Vocational
Education’s Challenge
Meeting the Needs of a Changing Workforce
By Tom Schuman

Although technology has
changed the profession, auto
repair has been a staple in
vocational education training
for many years.

A

seamless education system. Lifelong learning. K-16 education.
Not only popular phrases, but also necessities for students,
workers and employers in today’s economy.
The barriers between various levels of education and
training are slowly disappearing. Such change, however, does
not come easily. One of the more difficult transition periods involves
vocational or technical education – preparing students for
either additional training or to directly enter the workforce.
Vocational education, whether in place at the high school or postsecondary level, must be
tailored to prepare students for high-demand, high-skilled, high-wage occupations.
The Indiana Chamber follows several guiding principles in its education improvement efforts:
• Ending extensive remediation of high school students at the postsecondary level
• Reducing training that is targeted to low-demand, low-skill and low-wage occupations
• Decreasing “false starts” of students entering postsecondary education and dropping out, as
well as reducing high school dropout rates
• A statewide linkage between secondary and postsecondary enrollment (dual enrollment) that
allows a student to pursue a degree, apprenticeship or certificate of completion during their
secondary education
• Competition among secondary schools for state and federal funding for technical education
programs that create the linkage to postsecondary education
BizVoice talks to two veterans of vocational education, with nearly 75 years of combined
experience at the secondary and postsecondary levels. Each has seen numerous changes
over the years, with more to come in the near future. We also look at the efforts in several
other states.

Setting the stage
Eldon Horton, Ph.D., has spent 39 years in the education business, 29 as a
vocational administrator. For the last 15 years he has been at the J. Everett Light Career
Center in Indianapolis, where he is director of vocational and adult education for the
Metropolitan School District of Washington Township.
“Thirty years ago everything was pretty basic,” he recalls. “We taught automotive,
machinery, secretarial work and some health. In the last 15 years, we’ve seen rapid changes.”
Horton says basic programs such as heating/air conditioning, horticulture and electronics
have fallen by the wayside as student interest has waned. While electronics closed with
just 12 students, computer repair opened with 44 participants. Law enforcement and
hotel management are two of the new entries this year.
While Horton estimates there were about 20 computers at the center when he arrived
15 years ago, today there are 12 labs and approximately 450 computers.
“Almost every program is computer based and some are totally dependent on it,” he
points out. “Every year or two you need to upgrade. Just as you get modernized, things
become outdated.”
Gerald Lamkin has spent 35 years, the last 20 as president, at Ivy Tech State College.
Indiana has always been a big manufacturing state, he notes, with the focus shifting
from vocational to technical education.
“You’ve got to have technicians to do the jobs today. It’s also no longer good enough to

8

January/February 2003

who come to get a degree in a vocational/technical area who
realize they want to go on to get a four-year degree. With a stroke
of the pen, it’s done. We just have to look
a little differently at how we plan their
courses.”
The opposite is also true, Dunbar adds,
with students planning to use their community
college experience as a springboard to a
four-year school switching gears and moving
into a high-skill vocational occupation. The
quality of the vocational training programs
has remained at a high level.
The reason, according to the Catawba
president, is community involvement. No
programs have been discontinued at the
college without going into the business
Tar Heel state
community and determining whether
North Carolina is one of those states with
adaptations could be made.
an expansive community college system. It is
Dunbar cites a food services program
also a state highly regarded for its vocational Gerald Lamkin says Ivy Tech has an important
role to play in communities across the state.
that served everyone from chefs and cafeteria
and technical training efforts.
workers to fast food employees. More than 40 participants came
Cuyler Dunbar, Ph.D., has been president of Catawba Valley
together to determine that their demands were so fragmented
Community College for 15 years. Longtime specialization in
that the current program could not be effective. It was replaced,
vocational and community service training has evolved into a
however, with a number of specialty courses and placed under
comprehensive community college approach.
the college’s community service (non-credit courses) banner.
“We were primarily a technical institute, working at the
“You must get out into the
post-high school level. Our programs
community and bring the industry
were not designed for students
people in, sit around the table,
going to four-year schools,” Dunbar
and find out what their needs are,”
summarizes. “Now students are
Dunbar says. “We have outside
given greater opportunities than
advisory committees composed
ever before.
of users of our product and high
“We have a number of students
school guidance counselors. We
Walker Career Center students learn
try not to overlook any segment
the latest in cooking, computer aided
of the population.”
design and welding.
have just one skill,” he says. “Communication skills are needed.
Math skills are needed.”
Ivy Tech’s enrollment of nearly 56,000
represents the eighth consecutive year of
record student numbers. Its 23 campuses in
14 regions offer 690 programs. Ivy Tech and
Vincennes University joined forces three years
ago to form the Community College of Indiana.
“We’ve expanded our mission, but that
happens through evolution, not revolution,”
Lamkin contends. “Any Hoosier, within 30
minutes, can find an Ivy Tech campus. Most
states have a whole series of community
colleges. Indiana has just one.”

Community partnerships
Indiana’s veteran educators
agree on the necessity of a close
relationship with the business
community. While employers
sometimes come to the J.
Everett Light Career Center
with their needs – a new
program allows students who
complete eight weeks of
training to receive guaranteed
jobs with Overhead Door
Company – Horton admits
that it’s easier for educators
in smaller communities to
learn about all of the employers
and their employment
requirements.
“Everything has to be
community driven,”

January/February 2003

9

Economic Vision 2010: Workforce Development
Vocational education is just one aspect of a state’s workforce development
efforts. Economic Vision 2010, the Indiana Chamber’s long-range economic
development plan for the state, identifies education/workforce development
as one of the five drivers at which the state must excel to produce one of
the leading business start-up and growth economies in the world.
The Economic Vision 2010 Report Card for 2002 gives Indiana a C- in its
workforce development performance. Colorado, Maryland and Massachusetts
rank at the top of the list nationally. Among Midwest competitors,
Michigan earns an A, Illinois a B, Ohio a C+ and Kentucky a D.
The report card measures eight benchmark areas under the workforce
development sub-driver. Those benchmarks and Indiana’s numerical ranking
among the states are:
• High-tech manufacturing employment – 2nd
• Science and engineering bachelor’s degree holders – 27th
• Science and engineering doctoral degree holders – 30th
• High school graduates – 33rd
• Science and engineering master’s degree holders – 35th
• Adult education – 40th
• High-tech services employment – 45th
• Bachelor’s degree holders – 49th
Resource: To learn more about Economic Vision 2010 and the 2002
Report Card, contact Mark Lawrance at (317) 264-6893 or
visit www.indianachamber.com/rc.asp.

the schools, which receive a partial reimbursement
from the state.
“We would not want to lose that federal
money,” contends Horton, listing some of the
destinations as support services, curriculum
development and some equipment purchases.
“We have to have a large student body to keep
the per-student costs down.”
Ivy Tech receives limited funding from the
Perkins Act, with far more of its approximately
$68 million in federal funds coming from Pell
grant and other student loan programs. State
funding totals more than $100 million in an
annual budget that approaches $250 million.
Career centers evolved, in part, as a more
efficient way to offer services that would be
cost-prohibitive for individual schools or corporations.
That remains true today, but with the continued
integration of secondary and postsecondary
efforts, the questions shifts to whether alterations
are needed to the current system.

Dual enrollment

Dual enrollment – high school students taking
courses that also earn them college credits –
comes in a variety of methods and applications.
Lamkin asserts. “We have to get communities fired up to help.
Advantages include:
We can’t just drop the community college concept down and
• Saving secondary schools money by utilizing postsecondary
hope it works. It has to be tailored to the needs of Indiana.”
resources to offer a wide range of course options
Indiana’s geography only adds to those needs. While
• Allowing high schools to focus on necessary and ever-increasing
Lamkin notes that Ohio is a state of a lot of cites and Illinois is
curriculum standards. Many say attention to Core 40 graduation
a state of one city, Indiana is a state of a lot of towns.
requirements, important for all students no matter their
work/education future, should be the primary objective at
Funding sources Law enforcement is a new offering at the J. Everett
the high school level
Federal funding for Light Career Center, while machine shop work now
• Saving both time (earning college credits) and
vocation training comes involves computers.
money (tuition costs) for students who plan to
in the form of the Perkins
pursue some type of college degree
Vocational Education
Janet Moon, community/business liaison at J.
Act. In fiscal year 2001,
Everett Light, says that dual enrollment and articulation
more than 63% of
agreements – students can receive credits at certain
Indiana’s $24.7 million
schools if they maintain a B grade average – are
in federal funding went
growing in number.
to secondary programs.
Minnesota, on the other
hand, dedicates 65% of
its Perkins’ money to
postsecondary efforts.
The federal funds
comprise about 15% of
the budget at the J. Everett
Light Career Center,
which serves students
from 11 central Indiana
school corporations.
Tuition of nearly $2,500
per student is paid by
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“They give students more choices. They can still go
directly into the workforce or go to a (postsecondary) school
for more advanced skills,” she points out. “It makes them
more serious about what they’re doing here.”
Lamkin says communication efforts between Ivy Tech
and high schools have improved in recent years. The college
is working with teachers and guidance counselors on curriculum
development, and with students to attempt to get them started
on an appropriate career/education path.
“We’ve got 5,000 people involved now in dual credit
and that’s just the tip of the iceberg,” Lamkin believes.
In North Carolina, Dunbar says, “We’re very active with
any high school that wants to work with us. It takes both
parties to make it work. We offer our classes electronically
in high schools, and we have a number
of students who come to classes here
on campus.”
Minnesota boasts a Secondary
Technical Education Program (STEP)
that is housed in a 60,000-square-foot
facility on the Anoka-Hennepin Technical
College campus. In addition to challenging
students to prepare for high-tech,
high-skills jobs, the program also focuses
on developing the communications and
mathematics literacy skills required in
today’s workplace.
Nancy Conner, director of publications
and media relations for Minnesota State
Colleges and Universities, says STEP has
strengthened relationships between high
schools, the technical college and
regional business and industry. Course offerings are filling employment needs in information
technology, media production, public safety and other areas.
Statewide, Minnesota has more than 3,000 specific agreements with high schools to accept
credits from approved courses or waive program requirements. Some programs, including automotive
technology, operate under a system that includes two years of high school work, two years at a
technical college and two more years of university-level work.
Ivy Tech has its own 2+2+2 initiative linking high schools, Ivy Tech and Indiana State University.
The first four programs will feature business administration, electronics technology, design technology
and automotive technology.
Times are changing and with it the delivery of vocational education.
“We have to be a part of how we make changes, not a victim of change,” Lamkin concludes.
“We have to develop a positive attitude. We need people trained, and there are some very positive
things Ivy Tech can do.”

J. Everett Light
Principal Eldon
Horton (top, right)
gets a lesson in
computer repair,
while a student
performs his duties
at WJEL-FM.

INFORMATION LINK

Resources: J. Everett Light Career Center at (317) 259-5270 or www.jelcc.com
Ivy Tech State College at (317) 921-4800 or www.ivytech.edu
Catawba Valley Community College at (828) 327-7000 or www.cvcc.cc.nc.us
Minnesota State Colleges and Universities at www.mnscu.edu
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