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Institutional Factors Which Affect Excellence 
In Vocational Education 

By George Wardlow, Associate Professor* 
Studies of excellence in vocational education 

have most frequently focused on programs, 
classrooms, and individual student performance. 
Research questions are often framed to study 
the course content, methods of instruction and 
elements of delivery on the classroom level. 
The broader context in which learning takes 
place, the educational institution, is seldom 
researched . 

This is a summary of a research project 
which was based on the premise that the study 
of institutions in which exemplary vocational 
education is found might provide insights 
regarding the nature and importance of the 
institution in providing programs of excellence 
in vocational education. A study of institutions 
in which exemplary vocational education exists 
may provide better conceptions of quality 
instruction and learning environments, a 
sounder foundation from which to predict and 
support significant change and improvement, 
and an avenue of improvement by linking the 
research in vocational education with other 
efforts to understand and facilitate institutional 
improvement. 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
The study employed an interpretive design 

that sought meaning and understanding from 
within the context of the setting. The setting, for 
the purposes of this study, was defined as 
institutions offering exemplary vocational 
education . . Although the research methodology 
selected for this project draws on many of the 
procedures used in case studies, it should be 
noted that this investigation was not designed to 
provide an in-depth description of each of the 
institutions studied. Instead, the overall goal of 
the project was to identify and document 
themes that were consistent across these 
institutions. Therefore, this report focuses on 
the illustrations of themes rather than the 
description of specific vocational education 
institutions. 

Institutions offering exemplary vocational 
education programs were identified through the 
use of a resource panel of individuals who were 
knowledgeable about vocational education on a 
national level. Field studies were conducted by 
a research team in 11 states at two 
comprehensive high schools, five secondary 

vocational centers, four postsecondary technical 
colleges, three community colleges, and one 
proprietary postsecondary technical institute. 

FINDINGS 
An analysis of the data collected from the 

exemplary institutions visited by the research 
team yielded a number of general themes. 
These themes were generally consistent across 
the institutions studied, regardless of their 
clientele, mission, educational level, or type of 
institution. These themes were classified and 
are presented under the headings of school 
climate, administration, teachers, students, 
curriculum, institutional marketing, and support 
services. Although every effort has been made 
to identify concise, focused themes, it must be 
noted that obvious overlap exists between a 
number of these themes. 

School Climate 
A number of themes and sub-themes were 

observed and documented that are related to 
the construct of school climate. (For 
organizational purposes these have been 
categorized consistent with a school climate 
model proposed by Anderson (1982) .) 

Physical and Material Dimension 
The exemplary institutions were noticeably 

concerned with the appearance of their building 
facilities and surrounding grounds. The clutter 
that often accompanies many vocational 
programs was difficult to find . Even programs 
that generated considerable amounts of 
discarded materials or required large amounts 
of consumable materials were remarkably clean 
and orderly. 

Resources for equipment, supplies, and 
other needed program materials were typically 
adequate to very good. Instructors consistently 
expressed opinions that they were able to obtain 
a level of resources necessary to conduct 
effective programs. In some cases , industry 
linkages were developed or called upon to help 
the school obtain the needed equipment . 
Resources were made available to fund new 
innovations and creative ideas. 

These schools have been able to achieve 
sufficient levels of funding that enable their 
teachers to concentrate on other instructional 



concerns rather than complaining or worrying 
about inadequate equipment, supplies, and 
facilities. The level of funding necessary to 
reach this point might best be labeled the 
"critical threshold." 

People Dimension 
Morale in these institutions providing 

exemplary programs of vocational education 
was generally cited as being "good" by both 
students and teachers. High levels of morale 
were reflected by faculty in such statements as, 
"This is the best school I've taught in". A 
student in one school said, "It's like a big family 
here ." 

Personnel turnover in these institutions was 
fairly low. Although this factor is consistent with 
the findings regarding positive teacher morale, 
the advantage noted by several administrators 
was that it enabled the institution to maintain a 
greater degree of stability. Stability of personnel 
allowed for greater consistency of relationships 
between administrators, instructors, and 
students, and for long-term consistency of 
program direction. Administrators consistently 
noted that faculty had substantial input in hiring 
new department members because "they have 
to work with them." Consequently, opportunities 
for compatible personal and working 
relationships within departments were increased. 

Social System Dimension 
Good communication processes were 

observed between all personnel in these 
exemplary institutions. Faculty members noted 
that they could readily meet with their 
administrators to discuss concerns they had. 
Consistent with good communication processes 
was an observed attitude of trust and respect 
between teachers, support staff, and 
administrators. People were treated as 
professionals. Administrators made conscious 
efforts to insure that staff members shared in 
decision-making processes in their schools. 
Typical instances of collaborative decision
making situations were in the areas of 
curriculum, new teacher hiring, and equipment 
and supply budgets. Teacher-to-teacher 
relationships in these schools were observed to 
be very collegial. These relationships appeared 
to have positive effects regarding morale and 
job satisfaction. 

Culture Dimension 
The exemplary institutions visited generally 

had an overt focus on developing and 
maintaining high quality standards. Many of the 
staff and students at these schools articulated a 
view that their school was "the best" of its kind 
in their region and they wanted to keep it that 
way. These institutions commonly referred to 
their individual "standards", which they believed 
met or exceeded the standards one would have 
for a leading educational institution. One school 

expressed its commitment to quality through 
banners, stickers, and posters. 

School climate was enhanced by a strong 
sense of "mission" in the vocational centers, 
technical colleges, and community colleges 
visited. People in these exemplary schools 
knew what they were all about. (However , 
researchers did not observe a unified sense of 
mission among vocational education instructors 
in comprehensive high schools.) While career 
and occupational missions were clearly focused 
in most of the institutions participating in this 
study, several had additional "agendas" or 
"goals" which were manifested in symbolic ways 
throughout these institutions. One technical 
college actively sought to promote an attitude of 
"caring" and "enthusiasm" in all contacts with its 
constituents. Several institutions promoted, with 
obvious pride, their consistent adherence to 
high standards. An administrator in one of 
these schools noted that the profile of her 
institution was considered by many students 
and faculty members to be "so rigorous and so 
demanding." The benefit of this rigor, however, 
was a high demand for graduates. 

Several institutions noted that high academic 
standards made them different from 
comparable schools. Another reflected on its 
commitment to quality and community 
development. Several other institutions 
emphasized that their concern for students was 
more pronounced than other schools in their 
area or region. 

Administrators 
Major findings regarding the administrative 

teams in the exemplary schools were reflected 
in the themes: leadership styles, high 
expectations of self and others, risk-taking, 
flexibility, and a strong sense of mission and 
vision . General observations of the research 
team were that the administrators in these 
exemplary institutions were very effective and 
successful. 

Leadership Style 
Administrators in this study were very 

people-oriented. They were concerned about 
the welfare and needs of their staffs. This 
concern was reflected in a decision-making 
process or style best classified as participatory 
rather than authoritarian. Several administrators 
noted that they "had become less autocratic 
over the years." They specifically noted that 
when their faculty members were involved in the 
decision-making processes, thoughtful and 
considerate decisions were made. Staff 
members also showed a greater commitment to 
the decisions made. 

Administrators in these schools tended to 
delegate responsibility to other staff members. 
Staff commented that their administrators 
"trusted them and let them do their jobs," 
although they possessed high concern for 



getting tasks accomplished. Perhaps the most 
interesting finding regarding leadership styles 
was that administrators in these exemplary 
schools have developed the ability to insure that 
tasks are accomplished within an atmosphere of 
concern for staff involvement and participation. 
Tasks were likely being accomplished because 
people were being given greater personal 
autonomy and responsibility regarding the 
achievement of these tasks. 

High Expectations 
Administrators had high performance 

expectations of themselves and their staff 
members. One likely outcome of these high 
performance expectations was the 
establishment of a de facto standard of 
excellence. This standard of excellence is a 
theme that clearly runs through the activities in 
exemplary schools. These administrators fully 
expect themselves and their staff members to 
conduct their duties so as to reach the de facto 
standard of excellence in their schools. 

Risk-taking 
Administrators were willing to take risks and 

initiate new ventures or projects. The risks were 
largely related to funding. These administrators 
focused on the advantages to be gained from 
these risks rather than on the disadvantages or 
hazards posed by them. An administrator in 
one school noted that one of the keys to his 
institution's ability to act proactively was the 
larger than usual proportion of funds in an 
account specially designated to fund new ideas 
or initiatives. 

Administrators demonstrated an ability to 
foresee trends or events that would have 
impacts on their schools. They were able to 
take steps to maximize the positive effects of 
these events or to minimize the negative effects. 

Flexibility 
Flexibility was another trait of these 

administrators. They were not locked into 
traditional paradigms or familiar modes of 
operation. They encouraged staff members to 
be creative. They were willing to consider new 
ideas and proposals. They were willing to 
support these creative ideas and proposals, 
both financially and with personal 
encouragement. One faculty member stated, 

"One of the things that I see that helps 
(make this school work) is the freedom to 
try new things. We don't have somebody 
that says ''this Is the way you must 
function" .... the freedom to try something 
different and then to move forward. If it 
doesn't work then try something different. 
Go in a different direction. 

Vision and Sense of Mission 
One of the most important findings 

regarding administrators in exemplary schools 

was their ability to instill a sense of vision and 
mission within their faculties, support staffs, 
students, and communities. A staff member in 
one school said, "The reason this school is so 
successful is because of the vision of (the 
administrator)." "Having vision" was also cited 
by several others when describing reasons their 
administrators were so effective. 

Several administrators commented on the 
importance of creating a vision and sense of 
mission. These administrators believed that this 
aspect of their job was extremely important. 
Consequently, they were devoting more time to 
these kinds of activities and were delegating 
more of the day-to-day managerial functions to 
other staff members. 

Teacher Attributes 
Several of the most notable teacher 

characteristics are presented in this section. 
Specific teachers attributes discussed are a 
caring attitude, acceptance of student diversity, 
creation of positive classroom climate , and high 
expectations for themselves and their students. 

Caring Attitude 
A caring attitude exhibited by instructors was 

among the most consistent and powerful of the 
themes identified in this study. In some 
instances, students broke down in tears I.Vhen 
discussing situations in which their instructors 
had provided needed support and counseling . 
Teachers in these exemplary institutions 
exhibited genuine concern for their students as 
individuals and students detected this concern . 

The teachers seem like they're here for 
the kids, not as a job, but that they want 
to be involved .... 
That's what makes me want to come here. 
If we say like, "Oh gosh, we're just dumb" 
or something like that, the teachers say 
"No, you're not". 

Teachers were patient and willing to create 
opportunities for students to discuss their needs. 
Teachers themselves noted that they practiced 
esteem building and student participation in 
their educational processes, an assertion which 
was verifed by students. The teachers offered 
support beyond the normal expectations. They 
were willing to spend time with students or 
performing duties not usually considered to be 
part of a teacher's responsibilities. 

Acceptance of Student Diversity 
Teachers in exemplary programs accepted 

student diversity. They recognized that each 
student has different abilities, wants and needs. 
These teachers allowed students to be unique. 
They used these differences to create learning 
environments suitable to the individual student 
and to the collective class. 

I learned a lot in her class. She makes 
literature fun. I'm serious. She really 
made it fun.... We related the plot of the 



story into our own life. Even though it 
may have been written two hundred years 
ago, there's something In there that 
affected the writer that can also affect our 
lives. 
He (the Instructor) knows where we're 
coming from. He doesn't do It from his 
standpoint. (Instead, he understands) 
everybody else's standpoint, where 
everybody Is. He makes it where we are 
and how we're going to move into their 
positions ... 

Positive Climate and High Expectations 
Teachers created a positive climate in their 

classes. They were demanding, having high 
expectations of students, yet they were friendly 
and encouraging. Students were accepting of 
this and felt comfortable in their classes. 
Students felt that these high standards and 
expecations would provide them with an "edge" 
when looking for jobs. They thought that high 
standards and expectations were one of the 
factors that made their vocational programs 
better than comparable programs in other 
schools. 

Teacher Competence and Appearance 
The teachers were typically very competent 

in the technical knowledge and skills required in 
their occupational fields. Representative 
students ' comments included, "Hejshe 
(instructor) knows what's going on" or "She/he 
knows what it's all about." Instructors were also 
observed to be very effective in their use of 
pedagogical skills. They had the abilities to use 
appropriate teaching methodologies to translate 
their knowledge and experiences to students. 
Additionally, teachers maintained a professional 
appearance and expected the same of their 
students. Instructors were concerned with 
providing a good role model for students. 

Student Attributes 
A strong sense of pride among the students 

was noted. During interviews with individual 
students and with groups of students, and 
during observations of students in educational 
activities , they expressed a great feeling of pride 
in themselves and in their institutions. 

Students had positive feelings about being 
involved in their programs. They maintained 
professional standards among themselves, 
including appropriate behavior and dress. Many 
students indicated that they believed that entry 
into their programs was by a selective process. 
This finding was especially interesting in light of 
the fact that almost all of the institutions 
participating in this study were open-enrollment 
schools. Follow-up interviews with institutional 
administrators indicated that such student 
selection was not widely practiced . However, the 
perception of selection was not highly 
discouraged and may even be perpetuated as a 

part of an underlying student esteem-building 
activity. Such an activity results in a self
fulfilling prophecy, and the students believe they 
are superior and begin to function accordingly. 
The result is a set of high expectations that each 
student places on him\herself and on the 
program. 

Vocational Student Organizations 
Active vocational student organizations were 

found to exist in the majority of the institutions 
studied, regardless of the level or age of the 
students involved. Students and instructors 
actively involved in vocational student 
organizations generally discussed their value in 
such terms as "student recognition", 
"leadership", "public relations", and "personal 
development." As such, these organizations 
were considered as accomplishing objectives 
that were consistent with and complementary to 
their vocational programs. Instructors in 
particular felt that these student organizations 
were a most effective way to accomplish these 
goals and objectives. 

Curriculum 
The technical content of each of the program 

offerings is strongly influenced by the use of 
industry\community-based advisory 
committees, but that content is tempered by the 
teaching methodology concerns of instructors 
who work in close cooperation with these 
committees. Further, individual faculty 
members have a strong sense of ownership in 
their curricula. It was also observed that there is 
much more being taught to students than the 
technical content that teachers are able to 
articulate. 

Content of Programs/Advisory Committees 
Nearly all of the institutions offered some 

form of competency-based scheme for 
organizing the technical content of instruction. 
This content is developed through the use of 
advisory committees, working closely with 
individual instructors. The advisory committee 
process appeared to be a continual activity to 
insure that each program is current with industry 
standards. When new skills are identified which 
are not possessed by the instructor, the advisory 
committee assists the instructor in in-service 
activities to gain the necessary skills. Nearly all 
of the institutions visited had very adequate 
programs and policies for providing instructors 
with leaves and financial support to participate 
in such activities. When new skills are identified 
for which necessary equipment is not available 
within a program, the advisory committee 
assists with obtaining the equipment. 

Faculty Ownership 
In each of the institutions there existed a 

strong sense of ownership among the faculty for 
the curriculum offered in their respective 



programs. This sense of ownership was a result 
of faculty members having major responsibility 
for the development, implementation, and up
dating of the curriculum for their programs. 
Although considerable input for curriculum 
development was obtained from advisory 
committees and other industry sources, 
instructors were directly responsible for taking 
this input and translating it into useable 
curriculum. A number of institutions fostered 
this process by providing considerable technical 
support to instructors. Several of the institutions 
offered financial incentives to instructors for 
continual updating of course materials. 
Typically, these financial incentives were salary 
increases or bonuses that rewarded instructors 
for developing new curriculum or for up-dating 
curriculum for their vocational education 
programs. 

A Dual Curriculum 
When asked to explain their philosophies of 

curriculum, nearly all instructors articulated the 
importance of providing the most current 
technical skills needed by the industry. Nearly 
every instructor explained the importance of 
'meeting industry needs" and did so in terms of 
providing students with specific technical skills. 

Observations of many classes, student and 
teacher interactions, and interviews with 
students provided a philosophy of curriculum in 
practice by instructors which was quite different 
from that being articulated. Perhaps of more 
importance than technical skills, programs in 
these institutions appeared to provide for 
additional student skills in the affective, personal 
development, and general problem-solving 
areas. Indeed, some instructors noted that 
these affective, personal development, and 
general problem solving areas were the most 
important things they taught. It may be the 
pervasiveness of these affective, personal 
development, and problem-solving skills across 
the entire institution that make these schools 
and their programs quite unique in vocational 
education. These institutions appear to provide 
a more holistic education for their students. In 
practice, they are concerned with the 
development of the "whole person" rather than 
just providing technical skills. 

This may be among the most refreshing of 
all the findings of this study. The thing that 
separates the very best vocational education 
institutions from the good ones may be that the 
very best programs reach beyond their stated 
curricular outcomes and educate holistic 
individuals. They are much more interested in 
how people learn than in what they know. 
There seem to be no artificial boundaries 
between theory and practice . 

Support Services 
Each of the secondary centers and post

secondary institutions visited had well 

developed support service programs. (The 
exceptions to this include the secondary 
programs located within comprehensive high 
schools.) The support services include general 
education programs or "basics skills centers," 
career counseling , and placement programs for 
students, and clerical support for instructors. 

Institutional Marketing 
Nearly all of the institutions did a good job 

of marketing their programs to the related 
industries and their geographic service areas. 
There was a general expectation of faculty 
members to physically "get out of the building" 
and into the businesses. These institutions were 
actively involved in their communities, were 
sensitive to community needs and provided 
service activities to their communities. It should 
be noted that all of the institutions considered 
themselves as having good support within their 
communities. 

CONCLUSIONS 
This study provided a rare look into 

exemplary vocational education institutions. 
These institutions are models of the practices, 
beliefs, and values that many other schools 
strive for but can't quite attain . Those schools 
that have not yet reached exemplary status can 
learn much from the institutions in this study. 
Perhaps more importantly, the findings from this 
study can provide a framework for stimulating 
dialogue in and among those vocational 
education institutions wishing to achieve 
excellence. Excellence can indeed be attained; 
the schools cited in this study provide evidence 
and examples of how it can be done. 

The factors described in this report overlap, 
and this study imposes no sense of order or 
importance. Indeed, some factors may be 
dependent on or precursors of others. Some 
seemingly important ones may not manifest 
themselves in the absence of seemingly minor 
ones. The study makes no assumption in this 
respect. These are questions for future study. 
This study confirms the presence of 
characteristics common to exemplary vocational 
programs. Any of these factors may occur in 
any institution. It may be the unique 
combination of all these factors which creates 
excellence. 

Research indicates that schools in which 
exemplary vocational education programs exist 
are a nice place to work. They're neat and 
orderly and conducive to the development of a 
sense of pride. They're reasonably well
maintained and have adequate resources for 
staff, equipment and facilities. These 
institutions maintain a positive social and 
professional climate. Faculty and students alike 
convey a sense that they truly care about each 
other as individuals. This may be the result of 
administrative leadership styles which convey a 
collective sense of ownership in the mission of 



the institution. High degrees of trust and mutual 
respect are evident. This may be a result of the 
administration focusing on communication and 
participation in decision-making. Indeed, 
administrators seemed willing to share their 
power and authority. They trust the people they 
hired to carry out the activities of the 
organization. In turn, administrators then focus 
on developing vision and mission. This builds 
a sense of trust and pride on the part of the 
faculty, which in turn they pass on to their 
students. 

An alternative reason that these institutions 
have such a positive climate is that they seem 
to be above a "critical threshold" of resources. 
Faculty in these institutions were not 
preoccupied with competing fo( resources to 
maintain their programs. One might theorize 
that there is a "hierarchy of institutional needs," 
from the bottom of which an institution 
progresses on the path to excellence. The 
question of the unique contribution of this 
phenomenon demands further study. 

These institutions seem to have unique 
cultures in which participants have a common 
vision. This vision, however abstract, is 
continually developed and articulated by the 
chief administrators. The resultant culture is 
guided by a collective sense of mission, built on 
a commitment to high standards, which 
pervades every program. Faculty, support staff, 
and students alike seem to understand that a 
core set of norms, beliefs, and values guide 
their activities. If an institution aspires to 
excellence, its members should cooperate in 
developing a shared vision, which may result in 
a unique culture defined by those common 
values , beliefs and norms associated with high 
standards. 

Administrators in these institutions exhibit 
unique characteristics. As note previously, their 
management style creates a climate of trust. 
They seem to operate on the belief that they 
hire good people and let them do their jobs. 
Administrative oversight was not a conspicuous 
characteristic of exemplary institutions. 

While administrators maintained high 
expectations for themselves and their staff, 
which are manifested as a "standard of 
excellence," they were perceived as warm and 
caring individuals, who were perceptive of the 
personal needs of their students and staffs. If 
an administrator aspires to excellence, one 
conclusion which might be drawn is that trust, 
as a management style, is more effective than 
authoritarian attention to detail. 

These administrators were risk takers. They 
encouraged and supported their faculty to be 
creative in designing and delivering education . 
Further, a climate of creativity expected both 
success and failure . 

As important as technical expertise may be 
an attitude of true concern that instructors hold 
for their students. Students of all ages believed 

that this may be the most important 
characteristic of instructors in exemplary 
institutions. Supporting this was evidence that 
administrators placed an equally high value on 
personalogical characteristics in the hiring 
process. This theme may overlap or contribute 
to institutional climate. A different "critical 
threshold" may exist here. Truly effective 
student learning may be best facilitated by a 
precursory feeling that their instructors care for 
them as people. This conclusion is consistent 
with Maslow's "hierarchy of needs" theory. This 
theoretical construct merits additional study. 

Exemplary institutions provide a two 
dimensional curriculum. One dimension 
consists of the technical content associated with 
student program. The second dimension 
consists of educating the students as holistic, 
thinking individuals. It may be the unique 
combination of these two curriculum priorities 
which elevates these institutions above their 
peers. It is likely that few institutions aspiring to 
excellence can attain it without both. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Anderson, C. (1g82). The search for school 
climate: A review of the research . Review of 
Educational Research, 52(3) , 368-420. 

Wardlow, G. & Swanson, Gordon S., with 
Caskey, F., & Migler, J. (1990) . Institutional level 
factors and excellence in vocational education: 
A review of the literature. St. Paul, MN: 
Department of Vocational and Technical 
Education, University of Minnesota. 

Wardlow, G., Swanson, G . • & Migler, J. 
(manuscript in review). Institutional excellence 
in vocational education: assessing its nature and 
operation. University of California-Berkeley: 
National Center for Research in Vocational 
Education. 

*This report summarizes a study by the author 
and Professor Gordon Swanson with the 
assistance of Research Associate Jerome Migler. 
The study was funded by the U.S. Department 
of Education through the National Center for 
Research in Vocational Education, University of 
California-Berkeley. Neither the USDE nor the 
NCRVE assumes responsibility for its content. 

Vol. LXXVII No. 4 
Published quarterly during the calendar year in 
Winter, Spring, Summer and Fall by the Division 
of Agricultural Education, University of 
Minnesota, St. Paul, MN 55108. 

George Copa 
Gordon Swanson 
Curtis Norenberg 
Gary Leske 

THE STAFF 
Roland Peterson 

W. forrest Bear 
George Wardlow 

Edgar Persons, Editor 


