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ABSTRACT: Most secondary school systems maintain a distinction between
academic and vocational education. Scholars ascribing to human capital
theory view vocational education as a safety net, which enhances students’
chances of nding gainful employment as skilled workers. Others view it as a
mechanism of social reproduction, which diverts working-class students from
higher education and the professions. We hypothesize that the extent to which
vocational secondary education performs each of these roles - safety net and
diversion - can vary by country. Drawing on earlier work, we offer several
hypotheses concerning the effects of school systemic characteristics on the
role of vocational education in shaping patterns of labour force entry for young
men and women. We then test these hypotheses through secondary analysis of
data for countries with diverse educational systems. We nd that in most
countries secondary vocational education reduced the odds of unemployment,
and the chances of someone entering the labor force as an unskilled worker.
Second, the advantages associated with vocational education are most
pronounced in countries where vocational secondary education is specic
rather than general. Third, graduates of vocational secondary education attain
lower occupational prestige than that attained by graduates of academic
tertiary education. This disadvantage of vocational education is most
pronounced in countries where vocational education also serves as an
effective safety net. This is an important nding because it means that
`diversion’ and `safety net’ effects are not mutually exclusive but are the ip
side of the same coin.
Key words: education; vocational education; qualications; labor markets;
unemployment; comparative research
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Introduction

Most secondary school systems maintain a distinction between academic
and vocational education. The specics may vary from place to place, but
in most countries academic education prepares students for college or
university while vocational education prepares them for immediate entry
into the labor market. Scholars are divided between those who view the
phenomenon primarily as a matter of vocational training and labor market
preparation, and those who view it as ’tracking’, namely the hierarchical
differentiation of students into qualitatively distinct groups.
Members of the rst group perceive vocational education primarily
through the prism of human capital theory which assumes that skills,
whether they be vocational or academic in nature, improve one’s economic prospects in the labor market (Becker 1975). These authors (e.g.
Bishop 1989; Blossfeld 1992; Rumberger & Daymont 1984) assume that
vocational education equips students with skills which can enhance their
productivity on the job. Therefore, vocationally trained workers are in
demand, and their chances of gaining employment and decent wages are
enhanced, compared to the chances of untrained workers.
The second group of scholars (e.g. Oakes 1985; Shavit 1984, 1990b)
draw on theories of class reproduction (Bowles & Gintis 1976) and social
exclusion (e.g. Collins 1979; Parkin 1979), and argue that tracking is a
mechanism for the reproduction of social inequality across generations.
Studies in several countries have shown that tracking impedes equality of
educational and occupational opportunity. Lower-class students are typically placed in lower tracks which, in turn, reduces their chances of
attending university, and of subsequently entering the professions, and
other high prestige occupations (e.g. Gamoran & Mare 1989; Iannelli
1997; Shavit 1990a).
Vocational tracks inhibit further educational attainment in several
ways. First, attending a class alongside highly motivated and academically
successful students enhances one’s own chances of success (Coleman et al.
1966; Hallinan & Williams 1990). Since vocational tracks are usually
attended by academically weaker students they are deprived of the
benecial effect of a more favorable milieu. Second, vocational tracks
offer a more restricted curriculum (Gamoran 1987; Oakes 1985) and their
students are less likely to take advanced courses. Third, in the less
selective tracks, less time is devoted to actual instruction (Oakes 1985),
and instruction is conducted at a lower level of intellectual complexity
(Metz 1978). Consequently, students in the lower tracks learn less than
those in the upper tracks and are less likely to succeed in college admission
tests. Fourth, being placed in a lower track or ability group signals to
students that they are less worthy, which in turn dampens both their
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expectations of what they can achieve and their aspirations for the future
(Vanfossen et al. 1987). Thus vocational track placement at the secondary
level reduces students’ chances of going on to college.
In most of the European countries the separation of general academic
and vocational tracks is even more marked than in the US educational
system. In particular, in the German-speaking countries which have a
long tradition of apprenticeships, children are segregated early in their
school career (after four to six years of primary education) into nonoverlapping tracks, often even in different schools. Only one of these
tracks tends to pave the way for university education later on. The other
tracks mainly lead to vocational qualications from which access to
tertiary education is still very difcult and rather rare. Mobility from the
lower to the higher tracks is extremely limited (Henz 1997). Similar early
track segregation exists in the Netherlands, and the vocational tracks give
direct access to only the vocationally oriented institutions of higher
education (Dronkers 1993). It is true that in most other European
countries, tracking occurs much later and is less marked; also in most of
these countries, the vocational tracks formally enable students to be
admitted to university and other tertiary education. However, there are
huge gaps in transition rates to tertiary education among the graduates
from the vocational and academic secondary tracks. There is particularly
clear evidence for France that holders of the different types of baccalaureU at differ very strongly in their further educational careers (Brauns 1998;
also see Breen & Jonsson (1998) for Sweden, and Iannelli (2000) for
Italy).
Bowles and Gintis (1976) argued that tracking contributes to the
reproduction of class inequality by differentiating the socialization of the
different social classes. Students of working-class origins typically attend
vocational tracks where they are socialized in accordance with the values
that correspond to those which will shape their lives as members of the
proletariat. Academic tracks, in contrast, socialize their predominantly
middle-class students in accordance with the values of managerial and
professional occupations.
Proponents of the critical approach to vocational education tend to
downplay the relevance of school knowledge for job performance and
argue that occupationally relevant skills are acquired primarily on the job.
They often cite the signaling theory (Spence 1974; Thurow 1975) which
alleges that schools are simply sorters and signalers, with school performance being an indicator of various characteristics of job applicants. Good
students are assumed to be hard-working, disciplined, intelligent and,
most importantly, fast learners of new skills. In their attempt to cut
training costs, employers hope to recruit fast-learning employees. Vocational qualications may signal to them that the job applicant has a low
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aptitude, or is a troublemaker, for why else would he or she have attended
a vocational rather than an academic track?
It is important to point out that this critique of vocational education is
presented from a decidedly middle-class perspective. It evaluates vocational education from the point of view of its effects on university
attendance and on the chances of nding prestigious occupations when
entering the labor market. However, the effect of vocational education on
the opportunities of its students should also be evaluated by the extent to
which it serves as a safety net that reduces the probability of unemployment, and of employment in the lowest paying jobs (Arum & Shavit 1995).
From the point of view of working-class youth these are real risks, and
educational alternatives should be evaluated according to their effectiveness in reducing them.
We hypothesize that the role of education in general, and of vocational
education in particular, in the stratication process varies in accordance
with its institutional context. Below, we offer several more specic
hypotheses regarding the relationship between characteristics of educational systems and the degree to which vocational education is a
diversion and/or a safety net.
We would declare vocational education to be a ’diversion’ if it can be
shown that, ceteris paribus, its graduates attain signicantly less desirable
occupations than those who had embarked on other tracks. Vocational
education will be said to provide an effective safety net when, ceteris
paribus, the unemployment rates of its graduates, and their rates of
employment in unskilled work, are lower than those found among
graduates of non-vocational tracks at a comparable level of schooling.
We will try to show that the safety net and diversion effects of vocational
education are not opposites, as they appear in the standard debate among
sociologists of education, but rather that they tend to coincide. In order to
do so, we rst briey describe effects of vocational education found in
earlier research. We discuss various forms in the institutional set-up of
vocational education and how we think they affect the impacts of
vocational education on labour market outcomes and how they inuence
the strength of safety net and diversion effects. We then present the
measures adopted for safety net and diversion effects and the results we
nd in a comparative study for our hypotheses.
Institutional variations in vocational education and hypotheses

Several studies evaluated the effects of vocational education on various
labor market outcomes early in the career of its graduates, such as
employment (versus unemployment), earnings, and occupational prestige.

32

V ocational second ary edu cati on

X LLER
SHAVIT & MU

American studies usually nd small but signicant and favorable effects
(e.g. Arum & Shavit 1995; Bishop 1989; Hotchkiss & Dorsten 1987;
Rumberger & Daymont 1984). In a comparative study on France,
Germany, Hungary, and the United Kingdom Brauns et al. (1997) found
very positive effects for Germany and modest effects in the other countries.
The effects of vocational education on the future attainments of
students appear to vary consistently between men and women, with
women beneting more from it than men. Brauns et al. (1997) found that
the benecial effects of vocational education were larger for German
women than for men. In their exhaustive review of the empirical literature
on vocational education and training in the United States, Boesel and his
associates (Boesel et al. 1994: Ch 6) found that vocationally trained
women have higher income and better employment chances than both
their male counterparts and women who had attained comparable levels of
academic education. The advantages are most pronounced for women
who had attended vocational education in business, health, and home
economics, the traditional elds of training for women. Since these are
elds of employment for women, training in them is often relevant to job
requirements, and therefore enhances earnings.
Indeed, it seems that for men and women alike, the effectiveness of
vocational education is enhanced by its specicity and relevance to
employers’ requirements. Boesel and his associates (1994: 137) state that
’there is evidence of benecial employment outcomes whenever students
nd jobs related to their eld of study. The strongest, most consistent
nding throughout the literature is that improved earnings do accrue in
situations where vocational training is directly related to job tasks.’ They
also found that ’students who concentrate in a single area of course work
have better economic outcomes than those who take courses in a variety of
subjects. The effects of course concentration . . . appear to inuence
outcomes via the link between training and related jobs. That is, taking
more courses in a major subject pays off only if work is in a related eld’
(p. 139). Positive effects on labour market returns of jobs tting the
training are also observed in other contexts (see Steinmann 1999; Szydlik
1996; Witte & Kalleberg 1995 for Germany).
These ndings would call into question the view, cited earlier, that
vocational education is of little relevance to job performance and is not
rewarded in the labor market. In fact, they are consistent with the view
that employers prefer workers who have specic vocational skills that are
relevant to the requirements of their jobs, presumably because such
workers require less on-the-job training, and can be productive soon
after they are hired.
However, most sociologists of education accept the premise that the
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role of education in the stratication process is conditioned by its
institutional context (e.g. Allmendinger 1989; Hannan et al. 1997; Shavit
& Müller 1998; for an excellent review see Kerckhoff 1995). The literature suggests several institutional variables that determine whether vocational education would be an effective safety net and/or an effective means
of diversion.
First, as noted, is the degree to which vocational education is focused
and is occupationally specic rather than general and diffuse. In some
systems, vocational education prepares students for very specic occupations and teaches them detailed skills which are known to be needed for
effective job performance (Blossfeld 1992; Maurice et al. 1986). In other
systems, by contrast, vocational education is rather general and teaches
overall principles rather than specics. Indicators of occupational specicity are the number of occupational specializations taught in vocational
programs. Countries vary greatly in this regard. At one end of the
spectrum there are countries such as the USA and Israel, where most
vocational secondary education is very general, and at the other end are
countries where vocational education offers specialized training for
hundreds of detailed occupations (e.g. the German-speaking countries
and the Netherlands).
Second is the degree to which the educational system is stratied. The
term ’stratication’ refers to the extent and form of tracking that is
pervasive in the educational system. In highly stratied systems (e.g.
Germany and Switzerland), students are separated early on into tracks
which differ greatly in their curricula, and in the probability of students
continuing to the tertiary level. In these countries there is also little or no
mobility between tracks. By contrast, in less stratied educational systems
tracking begins at a later age, the curricula of the various tracks are less
distinct, there is more inter-track mobility, and consequently smaller
differences between tracks in the occupations which their graduates enter,
and in the probability of continuing to tertiary education.
A third important characteristic of vocational education systems is the
extent to which they are ’linked’ to employers. Linkages can take a variety
of forms (see Hannan et al. 1997). In some countries (most notably in
Germany, Switzerland, and Austria) training is managed jointly by rms,
employers’ organizations, and by the state. Since employers participate in
determining the curriculum of vocational education, they can trust
vocational credentials to represent well-dened clusters of skills and will
base their hiring decisions on credentials.1
1 Another form of linkage between schools and the labor market is the involvement of
teachers in the job placement process. In some countries, most notably Japan, schools
serve as job placement ofces. In a series of papers, Rosenbaum and his various
associates (Rosenbaum & Kariya 1991; Rosenbaum et al. 1990) compared the

34

V ocational second ary edu cati on

X LLER
SHAVIT & MU

Clearly, in concrete educational systems, these three dimensions are
highly correlated. The stratication of an educational system is closely
related to the specicity of its vocational education, because, where
vocational education is highly specic, the curricula of the different
tracks are very distinct from one another, and as a result inter-track
mobility is limited. Similarly, where employers participate in the design
and administration of vocational education, it tends to be specic and
highly focused on their skill requirements.
Following Maurice et al. (1986), we distinguish between two broad
systems of vocational education and work organization. These are labeled
qualication spaces and organizational spaces. In that study, the former
refers to the German system of vocational training and work organization,
while the latter refers to the French system. In Germany, most young
workers begin their working life with an apprenticeship where they learn
theoretical but especially the practical aspects of the occupation for which
they are trained. The apprenticeship system is maintained through cooperation between three kinds of organizations: the state, business organizations (chambers of trade, industry, and commerce), and the trade
unions. These organizations jointly design the training programs, negotiate the specic skills which are taught, the standards of instruction, the
examination procedures, and attempt to meet the demand for both
training opportunities and trained workers (Crouch et al. 1999: Ch 5).
This institutional structure leads to highly standardized qualications in
the German workforce. German employers know which skills are taught
in the various apprenticeship programs and can rely on vocational qualications to indicate mastery of these well-dened skills. Consequently,
employers can organize work and production in accordance with the
availability of skill pools. Maurice and his associates label the German
system a qualication space because it is segmented by vocational qualications. Qualied workers have a clearly dened occupational identity
school-to-work transition process in Japan and in the United States. They demonstrated that in Japan there is a strong institutional linkage between schools and
universities on the one hand, and rms on the other. Schools and universities refer
students to specic employers. These relationships have important implications for the
role of education in job placement. Characteristically, Japanese employers rely on
school grades in the same way that employers in other countries rely on letters of
recommendation. Schools do not recommend students lightly because they have to
maintain their credibility with the employers. Employers will continue the relationship
because they value the screening that trusted partner-schools perform for them. In a
recent study Rosenbaum (1998) found a similar phenomenon in America. He showed
that vocational schoolteachers in the Chicago area maintained very close ties with
employers and played an important facilitating role in the job placement of their
students, as did the Japanese teachers. And yet it seems that in the United States these
schools are more the exception than the rule.
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and, as a result, mobility between occupations which require different
qualications is not very common. Yet, due to the standardization of
vocational qualications, qualied workers can move between rms with
relative ease. Furthermore, young workers enter the labor force with welldeveloped occupational skills, and they can contribute to the rm from
the start. As a result, they do not suffer a substantial disadvantage when
compared with experienced workers and can nd employment with
relative ease.
By contrast, in organizational spaces, vocational education is given in
schools rather than in rms, and is intended for students who do not do
well in school.2 The major shortcoming of school-based training is that it
does not provide students with the same degree of hands-on experience as
do apprenticeships. In countries where vocational training is not well
developed, rms must train their workers themselves and invest large
sums in doing so. Once they have trained workers, they offer them a
variety of inducements to remain in the organization lest they lose this
large investment. In such rm-internal labor markets young workers nd
it difcult to enter the qualied jobs, and suffer from higher job instability
and unemployment rates than do older workers. However, once they gain
entry and are trained at the expense of their employers, they are likely to
remain in the organization for some time. Hence the label organizational
space.
From the different set-up of vocational education in the ideal types of
organizational space and qualication space, hypotheses on the strength
of safety net and diversion effects can readily be derived. In countries
corresponding to the ideal type of qualication space, vocational education provides a more effective safety net for young workers than in
countries which correspond to the organizational space type. With their
well-dened and specic vocational qualications, newcomers to the
labor market will have smaller competitive disadvantages compared to
insiders in qualication spaces than in organizational spaces.
We also hypothesize that in the former, vocational education has a
stronger diversion effect than in the latter. This hypothesis derives from
the inherent logic of qualication spaces: where vocational education is
specic, workers can reap its benets only if they remain in the occupation
for which they have been trained. Therefore, they are unlikely to seek
employment in other occupations even if these are more rewarding in
prestige and income. Furthermore, access to top occupations is also highly
restricted to those holding appropriate qualications, namely university
2 In the prototypical organizational space, France, there has been, in recent decades, a
growing involvement of rms and of employers’ organizations in the provision of
vocational training and apprenticeships (Crouch et al. 1999: Ch 4; Goux & Maurin,
1998).
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graduates. By contrast, in organizational spaces vocational education does
not lock a worker into a narrow occupational category. Thus, while it does
not greatly reduce the risk of unemployment and of employment in bad
jobs, it does not fully block access to employment in white-collar, managerial, or administrative occupations.
Bringing together both these hypotheses leads us to a third expectation.
The safety net and diversion effects of vocational education are not
opposites, as they appear in the standard debate among sociologists of
education, but rather they tend to coincide. Both are stronger in qualication spaces.
For the test of these hypotheses we will compare labor market outcomes in countries with different institutional set-ups of vocational
education. The safety net perspective concerns the extent to which
workers with vocational qualications can escape from the least desirable
labor market outcomes of unemployment and unskilled work. The
strength of the safety net can therefore be best evaluated by comparing
labor market outcomes for workers with secondary vocational qualications with those for workers with an academically oriented secondary
qualication at a comparable level.3. The diversion perspective, on the
contrary, considers the gains in labor market returns which workers could
expect if they were to choose a higher level of qualications rather than
opt for a vocational qualication. To assess the extent of diversion, we will
therefore compare the returns attached to secondary vocational qualications to those attached to a university degree.
Data

We meta-analyze data generated recently by our comparative study on
educational qualications and occupational destinations (Shavit and
Müller 1998). The objective of that study was to examine a series of
hypotheses concerning differences between countries with regard to the
way educational qualications affect occupational attainment and employment. Research teams from thirteen countries participated in the
project: Australia, Great Britain, France, Germany, Ireland, Israel, Italy,
Japan, the Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, and the United
States. Each team studied the relationship between educational qualications and occupational attainment early in the careers of men and
3 This is probably the most demanding test possible, because comparisons at a lower
level of education (e.g. comparing workers with vocational qualications to those who
have obtained only the required level of compulsory education) would make it easier to
observe a favorable result for the safety net hypothesis.
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The CASMIN educational schema

Qualicati on

Descri ption

1ab

This is the social minimum of education; namely the minimal level that
individuals are expected to have obtained in a society. It generally
corresponds to the level of compulsory education.
Basic vocational training above compulsory schooling. In Germany,
Switzerland, and similar countries, this category corresponds to short
apprenticeships that are taken after compulsory schooling. In most other
countries this category does not exist.
This category represents vocational secondary education or, where
applicable, apprenticeships for teenagers, which combine rm-based
training supplemented by school instruction.
Academic tracks at secondary level. In the American case, this category
refers to the general track.
Full matriculation diploma (e.g. the Abitur, Matriculation, Baccalaureate,
A-levels). In the American study, this category was assigned to graduates of
college preparatory tracks in high school.
Lower level tertiary degrees, generally of shorter duration and with a
vocational orientation (e.g. American junior colleges, technical college
diplomas, social worker or non-university teaching certicates).
The completion of a traditional, academically oriented college or university
education.

1c

2a

2b
2c

3a

3b

women, as well as their labor force participation and unemployment rates.
The thirteen studies maintained a common research design, used similar
operational denitions of variables, and employed similar datasets and
statistical methods. They are therefore quite comparable if not perfectly
so. We exclude Japan and Ireland from the meta-analysis because the
studies of these countries could not provide information on our key
dependent variables.
We measured educational qualications on the CASMIN (Comparative Analysis of Social Mobility in Industrialized Societies) educational
schema (Braun & Müller 1997; Müller et al. 1989). The schema, its
categories, and their denitions are shown in Table 1. With some minor
adaptations, it is applicable to a wide variety of educational systems. All
educational systems are differentiated into primary, secondary, and
tertiary levels, and virtually all systems distinguish between vocational
and academic, or general, tracks. The CASMIN schema combines these
two dimensions. It distinguishes between primary, secondary, and postsecondary education, and it also distinguishes between academic and
vocational education within each level. In the present discussion, we
focused primarily on the occupational outcomes for persons with vocational secondary qualications (2a), academic secondary qualications
which do not qualify for university admission (2b), and tertiary academic
qualications (3b).
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Labor market outcome was measured in three ways: rst, we measured
it as the log odds of being employed, rather than unemployed, at the time
of the survey; second, as the log odds of entering the labor force as a
skilled rather than an unskilled worker, and third, as the occupational
prestige of the rst regular job held after the completion of schooling.
Operationalizing variables
Dependent variables

Our measure of the degree to which vocational secondary education
provides its graduates with a safety net is the difference between holders of
secondary vocational (2a) and non-matriculating academic (2b) qualications in the log odds of being employed rather than unemployed, and in
the log odds of having entered the labor force as skilled rather than
unskilled blue-collar workers. These effects are estimated in logit equations, which were computed separately for men and for women in each
country. In all countries the equations controlled for fathers’ education
and occupation, and in some, where applicable, also for ethnicity and race.
The reason for choosing 2b (non-matriculating academic secondary
education) as the reference category is the following: in all educational
systems 2b is more selective in its choice of students than secondary
vocational education (2a). Thus, by comparing the effects of 2a to those of
2b, rather than, for example, to those of elementary compulsory education
(1ab), we are indirectly controlling for any spurious effects of scholastic
achievement, motivation, unmeasured social origins and the like. If 2a
were still to have a positive effect on the safety net outcomes, they could
hardly be attributed to these spurious factors. Unfortunately, a measure of
the educational effects on the employment of men is only available for ve
out of the eleven countries and for women it is available for only four (see
Müller & Shavit (1998) for details). Therefore, we exclude women from
the analysis involving the measure of employment. In addition, for
Germany and France, data are not available on the effect of 2b on men’s
employment. Therefore, we contrast the effect of 2a against the effect of
2c (secondary education with matriculation degree) rather than that of 2b.
Given that 2c is a more selective qualication than 2b, the substitution
renders our test for a safety net effect even more conservative than was
planned.
Our measure of the diversion effect is the difference between the mean
occupational prestige attained upon labor force entry by those with
university degrees and those with vocational secondary qualications (i.e.
3b- 2a). The differences are converted into Z scores in order to remove
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national differences in the distribution of occupational prestige. The
estimates are taken from separate OLS regressions for men and for
women within each country. As before, the regressions control for socioeconomic origins.4
Independent variables

Four macro-level independent variables are measured. These are the
prevalence of occupationally specic secondary vocational education in
the country, the degree to which secondary education is stratied, and the
degree of linkages between the educational system and the labor market
actors. Linkages are understood as the extent to which labor market
organizations are involved in the design and administration of vocational
secondary education. A fourth variable distinguishes between countries
that are clearly qualication spaces and those that are not. The classication of countries by the degree of occupational specicity and stratication is taken from Müller and Shavit (1998), the classication by
linkages is based on Shavit and Müller (forthcoming), and their justications are presented in the footnotes to the table. Qualication spaces are
4 This measure could be critiqued as follows: some proportion of vocational track
students ultimately manage to obtain university or college degrees and an ideal
measure would have corrected for this proportion. Unfortunately, we are not able to
measure it in our data. And yet, as we shall see, the occupational prestige gap between
3b and 2a tends to be large in countries where inter-track mobility is small (e.g.
Germany and Switzerland), and small where mobility is known to be large (e.g. the
USA). Therefore, our measure probably correlates positively with the ideal one.
Another critique of the measure for diversion used could point to the relative character
of the measure. The measure used is the difference between attainment of those with
university degrees and those with vocational secondary qualications. This difference
measure is high when either the prestige returns to university degrees are high or when
the prestige returns to vocational secondary qualications are low. The processes
leading to high diversion effects are probably different in these two cases, and the
interpretation is unclear unless we can specify which of the processes is responsible for
the effects. High return to university degrees may occur in a country with low
proportions of university graduates. Their jobs may be more exclusive than in a
country with large proportions of university graduates. Low proportions of university
graduates can be a result of a system of secondary vocational qualications which
attracts many students and nevertheless provides them with relatively good returns on
the labor market. This would be the logic of qualication spaces which at the same
time provide a decent safety net and strong diversion effects. In this case we should nd
a positive correlation between the safety net effects and the diversion effects. If, on the
contrary, high diversion effects occur because the returns to vocational secondary
quali cations are low, we should expect no correlation between the safety net effects
and diversion effects or even a negative correlation. Thus one possibility to decide
between the two interpretations is to observe the correlation between safety net and
diversion effects. As we show below, it is positive and quite large.
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TABLE 2.

Summary of national institutional contexts

Countries

Occupational
specicity of
secondary
educati on1
(1)

Stratication of
secondary
education2
(2)

Linkages
Qualicati on
between schools Spaces
and rms3
(3)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

1
1
1
2
1
1
2
1
2
1
0

0
0
1
2
1
1
2
0
2
1
0

1
1
0
2
0
0
2
?
2
0
0

Australia
Britain
France
Germany
Israel
Italy
Netherlands
Sweden
Switzerland
Taiwan
USA

0
0
0
1
0
0
2
0
1
0
0

Notes:
1 `2’ indicates that a large proportion of secondary qualied workers enter the labor force with
occupationally specic skills. This code is assigned to countries with well-developed apprenticeship
programs and/or school-based training in detailed occupations (Germany, Switzerland, Netherlands). `0’
is assigned to countries in which very few students complete the formal educational system with specic
vocational skills. These are countries where vocational programs are either very small or in which the
curriculum is predominantly of a general nature (the USA). In the remaining countries (France, Israel,
Italy, Sweden, and Taiwan) large cohort proportions attend vocational tracks at the secondary level but the
programs are not very specic. For example, in the late 1980s in Israel, over 60 per cent of all twelfth
graders in secondary vocational programs were concentrated in vocational subjects (CBS 1988: 626).
Thus vocational programs are dened at a general rather than specic level. We also assign Australia and
Britain to this category. In both countries, most vocational qualications are now obtained in post-school
apprenticeship and vocational courses rather than in schools. Their specicity is of an intermediate
nature.
2 Strati cation of secondary education is coded as follows: `0’ represents prevalence of comprehensive
schools that may or may not practice curricular and/or ability-based tracking. `1’ represents a prevalence
of between-school tracking such that those on the academic route usually attend separate schools from
those on the lower or vocational route. Finally, `2’ represents an extreme form of strati cation with very
early differentiation among a plurality of programs.
3 In assigning scores to countries we followed the classication suggested by Hannan et al. (1997).
Countries with well-developed apprenticeship systems are assigned a `2’. English-speaking countries
(except the USA) are assigned an intermediate score, whereas the USA, Italy, and Israel are assigned the
lowest score because institutionalized linkages between the formal educational system and the workplace
are very uncommon in those countries.

dened as those countries whose educational systems score high on both
occupational specicity and stratication. The classication of countries
by these variables is presented in Table 2.
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TABLE 3.

`Diversion’ and `safety net’ effects for men and for women in eleven countries
Effects of 2a, relative to
2b, on the log odds of
being employed rather
than unemployed

Effects of 2a, relative to
2b, on the log odds of
entering the labor force
as a skilled rather than
unskilled worker

Effects of 3b, relative to
2a on occupati onal
prestige of rst job
(standardized)

Country

Men

Men

Women

Men

Women

Australia
Britain
France
Germany
Israel
Italy
Netherlands
Sweden
Switzerland
Taiwan
USA

- 0.54
- 0.14
- 0.32
- 0.40
- 0.20
n.a.
- 1.27
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
- 0.62

- 2.57
- 0.62
- 0.45
n.a.
- 1.00
- 0.22
- 1.10
- 0.52
- 0.32
0- .26
- 0.20

- 0.28
- 0.63
- 1.92
- 3.08
- 0.55
- 0.08
0- .06
- 0.53
- 1.87
0- .13
0- .29

1.56
1.00
1.69
1.87
1.43
1.13
1.69
1.72
1.77
1.30
1.07

1.38
0.70
1.16
1.67
1.17
0.59
1.39
1.55
1.92
0.80
0.80

Result

As seen in Table 3, in ve out of the seven countries for which we were
able to contrast the effects of vocational and academic secondary education on employment, they are positive; namely that in most countries
holders of vocational qualications stand a better chance of being employed than graduates of academic secondary education who are not
eligible for university admission. The two exceptions are the USA, where
high school graduates who had attended the vocational track are at a
disadvantage compared with graduates of the general track and, to a lesser
extent, the UK.
The second indicator for the safety net effect shows a similar result: in
nine out of the ten countries for which data are available, men with 2a
(secondary vocational) qualications are more likely than those with 2b
(secondary academic) qualications to enter the labor force as skilled
rather than unskilled workers. In other words, vocational secondary
education reduces the risk not just of unemployment but also of employment in the worst jobs. A similar pattern holds for women in eight out of
the eleven countries for which data are available. The exceptions are
Taiwan, and, for women, the USA and the Netherlands. In the latter, the
difference between the two qualications is very slight.
The diversion effects are shown in the last two columns of Table 3. As
one would expect, in all countries and for both men and women, the mean
occupational prestige attained by university graduates is much higher than
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TABLE 4.

Spearman correlations between variables

Variables

Vocational
specicity

Stratication

Stratication
Linkages
Diversion:
· Men
· Women

0.84
0.84

0.54

0.73
0.69

0.59
0.47

0.61
0.74

0.92

0.69

0.43

0.72

0.35

- .08

0.43

0.29

Safety net: men
2b/2a effect on
unemployment
2a/2b effect on
skilled work
Safety net: women
2a/2b effect on
skilled work

Linkages

Diversion:
men

Diversion:
women

2a/2b
effect on
skilled
work: men

0.76

0.88

0.82

0.53

0.25

0.41

0.32

0.54

0.42

0.18

that attained by holders of secondary vocational qualications. The
differences are larger among men than among women and vary greatly
between countries. In the USA, for example, the means are separated by
about a standard deviation for men and 0.8 of a standard deviation for
women, while in Germany the differences are nearly double in size.
In Table 4 we present Spearman correlations between occupational
specicity, stratication, and linkages, and the measures of ’safety net’ and
’diversion’. Several results are noteworthy: rst, the three institutional
variables are strongly inter-correlated. As noted, where employers and
unions are involved in the management of vocational education, it tends to
be specic, and, where the curricula of the different tracks are very distinct
from one another, inter-track mobility is limited. Second, it is reassuring
to nd that the two safety net measures for men are highly correlated.
This lends them some credibility. Third, as we hypothesized, the
magnitudes of the ’diversion’ and ’safety net’ effects are positively
correlated, and some of these correlation coefcients are quite high. This
is evidence that the two roles of vocational education/tracking are not
alternatives but rather tend to coincide. Fourth, both safety net and
diversion tend to be strong in countries where vocational education is
specic and where it is linked to labor market organizations. The
relationship with stratication is more ambiguous: it is positively related
to the measures of diversion and to two of the measures of safety net, but is
unrelated to the effect of secondary vocational qualications on men’s
odds of employment as skilled workers.
As a last step in the analysis we compare the magnitudes of the safety net
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TABLE 5.

Means of diversion and safety net effects for qualication spaces and other countries

Variables

Qualication spaces

Other

Diversion
Men
Women

1.8

1.4

1.7

1.0

Safety Net
Men
2b/2a Effect on Unemployment
2a/2b Effect on Skilled Work*

0.8
0.7

- .2
0.7
(0.3)

Women
2a/2b Effect on Skilled Work

1.6

0.5

Note: * The numbers in parentheses exclude Australia.

and diversion effects in countries that correspond to the ideal type of
qualication spaces - Germany, Switzerland, and the Netherlands - with
those in other countries (Table 5). The results show that the diversion
effect is substantially higher in the rst groups than in the other countries.
Two of the three measures of safety net are also much larger in the
qualication spaces, but the third measure is the same in both groups.5

Summary and discussion

This study is concerned with one of the more persistent debates in the
sociology of education: what is the role of vocational education in the
process of occupational attainment? Many scholars subscribe to the
position that the skills taught in most vocational tracks are of little value
to employers and employees, and that vocational education is simply a
diversion of working-class students from the road leading to higher
education and the professions. These scholars consider vocational secondary education as an organizational aspect of education which serves to
reproduce social inequality between generations. Human capital theorists,
on the other hand, argue that vocational education can teach students
skills that might be valuable to employers and can enhance employability
and the attainment of both earnings and desirable occupations.
We began with the assumption that the role of vocational secondary
education in the stratication process - safety net or diversion - varies
between countries in ways that are consistently related to the way these
5 When Australia is deleted from the analysis the third measure of the safety net effect is
much larger in the group of qualication spaces.
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countries organize their educational systems. American studies have
shown that the effects of vocational secondary education on labor market
outcomes are generally small, especially for men, but that they vary in
interesting ways. Vocational secondary education appears to be effective
when it is well focused, occupationally specic, and relevant to the
requirements of jobs. Our comparative analysis of data from eleven
countries is consistent with these results. We found that in most countries
secondary vocational education reduced the odds of unemployment and
the chances of a worker entering the labor force as an unskilled worker.
Second, the advantages associated with vocational education are most
pronounced in countries where vocational secondary education is specic
rather than general. Third, as one would expect, graduates of vocational
secondary education attain lower occupational prestige than that attained
by graduates of academic tertiary education. This disadvantage of vocational education is most pronounced in countries where vocational education also serves as an effective safety net. This is an important nding:
vocational education and tracking can provide a safety net and restrict the
range of occupational opportunities at the same time.
Two notes of caution are in order. First, labor market outcomes in this
paper are studied for a very early stage in individual careers, in fact in
terms of prestige in the rst job or a point very close to the rst job. Thus
results may be specic to such initial employment, in particular the
nding that safety net effects of vocational qualications are stronger in
qualication spaces than in organizational spaces. A general characteristic
of internal labor markets is that they provide more opportunities for
upward moves in the early career than occupational labor markets, and
vocational qualications may also pay off in better promotion prospects in
organizational spaces than in qualication spaces. While this hypothesis
must be postponed for further study we would like to stress that the
smoother integration of vocationally trained youth into the labor market
still remains a considerable asset of qualication spaces.
Second, in this paper we have focused on labor market linkages of
educational institutions and on labor market outcomes of the qualications they provide. We have not really studied the social groups who
obtain vocational rather than general and academic qualications and how
the socially selective choice of these options affects the extent of intergenerational social reproduction. However, there is ample evidence in the
literature that working-class children are much more likely to go for
vocational qualications while those from a middle-class background
prefer to embark on the trajectory leading to university degrees. We do
not yet know from systematic comparisons whether the size of the class
differentials in these choices is consistently larger in countries where the
safety net and diversion effects of vocational qualications are also greater.

45

E UROP EA N SO CIE TIE S

At least the case of Germany appears to conrm such a hypothesis. Of all
the countries studied in the CASMIN project, sons of skilled workers in
Germany were more likely to opt for vocational qualications than sons
from this background in other countries (Müller & Karle 1993).
Finally, the hypothesis of high intergenerational social reproduction in
countries with pronounced safety net and diversion effects is also consistent with Breen and Goldthorpe’s (1997: 283-5) formal rational action
explanation of educational differentials. Families in different social classes
have identical relative risk aversion. They aim to avoid, on behalf of their
children, any position in life that is worse than their own. Families from
the skilled working classes should be particularly attracted by the safety
net promise of vocational qualications, while middle-class families must
invest the more in academic qualications for their children the more
vocational training diverts these children from middle-class jobs.
Working-class families require a trajectory that can both minimize risk
and yield a qualication that would secure a decent job. From the
standpoint of such students, vocational education of the qualication
space variety is a valuable option. To them, it matters little that vocational
education also diverts students away from the professions since those are
not realistically part of their realm of possibilities.
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