical data
on the post secondary economic benefit of high school
vocational education has been difficult to determine. It is
these minority and low SES subgroups of non-college

attending youth who are the focus of the present study.
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