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Abstract 
As a developing nation Nigeria is very anxious to maximise her 
social, economic and manpower potentials in a bid to leap into the 
technological age and profit by it. Education has been recognised as 
the cornerstone for the attainment of this goal. This paper, therefore, 
is an attempt to highlight the importance of competency-based 
approach to vocational education programmes for the attainment of 
this objective, it explains the concept of competency - based 
vocational- education as well as the strategies for operating 
competency-based vocational programmes. One of these strategies is 
the placement of emphasis on exit requirements rather than an entrance 
requirements. It also discusses the benefits of the programme. They 
include high level of mastery of the learning competences by most 
students taking proper care of individual differences, ensuring high 
degree of relevance between curriculum contents and the real world of 
work and the provision of more realistic ways of evaluation and 
accreditation. Furthermore, steps to develop competency - based 
training programmes are also discussed. Among the six steps 
discussed is, identifying and describing specific occupations, and the 
knowledge related to their tasks. Finally the paper recommends, 
among six recommendations, that vocational training programmes 
should be designed to give adequate training requirements to meet the 
skill demands of prospective employers and knowledge which make 
them self- employed individuals thus reducing the perennial problem 
of unemployment. 

Introduction 
Competency - based education is an approach to education in which the contents of all the 

courses involved are highly relevant' to real work situation and emphasis is placed on a high level of 
proficiency in a job-like setting with the students allowed to learn at their own rates. The length of 
time for the course or programme depends upon the student's demonstrated competence rather than 
some arbitrary time limit. Research has shown that about 90% of the students in a competency -based 
programme attain a high level of mastery (Blank, 1982:14). Considering that the speed and level of 
our development will depend considerably on the size and quality of our workforce, the need for all 
persons involved in the planning, implementation, and evaluation of our vocational training 
programmes to -start moving towards adopting a competency - based approach to our vocational 
education systems cannot be overemphasised 

Problems with the Traditional Approach to Vocational Education 

The traditional approach to education has, to a reasonable extent, served the needs, of our society for trained workers in the past, 
but due to the increasing complexity of our work arid high demand for skilled workers, the traditional approach is no longer 
adequately meeting the needs of our society. Watson (1984) noted that greater training is now done by individual employers on the 
job. Also many students are failing to realise their career objectives due to irrelevance of the curriculum content for the world of 
work, poor instructional materials and strategies, and lack of proper 'consideration of individual differences. The traditional 
training programmes are usually based on textbooks, reference material, course outlines or other sources removed from the 
occupation itself. The students rarely know exactly what they will learn in each successive part of the programme. ' Also, the 
programmes rely primarily on the teacher to personally deliver most of the instruction through live demonstrations, lectures, 
discussions and other teacher-centred learning activities. In addition, the programmes require a group of students to spend the same 
amount of time on each unit of instruction, and rely heavily on paper and pencil tests and each student's performance is usually 
compared to the norm group. Research has shown that the traditional approach enables only about 10% of the students to attain a 
high level of proficiency, leaving the remaining 90% only minimally competent (Blank, 1982:9). The approach is also witnessing 
an increasing dropout rate and it lacks the necessary flexibility to take proper care of the changing industries. Although the needs 
of our society and those of the individual students may not be met completely, improvement .in the educational systems will go 
a long way in reducing the problems. 



Strategies for Operating Competency -Based Vocational Programmes 
Vocational education offerings are specifically planned and,designed to prepare individuals to 

enter into selected jobs, positions, and occupations as well as to provide upgrading skills for those 
who are already employed in selected occupations. , Vocational education is considered special 
interest education — planned and offered for those individuals who are interested in preparing or 
advancing themselves in selected jobs, in broad occupational areas, and in occupational clusters 
(Bartel, 1976:30). When implementing competency - based education, vocational educators should 
revise their teaching methods in several ways: 

1. Individualize and personalize instruction. 
2. Guide the learning experiences of the individual by feedback. 
3. Make the programme as a whole systematic. 
4. Emphasize exit requirements rather than an entrance requirement. 
5. Organize instruction into modules. 
6. Hold the student accountable for performance, completing the preparation programme when 

and only when he or she demonstrates the competences that have been identified as requisite 
for a particular professional role. 

If these strategies are adopted, though the needs of the society and those of individual students 
may not be met completely, it will go a long way in satisfying the students1 needs and at the same time 
producing the skilled manpower needed by society. 

The Benefits of Competency -Based Vocational Education 
A competency - based vocational education has a lot of benefits. Most of the students in 

competency - based training programmes master most of the learning competences with a high level of 
proficiency. Research has shown that while in traditional approach only 10 - 20% of the students reach 
a high level of mastery, up to 90% of the students in the competency - based programmes reach a high 
level of mastery (Blank, 1982:12-14). The students' mastery levels in the competency - based approach 
have increased over the traditional system, as shown in Figures (la) and (Ib). 
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             Fig: Ib Students' Performance Under the Competency- Based Approach (Blank, 1982:14). 

Also, a competency based approach takes proper care of individual differences. Students are not forced to 
learn at the same rate or in the same way. Instead, each student is allowed to learn at his own rate and in the best way 
he can (McAshan, 1978:32). This ensures high quality of learning. In addition, competency - based programmes 
ensure a high degree of relevance between the curriculum course contents and the real world of work. This is 
because the course contents are continuously revised along with the changing needs of the world of work. 
Furthermore, a competency - based approach provides more realistic ways of evaluation and accreditation. With this, 
the true likeness of the student's abilities and achievements is well represented. 

The four benefits discussed above and many other make the competency - based approach the most effective 
means of controlling dropout rates, satisfying students1 educational needs, and producing the numerous skilled 
workers needed by society. 

 

                   Developing a Competency - Based Training Programme 
Developing a competency - based training programme involves a series of steps: 

1. Identifying and describing specific occupations and the knowledge related to their tasks. This 
step shows how to identify several specific occupations or jobs within the overall training 
programme. 

2. Identifying essential student pre-requisites. These pre-requisites are specific traits, abilities, or 
previous learning essential to successful performance on the job but ones not usually learned 
while in a training programme (Blank, 1982:44). 

3. Determining terminal performance objectives. Having a well written objective for each task 
helps to develop appropriate learning materials to aid students in mastering the tasks on the 
task listing and helps in developing tests to determine if each task has been mastered. 

4. Developing instructional strategies and materials. If provided with a complete and well- 
developed "learning package", each student can begin, speed up, or repeat instruction as he or she needs to (Blank, 
1982:191).  

5.  including a listing of everything that will be used and taught in a course or training 
             programme, or it may be quite brief, including only a listing of a few support devices besides 
             the learning tasks (Bartel, 1976:134). 

6.  Developing a written and performance tests. The only way to be confident that students have 
            acquired the Developing an instructional schedule. The instructional schedule may be very comprehensive, 
            tasks in a programme is to have them perform each task so as to evaluate their 
             performance for mastery. 

    Based on the above six basic components, practitioners develop a number of competency-based education planning modules.
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Exemplaries 
Competency - based vocational education has been employed in many instances and found very rewarding. St. Petersburg 

vocational institute is now one of the largest and best institutes of Us kind in Florida. The success of the institute is largely due to its 
movement from the traditional to competency - based instruction (Shumate 1987:36). Pennsylvania Dauphin County Technical 
School finds competency - based instruction a very useful means of integrating academic and vocational subjects into 
occupational related skills fPloto, and Rhen, 1988:36-38). There has been a significant movement in the New Zealand's 
apprenticeship programmes following employment of competency --based instruction in most of their training institutes (Burleigh, 
1988:36). There are a lot of instances in which competency - based vocational education is found very rewarding in the production of 
skilled manpower needed in society. And there has never been any known occasion in which the approach failed a training 
programme. The major problems associated with competency - based vocational education, however, are (1) it is very expensive to 
run, and (2) it involves a lot of work (Gonder, 1978:17). 

Recommendations 
To the light of the above discussion, the following recommendations are made to enhance skilled manpower development: 

1. 
Vocational training programmes should be designed to give adequate training requirements to 
meet the skill  demands  of prospective employers,  and also provide students with thenecessary skills and 
knowledge wnioh make them self-employed individuals thus reducing theperennial problem of unemployment. 

    2.  The student's industrial work experience programme should be properly overhauled and 
supervised to enable it meet its objectives, such as enough exposure to current development 
on the industry.   This would allow the students to have direct experience with equipment, 
tools and materials used in industry. 

    3.    Training and retraining should be carried out periodically to enable staff of        vocational education 
institutions update their knowledge and expertise which can be passed on to the students they teach for required skills 
and manpower acquisition. This also helps to rectify the acute shortage of staff. 

    4.   All vocational education programmes should be adequately funded by government, non-governmental organizations 
and multi-national companies. 

    5.  The existing vocational training institution should be provided with appropriate equipment, tools and materials current 
enough or updated from time to time and handled effectively by the students and teachers. 

    6.  Organisation of workshops, seminars and conferences to help keep the staff abreast with the latest trend in the field of 
vocational education should be encouraged. 

 
   Conclusion 
            Since competency – based education trains people to be competent rather than for a set length of time, it should be a 
perfect match for vocational education, jobs and training. It is the role of vocational education to attack these problems 
aggressively, effectively, and with the best tools available. Adopting a competency – based approach to vocational education 
programmes will go a long way in satisfying individual students’ needs and at the same time producing the numerous skilled 
workers needed by the society. 
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