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Abstract - This article explores the promise, problems and pitfalls of vocational forms of 
secondary schooling when these are set up in developing, newly independent countries. 
Taking Malta as a case study, the author presents empirical evidence to examine some of the 
assumptions of human capital theory, and concludes that there are important limitations which 
stop 'trade schools' from responding adequately to the declared requirements for economic 
development. The reasons for the failure of such innovations need to be identified not only 
from within the educational institution, but also from the wider, macro-economic context. 

INTRODUCTION 

Attempts to vocationalize Malta's educational 
systems l have a long history, and go back at 
least to 1798, when, under the brief control 
of the islands by Napoleonic troops, the local 
University, born as a Collegium Melitense in 
1592, was abolished and a technically-oriented 
Ecole Generale set up instead (Laferla, 1945). 
Since then, and throughout the British colonial 
period up to 1964 when Malta obtained its 
independence, various interest groups and, 
eventually, political parties presented techni­
cal education as one of the key solutions to 
Malta's main economie problem: the almost 
total absence of an indigenous industrial base. 
Various technical courses and schools were 
launched at different periods both by private 
and by state entrepreneurs from the 1850s 
onwards, but most of these initiatives failed 
to attract and keep students long enough to 
give them adequate training, and indeed, what 
was provided was often 'too inappreciably con­
nected with any great industry to be regarded as 
little more than an artistic branch of education' 
(Keenan, 1880). 

The industrialisation of the nation failed to 
come about despite the very intensive invest­
ment in technical education in the post-war 
period. But, as has been argued elsewhere 
(Sultana, 1987, 1990, 1992), in a situation of 
dependence and fragility, only a few alterna­
tives are available to a nation as it attempts to 
generate a self-sustainable economy, and the 
belief that education can be a solution to intrac­
table economic problems is often maintained. 
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When the Malta Labour Party (MLP) came 
into government in 1971, a decision was made 
to vocationalize one third of the secondary 
level of schooling through the creation of 
'trade schools'. The new schools were to have 
75% of their curriculum dedicated to vocational 
skills training, and 25% to traditional academic 
lessons. This was justified, in the face of the 
opposition's criticisms that general education 
was being abandoned, by claiming that that was 
the only way a solid instruction in trades could 
be given. In her educational budget speech, 
Ms Barbara, the Minister for Education, in­
sisted that trade schools would satisfy 'the 
demand for technical workers and tradesmen 
which the industrial expansion of our country 
is aiming for' (L'Orizzont, 29 May 1972). 

While the official discourse on trade schools 
stressed their economic function, it is clear 
that these new institutions were to respond to 
other needs as well. Trade schools were to help 
change parents' traditional negative attitude to­
wards technical education. They would respond 
to the special education needs of groups of stu­
dents 'who either show a particular inclination 
for a trade, or for those who are not particularly 
keen to follow an academic education' (Times 
of Malta, 24 May 1972). Trade schools were to 
help check the serious unemployment problems 
which plagued Malta as it tried to restructure 
its economy and remove its independence for 
work on the British military base. Emergency 
labour corps had been established to mop up 
some of the unemployed, but another 'solution' 
was to raise the school-leaving age from 14 
to 16. Reluctant school-attenders who found 
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themselves blocked from entry into full-time 
work had to be offered a palatable alternative 
to the 'irrelevant' academic schooling then 
offered, and trade schools, which promised 
to reproduce the workshop environment be­
sides continuing with general education, were 
thought to be attractive to those who were 
either unable or unwilling to pursue traditional 
courses of study. 

The rise of these vocational institutions at the 
secondary school level, and their ability to re­
spond to ideological, educational and political 
goals has been documented in detail in another 
context (Sultana, 1992). What this article sets 
out to do is to explore the extent to which 
these trade schools have in fact fulfilled the 
economic function which the MLP government 
established for them. 

To do this, the article draws on a wide 
data bank collected within a 'Trade School 
Research Project' (TSRP) which the author 
directed between 1988 and 1992. Quantita­
tive and qualitative research methods used 
included a detailed questionnaire with 680 
fifteen year old trade school students, three 
tracer studies with 258 ex-students,2 in-depth 
interviews with 241 students, 137 teachers and 
instructors, and 60 industrialists, and more than 
800 hours of classroom and staffroom observa­
tion in trade schools. 3 The quantitative data are 
supplemented in some areas by surveys carried 
out by the Guidance and Counselling Unit 
of the Department of Education, the School 
Industry Unit and Gallup between 1987 and 
1990. Other forms of documentary evidence 
were culled from newspapers, and files held 
at the Department of Education. 

HUMAN CAPITAL THEORY 

The setting up of trade schools represented 
the most fundamental effort on the part of the 
Labour Government to link education to the 
needs of the economy. That effort must not 
be divorced from other similar attempts by 
different governments and sustained through 
the nineteenth and twentieth century as the 
economy suffered the vagaries of time, or from 
attempts which were to be made at a later date 
and addressed at tertiary education.4 

All these efforts, past and present, were 
based on a number of assumptions about 
the link between education and the econo­
my, assumptions which were articulated in 

a theoretically sophisticated manner by a 
series of economists from the 1950s onward5 
through the formulation of what has come 
to be known as 'human capital theory'. Thi5 
refers to a view of education as an industry 
which generates the desired amounts of func­
tional manpower. Knowledge is considered by 
the likes of Peter Drucker, B. A. Weisbrod 
and T. W. Schultz, as the only real capital 
in modern times, and hence, the develop~ 
ment of educated people - in vocational 
and general terms - is the most importar..t 
capital formulation, and their number, quality 
and utilization the most meaningful index of 
the wealth-production capacity of a country 
(Sobel, 1978). 

The implications of such views are clear. 
namely that 'education will produce an in­
crease in general and in job-specific knowledge 
which individuals subsequently can apply in 
an expanding economy both to better utilize 
new technical developments and to gener­
ate innovations. The result will be a marked 
payoff in terms of increased production yield­
ing greater national wealth, corporate profits~ 
and individual wages' (Violas, 1981). Other 
related assumptions underlying human capital 
theory are that individuals choose to invest 
in education and are rewarded accordingly 
in the labour market, that skills, attitudes 
and competencies acquired in education are 
transferable to the workplace, and that the 
increasing complexity of the workplace and 
technology requires a higher level of skilling 
of all workers (Blackmore, 1990). 

In Malta, it has been tempting for govern­
ments to assume that economic development 
cannot come about unless there is a highly 
and appropriately skilled work force, and that 
one of the ways of achieving that goal is 
to have diversified educational systems which 
provide technical education. That assumption 
has been constant and practically uncontested. 
For the post-war period in particular, and in 
synchrony with developments in other parts 
of the world, vocational schooling was con­
sidered to be a solution to the needs for 
the diversification of the economy. British 
consultants in the human capital tradition, 
such as Thomas Balogh and Paul Streeten, 
engaged critically with the American school 
of thought (Balogh and Streeten, 1968), but 
ultimately advised the Maltese (and other) 
governments to invest in technical education, 
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and to embark on five or seven-year plans to 
calculate and provide the future manpower and 
skill requirements (Balogh, 1962~, b). 

The work of Foster (1968) and of Blaug 
(1973), Berg (1970), Jencks (1972) and Collins 
(1979), and later of Psacharopoulos (1987), 
shattered the confidence in human capital 
that had hitherto been unchallenged. But as 
the latter scholar pointed out, 'because of 
its inherently logical and simplistic appeal, 
vocationalism will be with us for years to 
come, and more countries will attempt, in 
vain, to tune their formal educational systems 
to the world of work' (Psacharopoulos, 1987). 

QUESTIONING THE ASSUMPTIONS OF 
HUMAN CAPITAL THEORY 

The main assumptions implicit in human 
capital theory, and with particular reference 
to vocational schooling, can be presented in 
a schematic manner. Each of the following as­
sumptions will then be dealt with individually, 
with each section drawing upon comparative 
educational literature and empirical studies 
related to the Maltese context, to evaluate 
the status of each claim. Briefly then, the 
economic assumptions on which vocational 
schools in Malta were developed state that: 

1. Schools are well-placed to provide vocation­
al education. 

2. Schools can provide skills required by in­
dustry in the future. 

3. Vocational students do the work they have 
been trained for. 

4. There will be positive rates-of-return for 
vocational students. 

1. Schools of vocational education 
There are many problems associated with 

the assumption that schools are well-placed 
to provide vocational education. Vocational 
schools and tracks are generally much more ex­
pensive to run than general schools and tracks 
(Lauglo, 1987; Moura Castro, 1987), not only 
in terms of expenditure on material resources 
(Psacharopoulos, 1987), but also because class 
size has to be kept low for pedagogical and 
safety reasons (Munbodh, 1987). Given the 
general expenses involved, adequate allocation · 
by the education budget to maintain vocational 
schools is often lacking, and this is especially 
true of many developing countries since most 
of these started off this form of schooling after 

receiving funding from international agencies. 
Once these sources dried up, they then found 
themselves unable to keep on providing new 
and up-to-date machinery, tools, equipment or 
the in-service up-dating courses for technical 
teachers (Tilak, 1988). 

Educational institutions, hampered by bu­
reaucratic forms of administration, have gen­
erally found it difficult to respond to new needs 
when these are signalled by the labour market 
(Bowman, 1988), and are often in an impossible 
situation having to 'prepare students for labor 
markets without having any control over labor 
markets themselves or knowledge how these 
markets will develop' (Grubb, 1985). 

On the other hand, there is a lot of evidence 
to suggest that industry can train its workers 
more efficiently, faster and more cheaply than 
schools can. Industry is clearly more successful 
than schools can ever be in the creation of the 
direct experience of production. In addition to 
this, the training provided by industry is less 
costly because the workplace has machinery 
and personnel already used for production and 
hence incurs less overheads, while students 
need not forego earnings because they tend 
to be already employed, or involved in appren­
ticeship schemes, in the finn which provides 
the training. Students who are trained on the 
job and induced in that work environment are 
much more likely to choose - and remain in -
that job, and to be retrained by their employer 
who has already invested in them. Commitment 
by the student and the employer is likely to 
be higher, because both are paying for the 
training in their own ways, and both wish to 
re-coup the investment made (Psacharopoulos, 
1988, 1987). 

Employers in most parts of the world have in 
fact generally recognised that schools are not 
well equipped to provide vocational education, 
and expect schools to give a good basic edu­
cation and social and attitudinal skills rather 
more than credentials, academic or vocation­
al (Bowles, 1973; Oxenham, 1987). Given 
the complex and changing demands of the 
workplace, employers increasingly cite literacy, 
flexibility, good work habits, self-discipline, 
problem solving skills, and general knowledge 
as the key qualities they look for in prospective 
employees (Oakes, 1986; Semple, 1987). 

Most of the extant literature therefore sug­
gests rather strongly that Grubb's hypothesis 
that the historical ineffectiveness of vocational 
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education can be at least partly explained by the 
fact that 'it has attempted to do what schools do 
worst' (Grubb, 1978). 

The Maltese case study under consideration 
bears out this hypothesis. Malta's trade schools 
have been generally unable to respond to the 
needs of employers and of a changing labour 
market. A number of Federation of Indus­
try position papers (1988, 1989, 1991) have 
criticised the quantity and quality of techni­
cally trained trades persons , and while noting 
that 'the country's educational system is not 
expected to provide personnel at all levels tailor 
made for a particular industry ... it is certainly 
expected to provide personnel suitably trained 
in the basics that form the platform for the 
various industrial sectors' (FOI, 1989). 

The Federation has insisted that one of 
the key obstacles to the development of the 
economy is the serious skills shortage in the 
light engineering sector, where Malta is looking 
to new, high-tech investment. Schools have 
been unable to respond to the needs for 
training in the new skills required (The Times, 
9 March 1988; The Times, 30 October 1991). 
The Federation favours a dual training system 
of vocational education because in this way, 
private manufacturing companies can offer 
modern machinery, up-to-date instruction, and 
the best learning environment since industry of­
fers, better than any school workshop can, the 
direct experience of production (Ellul, 1990). 

A Skills and Training Needs Survey carried 
out in July 1987 by the Education and Industry 
Unit with 396 firms concludes that there is 
a widespread demand by employers of large, 
medium and small firms for more 'trainable' 
people (Harper, 1990). In other words, em­
ployers are looking for personal qualities such 
as motivation, adaptability, standards of work 
and sense of responsibility, as well as general 
education, that is literacy and numeracy, the 
ability to read and follow simple instructions, 
convey messages accurately, understand simple 
diagrams, perform basic calculations, and have 
knowledge of such matters as wages, social 
security, work books and trade unions. While 
the demand for technification implies the need 
for an increase of 30% at the trade school 
level, an emphasis was placed by several em­
ployers on the up-grading of the general level 
of education of unskilled labour rather than 
on specialised training, and basic rather than 
advanced technical knowledge was seen to be 

more useful because of changing machinery 
which is increasingly becoming much more 
highly technological (Harper, 1990). In-depth 
interviews with sixty employers also revealed 
that at the levels where trade school students 
are employed, it is character traits rather than 
educational or even skills qualifications that are 
given priority (Zahra and Ebejer, 1992). 

Malta's employers generally expressed them­
selves dissatisfied with the nature of training 
offered in trade schools, wanting more up-to­
date instruction to be given by more adequate­
ly trained instructors, with students utilising 
more appropriate equipment. Some employ­
ers noted that trade school curricula were 
restricted, dealing mainly with basic processes, 
tools and machinery, and many suggestions 
were made urging the introduction of various 
skills-training courses reflecting new directions 
in production. A report commissioned by one 
trade school and prepared by a consultant from 
the Centro Analisi Sociale -of Turin noted 
that 'machinery and other training equipment 
available are obsolete and, in some cases, not 
even operational in view of the lack of parts 
and maintenance' (1991). Funds to redress this 
situation are becoming less and less available 
as financial priority is increasingly being given 
in the Maltese educational budget to the post­
secondary educational level. 

While, according to the Skills and Train­
ing Needs Survey, some firms were ready to 
provide machinery and instructors to trade 
schools, most were unwilling to incur the costs 
of training, even when, in the long term, they 
were the direct beneficiaries and recouped the 
investment made in human resource develop­
ment. A UNIDO report on technical training in 
Malta confirms the tendency for industry to rely 
on the vocational training provided by schools, 
even when they claim to be unhappy with the 
result (Harper, 1990) . The report argues that 
employers must be induced to play their part in 
industrial training programmes, with personnel 
being released to train teachers and students, 
and equipment being made available for use in 
their firms. They could also help by providing 
up-dating courses to teaching staff in trade 
schools and technical institutes. 

The criticisms which employers have levelled 
at trade schools must not be accepted at face 
value. Some of the issues that have been raised 
show a lack of understanding of the role of 
vocational schools at the secondary level on 
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the part of industrialists. Trade school curricula 
aim to provide local firms with workers at the 
operative and basic crafts level, and not with 
technicians. 5 In addition to this, the Maltese 
industrial set-up is characterised by a large 
percentage of small firms employing less than 
twenty workers. 6 Such firms are not likely to 
offer the training facilities that the Unido report 
recommends. Most firms are also unlikely to 
require an advanced degree of technical skills. 

The insistence since 1987 by a centrist gov­
ernment that Malta will be transforming its 
market orientation towards high technologi­
cal fields, that more sophisticated skills will 
therefore be required, and that vocational 
schools should change curricula to aim for 
such sunrise industries, is problematic. Various 
studies have suggested rather strongly that the 
widespread and long-standing belief that an 
increasingly technological society requires a 
skilled populace is questionable (Braverman, 
1974; Littler, 1982). Rather, what has been 
shown is that the increasing technocratisation 
of society has resul ted in increased skill re­
quirements for some and a decrease in skill 
for others (HiIl, 1981; Gordon et al., 1982). 
Increased application of technology has in 
many cases reduced complex mental or physical 
skills to routine task requirements capable of 
being performed by mpst individuals without 
extensive technical training. This seems to be 
as true in the so-called white-collar professions 
as it is in more typically blue-collar occupa­
tions (Johnson, 1982). Where technology has 
increased the skiIl requirements for jobs, this 
has mainly been true for a small group, namely 
those who plan the techniques of production. 

Additionally, while some 'high-tech' jobs, 
such as those of systems analysts, comput­
er programmers, data-processing machine me­
chanics, and others, are projected to grow 
between 74% and 148% in the nineties, their 
absolute number is small, while increases in 
unskilled categories as janitors, nurse-aids, 
fast-food workers and so on will grow at 
unprecedented rates. Various economists have 
in fact concluded that more and more workers 
will be required by the nature of the econo­
my to take jobs which do not make use of 
their education and skills, and that formal 
education certification will be more useful in 
getting rather than in doing a job (Levin and 
Rumberger, 1983). 

There is some evidence that the same trend 

obtains locally. The Skills and Training Needs 
Survey notes, for instance, that several com­
panies were -losing good and qualified workers 
because the present occupations under-utilised 
their skills and levels of training. Further­
more, some specialised companies in non­
ferrous metals employ those with limited ex­
perience and poor levels of education so that 
these employees 'would not be able to under­
stand pertinent technological details that would 
enable them to set up on their own and become 
a competitive threat' (Harper, 1990). The Trade 
School Tracer Studies show that up to 61 % of 
early leavers and 47% of course completers were 
doing the same work as colleagues who had not 
been to the vocational schools but followed 
the general stream instead. Indeed, it could 
be argued that the present skills shortage is a 
socially constructed problem, given that skilled 
labour is poorly paid and hence will not attract 
workers, and that there is still occupational 
segregation in Malta, which automatically ex­
cludes women from vacancies which employers 
claim they cannot fill (Darmanin, 1992). 

These caveats serve as an important remind­
er that employers generally have vested inter­
ests when they make claims or register com­
plaints about the educational system. Never­
theless, industry'S dissatisfaction with trade 
schools does alert us to the fact that schools 
are notoriously inadequate institutions for vo­
cational training to take place in. The most 
obvious case which demonstrates the extent 
to which schools find it difficult to respond to 
changes in the labour market is the vocational 
training offered in Maltese girls' trade schools. 
Girls are channelled to work in textile firms. 
Other skills provided consist of craft-type ac­
tivities which prepare students for domestic 
work or the tourist industry. While the focus 
on industrial sewing might have been functional 
in the early seventies, when the textile industry 
was 'the dominant and most important sector of 
Maltese manufacturing establishments and the 
largest provider of jobs in the private sector' 
(Micallef, 1992), the labour market situation 
has now changed, without a concomitant re­
form in trade schools. 

Indeed, due to the . availability of cheaper 
labour in the Maghreb and in Central and 
Eastern European countries, general world re­
cession, and changes in government economic 
policies and in the regulation of exports, the 
textile industry in Malta is shrinking drastically, 



80 RONALD G. SULTANA 

with twenty nine factories closing down over 
the past five years, with others trimming their 
work force. In all, 2250 workers have been 
shed between mid-September 1987 and end­
September 1991 (Micallef, 1992). But trade 
schools continue preparing girls not only for 
some of the lowest paid, semi-skilled occupa­
tions available, but for jobs which might no 
longer be there. 

2. Schools and industrial skills for the future 
A second claim of human capital theory is 

that one can tell which industrial skills will 
be needed in the future, and that vocational 
education programmes can therefore engage 
in the preparation of future manpower needs. 
Such manpower planning has had an appeal for 
many governments in the post-war era as they 
tried to project the types and number of skills 
needed by the economy in the future so that 
the educational system would then produce the 
right number of persons with the appropriate 
skills. Malta is no exception, and under the 
influence of Balogh in the 1950s, successive 
administrations embarked on a number of 
manpower planning and forecasting exercises, 
the latest version being one announced recently 
by the Employment and Training Corporation7 

with the intention of conducting a comprehen­
sive survey on a national basis to identify labour 
and skills requirement in order to give 'the 
government as clear a picture as possible of 
present and future needs, enabling it to draw up 
its education and training policies' (The Times, 
2 May 1992). 

Despite the rhetoric accompanying the 
launching of an exercise which would place 
Malta 'in the forefront of future discussion' 
on the subject in international fora such as 
the ILO, 8 the evidence from a number of 
countries over the past quarter century has 
generally discredited attempts at manpower 
plann.ing and forecasting. Among the reasons 
that are usually given for the difficulties facing 
such an exercise are the following (Bulletin of 
the International Bureau of Education, 1986): 
the greater frequency and speed of change in 
the technology/employment area than in the 
education/training area; the assumption that 
persons trained in a given occupation will seek 
that employment; the unreasonable assumption 
of zero labour substitution; the narrow focus 
on wage employment in the formal sector to 
the exclusion of all other forms of economic 

activity; the focus on growth to the exclusion of 
equity -and social demand; the discrepancies be­
tween the actual rates of economic growth and 
the assumed ones upon which the manpower 
forecasts are based; the neglect of occupational 
mobility; and the assumption that particular 
levels of economic development are reached 
through specific patterns of educational/occu­
pational structures. 

To these we can add Malta's vulnerability to 
changes in the international market which play 
havoc with plans of vocational training initiated 
in response to projected personpower needs. 
The mobility of capital makes investment by 
multinational companies highly unreliable and 
small states find it particularly difficult to plan 
ahead (Munbodh, 1987; Baldacchino, 1992). 
In addition to this, Malta's recent decision to 
liberalize its economy has further repercussions 
on manpower forecasting, given the fact that 
the only places where the latter has tended to 
be successful is in centrally planned economies. 
Here, 'state bureaucracies establish investment 
policy, set production schedules, organize the 
distribution of the labor force and determine 
the content and enrollment level of educational 
frameworks. Given their strong commitment 
and actual power to control economic produc­
tion, it is not surprising that the educational 
systems of Eastern Europe have been organiz­
ed to keep in step with, and to be an instrument 
of, economic development' (Benavot, 1983). 
In other countries, these attempts have failed 
(Youdi and Hinchcliffe, 1985), often miserably, 
and have in fact generated unemployment 
because 'the skills assessed as of today that 
would be needed twenty years from now, 
will be very different from those that the 
economy will be actually demanding in the 
future' (Psacharopoulos, 1991). 

3. Vocational education and career paths 
Most research carried out in developing and 

developed countries shows that the assumption 
that students will find, or even look for work in 
the area related to their training is unfounded. 
Lewis and Lewis (1985) review research re­
porting trends in the Caribbean, for instance, 
and tracer studies carried out in a number of 
islands in the late seventies and early eighties 
confirm general findings elsewhere that large 
percentages - between 25 and 33% - of 
vocational students were not working in the 
course-related jobs. Similar results have been 
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obtained from tracer studies with students 
following vocational tracks in American high 
schools. In this case, only 27.4% of the em­
ployed graduates had a training-related job 1 
to 10 years after leaving high school (Bishop, 
1986). Another study showed that only 21 % of 
employed vocational graduates had a training­
related job two years after finishing high school 
(Campbell et al., 1986). The countries which 
have reported higher percentages of graduates 
in training-related jobs have been those which 
like Germany, have employers who are heavily 
involved in the training offered to students. 

A number of studies carried out in Mal­
ta evince many of the problems outlined 
above with reference to both job orientation 
and job placement. The 1989 data from the 
Trade School Research Project Questionnaire 
(TSRPQ) suggests that in intention at least, 
59.7% of male students and 53.6% of female 
students think their main job will be in the trade 
area they have studied at school. Only 9.3% of 
male students said they would be working in an 
unrelated area. The percentage for females in 
this case was significantly higher, with 24.2% 
saying they would be working in a different 
field altogether. It is also significant to point 
out that 20.1% of the female and 29.4% of 
the male students did nOj answer this question, 
suggesting a degree of uncertainty about their 
occupational futures, and that young adults 
entering the skilled and semi-skilled labour 
market segments are more prone to take up 
what is available than to choose jobs. In other 
words, there are jobs looking for people, rather 
than people looking for jobs (Roberts, 1977).9 
This readiness to enter the labour market when 
openings presented themselves can be partly 
understood when 45.4 % of the female, and 
45.5% of the male students said they were 
not quite sure whether it would be easy or 
difficult to find employment on leaving school, 
while 21.1 % of the girls and 10.9% of the boys 
declared it would be difficult to find a job. 

The best way to find out which occupations 
vocational students have in fact taken up is 
through tracer studies. One such study was 
carried out by the Guidance and Counselling 
Services (1990) of the Department of Edu­
cation in October and November 1990 with 
all June 1990 school-Ieavers. This shows that· 
of the 561 male vocational graduates who 
replied, representing 82.5% of the total who 
received the questionnaire, 20.9% were in 

manufacturing work. 7.3% reported that they 
were working- -in the tourist industry, while 
another 13.2% said they were working in the 
service sector. The last two figures show that 
20.5% of all vocational school-Ieavers were in 
an occupation which trade schools had not 
prepared them for. In addition to this, one 
cannot assume that those in manufacturing 
work were doing training-related tasks. This 
is borne out not only by other tracer studies 
reported below, but also by data obtained from 
interviews with trade school heads who noted 
that students applied to fill dockyard vacancies, 
for instance, irrespective of the trade they were 
taking at school. 

Data for girls are less convincing because the 
response rate of 45% (i.e. 205 of 457 school­
leavers) is relatively low. In this case, 72.1 % 
of those who replied were in manufacturing 
work, and, given employment opportunities 
for women in Malta, were almost certainly in 
textile factories. 4.80/0 were in tourism, 2.9% in 
services, while a full 15.1 % remained ~at home'. 
In any case, 89% of the girls said they would not 
remain in full-time employment once they had 
children. 

Two other tracer studies were carried out by 
members of the TSRP team on a questionnaire 
designed by the present author. These tracer 
studies (henceforth referred to as TSTS) set out 
to contact two groups of male students, early 
school-Ie avers and course completers, who en­
tered employment in 1987/88. In the case of 
early school-Ie avers , 71.6% were working in 
jobs totally unrelated to the trade they had 
studied at school. The course-com pIeters were 
more likely to have benefited from their trade 
training, since 'only' 38.7% had found employ­
ment in course-unrelated occupations. IO This 
could mean that students take some time 
until they actually find a job related to their 
training. 

4. Rates-oj-return Jor vocational students 
If a key dimension in the evaluation of edu­

cational programs is the benefits they provide 
to their clients - students - then it becomes 
important to explore at some length whether 
vocational schooling gives students any advan­
tages in the labour market when compared to 
'non-vocational' students. In other words, it is 
not sufficient to evaluate the rates-of-return of 
trade schooling for the nation, but also for its 
graduates. Most studies which have attempted 
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to address this issue have attempted to answer 
one or more of the following questions: 

• Do vocational students find employment 
quickly? 

• Are they more likely to be unemployed? 

• How do their wages compare with those 
received by non-vocational students? 

• What conditions of work do they enjoy? 

The evidence reported by a number of coun­
tries is mixed and therefore inconclusive. Some 
claim that students trained in a vocation do 
better in getting jobs than students opting for a 
general education (Freedland and Little, 1980). 
A study carried out with 12,000 young people 
by the U. S. National Center for Research and 
Vocational Education, for instance, found that 
the more vocational courses the student takes, 
the more likely s/he is to find a job (Campbell, 
1981). Depending on the condition and per­
formance of the labour market, Norwegian 
vocational students do in fact do better in 
terms of earning, feeling of autonomy on the 
job, participation in trade unions, and other 
such measures. These advantages are especially 
significant when we consider that vocational 
track students have often stayed for a shorter 
period in schools (Lindbekk, 1989). However, 
a review of income returns to graduates from 
academic and vocational secondary education 
in several Asian and African countries suggests 
that. for many countries, there are short-term 
returns for vocational education graduates, 
but in the long-term, the pattern changed 
to the benefit of those from academic lines. 
In France, graduates in the general education 
schools come off better in the short-term as 
well (McMahon, 1988). 

Research has also indicated that for those 
who do not pursue their studies at college/post­
secondary level, the high school curriculum 
had little effect on labour market outcomes, 
irrespective of whether that curriculum was 
general or vocational (Myer and Wise, 1983). 
A major study by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
concluded that of the 53 million Americans 
employed in jobs which required -training, 
only 5% received it in high school voca­
tional classes. The same study also indicates 
that business/office studies, often followed by 
female students, represent one of the few 
vocational areas that do give an advantage 

in the labour market (Carey and Eck, 1984). 
Psacharopoulos (1987) concludes that there is 
really no hard evidence that returns for indi­
viduals, or for society generally, are any better 
with vocational streams, even when one looks 
at their effect in developing countries. Indeed, 
vocational education students are more likely 
to spend longer periods unemployed. Tilak 
(1987) arrives at much the same conclusions 
after reviewing fourteen studies carried out in 
developing countries. 

Given the nature of the conflicting evidence 
available, some have argued that it would 
be safe to conclude that training in certain 
occupational areas gives more benefits to stu­
dents than others (Mertens, 1983), and that 
vocational education can make a small positive 
difference for some of the people some of the 
time (Claus, 1990). 

There are a number of problems which must 
be highlighted before the Maltese empirical 
data are compared with that obtaining from 
international studies. A key issue which is not 
often raised is that an important variable in 
the rates of return for students might not be 
whether s/he followed a vocational or general 
track, but the nature of the reward structure of 
the labour market which absorbs school-Ie avers 
(Lewis and Lewis, 1985). A second problem 
is that when comparison is made between the 
rates of return for vocational and for general 
students, it is often forgotten that these two 
types of tracks attract different 'types' of stu­
dents, with the vocational catering for what are 
often socio-economically depressed groups of 
students. Even if these achieve less, in financial 
terms, than general education students, one 
would have to see whether their rates of 
return would have been as good or bad had 
they too joined the general stream (Moura 
Castro, 1987). 

A related issue is that vocational students are 
a 'self-selected group' likely to possess not only 
similar backgrounds, but also skills and aspi­
rations which are different from those of the 
groups with which they are compared. Thus, 
'differences which appear between vocational 
and nonvocational groups at the completion 
of a program may reflect not program impact, 
but prior differences which escaped detection 
of the survey measures. Alternatively, such 
differences may reflect differential interactions 
between certain kinds of students and certain 
program features' (Claus, 1990). 
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Furthermore, differences between the results 
obtained by male and female students reflect 
the different opportunities and rewards that 
a segmented labour market presents to the 
different genders. 

In addition, most of rates-of-return studies 
do not explain why vocational education gradu­
ates tend to do less well. The reason for this 
may be in the different value that specific as 
against general skills have for employers. The 
former are those that are useful to one em­
ployer, while the latter are those which every 
employer finds productive. The employer need 
not pay narrowly skilled workers higher wages 
than those prevailing for unskilled labourers, 
since the specific skills are useless to any 
other firm and there is no incentive for other 
employers to bid specifically skilled workers 
away. In the case of general skills, however, 
employers will try to poach workers by offering 
them higher wages. Th~s, while it behoves 
employers to train specific skills, the general 
skilled persons are more productive to all firms, 
and their wages must be increased in order to 
hire them. With specific skills, the benefits of 
that training may be captured by firms instead 
of workers (Grubb, 1978). 

The Trade School Tracer Studies carried out 
in Malta indicate that vocational students do 
not generally encounte~ many difficulties in 
finding a niche in the local labour market, 
though obviously one needs to examine the 
status of that niche, preferably in comparison 
with the sorts of opportunities available to 
students who graduate from other schools. 
Over 80% of early leavers and 94.6% of 
course completers who responded to the TSTS 
questionnaires were in employment, with most 
- 60% of the former and 88% of the latter 
- finding a job within six months of leav-
ing school. With a situation of almost full 
employment, this is not surprising and the 
relative advantage or disadvantage of voca­
tional school students is not clear. However, 
an analysis of the 16-18 year old young adults 
registering for unemployment showed that the 
most at risk were, first, those who had only 
primary schooling, and then those who had 
attended trade schools. 30.9% (n= 157) were 
male students who had completed the trade 
school course, while 28.7% (n=146) had left 
vocational schools early. Females were not · 
highly represented in the list of registered 
unemployed (Mallia and Borg, 1993). 

In addition to this, the TSTS show that most 
vocational school students found themselves in 
unskilled (45%.of early leavers; 9.9% of course 
completers) and semi-skilled work (41.3% and 
42.3% respectively). The Skills and Training 
Needs Survey confirms this pattern, noting 
that 12% of the workers from a technical 
education level were found to be employed 
in unskilled occupations, and considers this to 
be a 'disturbing result' which called for further 
investigation (Harper, 1990). Almost 70% of 
early leavers and 47% of course completers felt 
that somebody who had never attended a trade 
school could have performed the same type of 
work they were presently doing. 

The computation of the financial rates-of­
return for vocational track students compared 
with general track students is complex in itself 
because, as noted earlier, there are a number 
of variables involved, so that any final con­
clusions might be referring to elements other 
than program effects. A major factor to be 
considered is the reward structure in Malta, 
where sixteen years of Labour administration 
reduced wage differentials between- manual 
and non-manual labour as well as between 
different working grades (Zammit, 1984). As 
Carnoy (1990) has pointed out with reference 
to societies which embarked on a socialist 
program, 'The individual material cost of not 
doing well in school is greatly reduced, and 
so is the material payoff of reaching higher 
levels of schooling. The motivation for high 
achievement in school comes in part from the 
continued (but smaller) differences in income, 
but more from nonmaterial rewards (such as 
easier, more prestigious jobs and political pow­
er) and from pressures of social responsibility (a 
more productive life and a greater contribution 
to the people-nation),. 

The particularity of the reward structure of 
the Maltese labour market is perceived by 
students, and is reflected in their beliefs about 
the effectiveness of schooling in increasing 
earning power. These perceptions were once 
more influenced by the gender of respondents. 
Data from the TSRPQ show that 27.8% of 
boys in Trade Schools said they were sure 
that vocational schooling led to jobs which 
were as well paid as jobs which required 
academic schooling. A further 37.1 % said they 
were not sure about what was most remunera­
tive, while 30.7% said that academic schooling 
gave better rates of return. Girls seemed to 
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think that vocational schooling was generally 
less remunerative, with 46.4%

. expecting their 
counterparts in general schools to earn more 
money than themselves. 37.1 % were not quite 
sure, while only 8.3% thought that vocational 
schooling put them ahead, in terms of earning 
power, than others. 

While trade school students were generally 
uncertain as to whether vocational schooling 
gave them more earning power than general 
schooling, the TSRPQ data show that they 
expected their training to contribute to higher 
earnings in the future, when this was compared 
to the earnings of untrained workers in similar 
work environments. This was true of 82.1 % of 
male students and 72.7% of females. Indeed 
51 % of the former, but only 15.5% of the 
latter thought it would pay to invest in fur­
ther vocational education.ll The tracer studies 
suggests that this faith in schooling decreases, 
but is still significantly high when male trade 
school graduates look back from the vantage 
point of employment to comment on whether 
further study in a trade would have given them 
better job possibilities. Thus, the TSTS with 
early leavers shows that 65% thought that 
had they stayed longer in a vocational school, 
they would have had better job possibilities, 
while 47.8% of the course completers were 
of the same opinion. However, a significantly 
high percentage from both groups, 32.8% and 
38.7% respectively, felt that further study 
would not have made much of a difference 
in job opportunities and rewards. 

If one compares the above expectations with 
actual wages earned by 1987188 vocational 
school graduates represented in the TSTS, it 
then becomes clear that a full 45% of early 
school leavers were not succeeding in earn­
ing the minimum wage (Bianchi, 1992; Vella, 
1992).12 As to course completers (Chetcuti, 
1992),13 these were earning, in general, slightly 
above the minimum wage. It is significant that 
44.1 % of early school leavers and 43.2% of 
course completers remarked that low pay was 
a major drawback at their place of work. 

This does not represent the whole picture, 
however. If one is to put a value on the 
vocational training that trade school students 
receive, one has to keep in mind the phe­
nomenon of Malta's underground economy, 
which accounts for between 10 and 20% of 
the GNP (Delia, 1987). From the TSRPQ 
data (ind interviews with trade school students 

it became clear that the latter were very likely 
utilising their vocational skills in a second, 
unofficial job. Thus, 37% of the male and 
7.2% of the female students who answered 
the TSRPQ expressed their intention to have 
a second job,14 By far the greater majority of 
male trade school students aspired to work with 
governmental or parastatal bodies. 

The Skills and Training Needs Survey re­
ported similar data, with 41 % making the 
Government sector their first choice (Harper, 
1990). The TSTS show that, by and large, 
these intentions seem to be followed when 
students enter the labour market, with, on 
average, 25% being employed by the state 
and 45% by private industry. While a very 
small number, six students in all, had in fact 
set up on their own, it is likely that many of 
them were earning over and above their wage 
by doing other jobs. The Skills and Training 
Needs Survey notes that many trade school 
students aspired for government jobs because 
of the job security that sector offered, and 
also because it left them enough time to work 
part-time elsewhere. Informal, unstructured 
interviews with male trade school students 
revealed that some preferred to first work 
with the government until they had learned 
their trade well, and once they had obtained 
experience and expertise, they intended to 
leave state employment and start their own 
enterprise, perhaps by turning a secondary job 
into a primary one. No information is available 
as to whether these secondary jobs correspond 
to skills learnt at school. If this were found out 
to be so, then vocational schooling might be 
contributing not to development in the formal 
but the underground economy. 

CONCLUSION 

This article has shown that the economic 
goal established for trade schools has not, in 
fact, been reached, since these schools are 
not responding - and cannot respond -
adequately enough to the economic needs 
of the nation, and are most probably not 
bringing enough returns to the students who 
follow courses there. Large numbers of voca­
tional students take up main jobs unrelated to 
their training while most female trade school 
students are more likely to quit their job as 
soon as they have had children. As a result, 
the nation cannot recoup investment made in 
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its attempts to develop a skilled workforce. 
All these reasons militate against vocational 
schools performing the direct economic func­
tion that was intended for them. The most 
that one can claim is that these schools fulfil 
an indirect economic function 

(a) By building up a technological culture in 
the labour force (though it seems that high 
rates of absenteeism, as well as outdated 
technology in schools, jeopardize this func­
tion), and 

(b) By directing a percentage of students away 
from academic education and into blue 
collar occupational paths. 

The second goal could never be a declared 
intention for schools in a nation which overtly 
claims that justice and democracy are its guiding 
values. 

Trade schooling does not seem to bring much 
in the way of advantages to students who are 
channelled, or choose to go to that particular 
educational structure. Vocational students are 
more likely to be unemployed than students 
from other types of schools, and generally find 
work as unskilled and semi-skilled workers, 
so that they are ultimately engaged in doing 
work which others who have not gone to trade 
schools can do. In addition, they are exposed 
to a restricted general curriculum which should 
be considered a disadvantage, not only from 
the civic but also from the industrial point 
of view. 

Finally, an evaluation of the returns of 
vocational schooling for the nation and for 
the individual student must be placed within 
a macro socio-economic context. Whether this 
kind of schooling will bring more or less 
advantages or disadvantages will depend on 
such factors as the rate of growth of the overall 
economy, and particularly of the sector which 
will make use of the vocational skills taught; 
the structure of incentives and disincentives 
that influence the allocation of available spe­
cialised labour; the quality and relevance of 
the education that vocational students bring 
with them to the labour market, and so on. 
Government policies, such as in increasing or 
decreasing wage differentials between blue and 
white-collar work, will also have a direct impact 
on the attractiveness of, and/or rates-of-return 
for, vocational schooling. In other words, the 
reasons for the economic success or failure of 

trade schools need to be identified not only 
from within the educational institution, but 
also from the outside. Other variables, that 
have nothing to do with education as such, 
must be examined. 

NOTES 

1. Malta is made up of a group of small islands. two 
of which are inhabited. The larger island, Malta, has. a. 
popUlation of around 325,000, while Gozo's population is 
around 25,000. The archipelago of islands covers a surface 
area of about 316 square kilometres. It occupies a strategic 
position in the Mediterranean Sea, lying 93 kilometres to 
the south of Sicily and 290 kilometres to the north of 
the African Coast. Malta's position in the middle of the 
Mediterranean Sea and its natural harbours have invited 
a number of colonial powers - the Carthaginians, the 
Romans, the Byzantines, the Arabs, the Normans. the 
various houses of Spain, the French, and finally the 
British - to take possession of the islands. Malta 
obtained its political independence from Great Britain 
on 21 September 1964, and was declared a Republic on 
13 December 1974. 

2. Three tracer studies were carried out with two groups 
of students. The first group consisted of students who 
left their trade school before the completion of their 
third year in 1987/88 (Vella, 1992; Bianchi, 1992); the 
second group was made up of those who had left after 
the completion of their third year in 1987/88 (Chetcuti, 
1992). The intention is to follow the students sampled 
through their occupational careers for a number of years 
to come, in order to facilitate an extended study of 
the same respondents. This longitudinal dimension will 
generate important data regarding the effects of vocational 
schooling over a period of time. 

3. The research team was made up of graduate and 
undergraduate students following courses in the sociology 
of educational development at the University of Malta. 
Their contribution to the overall research project is 
acknowledged in various places throughout this paper, 
where reference is made to dissertations submitted in 
partial fulfilment of degrees and diplomas. All research 
tools were designed by the present author, and the 
qualitative dimension of the study is based on the 
grounded theory approach pioneered by Glaser and 
Strauss (1967). 

4. The technification of tertiary education was at­
tempted four years after the introduction of trade schools 
(Tertiary Education: Proposed Reforms, Department of 
Information, Government Printing Press, Malta, June 
1978). 

5. cf. Report of the Round Table Conference held 
at Umberto Calosso Trade School, S1. Venera, between 
Industrialists and Educators, May 3 1989 (mimeo), 
pp. 2-3. Also, most of the trade schools teaching staff 
interviewed made the same comments. 

6. In 1987, 88.5% of workers in manufacturing, 
quarrying and construction and non-manufacturing in­
dustries were to be found in establishments employing 
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less than twenty people (Central Office of Statistics, 
Abstract of Annual Statistics, Malta 1988). 

7. A Maltese version of the British Manpower Services 
Commission. 

8. The Minister of Education and Human Resources, 
Times of Malta, 2 May 1992. 

9. Data similar to that reported in the TSRPQ can be 
found in a Gallup study which found that 27% of trade 
school students were as yet uncertain about their future 
careers. GALLUP 'Traderrechnical School children: 
Attitudes Towards Work Motivation and Perception of 
Industry: Summary Report', 1990, p. 17. 

10. The data do not reflect the frequent occupational 
shifting these young workers were involved in since their 
graduation, or the changes they intended to make in 
the future. 

11. One has to keep in mind that these results represent 
a biased sample, i.e. those who answered were those 
present in trade schools, and therefore represent those 
who had made a decision that it was better to attend 
school than not to. 

12. This percentage is worked out of the total of those 
who answered the relevant question. i.e. 42 (or 60% of 
Vella's sample) and 71 (or all of Bianchi's sample). 

13. 78 out of 111, or 70.2% of Chetcuti's sample 
answered the relevant question. 

14. This is a conservative number. given the fact 
that many students might have felt threatened by the 
question. 
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