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King’s Paper is impressively wide in its scope and thorough in its use of relevant documentation. It performs a very useful function in tracing the concepts used in policy documents as well as some of the arguments and positions that agencies take on these concepts. I have no quarrels with it and will selectively comment on a few issues.  

Is “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can never hurt me” untrue?

The launching of new terms (like “post-primary education”) can seen as attempts to control what words should mean. Perhaps export of new concepts by international bodies can only influence policy if they piggyback on financial transfers which are tied to plans that use these new concepts?  In any event, it is my impression that economically “advanced” countries are quite immune to the latest fashion in concepts produced and purveyed by international bodies—unless they volunarily see it in their interests to for example harmonize their institutions with those of other countries (e.g., the Bologna process in European higher education).  Terms referring to stages of education also need to match the institutional arrangements which are in place.  If there is no institutional unity in “post-primary education” nor any unity in the administrative organs responsible for these institutions, then the concept will also have little use.  Further, if  we are only concerned with communication, rather than with experting influence, what matters is not what we might think words should mean, but their actual usage and whether they are precise enough for the distinctions we wish to make.    
Post-primary:  “post-“ after how long?
The very term ”post-primary” directs our attention to a particular target group:  those who come directly from  primary education. Post-primary will therefore connote provisions which follow lock-step after primary education.  On the other hand, some of the non-formal provisions we have in mind for inclusion under a wide concept of post-primary education, would be catering for those who have been out of school at least for some years, possibly many years—even if primary completion is their highest level of schooling. 

It seems to me that some of the ‘nonformal character’ of nonformal education follows from the fact the learners in many cases have other main activities in their life, than being educated or trained, and that they have been engaged in these other activities (having children, making a living) for some years after they left school.  Usually, they are no longer children.  In many localities, the supply of a non-formal course may exhaust its demand.  Such loosely institutional nonformal provisions will not tally well with stably organized provisions catering for large portions of those who have just completed primary school.   
Skills development combined with literacy/numeracy in nonformal education 

If  “post primary” should be stretched to include nonformal provisions for those who “once completed” primary, chances are that it will a dual function:  on the one hand further development of key general education skills (mainly literacy, numeracy)  and on the other hand “practical skills” that more directly purport to help the learners improve their livelihood.  The teaching of such practical skills is difficult to organize if the goal is actually to improve people’s livelihoods.

John Oxenham and collaborators did a comprehensive review in 2005 of the evaluation documentation on such dual-function programs—with special reference to Sub-Saharan African countries. They identified some programs that seemed to succeed, but none of these had succeeded in transforming themselves from small to medium or large scale operations. They concluded that it seems to be much easier to achieve success with such dual function programs when training in literacy and numeracy skills is grafted onto courses whose main function is training in livelihood skills, rather than the other way around.
  These two main findings are of strategic importance; but since good evaluation material was very scarce, these questions need further work. Do nonformal programs with such a dual purpose need to be mainly driven by “skills development” and its requisites, in order to have a chance of succeeding? How to go to scale with what seems to succeed on a small scale?  

Vocationalization of secondary education 

King refers to a book that Rupert Maclean and I edited in 2005
 , noting that this book (which was a joint publication between UNESCO-UNEVOC and the World Bank) was referred to in World Bank’s 2007 Secondary Education in Africa (SEIA) document as part of the argument against vocationalization of general secondary education and in favour of ”specialized institutions with close links to employers”.    

Our work on Vocationalized Secondary Education certainly was concerned with Sub-Saharan Africa and drew mainly on case studies and sources concerned with that part of the world..  To prevent misunderstanding, I want to point to our main findings as well as commenting on issues we did not address. 
Does ”light dosage” skills training have benefits?   

Our focus was NOT on in-depth vocational training.  ”Vocationalized secondary education” referred in our study to light dosage vocational skills training that occurs within mainstream secondary schools and which typically takes no more than  10-25 per cent of the a students weekly timetable.  On this theme our conclusion fits the view that such light dosage vocational skills development does not seem to improve young people’s chances in the labour market.  Findings from tracer studies are consistent on this point but there are few such studies. More tracer studies should be done if there now is a resurgence of interest in such “light dosage” skills training, in spite of the earlier grounds for caution.   We point to the usual cost and implementation problems which such courses typically have. We stress however, that practical subjects can be justified as part of a well-rounded secondary education, just like art or geography—simply as part of general education. But they are typically costly and complex to introduce and sustain; and a question is whether other curriculum priorities are more important?  We do of course in that book also point to the labour market value of the general educationl skills that schools seek to teach.
Does school-based TVET have benefits?

We did find some support for the argument that skills development needs “depth” to have labour market benefits.  This means TVET rather than the light dosage “vocationalized” version. Case studies by Billetoft & Austral on Mozambique and by Bishop on the USA, both published in our book (as well as the review of literature) supports the view that it is entirely possible to teach TVET in secondary schools and that such courses can be of labor market benefit so long as it is a main thrust rather than a minor adjunct in the students’ curriculum.  There clearly is no iron law which dooms school-based (or secondary school-based) TVET to failure. (Nor is there an iron law which dooms such courses to such a low status that it has demoralizing consequences).  There is also good reason to expect that much will depend on the labour market.   

Specialized TVET provisions or unified provisions within secondary schools?

If TVET is to be school-based, should TVET be provided within ”mainstream” secondary schools or should be institutionalized separately? Closer scrutiny of arguments for separateness versus arguments for institutional integration of TVET and general education—and of the evidence behind these arguments-- is now needed.  Below are a few relevant considerations.
What proportion of the age group?

In my view, policies favoring multi-purpose institutions (and unification of organizational frameworks) tend to be trigged by enrolment expansion. What organizational arrangements makes sense will depend on the portion of the age group to be catered for. If such provisions enrol nearly a whole age cohorts, the argument for catering to the varied learning needs of the entire cohort in a concerted and unified way, will be strengthened. This is less obvious when only a minority of youth can be expected to enrol. The case for institutional separateness at post-primary (or post-basic) level, will accordingly be stronger in low-enrolment countries than in countries with high rates of school enrolment.  
Cost and practicalities 

Vocational skills development is characterized by high unit cost and by staffing shortages There are also other special complexities—maintenance of equipment, procurement of consumables.  Under such conditions, there are gains in concentrating resources rather than spreading them thinly on many sites.  Also in countries which enrol nearly the whole age group, there are efficiency arguments in favour of  institutional specialization. Norway and Sweden are examples.  There is in these countries considerable specialization among different schools within a formally unified upper secondary stage. Some large schools are in effect multipurpose vocational training institutions.  Others remain overwhelming providers of general education—all within a nominally unified system. Good capacity utilization of physical and human resources is harder to achieve if highly specialized provisions are widely spread on many sites. Such concerns will be even more important in countries with weakly developed economies.

Implications of integrated timetable frameworks

Specialized TVET schools often have longer school days than general education schools.  One of the reasons for this difference is that the teaching of many TVET courses depend on practice in a workshop at school, while general subjects can make use of homework to be carried out outside of the classroom. Merging both types of courses into the same institution, can mean loss of weekly hours for TVET.  
Links with the world of work?

A recurring issue for school-based TVET is how to achieve “close connections” with employers and with the world of work generally.  Claudio de Moura Castro has spelt out arguments why institutional separateness of school-based TVET increases the chance of connections with the respective sectors of the “world of work”. 
   

”Formal skills”:  Just a game with words?   
King’s paper refers to a distinction between ”formal” and ”nonformal” skills (p. 3) which is not explained in the text. One can distinguish between formal and informal assessment of skill, and one can refer to formalization in the certification that is based upon such assessment. But it is hard for me to see that formal skill is already established usage.  In the Paper it is probably shorthand for formally certified skills.  Nonetheless, if there were such things as “formal skills”, what might that be?   

In Germany, Wilhelm von Humboldt  introduced  in the 19th century the concept of Formal Bildung to the field of curriculum theory for academic secondary education. Of course, Humboldt was hardly concerned with “skill”. Quite to the contrary, in keeping with Platonist dualism he assumed a distinction between “pure” and “applied” knowledge and the greatly superior worth of the former.  But he did try to identify learning which would be generally valuable regardless of what a person later would do.  He then had in mind classics and mathematics as especially valuable preparation for university  regardless of the subject a person would pursue there.  He argued (of course few would follow him today) that such knowledge would sharpen the mind so that it would learn better—we might be tempted to say he sought to define a type of generic skill for subsequent academic learning (though Bildung is much wider than skill).

We face a similar challenge with a very different substance, when thinking of skills development in post-primary education.  We already have terms about skills which for the world of work parallell Humboldt’s attempt to identify elements which would be generally valuable preparation for academic scholarship.  It is no accident that the pioneering work was done in Germany.  In the 1980s such skills were by Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung (BIBB) coined as Schlüsselqualifikationen (literally ”key qualifications”).  In English they are commonly referred to as “generic skills”.   These skills may be formulated in different ways, but they would include such familiar terms as literacy (communication skills), numeracy (practical mathematics), as well as learning to take initiatives, to take responsibility and to cooperate/work in teams etc.  

Had we not already had the term “generic skills”, “formal skills” might have been a good term for drawing our attention to skills which are generally useful valuable skills for working life.  However, it quickly becomes apparent that what generally valuable learning for the world of work (as for life in general) would also need to include character traits which we hardly would call “skills”  (e.g., honesty, enterprise, reliability, being hardworking, and being keen to learn). There is of course a German theoritician for such Bildung in vocational education too, namely Rudolf Kerschensteiner.  In fact, it is not hard to find concepts that denote skills and other learning that are generally valuable for working life, and that skills will not capture all these elements.  The closer post-primary education is to primary education, the more it will be concerned with continuing the laying of such a broad foundation of knowledge, skill and character traits that is generally valuable for life.  Since “Bildung” and “education” are close, pity, isn’t it, Kenneth, that the term “Formal Vocational Education” is already occupied in English?
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