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Abstract 
In times of need; in times when nations think themselves ripe enough 
for new developmental programmes, vocational education often come 
handy. With the demobilized soldiers that roamed American streets at 
the end of the Second World War and the fear of being left behind in 
the struggle for the dominance of space, the United States of America 
(USA) had an urgent need for change in their educational system, if 
they must continue to remain relevant. Russia, on her own part, who for 
years had been engulfed in the struggle for and against the class system, 
never failed to amend her educational system to always fall in line with 
government expectations Nigeria has not been left out in the struggle 
for change. The end of the “oil boom” left many out of job. Successive 
governments, in the attempt to redress the situation, embarked on 
changes in the country’s educational system. In all cases, the countries 
often fell back on vocational education. This study gives brief historical 
accounts on how U.S.A. Russia and Nigeria went about their changes 
and suggestions proffered on how the changes could have been better 
managed. 

Introduction 

Vocational Education, has since its inception been an instrument of change. Bailey and Stadt 

(1973) noted that when the first schools started in the time of Pericles, it was because free men and slaves 

who fought for their rights of citizenship, had not learnt by imitation how to address, speak, and in other 

ways conduct themselves in polite society. This act of men of Pericles’ time, fits very well with the 

thinking of residual theorists who believe that school curricula are often developed when people face crisis 

and propose corrective components for the curriculum. For instance, driver education may have been 

introduced in order to reduce traffic deaths and injuries. Similarly, marriage and family-living may have 

found their way into the school curriculum in order to reduce divorce, improper child rearing and the like. 

In the same vein the evils of alcohol, narcotics, nicotine, and other things must have been introduced into 

school syllabus to reduce crime and delinquency. 

It is therefore not surprising that like men of old, many countries still fall on vocational education 

whenever they feel that things are not progressing as they ought to. This work will discuss events that led 

to vocational education receiving prominent attention in the education system of United States of 

America, Russia and Nigeria and how the programmes are being prosecuted in each of these countries. 

Attempts will also be made to highlight some of the strengths and weaknesses of the different systems and 

suggestions proffered on how best to overcome the weaknesses. 
 
The American Experience 

Many would have it that the traumatic and direction changing event ever for American education 

was the successful orbit of Sputnik in October, 1957. Broudy (1968) of course noted that one of the more 

astute observers of the American education scene thought otherwise. To the observer, Sputnik’s beeps 

merely made earlier demands upon education more audible. The people who belong to the latter school of 

thought, national defence and the vigor of the industrial revolution, spurred by World War II had long 

since knelled the doom of educational watchwords such as life adjustment. Sputnik only served to 

underscore two indictments which were being made with vigor; 

1) As contrasted to Russian and European Education colleges preparing track was identified as 

“inadequate preparation for engineering and scientific pursuit”. 

2) Because inadequate numbers of youths were engaged in rigorous study of Science, Mathematics, 

and Foreign Language, America could not be assured of winning the “cold war” battles of 

sophisticated armaments, support for dependent nations, and so-called police actions like Korean 

conflict (Bailey and Stadt, 1973). 
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The Panel of Consultants Report on Vocational Education (1963) revealed the mood of the 

American society at the time in question. It noted that in the address of Kennedy to the American 

Congress on February 20, 1961, he spoke directly to the matter of vocational education. It reported that 

the President was concerned with vocational education because of information which the manpower 

council and other informed groups and individuals had brought to the attention of leaders in industry 

and government, manpower data from the U.S. Department of Labour, Sputnik and the race for space, 

the beginnings of the cry for excellence in education and national concern for the education of all 

peoples. 

While introducing vocational education into her educational system the American government 

did not ignore laid down policies of the country. The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO, 1973) noted that U.S.A. took into account, that the Federal government had no 

authority to organize a national education system for whatever purpose. This responsibility she noted 

developed upon the individual states though the federal government may however provide funds and 

guidelines for the various areas of education. 

The aforementioned policy in American’s educational system gave birth to enormous diversity 

in the country’s prosecution of vocational education programmes. Because each institution is 

responsible for designing its own programme, some institutions train all types of technical and 

vocational teachers while others specialize in one or two types. An example is the North Carolina 

Agricultural and Technical State University, Greensboro. UNESCO (1973) even noted that in the past, 

the state of New York had required that technical teachers in the public school system be graduate 

engineers with experience in industry but allowed her college presidents to use their discretion in 

selecting teachers for the colleges. 

The American decentralized pattern of managing vocational education encourages flexibility 

both in terms of institutions ability to adapt rapidly to changes in a particular field in terms of 

opportunities offered to prospective students and to demands of the immediate environment. An 

autonomous institution may develop experimental programmes more easily. 

The problem with America’s decentralized pattern is that it stands the risk of embarking on 

changes that may not be in line with accepted national policies. 

The Russian Experience 

Russia has for long been a fertile ground for propounding and practicing of various ideological 

thoughts. Everything about her, her educational system inclusive, has to not been spared the 

consequences of the changing ideological practices. 

As Short (1960) rightly confirmed, the definition of works as propounded by protestants in the 

1500’s gave manual work a dignifying place in society. Evans (1971) noted that the work ethic began 

with Luther. Luther, he said, added the concept that work is the basis of society. Each person by that 

concept was expected to earn his living in the trade and in the social class where God puts him. Luther, 

it was 'highlighted defined work as the best way of serving God. To Luther all wholesome work was 

necessary; worldliness and piety were not separate. Work, he said was divine; profession, vocation and 

calling were seen as one and economic life was said to be essential. 

To the agrarian societies, the new pride of place that had been given to work was an 

opportunity that was not to be ignored. While America and other East Indies countries were busy 

procuring slaves to work their farms and manage their crude technologies, Russia like a few other 

countries thought it wise to give manual work a dignifying place in her society. Before long agricultural 

education and other manual oriented fields of study found their ways into her school system. 

Bailey and Stadt (1973) noted that the Russian system of vocational education emphasized the 

relationship between skilled manpower and the economic and socio-psychological well-being of society. 

Bailey et al highlighted the fact that Della Vos perfected a system of analyzing and teaching trades in 

Russia in the late 1960’s. 

Bennett (1973) observed that Victor Della Vos system was widely accepted because it had 

several admirable features: 

1) It involved careful analysis of specific trades and the ordering of tasks from simple to 

complex; 

2) It facilitated a much larger student-teacher ratio than had therefore been practicable; 

3) It recognized the value of application and immediate knowledge of results; 

4) It recognized the values of group, small groups, and individual instruction; 

5) It established the value of teachers who are expert in their occupation and in pedagogy; and 



6) It had a military-like regiment which was compatible with the thinking of many schoolmen. 

Many years after, with the Marxists in power, it was noted that vocational schools in Russia were 

segregated by social class and were therefore suspect by the revolutionaries. Shapovalenko (1963) noted 

that in 1917, Lenin, drawing on the ideas of Marx ordered the substitution of the word polytechnical for 

vocational on the ground that the aim of schooling “is to train not specialists but people capable of doing 

any type of work”. Shapovalenko (1963) was of course of the opinion that despite this urge from the 

highest authority, Russia educators were unable to develop a single educational programme which would 

prepare people for any and all types of work. In many ways, early polytechnical education in Russia never 

differed much from the manual training which educators in the United States imported from czarist (that is 

the pre-revolution Russia). Where it has been tried, it has been found wanting as an effective means of 

vocational education. 

Shapovalenko (1963) of course never condemned Russia’s Polytechnical education in its totality. 

He noted that Russia’s early Polytechnical education was a good system of prevocational education. This, 

he said, led to the current relationship in Russia between polytechnical and vocational education in which 

the former emphasizes activities and knowledge important to all work, while the latter enables students to 

achieve their own occupational goals and to meet the needs of society. 

Concerning how polytechnical/vocational education is being prosecuted in Russia, Shatkin 

(1963) explained that the country’s elementary school polytechnical programme exposes the students to 

planting and growing flower, vegetables and trees, running of pet’s comer and taking care of rabbits and 

birds; looking after the school yards, playing fields, and the streets and squares adjacent to the schools. In 

the school workshops they are encouraged to make and repair school supplies, rebind library books, and 

make simple articles. 

The reason for such a programme did not go unexplained. It was noted that: 

When identical stimuli are acting on the cerebral cortex all the time, 
proactive inhibition sets in, with the result that reflexes already 
developed become diminished and the formation of new flexes become 
difficult. This often happens when pupils are kept busy day after day 
only with mental work or with the same school subjects. They quickly 
tire, become inattentive, and start to lose the facility for understanding 
and assimilating the subject matter. This does not happen if different 
types of activity-mental work, gymnastics and sport and physical work 
are intelligently alternated (Shatkin, 1963). 

UNESCO (1973) strengthened Shatkin’s (1963) observation when she noted that in Russia 

polytechnic education makes up a large percentage of the curriculum and is indeed compulsory. 

UNESCO (1973) had very high regard for one of the goals of the Russia system which she even 

advised those countries with wide regional differences to emulate. The goal is that the Russia system of 

polytechnical/vocational education is related to the experience of the child or adolescent by adapting 

projects and syllabi to local conditions. 

The changing nature of the social class in Russia has been a source of disability at one time or the 

other, depending how the society perceives work at any time. That not withstanding, the strengths of the 

Russia system of vocational education are numerous. Very outstanding among them is the system of 

training their Polytechnical/vocational teachers. UNESCO (1973) noted that in training this category of 

teachers, the largest portion of the curriculum is devoted to laboratory, seminar and practical work: of a 

total 4,496 hours of study, only 1776 hours are devoted to lectures and theoretical work. 

Like the American system where vocational education is effectively carried out in vocational 

centres, vocational/Polytechnical education in Russia are taught in producing school factories. 
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The Nigerian Experience 
The colonial past of Nigeria left her footprints on the sands of the country’s developmental 

efforts. Many years after the departure of the colonial masters, Nigeria’s education system had no 

relevance to her developmental needs. Fafunwa (1995) claimed that even after five years of Nigeria’s 

independence, the education system of the country was not only colonial but more British than the 

British themselves; that is to say the Nigerian school children were being educated to meet the needs of 

a foreign culture and were therefore better fit for export than for life in their own country. 

In 1969, with the country at war and the expected be-deviling effects of the war on the youths, 

there could not have been a better option than for the country to have a second look at her educational 

system. That was exactly what happened in 1969 when a national conference was organized in Lagos to 



address Nigeria’s education needs. One of the major outcomes of the conference was the giving of 

vocational education a place of prominence in the school curriculum. Vocational education was 

expected to: 

a. Provide trained manpower in the applied sciences, technology and commerce, particularly at sub-

professional grades; 

b. Provide the technical knowledge and vocational skills necessary for agricultural, industrial, 

commercial and economic development; 

c. Provide people who can apply scientific knowledge to the improvement and solution of 

environmental problems for the use and convenience of man; 

d. Give an introduction to professional studies in engineering and other technologies. 

e. Give training and impart the necessary skills leading to the production of craftsmen, technicians 

and other skilled personnel who will be enterprising and self-reliant; and 
f. Enable our young men and women to have an intelligent understanding of the increasing 

complexity of technology (Federal Government of Nigeria, 1979). 

Since the idea was first mooted in the 1969 conference, the expectations of vocational 

education in the country’s educational system has changed thrice. In the 1979 edition of the National 

Policy on Education it was recommended for instance that 

A substantial number of primary school leavers will have access to 
junior secondary education and facilities will be provided for this. 
Those unable to proceed to junior secondary school will have 
opportunities provided for vocational training in craft schools and 
similar institutions where they can learn specific trades. 

The same paragraph 3 of section 19 of the 1981 edition of the document tried to be more 

specific when it recommended that 

Concerning the rate of transition from primary to secondary school, the 
third National Development Plan recommended 70 percent which will 
include admission to craft schools, and vocational centres as well as 
into Junior secondary schools. The target to be aimed at by all states 
should be 100 percent enrolment. 

In the 1998 edition the paragraph metamorphosed to a whole section (specifically section 22). 

Here it was stated that: 

The junior secondary school shall be both pre-vocational and 
academic. It shall be tuition free, universal; and compulsory. It shall 
teach basic subjects which will enable pupils to acquire further 
knowledge and skills. Every student shall offer: 
i) A minimum of 10 and a maximum of 13 subjects; 
ii) All subjects in group A; 
iii) At least one subject each from groups B & C ... 

Students who complete junior secondary schools shall be streamed into 

i. The senior secondary school; 
ii. The technical college; 
iii. An out-of-school vocational training centre; 
iv. An apprenticeship scheme. 

The streaming shall be based on the result of tests to determine academic ability, aptitude and 

vocational interest and as much as possible to achieve a transition ratio of 60:20:10:10 as follows:- 

The senior secondary school 60% 

The technical college 20% 

The vocational training centre 10% 

The apprenticeship scheme 10% 

In preparing students of vocational education programmes, the Nigerian education system 

requires her teachers to possess a minimum of Nigeria Certificate of Education. Unfortunately this has 



not been the case. A large number of engineers, technologists, technicians and even way-side mechanics 

have found their way to most vocational schools as teachers for lack of more appropriate things to do. 

Abadi (1991) observed that the aforementioned type of teachers account for about 55 percent of 

technical education teachers in Plateau State. 

The effectiveness of these uncertified teachers has always been questioned. A study carried out 

by Oranu (1999) noted that 

i. B.Sc./N.C.E. technical teachers were more effective teachers than the uncertified teachers. 

ii. Each group of teachers displayed distinct teaching behaviours: 

a) The B.Sc./NCE technical teachers tended to ask more questions create classroom 

discussion, and gave positive re-enforcement to their students. 

b) The uncertified teachers tended to rely more on lecture, were teacher centred, and did not 

provide re-enforcement to their students. 

It may be too early to judge the strength and the weaknesses of the Nigerian system of 

vocational education, as has been noted earlier, the goals of the system have changed thrice within the 

last two decades, even while it is still trying to find its feet in some of the states of the country. Ozigi 

(1983) rightfully noted that the National Policy on Education was conceived at a time of buoyant 

economy and it was thought then that finance would not be a constraint, very contrary to what most 

Nigerian schools are experiencing today. Vocational education is yet to effectively take root in Nigeria’s 

educational system mainly because it lacks the financial backing that is necessary for it to thrive. 

Summary and Conclusion 

No government anywhere in the world has been able to provide jobs for all her citizens. A time 

comes when they have to encourage their citizens to be self-employed. In such situations, vocational 

education programmes have always been called into play. 

Though the effectiveness of the programme varies from one country to the other, common 

factors that make for the differences can be used to explain the strengths and weaknesses of the 

programme. The factors are as follows: 

i. The national economy. 

ii. The effectiveness of the administrators and the administrative programmes. 

iii. The degree of the country’s technical development. 

iv. The historical development of the education system of the country. 

v. The cooperation between the schools and the industries. 

vi. The prevailing conception of vocational education in the country. 

Recommendations 

For vocational education to serve as an instrument of change in the countries discussed, the 

following recommendations need to be considered: 

a) United States of America 

1) A situation where the seriousness placed on meeting the developing needs of dependent nations 

is subject to the disposal of government in office should be discouraged. Succeeding 

governments needs to build on the successes of the out gone ones. 

2) For her policy of helping developing countries to be successful, the peculiar needs of the 

benefiting countries must be put into consideration when students from such countries travel to 

the United States for more knowledge in vocational education. 

3) The American Peace Corps programme may have to be better equipped to grapple with the 

peculiar vocational needs of benefiting countries. 

4) The American government should consider sending relevant machines and equipment to 

countries whose vocational capabilities they wish to improve. A situation where machines 

calibrated using the imperial system are sent to countries that have since changed to the metric 

system, is like setting the hand of the clock of development backwards in such countries. 

b) Russia 

5) If Russia must regain her one-time status of a world super-power, her economy must be 

revived. If the economy must be revived the machines that produce the “golden eggs” must be 

revived. There may therefore be no better alternative than to revive her vocational education 



system. This can only be effectively done if the lower-class garb the course has been forced to 

wear is pulled off from her. 

c) Nigeria 

6) For vocational education to really serve as an instrument of change in Nigeria, more industrial 

workers (serving and retired) and way-side practitioners, who are versed in the practical aspects 

of the programme, need to be called in to cater for the apparent inadequacies exhibited by many 

vocational teachers in most of her schools. 

7) While the supervisory bodies of Nigeria’s vocational education programmes are busy 

restructuring their programmes to meet the desire of many parents; which is to send their wards 

to universities, sight must not be lost of the aims of vocational programmes, which among 

others, is to prepare graduates of the programme for skills leading to the production of 

craftsmen, technicians and other skilled personnel who will be enterprising and self-reliant. 

8) For vocational education to be an instrument of change, it should be given to only “selected 

group of individuals who need it, want it, and are able to profit by it”. 
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