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Abstract 

In this study, the problem in Tennessee and across the United States where the skills of 

employability, which are used in the reduction of recidivism, are not being emphasized at 

the secondary level to prevent delinquency and initial justice system contact was 

highlighted. The purpose of this study was to explore the perspective of rural secondary 

vocational educators on student unqualified advancement, expulsion, and program 

employability skills of students participating in vocational education, referencing the 

reduction of delinquency and justice system contact. Bandura’s social learning theory and 

subsequent social cognitive theory were the theoretical frameworks for thematic analysis 

using interpretative phenomenological analysis. Using a qualitative phenomenological 

design, in-depth one-on-one conversational interviews were conducted with eight 

participants. Participants were rural secondary vocational education instructors teaching 

in the state of Tennessee for a minimum of 2 years. Results revealed that an emphasis on 

soft employability skills is needed and that the school-to-prison pipeline is present due to 

social ostracism and separation from classrooms, with a reduction in hands-on instruction 

for at-risk students. Identified themes include instructor-to-field taught, employment and 

soft skills, material comprehension, disruptive behavior, and the future of vocational 

education. Positive social change may be possible by providing education that includes a 

partnership between the community, education, and industry that reduces justice system 

contact. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to Study  

In the United States, it is a culturally accepted life cycle of primary school at age 

five or six, and to complete secondary school around age 17 or 18. At this point, paths 

then diverge into post-secondary education or employment. Employment is a measure 

used after judicial contact in the reduction of recidivism. In this qualitative study, I aimed 

to use the lived experience of rural secondary vocational education instructors to 

understand what and how they have experienced teaching vocational education, focusing 

on what and how they are teaching and how it aligns with basic judicial rehabilitative 

vocational education in its reduction of recidivism and deterrence of justice system 

contact by providing the skills to obtain and sustain employment. Participant experience 

with unqualified social promotion and expulsions of students can provide for social 

change to increase the readiness of all students and decrease justice system contact. 

Technical and vocational education is the training that is directed to prepare students to 

enter the work world, emphasizing the mastery of competencies based on industry needs 

(Ismayati et al., 2020). Technical and vocational education plays a key role in the social 

and economic development of a country, and this type of education impacts technical 

progress, work feasibility, and national economic development (Ismayati et al., 2020). 

Vocational education reduces recidivism after incarceration, as shown in most of the 

literature. Currently, the vocational education system in the United States is based on a 

supply-driven paradigm with standardization as a priority. Community integrated 

vocational education, or a demand-driven paradigm that is industry-based, like the Link 

and Match program of Indonesia, provided at the secondary level, can reduce initial 
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justice system contact by providing the same skills used in the reduction of recidivism, of 

communication, teamwork, critical thinking, interpersonal, and intrapersonal skills, and 

the skills of obtaining and maintaining employment (Duke, 2018). The employable skills 

taught at the rehabilitation judicial level to reduce recidivism are the same basic skills 

that secondary students need to become employed and maintain employment, which in 

turn reduces judicial system contact and delinquency. 

In Chapter 1, I describe the key factors associated with the focus of this 

phenomenological study, including background, problem statement, purpose, research 

questions, and the theoretical framework that grounds this study. The qualitative 

phenomenological nature of this study is focused on the exploration of how participants 

make sense of their experience as rural secondary vocational education instructors. 

Definitions provide conceptual applications within this study, while the scope parameters 

that guide this study, and the limitations in recruitment and geographical locations, with 

the significance of this study, are also presented in Chapter 1.  

Background 

In Tennessee, the Department of Education (TDOE, 2020) publishes a Ready 

Graduate rate that shows the number of students graduating statewide who demonstrate 

readiness for post-secondary education or a career. From 2018 until 2022, only 38.7% 

were ready for post-secondary employment or education (TDOE, 2020). The graduation 

rate for Tennessee is 89.8% (TDOE, 2020). In total, 61.1% of the graduating seniors are 

without the skills to progress into post-secondary education or the workforce.  
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The United States provides extensive resources, especially in employable skills 

through vocational education, to reduce recidivism after justice system contact, instead of 

providing the same skills at the secondary level to prevent justice system contact. The 

Office of Juvenile Justice Delinquency and Prevention (OJJDP, 2020) indicated the 

student population for the United States as of 2020 between the ages of 15-17 as 

12,528,687. In 2018, 94% of young adults completed high school, with a 90% completion 

rate for Tennessee (OJJDP, 2020). The high school dropout rate for Tennessee in 2018 

was 5.4% with a total of 22 states exceeding the national average of 5.3% (OJJDP, 2020). 

Research has shown that education reduces the rate of first-time offenders and reduces 

recidivism for those receiving education while incarcerated (Magee, 2021). According to 

the Tennessee report card data in 2020, there were 46,530 in-school suspensions. Total 

suspended is at 35,299, with 933 expelled. Those students who were placed in an 

alternative school were 5357, with 2814 zero-tolerance violations (TDOE, 2020).  

Literature does not provide direct studies on the “what” or “how” of secondary 

vocational education as it relates to recidivism and justice system contact. The literature 

does provide some insight from countries outside the United States and was included 

when applicable. Since there is very little research on this phenomenon within the United 

States, the examination of rural areas is also weak. So, the literature review examined 

secondary vocational education as it relates to a reduction in recidivism and initial justice 

system contact deterrence using the skills of employability, which is where the topics 

overlap. This analysis includes research on the Link and Match program of Indonesia that 

provides a correlation between education and industry.  
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Contact with the justice system will increase as those with employability skills 

who are graduating from secondary school are rapidly decreasing. The school-to-prison 

pipeline is fueled by the handling of students with suspension, expulsion, and zero-

tolerance policies (Novak and Fagan, 2022). Studying the perspectives of those teaching 

and interacting with students directly allows for possible policy changes and program 

changes that could increase the level of readiness and decrease justice system contact and 

delinquency. The literature on vocational education showed a decrease in recidivism after 

justice system contact when providing the basic soft skills of employment. Vocational 

education was shown to increase employment attainment and retention. Vocational 

education was shown to provide greater post-secondary readiness and reduced rates of 

secondary dropouts. Vocational education is currently designed by a supply-driven model 

where the focus is on standardization, and where it struggles to keep up with employer 

demands for changing skills. Demand-driven, however, considers the needs of regions 

and individuals while focusing on competency-based learning with industry input on 

needed skill competencies. 

Problem Statement 

According to Ismayati (2020), “Vocational education refers to education and 

training that prepares students for employment” (p.106 ). Vocational education is found 

at secondary, post-secondary, and incarceration levels to reduce recidivism. Walk et al. 

(2021) stated that 84% of U.S. prisons offer some form of educational program to their 

inmates, and 98% of federal correction institutions offer almost every kind of educational 

program available. Employment has been shown to increase the likelihood of providing 
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income and financial stability for released offenders (Formon et al., 2018). Employability 

skills reduce recidivism; thus, rational reasoning then provides that greater community-

integrated vocational instruction at the secondary level would reduce initial justice 

system contact and delinquency. The perspective of rural secondary vocational teachers 

on employability skill instruction, unqualified advancement, and expulsion in vocational 

education provides a first-person perspective to increase the number of life-ready 

students, reducing justice system contact and delinquency. 

Through a literature search, findings have shown that there is little to no 

understanding of the impacts of secondary vocational education in the United States on 

individual students’ skills of employability and community interconnectivity, which 

would include economic implications on a local, state, and federal level. Studies 

conducted in rural areas were minimal. The general focus on vocational education is 

either at the post-secondary level or outside the United States, with a focus on test scores 

for readiness for employment or post-secondary education. In rural areas, students are 

being passed on grade levels without the competencies of the current level or dismissed 

due to behavioral issues or an unchallenging curriculum. Students at the secondary level 

who do not possess the skills to succeed as adults, either through postsecondary education 

or employment, are left with few options for success or self-sustainability to increase 

socioeconomic status. The purpose of my study was to examine those teaching the 

students where the discourse is in the dissemination of basic soft skills in adulting. In this 

study, the teacher is the person in the middle of the learning process. The teacher must 

follow state, federal, and institutional regulations or standards. The teacher is also the 
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person to disseminate the information to students to prepare them for life after 

graduation, thus their perspective can provide the challenges to both teacher and student 

to possibly increase the rate of readiness. The TDOE reported in its 2022-2023 Annual 

Statistical Report that Tennessee has 1838 schools, but of that number, 13 are vocational 

schools. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study, with phenomenological design, was to 

explore the perspectives of rural secondary vocational educators on student unqualified 

advancement, expulsion, and program employability skills of students participating in 

vocational education, referencing the reduction of delinquency and justice system 

contact. The intentional focus was on the lived experience perspective of rural secondary 

vocational education teachers in the United States and their direct contact interaction 

between administration and students, to provide an understanding of what challenges are 

present in the reduction of delinquency versus recidivism reduction after justice system 

contact based on the skills of employability. Through the lens of Bandura’s social 

cognitive theory of application of modeling and observational learning, the perspective of 

rural vocational education instructors could provide an overlap of principle, if not in 

application. 

Research Questions 

This study has two research questions.  

RQ1: What is the lived experience of rural secondary vocational education 

teachers on providing basic rehabilitative or soft skills of employability to students?  
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This primary research question aimed to understand what and how the basic 

rehabilitative and employability skills, or soft skills, are or are not being taught at the 

secondary level to ensure future readiness for success. 

RQ2: What is the lived experience of rural secondary vocational education 

teachers on the unqualified advancement and expulsion of students?  

Students are being advanced without the competencies of the previous grade, and 

others are being pushed out for disruptive behaviors. The perspective of participants is 

vital to the understanding of how students are graduating without the basic employability 

skills to obtain and maintain employment. What type of skills are being taught, how they 

are being taught, how students are measured on the retention of those skills, and the 

experience of the instructor in the field being taught are mostly in focus. The data 

collection in the areas of what and how allows for the understanding of the rural 

vocational education instructors and their challenges in disseminating information to 

students and students retaining such information. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study was grounded in Bandura’s (1977) social learning and social cognitive 

theory, specifically observational learning and modeling. Social learning theory is the 

behavioral process by which humans learn. “Most human behavior is learned by 

observation through modeling” (Bandura, 1986, p. 169). Social learning theory provides 

a comprehensive explanation of human learning by recognizing the role of mediational 

processes, the cognitive interpretation of a model’s behavior to determine whether to 

retain the behavior or skill. The addition of the cognitive processes of the environment 
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and the specific model behavior determines if the skills or behavior are retained or 

reproduced. These cognitive processes determine the incorporation of a skill or behavior 

and why, in 1986, Bandura renamed social learning theory to social cognitive theory 

The mediational process of observational learning includes attention, retention, 

production, and motivation. Attentional processes encompass the regulation of 

exploration and perceptions of modeled instruction (Bandura, 1986). This process is more 

than just a model providing instruction; it does not guarantee that the person wants to 

acquire that specific knowledge or, in the case of secondary education, that the student 

even pays attention. The observer must want to obtain the knowledge and skill that the 

model provides. Just because there is a teacher in front of the class does not mean that 

someone is acquiring the skills to retain the information to reproduce the skill or is 

motivated to do so. The retention processes provide for the conversion of learned or 

observed experiences into long-term memory. This skills-based learning is where the 

observer remembers the process by which to imitate the skill or behavior of the model. In 

the production process of the reproduction of modeled instruction, the student 

competently repeats model-specific behavior in skill-specific modeled instruction. 

Finally, motivation determines whether the observed knowledge will be used going 

forward and allows for innovation of processes based on the acquisition of skills from 

different life models, whether teacher, career peers, or family.  

Vocational education provides a modeling dynamic in the acquisition of work-

related skills through the process of observational learning with hands-on experience. 

Within skill acquisition, modeling is more accurately explained as a procedural learning 
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than response mimicking, especially in vocational education (Bandura, 1986). Through 

social learning theory, there are three models of observational learning. Live models are 

when the observer watches as the model performs a behavior; this would be the 

vocational instructor. The verbal instruction model is when the observer is provided with 

a detailed description and then acts on that description. An example of this model would 

be audiobooks that provide audible step-by-step instructions for behavior. The third 

model of observational learning is the symbolic model, which incorporates learning 

through media like books, movies, television, or YouTube videos, where the behavior is 

demonstrated. This is the social cognitive processes of learning, what skills, beliefs, and 

processes that, with today’s internet, allow humans to acquire and reproduce based on 

their environment of learning. The environment of learning can consist of modeled 

processes in a classroom or the collectively believed assumptions of experience or 

inexperience that are found on the internet.  

Nature of Study 

The nature of this study was a qualitative inquiry study with a phenomenology 

framework. Qualitative research provides the meaning, structure, and essence of a lived 

experience through data analysis and procedures to achieve a deep and holistic 

understanding of why and how things happen (Patton, 2015). The phenomenology 

framework focuses on exploring how people make sense of an experience and how they 

transform that experience into consciousness, both as a shared meaning and as an 

individual (Patton, 2015). The specific research design included in-depth interviews that 

combined a conversational strategy with an interview guide approach for secondary 
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vocational educators in rural Tennessee. To address the research questions, a 12-question 

interview was conducted (Appendix). The data were then coded by theme, and 

interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was used to analyze each interview 

independently and then compared across all participants. 

Definitions 

Demand Driven Paradigm: In vocational education, this is the effect of education-

industry partnerships to include the demanded skills required by industry employers 

(Gupta et al.,2024). 

Employability skills: The US Department of Education Office of Career, 

Technical, and Adult Education Division of Academic and Technical Education defines 

employability skills as a set of nine key skills that are organized into three broad 

categories (US DOE, 2023). The three broad categories consist of applied knowledge, 

effective relationships, and workplace skills (US DOE, 2023). Applied knowledge is then 

divided into applied academic skills and critical thinking skills (US DOE, 2023). 

Effective relationships encompass the skills of interpersonal skills and personal qualities 

(US DOE, 2023). Workplace skills include the areas of resource management, 

information use, communication skills, systems thinking, and technology use (US DOE, 

2023). For this study, employability skills are defined as those skills that assist in 

obtaining and maintaining employment, both behaviorally in acquired skills and 

reproduction, and cognitively in the social context of employment. 

Intrapersonal skills: Internal abilities such as self-awareness, self-regulation, and 

self-motivation (Nugraha et al., 2020). 
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Interpersonal skills: Communication skills used between people, such as active 

listening, teamwork, and conflict resolution (Nugraha et al., 2020). 

Rural: According to the US Department of Agriculture (USDA, n.d.), rural areas 

are loosely defined with populations between 2,500 and 50,000, depending on what 

definition is used. The term nonmetro or micropolitan counties is commonly used in 

differentiating between urban and rural areas and is described as those areas that are 

economically tied to urban counties and where residents commute to urban areas (USDA, 

n.d.). Those additional counties that are neither metro nor micro are considered noncore 

as they are neither attached to micro nor metro counties (USDA, n.d.). 

School to Prison Pipeline: A nationwide policy where students are pushed out of 

public schools and into the juvenile justice system using suspension, expulsion, and zero-

tolerance policies (Novak and Fagan, 2022). 

Supply Driven Paradigm: This is a standardization in vocational education that 

currently exists, where skills taught are not integrated with industry demands (Gupta et 

al., 2024). 

 Unqualified advancement: This definition is equal to social promotion of a 

student who has not mastered the skills for the current grade level (Jones, 2023).  

 Utility: Refers to the usefulness of the application to additional areas or external 

validity (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). 

Assumptions 

One basic assumption of this study was that the participants were truthful and 

honest in their responses to interview questions. I also assumed that gaining participants 
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meeting the inclusion criteria and geographic borders would not have been difficult. 

Another assumption for this study was that it was generalized in its phenomenon and 

geographical locations; thus, it required additional study to fully examine in its entirety.  

Scope and Limitations 

The scope of this study was Tennessee rural secondary vocational education 

teachers with a minimum of 2 years of experience. Those with less experience are 

excluded, as they may not have enough interaction or experience in this field to provide a 

lived experience. The specific aspects addressed in this study were the responses to the 

interview questions that focus on the phenomenon, as those participants experience 

unqualified advancement, expulsion, and how the skills of employability are addressed in 

the curriculum and in the classroom. Due to the lack of direct research on the application 

of vocational employability skills at the secondary level to decrease delinquency and 

justice system contact, this phenomenon could be studied with several theoretical 

concepts and approached from different angles, providing greater utility in education, 

psychology, criminal behavior, or the combination of fields to provide a complete 

understanding of the phenomenon and all its applications. 

Limitations 

Potential challenges lie in the recruitment of rural secondary vocational education 

teachers with over two years of instructional student daily interaction for participation. 

Another potential challenge was in obtaining participants with the observational 

knowledge to respond to interview questions. The challenge of anonymity due to a 

smaller population in rural areas was addressed as participants were assigned a number, 
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including their location by county only, and only the researcher will retain the coding 

system for specific identifiable characteristics of all participants. This study also had 

limitations of rural geographical locations limited to Central and Southern Tennessee. 

Significance 

This study deepens the first-person understanding of current program goals 

concerning employability skills, unqualified advancement, and expulsion in rural areas. 

This study provides teachers, school administrators, and policymakers with the areas 

needing attention for the reduction of delinquency and initial justice system contact for 

both juveniles and adults. Studying the perspectives of rural secondary vocational 

education instructors illuminated prospective policy and program changes to increase the 

readiness of all students by providing a sustainable path to employment or post-secondary 

education. The significance of this study begins to fill the gap referencing vocational 

education readiness to increase instruction of employable skills and industry connections 

to reduce delinquency and justice system contact. 

Summary 

The commonly understood premise of vocational education is that it provides the 

skills for employment after secondary education. Employment has been shown to reduce 

recidivism and justice system contact. The qualifications and field-related experience of 

vocational instructors directly impact the quality of knowledge and retention of field-

required skills. Learning one way from one instructor with limited field experience 

reduces the likelihood of retention, reproduction, and motivation of the observer. How 

vocational education is presented is where society is lacking the skills to obtain and 
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maintain employment with income levels to survive and thrive. A demand-driven 

paradigm is the partnership between education and industry, instead of the current 

standardization of the supply-driven paradigm, to provide the necessary employability 

skills and industry-driven skills necessary to provide a greater benefit to the individual 

and the economic community. Deductively, by not providing these skills, the path to 

criminality is drawn. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Vocational education, as a conceptual whole, has been used and studied at the 

judicial level to reduce recidivism. This literature review examines vocational education 

in relation to recidivism, academic versus vocational education, dropout rates, and 

employment. The studies selected are related to the vocational education impact on 

wages, test scores, readiness, and judicial recidivism. The research problem was that 

substantial resources are provided after justice system contact or incarceration to prevent 

recidivism, instead of providing those same skills at the secondary level to reduce judicial 

contact before incarceration. This study addressed a gap in the research in the United 

States, at the secondary level, and targeting rural areas. 

In this study, I aimed to understand the perspective of secondary vocational 

instructors on the teaching of basic employable skills, as used to reduce recidivism. The 

entire experience of a teacher is one-on-one interactions and within groups of students 

that allow for the observation of human behavior to provide a perspective outside the 

home, within their role as a teacher. In searching the literature, it was important to note 

the lack of secondary school research in the United States as it pertains to exactly what is 

being taught and how it is being taught, with examination specifically to the effects on a 

nation, a state, or the individual, without students acquiring the knowledge to obtain and 

maintain sustainable employment or readiness. Employability skills or benchmarks of 

attainment are outlined through governmental and school board agencies; however, the 

implementation seems to be lacking in the application of those standards in providing the 

skills to increase socioeconomic status and sustaining employment, the factors identified 
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to reduce judicial recidivism. This chapter provides a review of the literature, the search 

strategies used, and the theoretical foundation guiding this study.  

Literature Search Strategy 

Through the Walden library, research began with the Education Source database 

and searched using the term high school vocational education, which yielded 35 results. I 

added the Boolean phrase of AND in addition to the United States. The first search 

showed a minimal reference to studies done on high school vocational education in the 

United States; however, the countries shown include Japan, Turkey, Mexico, South 

Korea, Indonesia, the Czech Republic, China, Vietnam, and Thailand. The search was 

limited to 2018-2022 and peer review. The second database searched was ERIC. High 

school vocational education was the same as the first search, then added to the United 

States. This yielded 14 and 1 results, respectively. The third database was SAGE Journals 

with the same previous parameters that yielded 6986 and 3496. APA PsycINFO yielded 1 

and 1, respectively.  

 Finally, I searched just Thoreau using vocational education AND the United 

States, which yielded 337,341 results. When I added high school to the search, I received 

15,868 results. I then did another Thoreau search using the keywords career and 

technical education AND high school AND the United States, which yielded 35 results. I 

added the Boolean phrase of AND in addition to the United States. The first search 

showed a minimal reference to studies done on high school vocational education in the 

United States; however, the countries shown include Japan, Turkey, Mexico, South 

Korea, Indonesia, China, Vietnam, and Thailand. The search was limited to 2018-2022 
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and peer review, and the results were 3,477.  

Search terms were then changed to high school vocational education and 

literature review, or review of literature, or overview, or systematic review, or meta-

analysis, and I got two results. The terms career and technical education or CTE or 

vocational education or occupational training AND literature review or review of 

literature or overview or systematic review, or meta-analysis received 967 results. I 

changed search terms again to secondary school or high school or secondary education 

AND vocational education and training AND literature review, which yielded 18 results. 

Vocational education, vocational school, professional education, technical education, 

AND recidivism or reentry or re-incarceration received 23,100 results. 

 I then searched Google Scholar with the same limitation of years and double-

checked articles of interest to make sure they were peer-reviewed, using terms of 

secondary career technical education literature review. This yielded 17,900. The terms 

vocational education literature review yielded 45,200, and the high school vocational 

education literature review yielded 18,000. Of the results received, most were not from 

secondary or high school, and in countries other than the United States. The search terms 

of rehabilitative vocational education AND recidivism, re-offending, or repeat offenders 

yielded zero results. Supply-driven paradigm AND vocational education yielded zero 

results, as did demand-driven paradigm AND vocational education. Changing the first 

search term to prison vocational programs yielded seven results. Changing the first 

search term again to prison education programs yielded three results when filters 

included peer-reviewed and the years of 2018-2024. 
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Identified Gap 

Searching for literature within the scope of high school vocational impacts on 

employment and recidivism is minimal. Most of the research focuses on post-secondary 

implications or on adult recidivism. There is minimal research on vocational education as 

it applies to high school students, employment/unemployment, a well-known delinquency 

precursor, community elevation, or recidivism. Providing community-integrated 

vocational education at the high school level has the potential to increase graduation, 

readiness, and individual self-efficacy with a positive economic impact by providing 

employable skills while reducing justice system contact, drop-out rates, and delinquency 

recidivism. 

Theoretical Foundation  

Social Learning Theory 

Social learning theory, developed by Bandura in 1977, examined the process of 

learning or acquiring information. This behavioristic approach is demonstrated through 

the mediational processes of attention, retention, motor reproduction, and motivation 

(Bandura, 1977). Bandura and Jeffery (1973) found in their experiment on observational 

modeling behaviors that the subjects who observed the modeled behavior were able to 

demonstrate at 65% reproduction compared to those who were merely given the 

components of the behavior failed to reproduce the behavior. The visual stimuli of the 

models’ actions allow for an increase in behavior reproduction as compared to the 

expectation of the cognitive interpretation of the instruction (Bandura & Jeffery, 1973). 
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This cognitive recognition led Bandura to rename his social learning theory to social 

cognitive theory in 1986. 

Social Cognitive Theory 

According to Bandura (2012), “Social cognitive theory is founded on the causal 

model of triadic reciprocal determination” (p. 17). Triadic reciprocal determination is the 

convergence of the individual’s personal, behavioral, and environmental influences. 

Those learning the same way, from the same person, with their personal experience and 

education, provide a disservice to the learner. Several possible perspectives of models 

with different learned and environmentally influential factors allow for retention, 

reproduction, and motivation, which in turn increase innovation and competency. 

The process of learning in vocational education is the same process of learning in 

social learning and subsequent social cognitive theory, specifically modeling behavior. 

The processes of attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation are consistent 

regardless of the secondary, postsecondary, or judicial rehabilitative level. The resulting 

goals are the same: to obtain and maintain employment. Research indicates that 

vocational education lowers recidivism and delinquency rates, so enhancing 

employability in secondary vocational programs may also decrease initial justice system 

contact.  

Just as with starting a job without a specific skill set, an employee is first trained 

in that position using the components of modeling through social learning theory. 

Someone walks the employee through and shows them the policies and procedures of the 

employer. The employee is then expected to reproduce the required components of 
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employment as they were trained. Once learned, the employee has the skills to provide 

the motivation to increase productivity and streamline procedures for the employer and 

the services that they provide. Social learning and social cognitive theory are used 

throughout educational and social science research; however, locating their use in the 

conceptual applications of this phenomenon was minimal. 

Literature Review Related to Key Concepts 

Due to the limitation of direct literature about the impacts of graduating seniors’ 

ability to be ready for post-secondary education or employment, this researcher 

approached the saturation of research by providing the literature as key concepts 

concerning the whole for a better understanding of the issues. In this literature review, I 

provide an understanding of vocational education as it relates to recidivism, standard 

academic education, employment, career readiness, and secondary school dropouts.  

Vocational Education and Recidivism 

Vocational education or in the judicial system, vocational rehabilitation has had 

proven effects of reduced recidivism by providing a means for incarcerated individuals to 

obtain the soft skills of employability that should have been acquired in secondary 

school. Correctional facilities, by statute, both adult and juvenile, provide some type of 

education or vocational education. Inmates upon release from most facilities that require 

monitoring by probation or parole officers have the condition to obtain and maintain 

employment. Roessger et al. (2021) studied the effects of completing two forms of 

correctional education, GED programs and vocational education and training (VET) 

programs. Inmates who participate in vocational education are 13% more likely to obtain 
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employment after release (Roessger et al., 2021). Roessger et al. found that correctional 

education completion improves adult post-release outcomes by addressing a literature 

gap, identifying factors that moderate the effects of correctional education on recidivism 

and post-release employment. Data sets were created from August 2016 through June 

2017 with assistance from the Arkansas Department of Corrections that addressed the 

recidivism question, and from August 2017 through April 2018 to address the post-

release question. Adult recidivism studies have shown a positive reduction with education 

completion and thus should stand to reason that if secondary students were taught the 

same skills of employment in vocational education, then delinquency and justice system 

contact would be reduced and would also reduce the adult population. 

In their results, Bozick et al. (2018) found that even just participation in 

vocational education, regardless of type, was associated with a reduction in recidivism. 

The study included 37 years of aggregated research from 1980 through 2017 to answer 

whether providing inmates with education while incarcerated reduced recidivism and 

improved post-release employment (Bozick et al., 2018). In their meta-analysis, it was 

found that the value of providing educational opportunities while the inmate is 

incarcerated lies in the goal of the program in the reduction of recidivism. According to 

Bozick et al., cognitive and moral development are seen as central to changing an 

offender’s behavior by providing education with knowledge and challenges that provide 

the necessary skills for employment.  

Duke (2018) took the research further by including demographics of gender and 

race to determine which demographic benefited most from correctional education. The 
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meta-analysis findings suggested that black males with only a high school education or 

GED equivalent would receive the greatest benefit from correctional vocational training 

programs. The Department of Justice (DOJ, n.d) stated that, on average, inmates who 

participated in vocational education were 43% less likely to recidivate than 

nonparticipants. If recidivism is reduced by 43% by vocational education participation, 

then providing vocational education at the secondary level of education should reduce 

delinquency and justice system contact and, in turn, reduce both juvenile and adult prison 

populations and costs. 

Pelletier and Evans (2019), through in-depth interviews with those who 

participated in higher education programs while incarcerated, identified other positive 

outcomes like personal skills development, prosocial bonds, and networks beyond just 

recidivism. Pelletier and Evans found that incarcerated individuals developed personal 

skills and attributes, along with prosocial networks and prosocial bonds to social 

institutions, as positive outcomes after participation in higher education programs while 

incarcerated. They used an inductive approach to common themes, with grounded theory 

used in theme identification in this qualitative study. 

Walk et al. (2021) conducted a study using propensity score matching in the 

comparison of post-release employment and recidivism of former incarcerated people in 

Israel. The findings suggested that educational programs with more direct content or 

employment-linked skills would increase the overall impact of education and re-entry. 

Inmate participation allowed for the acquisition of practical employment skills that 

increased obtaining and maintaining profitable employment after release. If these 
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employable skills were ensured at the secondary level, it could be inferred that justice 

system contact would be reduced. 

Forman et al (2018) studied the employment outcomes of graduates with and 

without a criminal history from community-based vocational programs on the predictive 

values beyond recidivism and conviction status. The authors established that former 

offenders’ employment outcomes were greater than previously thought following 

participation in community-based training programs when focusing on criminal history. 

Finding that employment or vocational education reduces recidivism by providing the 

employable skills necessary to obtain and maintain employment, it would again be said 

that if provided at the secondary level, the number of incarcerated would decrease.  

Magee (2021) found that education reduces the rate of first-time offenders and 

reduces the recidivism rate for those receiving education during incarceration. Education 

leads to employment, which then provides offenders with responsibility, personal value, 

independence, dignity, societal stake, income, structure, and routine. The correlation 

between low educational attainment, unemployment, and crime, which has been well 

established in general understanding, is a circle that can be broken with skills and 

employment opportunities. In the United States, 68% of state prison inmates did not 

receive a high school diploma, and about 27% of all jobs in the United States are areas 

where education below a high school diploma are entry requirements (Magee, 2021). 

This study shows that the necessity of high school graduation with the skills to obtain and 

maintain employment could reduce justice system contact, juvenile delinquency, and the 
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risk of incarceration (Magee, 2021). Education reduces first-time offender rates and 

recidivism rates of those in the prison system (Magee, 2021). 

Newton et al. (2018) studied the impact of vocational education and training 

programs on recidivism. They aimed at determining the documented progress on the 

impact of post-release vocational education and employment on recidivism. This study 

was a systematic review that considered only studies using experimental or quasi-

experimental designs to evaluate vocational training and employment program outcomes 

for adult offenders (Newton et al., 2018). Researchers found that despite the appeal and 

substantial investment of public funds into vocational education, the evidence to support 

program delivery has not improved substantially in the last 10 years.  

Vandala (2019) explored, in a mixed methods design under the philosophical 

assumption of pragmatism, the transformative effect of correctional education in South 

Africa. Using a convergent design to allow for the comparison of qualitative and 

quantitative data. Vandala used a participant pool of 52 ex-offenders who attended 

correctional education programs for 2-5 years. The quantitative findings showed 

overwhelmingly that correctional education transforms offenders. Qualitatively, the 

findings confirmed that correctional education changes behavior, boosts self-confidence, 

and transforms offenders into law-abiding and productive citizens (Vandala, 2019). This 

study also found that transformative effects in correctional education help to promote 

public safety, reduce poverty and inequality, and reduce recidivism by 72% in Kenya 

(Vandala, 2019). 
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          Plasman & Passarella (2022) studied how career and technical education 

participation in traditional high school settings may link to later interaction with the 

criminal justice system as measured by arrest for criminal behavior. Under the theoretical 

framework of Becker’s human capital theory, Plasman & Passarella asked two questions: 

What is the relationship between CTE participation in high school and being arrested for 

criminal activity later in life? And how do different pathways through high school relate 

to post-high school arrest for criminal activity? The data set was from The National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth: 1997, which is a longitudinal dataset with a sample of 

9.000 participants who were born between 1980 and 1984. The most recent reconnection 

with participants was in 2018. In the study findings, there is evidence that CTE, focused 

on the broadest sense, is linked to fewer post-high school arrests (Plasman & Passarella, 

2022). Students with CTE specialization saw fewer than expected post-high school 

arrests and have lower odds of arrest than even CTE concentrators. Plasman & Passarella 

(2022) recognized that the curriculum delivered through CTE was a key component 

relating to the reduction in the number and odds of post-high school arrest. 

          Mathur et al. (2024) examined the impact of enhanced transition programs on 

justice system youth. This was accomplished by comparing two groups: those that 

received enhanced services that included transition planning, vocational preparation, and 

after-care support. Productive engagement through relevant curriculum and career 

preparation, meaningful internships, and work experience are the components necessary 

to facilitate a reduction in juvenile recidivism (Mathur et al., 2024). The setting for this 

study was a correctional facility for youth under age 19 in a southwestern U.S. state. 
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There were 676 participants. Logistic models were used in this quantitative research, 

adjusting for demographics and vocational completion. The study findings revealed 

201% greater odds of recidivating, two years later, among those who did not receive 

enhanced services (Mathur et al., 2024). 

          Using data from the Pathways to Desistance Study, Novak and Fagan (2022) 

“examined the associations between suspension, expulsion, and recidivism and the 

associations between age at first suspension/expulsion and recidivism” (p.3). Baseline 

interviews were done with the juvenile offender after adjudication and their caregiver, 

then follow-up interviews every six months for three years, then annually through seven 

years. Dependent variables of recidivism and time to recidivism, with independent 

variables of school suspension and school expulsion, were studied. Control variables 

included age, race/ethnicity, socio-economic status, and family structure. The results 

identified that both expulsion and frequency of suspension increased the risk of 

recidivism, and that age at first suspension had no association with recidivism (Novak & 

Fagan, 2022). There is also another finding that those first expelled in childhood were 

significantly less likely to recidivate than those first expelled in adolescence (Novak & 

Fagan, 2022). The school-to-prison pipeline is enabled by the suspension and expulsion 

of students and the stigma associated with reentry at the school by staff and other 

students. 

Vocational versus Academic Education 

          Those students with only a high school diploma have about a 30% chance of 

earning more than $30,000 a year, and most are males (Mathers, 2019). Nearly a third of 
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all associate degree holders and workers with one-year certificates earn more than the 

average worker with a bachelor’s degree (Mathers, 2019). Michaels and Liu (2020) 

studied ACT scores of 64,000 graduating students in a quantitative causal-comparative 

analysis involving a non-experimental design and employed the use of independent and 

dependent variables. One-way MANOVA with 6 univariate tests and post hoc analysis 

was used.  

          Results determined a statistically significant mean difference favoring those with 

career and technical education (CTE) over non-participants. Michaels & Barone (2020) 

studied the academic achievement of CTE completed high school graduates and non-CTE 

graduates as measured by nationwide testing. This causal comparative research utilized 

experiential learning theory and human capital theory in this quantitative design to 

determine if there are statistically significant differences between CTE and non-CTE 

completers. Michaels & Barone (2020) did find that CTE completers had statistically 

significantly higher ACT scores on the composite, reading, writing, math, science, and 

English assessments than those of general academics. Higher ACT scores for those in 

vocational education than standard academics show the need for the interpretative 

analysis of what vocational teachers are teaching and how they are teaching it. The ability 

to replicate teaching and soft skills application would increase readiness for both 

vocational and academic secondary students. 

          A qualitative study by Simonova et al. (2021) in the Czech Republic explored the 

sense of academic futility in future VET students in what is comparable to United States’ 

9th grade. There were 25 students interviewed, with 16 heading onto the vocational track 
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and 9 onto the technical track. The Czech Republic has three educational tracks: 

academic, vocational, and technical (Simonova et al., 2021). The academic and technical 

tracks conclude with school-leaving exams, while the vocational track leads to apprentice 

certificates. Due to a high proportion of students choosing technical and vocational 

tracks, the Czech Republic has one of the highest numbers of VET students among 

developed countries (Simonova et al., 2021). Simonova et al. stated that academic futility 

has not been studied qualitatively in the Czech Republic, and the use of this approach was 

especially beneficial as student narratives allowed for understanding the process in 

schools. Simonova et al. found that students believed that achievement was a product of 

their effort, but along the way, they lost control of the results while still believing they 

were in control. The implicit sense of academic futility was created at the school level 

through the curriculum, ineffective teaching, grade leniency, and the teachers’ distrust of 

student capabilities (Simonova et al., 2021).  

          In the United States and other countries, academic achievement is focused on test 

scores. By qualitatively asking teachers and students both in academic and vocational 

education, where the disconnect exists in the actual teaching and learning environment, 

we will then be able to tailor education for both the individual and the benefits to society. 

The measurement of skills by standardized testing does not show the actual knowledge 

attained and retained. 

Vocational Education and Employment 

          Employment equals labor market participation. Dougherty et al (2019) used 

Arkansas administrative statewide data from K-12, higher education, and the Department 
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of Labor to discover how taking more CTE courses in high school might predict 

academic and employment outcomes. Findings consisted of students taking more CTE 

courses were 6.6% more likely to graduate from high school in four years (Dougherty et 

al., 2019). The connection between CTE and educational attainment was always positive, 

as with CTE, employment, and income. This study also found that there were compelling 

educational and labor market effects of taking CTE courses in secondary school. 

          Cho-Baker et al. (2021) used the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002 to 

examine latent pathways connecting high school career technical education (CTE) 

participation with employment during high school and the transition from school to 

employment. The variable indicators used were high school CTE, education, and work 

indicators (Cho-Baker et al., 2021). The results indicated that the CTE-to-work path had 

the highest average earnings and higher job satisfaction scores (Cho-Baker et al., 2021). 

This study provides longitudinal patterns of participation in high school CTE programs 

and subsequent career development patterns during the transition from school to work for 

CTE participating students (Cho-Baker et al., 2021). 

          A quantitative correlational design study by Ahmid et al. (2023) aimed to identify 

the influences of innovative characteristics, work readiness, and vocational college 

students moderating the role of gender. The study sample was 395 vocational college 

students from five vocational colleges in Kedah and Penang, Malaysia. The data 

instrument used was an online questionnaire survey. The results showed a significant 

effect on the employability of vocational college students on the identified influences, 

with minimal disparity when mitigating gender. Study results showed that innovative 



30 

 

characteristics, vocational self-concept, and work readiness had a significant effect on the 

employability of vocational college students.  

          Nugraha et al. (2020) studied objectives to verify indicators of the employability 

skills needed by vocational education graduates and to produce an employability 

framework for those graduates. The seven employability skills addressed were the 

foundation skills of thinking and personal quality, workplace competencies of resources, 

interpersonal skills, information systems, and technology, with an emphasis on 

communication skills (Nugraha et al., 2020). In searching 120 journals, the authors found 

that social skills, knowledge in the field, communication skills, technology and 

information skills, management skills, problem solving, and critical thinking were most 

desirable (Nugraha et al., 2020). Although this study is a literature review of 

employability skills that employers and industries desire, it demonstrates the need for 

interpersonal skills and others, in addition to academic skills, employment competency, 

and growth. 

          In Malaysia, Ohagwa et al. (2022) examined the role of technical vocational 

education and technology (TVET) as the catalyst to promote individual chances of 

gaining employment with the goal of improving socio-economic living conditions and 

overall development. The author’s reasoning for using qualitative methods was to 

“provide an accessible, interactive and sociable rapport between the researcher and the 

research participants while also providing a bigger picture of situations in a more 

informed way through its techniques” (Ohagwa et al., 2022, p. 146). There were 25 

participants. A snowball sampling technique was used in data collection. The authors 
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found that TVET plays a significant role in the individual’s and the group's chances of 

employment. Secondly, employment was rewarded with salaries that foster greater 

socioeconomic development.  

          The current paradigm of vocational education is based on a supply-driven model 

that provides for a standardization of teaching instead of a demand-driven model that 

includes a teaching and industry partnership to facilitate the employability skills needed 

by industries. Estriyanto (2021) aimed to describe a collaborative pattern between 

vocational high schools and industry partners. This qualitative case study collected data 

through interviews, observations, and documentation. Purposeful sampling was used with 

participants consisting of teachers, the head of the motorcycle technician department, 

industry trainers, and senior technicians in motorcycle maintenance. This case study 

included a motor training center and a major industry manufacturer and examined their 

relationship under a demand-driven model to see if education meets the industry’s needs. 

The results of this study yielded an output of graduates as “highly skilled Honda 

motorcycle technicians” (Estriyanto, 2021). Due to the education and industry 

partnership, this study showed large opportunities for graduates to be recruited into 

Honda jobs. Estriyanto (2021) then concluded that this collaboration was “good practice 

of vocational education based on a demand-driven paradigm, especially at the secondary 

level” (p.154). 

          Gupta et al. (2024) studied the various themes around demand-driven approaches 

to vocational education. This study is a thematic analysis with a systematic literature 

review applied to 50 research papers on vocational education and training (VET) 
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published between 2011-2022. The literature was classified based on seven parameters 

that included geography, focus on vocational education, research methods, economic 

sector, origin of study, type of training, and level of skill. The huge skills gap in the 

current VET system of India inspired this study. Findings determined that VET could 

ensure employment in rural areas and contribute to both micro and macro-economic 

growth, and this is done by maximizing local content and delivery of industry-specific 

skills with community-specific needs. The current conversation among community 

leaders and parents surrounds the issue of the skills gap among graduating secondary 

students. 

          Saryadi et al. (2024) aimed to explore the Link and Match policy through industrial 

classes and its impact on the competence and employability of vocational high school 

graduates in Indonesia. The mismatch between education and industry is vast, referencing 

skills taught or curriculum, and industry being two to three years advanced from 

secondary vocational education. The nature of this study is qualitative with in-depth 

interviews, and a narrative approach was used in the analysis of the data. Field findings 

determined that implementation of the Link and Match policy through industry classes 

significantly influenced the quality of learning by allowing students to engage and 

participate in a real work environment. The researchers also found that there was a risk of 

the curriculum becoming too focused on the needs of industry at the possible expense of 

broader training and adaptability. 

            Pohan et al. (2023) described the policy of Link and Match well: Link and Match 

refer to the competence of graduates, to be accepted, and to match the needs of the world 
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in work and industry. This study is a qualitative case study conducted in the first semester 

of the 2020/2021 academic year in the Riau Island Province of Indonesia. Participants 

included school principals, vice principals of public relations, heads of special job fairs, 

and productive teachers of vocational education. The techniques used in data collection 

included observations, documentation, and interviews. The finding showed that there was 

difficulty in implementing the Link and Match program, as they were unable to channel 

graduates to work, as the supporting facilities' collaborations are unsustainable and are 

not running optimally. However, in locale 1 Batam, “the implementation of Link and 

Match was successful because they managed this program by management standards 

consisting of planning, organizing, implementing, and controlling/evaluating functions” 

(Pohan et al., 2023, p. 91). 

          In addition to employment, there is a need to look at unemployment. Azman et al. 

(2020) used a qualitative method with a case study approach, studying the background of 

the unemployment problem in Indonesia and the application of the Link and Match 

program combining education with business and industry needs. This allows skill 

competencies to become recognized according to what industry and employers need. 

Link and Match were studied, as a case, and with a social approach, our industry and 

business current needs, and the employment approach, or referencing the labor markets.  

Vocational Education and Career Readiness 

          In Tennessee, 61.1% of graduating seniors are not ready for either post-secondary 

education or employment, according to the Tennessee grade card statistics (TDOE, 

2020). Hernandez-Gantes et al. (2018) conducted an exploratory case study of an 
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information technology career academy, referencing the understanding of career 

readiness. Employability skills, otherwise referred to here as soft skills, consist of 

interpersonal skills, social skills, and work ethics. This observational study, done over a 

five-day site visit to 18 classrooms, was grounded in capital building theories to 

understand instructional environments, teaching and learning processes, types, and levels 

of assessments. The conclusions of this study highlighted the importance of purposeful 

interaction and coordination between the career academy and a network of business 

partners (Hernandez-Gantes et al., 2018).  

           Howard et al. (2022) did a quantitative regression analysis of 2009-2018 data to 

examine the relationship between high school CTE participation and indicators of career 

and college readiness using the 2009 urban high school longitudinal study data. It was 

found that there were lower dropout rates among CTE participants. Xing et al. (2020) 

also used the 2009 high school longitudinal study to investigate CTE enrollment patterns, 

with results stemming from descriptive and multinomial logistic regression to examine 

the relationship between the individual factors that included social factors, individual and 

social factors together, and student CTE enrollment patterns. Individual factors included 

education goals, gender, race, language, and special education. Social factors included the 

socioeconomic status (SES) of students and parents, with parent educational attainment, 

parental expectations, and peer college aspirations. In the implications for practice, Xing 

et al. (2020) found that every student could benefit from CTE at the secondary level, the 

recruitment of underrepresented students, and changing the perspective of parents on the 

value of CTE experiences. 
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          Yoto et al. (2024) conducted a mixed-method approach using qualitative methods, 

including interviews, observations with thematic analysis, and quantitative techniques 

with analysis through descriptive statistics and Likert scale analysis. This study examines 

the industry vs collaboration in East Java, Indonesia. Findings showed that vocational 

education needs to heavily prioritize interpersonal skills like empathy, work ethics, and 

problem-solving to foster a work atmosphere that can effectively handle conflicts and 

offer new ideas and ways to solve intricate issues. This study also found that periodic 

curriculum updates and practical facilities increase readiness for both the student and the 

employer. This study has a positive impact on the Link and Match program that 

emphasizes relevant curriculum, practical training, and technical and soft skill 

development in collaboration between vocational education and industry. 

Vocational Education and High School Dropouts 

          In the examination of formal and informal social controls in urban and rural 

Canadian high schools, Dupere et al. (2019), considered factors associated with high 

school student drop-out, including low family and community socioeconomic status, 

chronic academic failure, and learning and behavioral issues. Rural adolescents are part 

of a dense, overlapping peer network, often know their peers of the same age, and tend to 

interact with the same students in and out of school from kindergarten through high 

school graduation, which allows for bullying and low self-efficacy to succeed to their 

potential regardless of lifelong ridicule (Dupere et al., 2019). Due to the close-knit nature 

of rural communities, the risk increases social isolation, bullying, academic 

disengagement, and subsequent drop-out at the secondary level before graduation. A lack 
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of formal social controls in rural areas might have educational implications; events like 

arrest, incarceration, and institutional placement are disruptive and provide a greater risk 

of dropping out (Dupere et al., 2019). Results of this study found that by providing 

greater community integration in rural areas, rural dropout rates can be reduced (Dupere 

et al., 2019). 

          Similarly, McDermott et al. (2019) used a mixed-methods analysis on the reasons 

students drop out of high school before graduation. These reasons, or turning points, 

included areas of mobility, family, peers, school engagement and environment, health, 

and crime (McDermott et al., 2019). According to McDermott et al. (2019), “500,000 

students drop out of school each year” (p 270). The most common turning point 

categories consisted of experiences related to school engagement and environment, 

boredom, school relevance, and no one caring if the student attended (McDermott et al., 

2019). Half of the respondents indicated that school engagement and environment were 

the reasons for dropping out, which similarly coincides with the Dupere et al. study of 

rural social engagement and bullying on low academic achievement.  

          Rud et. al. (2016) examined the relationship between early criminality and school 

dropout using administrative data from the Netherlands. Longitudinal administrative data 

on students in upper secondary education were used following student educational 

careers from 2005/2006 to 2011/2012. Secondary education in the Netherlands begins 

around age twelve, and the administrative data used contained information on the 

individual student and their family background characteristics. Results determined that 

criminal involvement is associated with an 11% higher probability of school dropout, and 
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the factors that were accounted for explain around 73% of the correlation between 

criminal behavior and school dropout (Rud et al., 2016). 

          Adding to the literature, Cruz and Myers (2024) revealed how some educators 

facilitate school dropouts by passive exclusion. The implementation of a more 

reactionary, securitized, and zero-tolerance school policy leads to a direct path to the 

school-to-prison pipeline. The stigma shown to students after an incident of isolation or 

an inability to participate, whether in class or with hands-on vocational instruction by 

teachers, and the isolation of social connections by students, increases a sense of not 

belonging and “why should I try” among students. The root causes of that negative 

behavior leading to justice system contact need to be addressed. In this inductive and 

exploratory study, ten participants with dual practitioner experience in juvenile justice 

and teaching were interviewed. Cruz and Myers (2024) found that inadequate classroom 

management and training, along with the marginalized path created by teachers with the 

pushing of students aside and the “wait them out” to leave school on their own, or 

“letting them fall through the cracks” and not providing additional resources toward 

success or even identifying the need. This also creates safety issues, especially in 

vocational education with equipment and between students. 

          The literature has shown that dropping out of secondary school and not having the 

soft skills of employability for success is correlated with justice system contact from 

within and outside the United States. Finding out what secondary vocational education 

teachers see in their day-to-day interactions with students will increase understanding to 
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incorporate maintaining attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation of the student 

in the fields available to them while providing sustainable future employment. 

Summary 

          In reference to the impacts of vocational education on recidivism, the literature has 

shown that just participating in vocational education influences recidivism reduction. The 

reduction in recidivism by vocational education would then reasonably reduce justice 

system contacts by providing the same skills at the secondary level.  

Research literature indicates an association between vocational education and 

reduced recidivism rates among both juvenile and adult judicial populations. The need to 

provide these employability skills to acquire and maintain employment in the reduction 

of recidivism is the same skills that are needed at the secondary level to prevent justice 

system contact and reduce delinquency. If students had the necessary skills to succeed in 

either employment or post-secondary education, the need to provide them after 

incarceration would diminish. Chapter three will discuss specific design elements of this 

study, including design and rationale, the role of the researcher, participation selection 

logic, data collection and analysis with trustworthiness and credibility issues, and ethical 

considerations. 

  



39 

 

Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

The purpose of this study was the exploration of the lived experience of rural 

secondary vocational education instructors on student unqualified advancement or 

expulsion and the teaching of employability skills to increase student completion of 

secondary education and career readiness to reduce delinquency and justice system 

contact. This section contains the research design and rationale for this study. This 

section also provides the bones of the study, from the researchers’ role, the inclusion of 

methodology with subheadings of participant selection logic, data collection, and data 

analysis procedures. Issues of trustworthiness and credibility, and ethical considerations 

are also found in this section. 

Research Design and Rationale 

RQ1: What is the lived experience of rural secondary vocational education 

teachers on providing basic rehabilitative skills of employability to students?  

RQ2: What is the lived experience of rural secondary vocational education 

teachers on the unqualified advancement and expulsion of students?  

This phenomenological study has disciplinary roots in philosophy and is the 

meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experience of rural vocational education 

secondary instructors as to what they have experienced while teaching secondary 

vocational education in respect to the unqualified advancement or expulsion of students, 

and the instruction of employable skills (Patton, 2017). Phenomenology has a focus on 

the exploration of people making sense of their experiences and then transforming that 
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sense into consciousness, both at the individual level and in this case, the individual as 

part of an entire society and its implications (Patton, 2017).  

The phenomenological approach was chosen because students, due to their 

underdeveloped cognitive abilities, are at a stage of finding their position in society while 

seeing only in the immediate. Instructors provide a perspective of understanding based on 

what they have experienced within the school system, curriculum, and modeling 

interactions with students continuously, as it applies to different student goals and 

motivations. This phenomenon of curiosity as to why students were unaware of how they 

were able to graduate or those that were removed from the secondary system without 

skills to obtain or sustain employment began for this researcher in different everyday 

social interactions and witnessing a breakdown in basic knowledge that precluded further 

advancement as an adult for those juveniles. 

Researcher Role 

The dual role of the researcher as a “human being drawing on everyday human 

resources to make sense of the world” (Alase, 2017, p. 11), and the researcher as an 

observer having only access to the phenomenon through the participants' experience and 

what is reported through the participants’ experiential lens. As the researcher, while 

providing in-depth interview questions, I made observational notes on the participants’ 

behavior during the interview. Paying close attention to influxes in voice patterns, eye 

contact, and other movement behaviors as questions were posed and answered. I did not 

have a personal or professional relationship with any participants, which reduces ethical 

issues. 
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Participation Selection Logic 

The targeted population of inquiry was Tennessee rural secondary vocational 

education instructors with a minimum of two years of experience. Tennessee was chosen 

due to its geographical location, which is centralized within the United States between the 

North, South, and with East and West population influences. The targeted population was 

within the 95 rural counties in Tennessee with a population under 50,000. According to 

the University of Tennessee State Data Center decennial census, the 2022 population 

estimate by county shows 72 of the 95 counties are under the 50,000 threshold of 

inclusion (TNSDC, n.d.). For this study, the counties used will be in general geographic 

proximity to the eastern part of Tennessee. 

Secondary vocational education instructors were invited to participate 

anonymously. The sampling method was purposeful as participants were chosen based 

upon the specific criteria of teaching secondary vocational education in rural Tennessee 

for a minimum of 2 years, with an anticipation of eight to ten interview participants. 

Saturation is reached, according to Creswell and Creswell (2018), when the themes or 

categories no longer collect fresh data that would provide new insights or new themes. I 

reached saturation with eight participants due to the smaller number of applicable 

secondary schools in rural Tennessee. The criterion of participation was 

employment/work experience as a vocational educator in one of Tennessee's rural 

counties for a minimum period of 2 years and at least 18 years of age. The 2-year 

minimum standard was arrived at to increase the possible participant pool with the 

knowledge of professional time to provide experienced interactions concerning 
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vocational education instruction. Written informed consent of participants was obtained 

prior to the interview. 

Instrumentation 

The instrumentation used in this study was an interview guide approach. “An 

interview guide lists the questions or issues that are to be explored in the course of an 

interview” (Patton, 2015, p. 439). The interview questions, developed by this researcher, 

were open-ended to allow the participants to expand and explain their lived experience. 

An individual and combined account of responses allows for answering the established 

research questions. The appendix of this study contains the conversational questions 

addressed in every interview that allowed the researcher to further collect deep, rich data 

by asking follow-up questions of the participants within the same themes, as the answer 

to the original questions dictates. The current literature covering the phenomenon guided 

the basic outline of standard questions to elicit research question responses through IPA 

analysis. 

Data Collection 

Data collection was conducted by audio recording, in-depth, one-on-one 

interviews with open-ended questions (Appendix). The in-depth interviews were semi-

structured with conversation-starting questions, allowing for follow-up questions based 

on the participant’s initial responses to clarify and understand the experience through the 

participant’s experiential lens.  

Once contacted by potential participants, I verified the inclusion criteria and 

explained the informed consent. The informed consent contained my contact phone and 
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email information, where participants contacted me with any additional questions and 

scheduled the one-on-one interviews. 

Once participants were selected, they met me at the local public library or another 

private location agreed upon for the 1-hour interview. At the initial point of the interview, 

I went over the informed consent form and obtained the participants’ signatures. The 

following demographics were collected: the age of the participants using a typical scale 

of 20-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60, and 60-plus; how long have they been in their current 

position; how long have they been teaching in general; If they are a parent; their gender; 

and what field do they specifically teach now. I then transcribed the audio recordings. 

Interview transcription and audio recordings were transferred to a media storage device 

and will be kept under lock and key for 5 years. 

Because of not receiving enough participants through email, snowball sampling 

was used. Snowball sampling is a nonprobability sampling method with a two-part 

referral process that identifies subjects in a particular population and asks those subjects 

to recruit additional potential participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2022). After locating 

initial participants that fit the required criteria of being a Tennessee rural secondary 

vocational education instructor with two years of experience, they can reference other 

potential participants (see Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Snowball sampling in this study 

enabled the acquisition of diverse perspectives from different fields of instruction, with a 

focus on vocational education and student knowledge in general. 
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Data Analysis 

The interview was analyzed using IPA. IPA allows for “multiple participants that 

experience similar events to tell their stories without any distortion and/or prosecutions” 

(Alase, 2017, p. 11). IPA is concerned with how a phenomenon appears to the participant 

and is influenced by hermeneutics or the theory of interpretation (Smith et al., 2022). IPA 

is the lived experience of the participants and the meaning that the participant attaches to 

that experience. The researcher then analyzes and makes sense of how the participant 

makes sense (Smith et al., 2022). IPA was first developed in 1996 by Smith, and he 

outlines 7 common processes to IPA analysis. 

Interpretation “involves going beyond the descriptive data and attaching 

significance to what is found, making sense of findings, offering explanations, drawing 

conclusions, extrapolating lessons, making inferences, considering meanings, and 

otherwise imposing order on an unruly but surely patterned world” (Patton, 2015, p. 570). 

Interviews were transcribed by the researcher and included all observational behavior 

notes of the researcher per interview. All interviews were completed within the same 

three-month period. Study results were provided to participants at their request with 

redacted demographic information.  

The first process in IPA is reading and rereading (Smith et al., 2022). This is first 

applied to individual interview responses, and then the participants' responses as an entire 

group (Smith et al., 2022). Listening to the audio recording while reading the transcript 

for the first read allowed for a more complete analysis (Smith et al., 2022). The second 

process involves exploratory noting. At this stage, the researcher examined the semantic 
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content and language use of the participant, where the researcher adds exploratory notes 

while maintaining an open mind (Smith et al., 2022). 

The construction of experiential statements is in the third process. This stage 

allows the researcher to consolidate their thoughts so far using bracketing, which includes 

the steps of locating within the lived experience, the key phrases or statements that 

contribute to the specific phenomenon (Patton, 2015). Step 4 contains the search for 

connections across participants' responses. Organization of the analysis was at the 

discretion of the researcher. In the fifth step, the researcher names the personal 

experience themes, consolidated them, and assembled them into an organizational table 

(Smith et al., 2022). Clusters or themes were characteristically named, providing a 

structured data set of developed patterns with respect to the phenomenon (Smith et al., 

2022). The sixth step of the process was the repetition of the previous steps for each 

participant’s transcript. The final step then allows for the emergence of patterns across all 

participants or the group in its entirety (Smith et al., 2022). 

          IPA requires what Smith et al. subjectively describe as rich data, where the 

“participant is allowed to tell their stories, speak freely and reflectively, and to express 

their concerns at some length” (53). The time frame of participant interviews was shorter 

than expected, but the amount of time and depth increased as my interview skills 

improved, and the interview was completed in a single session. Development of themes 

came from the organization of the interview questions asked (Appendix). Participant 

responses provided individual and across-participant analysis of the answers to the same 

questions. IPA is not the provision of a standard or average response across the 
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participants, but it is the highlight of shared and unique experiences within the context of 

observed student interactions (Smith et al., 2022).  

Issues of Trustworthiness and Credibility 

 “It is important to understand the perspectives of those involved in the 

phenomenon of interest, to uncover the complexity of human behavior in a contextual 

framework, to present a holistic interpretation of what is happening” (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016, p. 238). Credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were used in 

this study to demonstrate validity. 

Credibility 

 To increase credibility or internal validity, which is how the research matches 

reality, the believability and accuracy of the data, this study uses triangulation (Merriam 

and Tisdell, 2016). Triangulation is the use of multiple sources of data to increase the 

quality of the data. The use of triangulation allows for “consistency across different data 

sources within the same method or consistency across interviewees” (Patton, 2015, p. 

661). Of the four types of qualitative triangulation, interviews with observations allow for 

a valid way of understanding someone’s perspective and enable the researcher to draw 

inferences about the perspective that could not be obtained by the interview alone 

(Patton, 2015). The observational aspect lies in the researcher's notes taken during the 

interview, of participant reactions and body language. Triangulation consistency was 

established by asking the same twelve interview questions to all participants and in the 

same sequence. Credibility was also established by requesting additional clarification of 

participant responses to interview questions. “It is important to understand the 



47 

 

perspective of those involved in the phenomenon of interest, to uncover the complexity of 

human behavior in a contextual framework, and to present a holistic interpretation of 

what is happening” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 238). 

Transferability 

Transferability or external validity is the extent to which the study findings can be 

applied to other situations (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). The ability of the reader to relate 

to the participants and findings comes from educational attendance from kindergarten 

through high school graduation. The language presentation of themes and findings 

transfers to what the reader can fully immerse in the lived experience of the educator 

participant. A qualitative study, in this case, was necessary to establish, through the 

experience of the rural secondary vocational education teachers, what is happening versus 

the quantitative or numerical analysis of what is supposed to be happening. This study 

can be applied to any geographic boundary, and in both rural and urban areas. “Maximum 

variation allows for the possibility of a greater range of applications by readers or 

consumers of the research” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.257). By utilizing participants 

from different teaching fields and different geographical locations, but still under the 

population of 50,000 to be considered rural, increased transferability through maximum 

variation. 

Dependability 

The dependability or reliability of this study was expressed in my methodology, 

specifically in data collection methods and analysis results. The ease of replication in a 

study increases dependability. This study is easily replicated by its audit trail, a detailed 
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account of the methods, procedures, and decision points used in carrying out this study 

(Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). By providing a detailed process of this study from 

beginning to conclusion, and the ways in which the study results can possibly be used in 

future research, it allows for greater dependability. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability of a study pertains to the unbiased researcher’s interpretation of 

the collected data. Confirmability is the complete objectivity of the researcher, the 

identification of any bias in the analysis of the study, and providing complete 

transparency in how the research was conducted (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). My bias can 

be seen in the passion for the topic. As a mother and grandmother, the issues personally 

seen in reference to student unqualified advancement and dropping out, inspired the 

pursuit for understanding and enhancement for all students to succeed. 

Ethical Procedures and Considerations 

Informed consent and confidentiality protocols included the purpose of collecting 

the interview information, who the information is for, and how it will be used. 

Confidentiality was maintained as only the researcher knows who the participants are and 

were referred to in this study by (P) numbered designations, as was their county of 

location, due to the lower numbers of population within each county of participation. The 

researcher had no prior relationship with any of the participants.  

Before recruitment of participants, IRB approval was obtained to ensure that the 

study adheres to the highest ethical standards, and the IRB approval number was 07-18-

24-1021293. There is no compensation for participation in this study, and written 
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informed consent and audio informed consent were obtained and documented before the 

collection of any data.  

Summary 

          The lived experience of rural secondary vocational educators on what they are 

teaching, how they are teaching it, and their competencies or field experience in the fields 

they are teaching are essential to keeping the attention of students to learn the field, to 

retain the skills modeled, the ability to reproduce those skills, and the motivation to 

succeed and to innovate within those fields. In-depth, one-on-one interviews with rural 

secondary vocational education instructors with a minimum of two years of lived 

experience provided a path to focus on the employability skills of the student in a current 

supply-driven paradigm and examine in the context of justice system contact reduction 

using judicial rehabilitative vocational employability skills.  

          The procedures and rationale have been given for this qualitative phenomenology 

study in chapters one through three. Chapter four covers participant demographics while 

maintaining anonymity, detailed steps in data analysis to interpretive phenomenological 

analysis standards, evidence of trustworthiness, and study results. Interpretation of 

participant interview responses is discussed through the theoretical lens of Bandura’s 

social cognitive theory and how human beings process, retain, and reproduce information 

as it applies to basic human understanding.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of rural secondary 

vocational education instructors regarding unqualified student advancement or expulsion 

and the teaching of employable skills, to increase student completion of secondary 

education and career readiness to reduce delinquency and justice system contact. There 

were two research questions: RQ1: What is the lived experience of rural secondary 

vocational education teachers on providing basic rehabilitative or soft skills of 

employability to students? And RQ2: What is the lived experience of rural secondary 

vocational education teachers on the unqualified advancement and expulsion of students? 

In this chapter, the setting, demographics, and data collection for this study are outlined. 

The data analysis, evidence of trustworthiness, and the results are also described in 

Chapter 4. 

Setting 

After Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (07-18-24-

1021293), data collection began with the recruitment of participants. Recruitment began 

with sending email invitations to TN rural secondary vocational education instructors, as 

designated by the open-source data of school websites for over 126 days. A total of 160 

emails were sent at the beginning of the school year in August 2024. After waiting 2 

weeks with no response, email invitations were resent, and an additional 42 emails were 

added to bypass any spam filters. One potential participant was received; however, they 

preferred a quantitative data collection method for a survey or questionnaire and did not 

have the time for an interview. Due to a lack of response, email invitations were then 



51 

 

printed, hand-addressed, and sealed for each potential participant and hand-delivered to 

each school to be placed into their school mailboxes. The second potential participant did 

not meet the inclusion criteria for 2 years of employment; their participation was 

declined. Finally, four participants were scheduled, and through snowball sampling, two 

more were added, then the final two participants were scheduled. All interviews were 

conducted during the same one-week period, and 75% of the interviews were conducted 

in the classroom of the participants, one-on-one with no interruptions, while 25% of the 

interviews were done via Google Teams, for the convenience of the participants. All 

interviews were only audio recorded. 

Demographics 

Demographics were collected from the participants before the interview and 

presented in Table 1. The gender of the eight participants included 62.5% female and 

37.5% male. The question was asked if the participant was a parent or not. This study 

showed that 87.5% were parents and 12.5% were not. The reasoning for this data is that 

as a parent, their perspectives are more in-depth as they have the life perspective of being 

a student, a teacher, and a parent, with those interactions being different from those who 

are not parents. The age demographic was represented with the largest portion between 

41-50 at 37.5%. 
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Table 1 

 

Participant Demographics 

 
Variables                    Category                                   N                                       % 

 

Gender                          Male                                          3                                    37.5% 

                                      Female                                      5                                    62.5% 

Parent                           Yes                                            7                                    87.5% 

                                      No                                             1                                    12.5% 

Age                        20-30                                         1                                    12.5% 

                                     31-40                                          2                                   25.0% 

                                     41-50                                          3                                   37.5% 

                                     51-60                                          1                                   12.5% 

                                     60+                                             1                                   12.5% 

N=8 

 

The additional demographics collected were years at current position, total years 

teaching, and the field that they taught. Table 2 shows that the years in their current 

position were greatest at 2-5 years and 6-9 years, which were equal at 37.5%. In total 

teaching years, the greatest representation was 6-9 years, with 50% of participants. The 

fields that the participants taught were all different, except for health science, which was 

25% of the participants. The total years at current position measured against years at 

current position shows that participants have an experienced perspective on teaching, the 

interaction and behavior of students, with the added responsibility of standards required 

by the state and community school systems. 
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Table 2 

 

Participant Employment Years 

 

Variables                                 Category                                N                                % 

 

Years at current position          2-5 years                             3                             37.5% 

                                                  6-9 years                             3                             37.5% 

                                                 10+ years                             2                             25.0% 

Total years teaching                 2-5 years                              2                             25.0% 

                                                 6-9 years                              4                             50.0% 

                                                 10+ years                             2                             25.0% 

Field teaching                    Engineering                                1                             12.5% 

                                           Special education                       1                             12.5% 

                                           Agriculture                                 1                             12.5% 

                                           Auto technician                          1                             12.5% 

                                           Business management                1                             12.5% 

                                           Electrical/plumbing                    1                             12.5% 

                                           Health science                            2                             25.0% 

N= 8 

 

Data Collection 

There was a total of eight participants who volunteered to participate in this study 

and met the inclusion criteria. I reached a total of 8 participants from the projected 8 to 10 

participants. Each interview was audio-recorded and conducted using an interview guide 

approach with open-ended conversational questions, allowing for follow-up questions to 

verify understanding and clarification of the participant’s responses. In conducting the 

interviews, I noticed that my ability to obtain a more detailed or exampled explanation of 

responses grew between the first and last interview. The interview guide was semi- 

structured with a conversational approach, and each participant was asked all 12 

questions (see Appendix) in the same order. 

With respect to the participants’ time, interviews did not take the allotted time of 

60-90 minutes and instead were 8-22 minutes in length, with the length increasing with 



54 

 

my comfort level in asking for clarifications. The audio recordings were transcribed by 

me, only by listening and relistening while following the transcription to ensure the 

accuracy of the transcription from the audio recordings. I combined responses of all eight 

participants to each question; by cutting and pasting into a Word document, all responses 

side by side per question, which allowed for greater understanding across and between 

participants.  

Data Analysis 

 The analysis of the data was done using IPA. Analysis began with the 

transcription of the audio-recorded interviews for each of the eight participants. After 

completing the transcription for all eight interviews, I then reread and edited each 

transcription to ensure exact wording was used. After reviewing the transcripts line by 

line multiple times with the audio recordings, I examined the transcripts for semantic 

content and added researcher notes to the transcripts for each interview. Experiential 

statements were then added to each transcript, allowing for a consolidation of thought by 

bracketing key phrases or statements that relate to the phenomenon. I then created a 

Word document, a data convergence of responses for each participant across each 

question, that allowed for the connection between participant responses on specific 

question topics. 

Interpretation “involves going beyond the descriptive data and attaching 

significance to what is found, making sense of findings, offering explanations, drawing 

conclusions, extrapolating lessons, making inferences, considering meanings, and 

otherwise imposing order on an unruly but surely patterned world” (Patton, 2015, p. 570). 
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Interviews were transcribed by me and included all observational behavior notes of the 

researcher per interview. All interviews were completed within the same 3-month period. 

Study results were provided to participants at their request with redacted demographic 

information.  

The first process in IPA is reading and rereading. This is first applied to 

individual interview responses, and then the participants' responses as an entire group 

(Smith et al., 2022). Listening to the audio recording while reading the transcript for the 

first read allowed for a more complete analysis (Smith et al., 2022). The second process 

involves exploratory noting. At this stage, I examined the semantic content and language 

use of the participant, where the researcher adds exploratory notes while maintaining an 

open mind (see Smith et al., 2022). 

The construction of experiential statements is in the third process. This stage 

allows the researcher to consolidate their thoughts so far using bracketing, which includes 

the steps of locating within the lived experience, the key phrases or statements that 

contribute to the specific phenomenon (Patton, 2015). Step four contains the search for 

connections across participants' responses. The organization of the analysis was at my 

discretion. In the fifth step, I named the personal experience themes, consolidated them, 

and assembled them into an organizational table. Clusters or themes were 

characteristically named, providing a structured data set of developed patterns with 

respect to the phenomenon (see Smith et al., 2022). The sixth step of the process was the 

repetition of the previous steps for each participant’s transcript. The final step then 
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allowed for the emergence of patterns across all participants or the group in its entirety 

(Smith et al., 2022). 

IPA requires what Smith et al. (2022) subjectively described as rich data, where 

the “participant is allowed to tell their stories, speak freely and reflectively, and to 

express their concerns at some length” (Smith et al., 2022, p. 53). The time frame of 

participating interviews was shorter than expected, but the amount of time and depth 

increased as my interview skills improved, and the interview was completed in a single 

session. The development of themes came from the organization of the interview 

questions asked (see Appendix). Participant responses provided individual and across-

participant analysis of the answers to the same questions. IPA is not the provision of a 

standard or average response across the participants, but it is the highlight of shared and 

unique experiences within the context of observed student interactions (Smith et al., 

2022).  

Each interview was analyzed for common and unique perspectives of participants 

as they responded to the interview questions that were written to elicit perspectives on 

specific topics of interest, which were meant to provide a picture of the current vocational 

education system as it applies to the reduction of justice system contact. Interpretation 

goes beyond the exactness of data to finding the significance in the chaos of perspective 

in a patterned examination (Smith et al., 2022). All transcripts were analyzed individually 

and then as a whole, in stage four of IPA analysis, to highlight the commonality of 

response as well as the unique perspectives on what is thought to be taught and the reality 

of what and how is being taught. 
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Evidence of Trustworthiness 

To ensure trustworthiness, the parameters of credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and conformability of this study were used. Triangulation was used to 

increase credibility. “Triangulation is the use of multiple methods of data collection” 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.252). To ensure consistency across participants, the method 

of sequential order of the interview questions was given as 1-12. This included the 

observational data I noted during the interviews, pauses, explained context, and 

acknowledgment by the participants. 

Transferability 

Transferability is achieved through the ability of the study to be applied to other 

situations (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The ability of the reader to relate to the participants 

was shown through participants being either a student, a teacher, or a parent of a student, 

and understanding the educational processes. I ensured transferability by describing in 

full the process of data collection and the selection of participants by using specific 

inclusion criteria of being at least 18 years old and being employed at a Tennessee 

secondary vocational school for a minimum period of 2 years. 

 The utility or transferability of this study is extensive for potential programs in a 

demand-driven paradigm vocational education system that provides for increased 

employment through the emphasis on employability skills like critical thinking and 

teamwork. Utility is applicable in the reduction of justice system contact by providing the 

employability skills emphasized in rehabilitative vocational education in the reduction of 

recidivism. An increase in socioeconomic status by sustaining employment and 
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increasing wages by providing greater skilled labor. There are other potential extension 

effects on school safety by providing skilled education and real-life experience that 

increase the presence on school grounds and provide support to student resource officers 

(SRO). Additionally, because of the increase in socioeconomic status, there would be a 

reduced need for social services like SNAP and TANF. 

Dependability 

The dependability of this study was shown through the expression of 

methodology, specifically in data collection methods and analysis results. Dependability 

is in the ease of replication in research findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The ease of 

replication was achieved through the presentation of questions to the participants in the 

same order. The audio recordings and transcriptions of the interviews were done 

consistently per participant and across all data points. Exploratory notation was 

completed in one participant transcript at a time, then consolidation of thought by 

bracketing and locating key phrases or statements. The emergence of patterns or themes 

on the types of skills being taught, how they are being taught, how student retention is 

measured, and instructor experience emerged. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability of the study is the complete objectivity of the researcher, 

identification of any bias in analysis, and transparency (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The 

IPA analysis of the data by the researcher with a subject passion bias determined the 

actual how and why of specific subjects in vocational teaching. To articulate the lived 
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experience of the participants as to “what” and “how” was being taught, and to interpret 

their perspective in determining the outcome of the research questions. 

Results  

The use of IPA in data analysis allowed for a themed grouping of all questions 

asked and analysis of responses from individuals and across all participants. Table 3 

shows the questions that respond to the themes of field of instruction, employment and 

soft skills, material comprehension, community integration, disruptive students, and the 

future of vocational education. Because of the different fields taught and their guidelines 

for material, the best way to present the study findings is through examination of 

responses across all 12 questions that were asked in the interviews. Table 3 shows the 

correlation between questions and themes and the percentage of questions to themes. 

Table 3 

 

Theme/Question 

Variables                                               Applicable questions                                           % of total   

                                                                                                                                              questions 

 

Instructor in field                                                      1 & 2                                                                   16.67% 

Employment and soft skills                                      3 & 8                                                                   16.67% 

Skill comprehension                                                 4 & 5                                                                   16.67% 

Community integration                                                 6                                                                       12.0% 

Disruptive behavior                                                 7, 9 & 10                                                               25.0% 

Vocational education future                                   11 & 12                                                                 16.67% 

N = 12 

 

Theme 1: Instructor to Field Taught 

Question 1: How did you become a vocational education instructor? Did you 

specifically choose the field you are teaching? The questions related to the instructors and 
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their choice of teaching in their current field represented one in eight or 12.5% of the 

participants who chose teaching, but the CTE came later. The remaining participants 

presented stories of “falling into” their current position. This is a great specialization of 

critical skills that are present in the working field that is being taught by those with 

applied skills in employment to transfer that knowledge, but the current curriculum is not 

specialized; it is currently based on a supply-driven paradigm instead of a demand-driven 

or industry-infused one. 

Question 2: What field experience do you have in the field you teach? Each of the 

eight participants had experience in a related or subsection of the current field they were 

teaching, ranging from military aviation to machine tool and die, nursing, and 

veterinarian technician, and not their current fields of engineering, automotive, electrical, 

health science, and agriculture, where the field teaching is all encompassing and not skill 

specific. Providing instructors with different experiences with different types of 

employment, from government to private, allows the student to gain greater field 

knowledge from different perspectives. 

Theme 2: Employment and Soft Skills 

Question 3: How are employment skills incorporated into your curriculum? I 

exemplified the basic soft skills of critical thinking, communication, and teamwork, 

which identified a notable distinction between the perspectives of participants based on 

the field standards taught.  

Participant 1 (P1) replied while referencing projects, “they start out in teams of 

four and go down to teams of two, deadlines never change,” and they are “responsible to 
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each other than they are to me as a teacher”. These types of activities allow for the 

intrapersonal and interpersonal skills necessary for success in a working environment. 

Teamwork, communication, and critical thinking are clearly present here. 

Participant 3 (P3) responded with a cooperation between vocations, “working in 

groups and teamwork activities help them to learn communication, to work with other 

people, even when they don’t like them”. Participant 2 (P2) responded with “mock 

interviewing, job applications, resumes, and they build Indeed accounts, including proper 

and professional emails”. Another response highlighted that the instructors are aware of 

employability skills and that they are in their “standards,” but an emphasis on where 

exactly they are incorporated and in what way needs to be researched.   

Participant 8 (P8) responded that employability skills are supposed to be   

 integrated including resume and portfolio, but some skills get pushed aside due to  

 difficulties in following through on issues of self-accountability of students for  

 example, professional dress or reporting if missing a day of class.  

Participants conveyed a correlation between job attainment skills, employability, 

and sustainability skills, such as resumes or mock interviews, and the dress standards for 

their field.  

According to P4, “It’s everything, it’s what you teach. You can't force them to 

 learn, you’re going to present them with the opportunities to show them what’s 

 out there. You get 1 a year, I think you’ve succeeded in a public education  

 setting.” 

Participant 6 (P6) explained the benefits of a position in the field, from company 

vehicles to insurance benefits. Participant 7 (P7) related business as an all-encompassing 

field, “because they’ll all work for a business or something that runs like a business, we 

cover a gamut cause our whole world is around business of some sort”. This is true in 
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daily life operations as adults; however, the skills of employability that include 

teamwork, communication, and critical thinking were not specifically identified.  

Question 8: How do you feel about the representation of soft skills of 

employability in your classroom instruction? The three skills emphasized in P1’s 

classroom instruction of teamwork, communication, and the responsibility of the team are 

needed, regardless of whether they are a fry cook or a CEO. Although P1 identified that 

emphasis on soft skills is present in their class, specifics on how that information is 

disseminated within the program’s guidelines were not expressed. 

P3 expressed that,  

“soft skills is something that gets forgotten a lot” and “that they are focused on 

 teaching them the specific skills of the vocation that the soft skills are forgotten 

 can go into a job and know how to work with and talk to other people [as   

 employers expect]. You’re teaching these kids these skills, great, but they don’t  

 know how to be an employee”.  

 

During the interview with P4, their response was “100% the main thing of CTE”,   

 to which I responded with, “So, you think it is represented well in your  

 curriculum? P4 continued with “as far as the way we teach it, you can”,  

 and “public education curriculums are pretty vague, so you can interpret it  

 and present it the way you want”.  

P5 expressed a professional standard of  

“resume, dress, hygiene, and cleanliness” and “I’ve seen students completely turn 

 around after this lesson” with “this is the area where I’ve seen the most growth in 

 some of the students”.  

Some students do not have the family support to teach simple etiquette skills for 

employment and interactions between people, whether boss/employee or family-type 

relationships. 

Participants addressed students who do not want to learn or participate. According to P6, 

         “We do soft skills a lot,” but an issue that they have run into is that “kids just don’t  

          want to participate and kind of drags down those that do, then some are so far  

          ahead and challenging them becomes difficult.”  
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P7 spoke about an atmosphere of lower grade levels not wanting to be embarrassed by 

upperclassmen of students in lower grades, learning skill building in an intermixed class 

level group. P8 answered with, 

         “They are in our standards and we try to ask how they came to  

          their answer, their thought process”, and states that “I’m trying to work on the  

          important interpersonal and intrapersonal skills they will need to fulfill 

          employment requirements.” 

 

Theme 3: Material Comprehension 

Question 4: What are your thoughts on how student comprehension of the material is 

measured? Through a project, P1 states, “they can see and feel their results of what they 

have learned”. Specifically, in the field that P1 teaches, students do not have the field-   

specific basics, for example, in math for application, but finds that students are “More 

attentive to comprehension of the skill because they didn’t know prior”. Standardized 

testing provides numbers for possible comprehension by a student and for administration 

to adjust students' needs. However, because each field has different requirements and 

skills for competency, standardized testing is ineffective in providing an actual picture of 

what students comprehend and retain. P2 believes that comprehension of applications and 

jobs is well, but “they could always learn more as it’s more numerical than it is actual 

abilities”.  

          P3 states that “it’s kinda hard in CTE and doesn’t really agree that standardized 

tests are the correct way to tell if a student is learning or not”. P3 continues with “the 

hands-on is a better determinant as they can model the behavior shown.” 
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  P4 acknowledges that the question is “a good one” and then continues with “there 

really is no way to measure if they got it. The state has a blanket form, the way they 

evaluate” that CTE can’t be measured the same way as academics.  

The student/teacher ratio is an issue raised by P4 because everyone learns 

differently. “We do formative and summative assessments.” There is a lot of hands-on 

performing or “modeling” of the skills shown. A different technique resembling 

Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory in the understanding of the modeling process and the 

retention of material.  

          Presented by P6 is “we do a test to make sure they are getting it and just keep 

hammering it in”. P6 continues with a story of how they learned and the “light bulb 

moment” that is seen in students when the material application makes sense to them.  

P7 prefers to assess retention by talking to the students instead of the ability to fill out a 

quiz. P7 expressed that she mixes the mediums of instruction from online and classroom 

and then has students write out responses, so she asks a lot of questions to assess whether 

they understand the material. Understanding curriculum and standards is difficult, but the 

correlation between them should be present. P8 reiterates that teachers have standards 

and not necessarily a curriculum, so the use of lectures and  testing, labs, and hands-on 

replication is used to assess student comprehension. Extra credit is offered by P8, which 

allows for a written mastery of content “when they really don’t know it.” P8 goes on to 

state, “it’s not an accurate view of what they know and don’t”.  

Theme 4: Community Integration 

Question 6: Walk me through how your program works within the community. 
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P1 provides field trips to local field-associated businesses and then a sort of job 

fair at a local college to get exposure to the many subfields within the field being taught. 

P2 has students who work at local companies for hands-on work experience in being an 

employee. P3 does service projects that include providing different services to the 

community. P4 provides community services for repairs and receives donations that 

provide special events for students or tools for the program. P5 does mock scenarios with 

local providers, so students get to interact and ask questions of the experts in their field, 

with feedback on what they need to work on and what they did well. P6 does both: guest 

speakers inform them about the industry’s needs and pay while providing a community 

service on repairing equipment and building homes that are then sold for the benefit of 

the program. An advisory board in their field dictates field standards, and guest speakers 

are utilized in the P7 class. P8 brings guest speakers from community partners, 

community field screenings, and field-specific service drives with additional internships 

and paid employment. 

Theme 5: Disruptive Behavior 

Question 7: What are your thoughts on how disruptive students are handled?  

  P1, with a military background, did not have a great issue in this area; however, 

when the researcher prompted greater explanation, what was experienced was students 

“shutting down” and their disruptive behavior is attributed to student outbursts and 

“having a bad day”. The reason expressed by P1 for student shutdown is due to “a 

difficult time in their lives” from home life and the transition to adult life. Shutting down 

and withdrawing is the student’s way of being disruptive.  
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P3 felt like disruptive behavior is more tolerant in today’s education system. 

“They get a slap on the hand and are sent back to you,” and then continued with “it only 

takes one disruptive student to wreck an entire classroom”. I then prompted the question 

of how P3 believes things could be handled better. “Harsher punishments, especially in 

some situations, that’s a safety hazard. Where students put themselves and others in a 

position of potential risk for getting hurt”.  

Family support and parental guidance are lacking, according to P4, “if they don’t 

want to be here, just force them to be homebound,” and that discipline should fall back on 

the parent.  

P5 requested clarification of the question from me, then responded with utilization 

of the guidance department and the principal. However, P5 expressed that this year was 

better than previous years, with fewer students in class who did not want to be there; they 

are now engaged and ready to learn. 

P6 provided different steps based on offense, beginning with in-school suspension 

(ISS), with most behavior being “loud, goofy, and obnoxious” and receiving 

administration backup. P7 prefers to handle most issues in class because it is “better to 

not hand your power over to someone else,” and with that, “if it gets to the point of 

impeding others’ ability to learn, then contacting parents has provided an effective 

handling of the behavior. The disruptive behavior that P7 has been experiencing was 

“very juvenile” and parents were surprised that the conversations were about high school 

students. Although P8 had very minimal issues with disruptive students, it was explained 

that many were upset before the change in administration this year. P8 continued with no 
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consistency in consequences because of a laid-back atmosphere and with “a supportive 

culture” emphasized in their classroom. 

Question 9: What is your perspective on passing students or graduating students who do 

not possess the required skills for their current grade level? 

          “I don’t believe in it,” started the response from P1. “Regardless of   

 automated distinction, of freshman, sophomore, etc., it is more about getting the 

 total required credits in four years”. P1 goes on to say, “I tell my students if not 

 trying to get a high school diploma, then you are $15-$20,000 behind the student 

 sitting next to you who has a diploma”.  

P3 believes that if they do not possess the skills, they should be held back until they have 

skill competency because “at the end of the day, if we’re just pushing them on through, 

that’s a disadvantage to them too”.  

          “I am 100% against it,” exclaimed P4, “they can finish on GED”. “Parental  

          support is needed; if they drop out, they should actually lose their driver’s license.  

          expelling means nothing to them”.  

P5 also demonstrated intense frustration in reference to the issue.“In public schools, of 

course, we are moving them along,” and continues with an example of passing 

certifications to practice in their field should comparatively apply to a high school 

vocation to receive the accolades and competencies needed to be proven. P6 provided an 

example of certification that the previous instructor assisted students with passing, while 

it was a school accolade of passing certifications. P7 provided a different perspective on 

“I’m not sure how much goes on at the high school level, well, with CTE for sure.”, They 

continued with “they do the work, or they don’t do the work”, “If they do the work they 

pass, if they don’t do the work, they don’t pass”. 

If the student is doing the work and is still struggling, there is additional assistance 

through peer pairing or instructor after-school sessions.  
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P8's first response was “It makes me really angry,” and then continued with an 

example of pulling students across during COVID, for which they have implemented 

greater accountability of student competency in the material. When asked by the 

researcher, what happens if you see this happening and believe that students should not 

move on? P8 continues, “Nobody really asks my opinion, but if they don’t pass the 

certification exam, they don’t become field technicians”. “You pass or you fail,” 

responded P8. I then continued with, so if they do not pass their certification but have 

done all the coursework, they still pass, and they get credit for the course? P8 responded 

with, “They still pass the course; they get credit for the course”. 

Question 10: What are your thoughts on expelling students or those who are pushed to 

drop out?  

P1 stated, “We don’t expel here; they go to an alternative school,” and then 

 continued with, “they still received coursework to do there, but they do not 

 receive the hands-on experience that they would have in class.” 

  

P2 provided an emotional response to the question and advocated for the “home program 

online with still a teacher checking in, and they can still graduate”. P3 declared,  

“That’s a hard one.” and continued with “I feel if they can’t do the  skills, and 

 they’re not prepared to meet those benchmarks or standards, then I  don’t think 

 they deserve to go on, but I think a lot of times we just push them on   

 through because we want them to graduate” and also stated “pushing them on  

 through, that’s a disadvantage to them too”.  

Expelling them is what they want, according to P4 about the students, “they don’t care 

what the kid learns, they care how many graduate” in reference to the administration or 

state. P5 acknowledges that 

“there is definitely a place for some students in alternative schools and continues 

 with the perspective that if they cannot work with peers in the school setting, then 

 they will not be able to in employment.  
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P6 believes that “most kids eventually gonna grow out of that”, that’s what the alternative 

school is for, as they finish their coursework without any hands-on, “alternative school is 

productive ideally”. “I don’t know how often we push kids out,” stated P7, “they go to 

alternative school first for a limited amount of time,” and continued with the severity of 

incidents from weapons or drugs as to the reasons they are sent to an alternative school, 

for the protection of all kids. 

 P8 explained that, for a dangerous incident and the safety of the other students, 

then alternative school, but for those with vaping and minimal infractions, then they 

should still be in class because teachers are still responsible for trying to get them 

competent with content from the alternative school, without the hands-on component, and 

it is difficult to get them passed. 

Theme 6: Future of Vocational Education 

Question 11: What challenges to future employment do you see for vocational students? 

￼  

Technological advances were the focus of P1's response, “As a school, we are

 always two to three years behind the industry curve”. P1 continues with, “what is 

 breaking out there, and people are already getting on the job experience   

 doing, we’re not,” and are continuing to teach what the curriculum or standards      

are. In the field, they have “greater efficiency, lower cost, lower overhead, so they       

get the advances quicker”.  

P2 did not see too many challenges to future employment for vocational students 

due to hands-on experience, by which some students learn better than from a book in 

college. The biggest challenge, according to P3, is kids wanting to work.  

          “Kids don’t wanna work, they want an easy job, and vocations are not easy.  

 They want a job where they can sit at the desk, and the air conditioning, and make 

 a lot of money: those jobs are few and far between”.  

P4 concurred that students do not want to work; they have 
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          “No desire to strive,” they are “lacking work ethic, desire, and self- 

          pride” and students have a current mentality of “give me the job and I will show  

          you and train for it, give me a raise, and I’ll do more”.  

P5 feels we are lacking critical thinking skills: “I feel like they are lacking the mental 

toughness of receiving correction.” P5 outlines that students are “not strong on building 

feedback on the ways to improve; they just want to shut down”. P6 highlighted industry 

changes and the challenges of anything new, for example, how the cars of today make a 

lot of self-diagnoses. P7 highlighted the difference between industry fields and the 

market, “they will do well, not in the field but in the market, they are going into”.  

The technology or skills gap is apparent in businesses becoming more automated with AI 

and reducing their people-holding positions. P7 believes positions of hospitality and 

human resource positions will not be affected by AI, as humans are still needed to fulfill 

that niche. P8 stated challenges in “those professional skills showing up, like being on 

time, valuing your work, having a good work ethic, because those are hard things to  

teach”. P8 believes that  

“a lot of that starts younger and is patterned by adults in their lives, and that’s 

 hard to break”. “Starting the skill of valuing your work earlier on in education 

 would assist secondary level teachers in teaching specific skills in vocational 

 education”.  

Question 12: What one thing would you change about vocational education? Why? And 

how? This question required several minutes of contemplation by most of the 

participants. P1 pointed out that the courses being taught “are not as relevant as some that 

should be or that should be added to our program”. An example of computer science was 

used. It is taught in a general sense of knowledge and could be built into a vocational 

course. When asked how the response could be included, P1 continued with 
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“Curriculum creation and determining how industries are doing in areas  

 of automation, programming, robotics repair, and then create a class 3 level tier 

 class to that”. When asked if it would include the community, P1 responded 

 with “they’re the experts, they’re doing it day to day”.  

 P2 didn’t feel there was a whole lot they would change, because “it draws kids in the 

way it is”.  

P3 feels it would be “helpful if standards were very specific, like the XYZ about a 

  specific topic, but not necessarily the how to teach it”. P3 went on to clarify by 

 saying “every community is different and there are different needs,” so, “We 

 could modify what we have to teach to better fit our kids in our communities 

 rather than just being standardized across the state”. 

 

More of a screening process of what students take the class was the focus of P4; those 

students placed that do not want to be there and create a safety hazard. This is linked to 

the student/teacher ratio or the number of students per teacher, and P4 expressed that an 

increased student/teacher ratio inhibits proper teaching to all students. P5’s response 

focused on the stigma associated with vocational education teachers, “We’re looked at 

like, well, you’re not a teacher”. Another change from P5 was changing vocational from 

elective to actual credit courses. P6 had the same sentiment as P5, with an additional 

promotion of vocational education, that students “don’t realize they can make as much as 

a college graduate”. The stigma of a lesser education than the traditional college path.  

          P7 does not see a particularly needed change because with the elective system 

currently, students have the opportunity to try different areas based on their greatest 

interest. The changes recommended by P8 include removing all the extras from teachers 

so they can build on topics and find greater ways of interaction for retainable necessary 

skills. “There are a lot of things that take us out of the classroom, like pep rallies and field 

trips that do not emphasize the relationship building, and even the time and cost”. 
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Summary 

In summation of research questions, what is the lived experience of rural 

secondary vocational education teachers on providing basic rehabilitative or soft skills of 

employability to students? As defined, for this study, rehabilitative or soft skills of 

employability are defined as applied knowledge, effective relationships, and workplace 

skills. Applied knowledge is reduced to include specifically applied academic skills and 

critical thinking skills. Effective relationships encompass interpersonal skills and 

personal qualities. Workplace skills include areas of resource management, information 

use, communication skills, and technology skills. This study highlights that there is no 

consensus on where and how these skills are applied. Although there is a difference in 

field presentation, the soft skills of employability are minimally present and cannot be 

articulated where their application appears in the curriculum or standards. 

The second research question for this study is, what is the lived experience of 

rural secondary vocational education teachers on the unqualified advancement and 

expulsion of students? Students are sent to an alternative school for course requirements, 

but not the hands-on experience of the field in the classroom, for which vocational 

education modeling behavior dictates. Students are less engaged and shut down, or are 

put in vocational programs, because there is no other place for them. The student/teacher 

ratio is high, and disruptive students create a safety hazard in vocational education. There 

was a consensus of responses that it does the student a disservice to pass them on to 

increase graduation rates without the student having competency in the material. In 



73 

 

chapter 5, there is an interpretation of the findings of this study, the limitations, 

recommendations, and implications of this study’s findings. 
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Limitations, Recommendations, and Implications 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the perspectives of rural 

secondary vocational educators on student unqualified advancement, expulsion, and 

program employability skills of students participating in vocational education, 

referencing the reduction of delinquency and justice system contact. The nature of this 

study was a qualitative study with phenomenological design, using in-depth 

conversational interviews with secondary vocational educators in rural Tennessee with a 

minimum of two years in their current position. 

In my investigation of why the statistical data projected one picture of student 

readiness for postsecondary employment or education, and the teaching rehabilitative or 

soft skills of employment to incarcerated persons to maintain employment upon release to 

decrease recidivism showed another, I wondered whether, if the same basic skills used in 

rehabilitation and recidivism reduction are being taught at the high school level, would 

there be a decrease in delinquency and contact with the justice system? The six key 

themes discussed, referencing the literature and theoretical understanding of Bandura’s 

social cognitive theory, are used to describe the ways that the findings confirm, 

disconfirm, or extend knowledge in the discipline. 

Interpretation of Findings 

The social cognitive theory of Bandura showed a correlation in modeling 

behavior, especially observational learning, when applied to vocational education. The 

mediational process of attention, retention, production, and motivation in social cognitive 

theory, when applied to vocational education based on this study, allows for an 
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interpretation of the areas needing to be addressed. In the attentional process, the subject 

or student explores the perception of modeled instruction, which is vocational education. 

The choice of vocational education over standard academics is important. Based on 

interview responses, some students show great interest, while others are attending 

because there is nowhere else to go or to put them. The retention process involves 

combining the learned or observed experience into long-term memory. Based on 

interview responses, students are either missing this experience when attending an 

alternative school or struggling to show a competency of the material taught, or 

competencies that are not measurable of the actual knowledge and retention. The third 

process of production is the reproduction of modeled instruction. The interview responses 

showed that retention of skills and the lack of first-person experience of modeled 

instruction led to an inability to replicate the learned behaviors. In the final stage of 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory of observational learning, there is motivation. 

Motivation determines whether the observed knowledge will be used going forward. The 

interview responses showed that there is a lack of engagement by students, and the 

students are just “shutting down”. The process is there, but the execution is lacking, the 

why of students “shutting down”, the why of not being engaged, and the how to fix it.  

Theme 1: Instructor to Field Taught 

The configuration of the questions asked was intentional to examine different 

facets of perspectives on the same topic. Only 12.5% of the interview population, or one 

participant specifically, chose teaching, although not specifically vocational or CTE. The 

recruitment of field-specialized instructors is essential to field-specialized instruction. In 
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this study, all the participants had experience in a specialized part of the general field that 

they were teaching, and with the inclusion criteria of a minimum of 2 years of teaching, 

they were able to provide a perspective in and outside of education in their specific field. 

Participants were fully informed on their fields’ advancements, and those skills sought by 

potential employers stated that an update of material and additional fields need to be 

added, especially in the technological area of instruction. One explanation for out-of-field 

teaching is due to a teacher shortage (Hobbs & Porsch, 2021). Out-of-field teaching is 

where teachers are assigned to teach subjects for which they have inadequate training and 

qualifications (Hobbs & Porsch, 2021). This practice is difficult not only for the student 

to gain the necessary knowledge, but also for the teacher who is trying to provide some 

instruction, although lacking in specific field concept knowledge. Asking the questions of 

participants on their field experience and length of time teaching is directly correlated to 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory by establishing a baseline of the people who are 

considered the “model” of the behavior that students are supposed to obtain, retain, and 

reproduce. For example, one participant had an extensive background in military aviation 

but was teaching engineering because the field of aviation was not offered as a field of 

study. As Plassman and Passarella (2022) recognized, the curriculum delivered is a key 

component in the reduction of recidivism and justice system contact. Curriculum 

presentations or modeling of those teaching the curriculum is also directly linked to the 

quality of that presentation. 

By integrating industry and education, as in the basic premise of the Link and 

Match program of Indonesia, participants articulated that there is currently a skills gap 
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between education and employment. Gupta et al. (2024), through their study, showed that 

the skills gap in India is correlated to micro and macroeconomics, and maximizing local 

content and delivery of industry-specific skills with community-specific needs allows for 

maximization of application. Application of a demand-driven paradigm to an industry 

and an education partnership would ensure that the education curriculum contains the 

skills that specific industry leaders require for employment. 

Theme 2: Employment and Soft Skills 

There were inconsistencies between the different fields of study. They all had 

standards (supply-driven paradigm), but the way that retention or comprehension was 

measured was different for each. P2 and P8 emphasized the obtaining of employment 

with resumes, portfolios, and social media. Additional metrics used include mock 

interviewing and job applications. Participants acknowledged that soft skills get 

“forgotten a lot” (P3). All participants were familiar with employability skills like critical 

thinking but could not provide an example of how that skill was taught, just that it was 

there. Nugraha (2020) identified seven skills as the foundational skills of employment 

that included social skills, knowledge in the field, communication skills, technology and 

information skills, management skills, problem-solving skills, and critical thinking skills 

as the most desirable by employers. These skills are taught in a judicial rehabilitation 

setting to provide stability in gaining and retaining employment to decrease recidivism. A 

greater focus on these skills and the how of incorporation is necessary to increase student 

readiness and reduce delinquency and justice system contact. These skills cannot be 

taught or retained if the school-to-prison pipeline is in effect for students to be pushed 
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out, overlooked, suspended, expelled, or put into an alternative school where they receive 

no hands-on or applied knowledge skills.  

The correlation used in Link and Match between industry and education allows 

for current technologies and the employability skills of teamwork, communication, and 

critical thinking to be emphasized within the industry-preferred skills, creating 

employment opportunities with retention to deter contact with the judicial system (Pohan 

et al., 2023). P1 refers to teamwork and communications through group projects, where 

students are held accountable to their peers. P3 explained the cooperation between 

vocational fields to show students how skills are interrelated. Pohan et al. (2023) 

described Link and Match as the linking of graduate competency to matching the needs 

of industry. 

Theme 3: Material Comprehension 

Study participants highlighted the need for standards that measure the actual 

representation of students’ retained skills and knowledge. Several participants stated the 

ineffectiveness of standardized testing in measuring the actual competencies or retention 

of material in vocational education because each field has different standards for different 

fields, but that the standardized testing does provide the numbers for funding, although 

not an accurate representation of acquired knowledge. Requiring testing in written form 

on conceptual material and a practical test to demonstrate retained skill proficiency would 

provide a better understanding of comprehension and retention. P1 expressed the lack of 

basic applicable skills, as in math, which reduces the understanding of applied skills. P1 

used the example of reading a tape measure and the metric system of skills that had to be 
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taught at the secondary level before any skill could be modeled. Retention is difficult if 

the students are not engaged, and they are there because there is nowhere else to put 

them. Material comprehension is linked to career readiness, and Xing et al. (2020) found 

that just participating in vocational education at the secondary level is beneficial to all 

students. The literature also explains that higher ACT scores of those who took some type 

of CTE or vocational courses than among those who only navigated an academic path. 

Presenting a general overview of the fields being taught and not having required credit 

courses, along with the stigma of vocational education being less, are all responses that 

highlight the acquisition of numbers and not verification of conceptual and procedural 

requirements of the field provides for a lower readiness of students and safety hazards in 

employment and vocational education. Azman et al. (2020) studied the background of 

unemployment in Indonesia and found that the Link and Match program allowed for 

competencies with a social approach and referencing the labor markets, the needs of 

industry, and of employers. Link and Match, or the partnership between education and 

industry, could increase comprehension by adjusting the curriculum to incorporate real-

world working conditions and employer-needed specific skills. 

Theme 4: Community Integration 

Participants expressed the lag in technology instruction in the current education 

industry and the specific skills that are being taught. Greater community integration is 

needed to provide students with greater readiness for employment success. Participant 

responses on how their programs are integrated into the community provided answers 

that included field trips and guest speakers. P6 described providing services directly to 
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the community by repairing equipment or providing construction services. This type of 

community integration allows for hands-on working experience for the student, and by 

providing greater working knowledge of applied skills, it then increases retention of skills 

and the application of knowledge. The demand-driven paradigm, per the literature, 

accents a partnership between industry and education with specific field skills that 

employers are requesting. Estriyento (2021) showed the benefits of employers 

influencing vocational instruction for greater industry-skilled labor, and in turn, provide a 

recruitment tool for the employer. The 9-month school year of instruction at the 

secondary level is greater than most programs for state licensure. Students should be 

ready for licensure in vocational education upon secondary education graduation, and 

then higher continued education would be used for specialization in industry with 

increases in technology or field-specific skills. Yoto et al. (2024) found that the need to 

heavily prioritize interpersonal skills like empathy, work ethics, and problem-solving 

skills would foster an employment atmosphere that can effectively handle conflict and 

innovation. The periodic update and practical facilities of vocational education increase 

the readiness of the student and skilled labor for employers. 

Theme 5: Disruptive Behavior 

Student goofing around was described by participants as disruptive behavior. 

Students are not engaged and are put in vocational classes because the system has no 

place for them. Placing them in an alternative school or in school suspension is a form of 

punishment that was used in most situations and puts the student behind, especially in 

vocational education, as they are missing the crucial hands-on experience. This is the 
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school-to-prison pipeline. By suspension and expulsion or placing in the alternative 

school, they are socially ostracizing a student to not participate, and those students also 

know that if they cause enough trouble, they will not have to attend school. This 

mentality serves neither the student nor society. Study participants identified that the 

punishment or deterrence to behaviors is not universal, and a lot of disruptive behaviors 

have become a nuisance that poses an element of safety risk to all students. In 

employment, an employee is not put in detention but is written up and/or fired, as there is 

someone who wants to be there waiting for that position. In life, behavior has 

consequences. Participant responses showed that some students do not want to 

participate, and some are placed in VET because they have nowhere else to put them. The 

stigma and nonverbal bias for students suspended or placed in alternative schools just 

facilitates the school-to-prison pipeline. Different definitions of employability skills, 

where they are included in the current teaching standards, and inconsistency in the 

handling of school rule violations create a difficult learning experience and an “I don’t 

care” attitude of students. Getting at the root of the behavior may benefit the school, 

employers, society, and the individual in a more positive way and can reduce delinquency 

and justice system contact. In the literature, Cruz and Myers (2024) showed that isolating 

a student after a disruptive incident and not allowing participation in class activities gives 

them a sense of “why should I try”, “no one cares anyway”, and if there is no parental or 

family support, then their last line of support is the education system (p. 920). If that fails 

them, criminality is all that is left. 
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          The reduction in recidivism is linked to providing the skills of employability, as 

seen throughout the literature. Roessger et al. (2021) found that correctional or 

rehabilitative education improves post-release outcomes by addressing the literature gap 

and identifying factors that moderate the effects of post-release employment.  

          In understanding disruptive behavior, the inclusion of dropout literature and the 

reasons must be discussed. The facilitation by educators to isolate or remove students 

from the classroom creates a negative school-to-prison pipeline. Cruz and Myers (2024) 

showed that the stigma associated with isolation and non-participation by students is a 

direct impediment to success. If a student does not want to be at school for reasons even 

outside of school, then they will violate the rules to not be in school. Either way, these 

students are not given the instruction needed to increase readiness or even the 

understanding or skills of employment, and thus, criminality becomes a survival skill. 

Theme 6: Future of Vocational Education 

          Providing the most up-to-date technological advances in each field taught 

would provide a smaller gap in readiness from secondary education to adulthood. P1 

expressed a delay in knowledge of two to three years between industry and education. An 

increase in the types of fields offered, by community and national guidelines, would 

reduce the stigma on vocational education. Greater specialization of the courses taught 

that can overlap, for example, instead of construction. There could be a general 

construction base with specifics in welding, HVAC, electrical, and plumbing separately, 

while including blueprint reading for all. Participants responded to the challenges in 

employment for vocational education students as minimal. The biggest threat, expressed 



83 

 

by several participants, was “that students don’t want to work” (P3), and P4 said “they 

want easy jobs and make a lot of money”. There is a lack of work ethics and desire. An 

update to the type of courses offered and constantly changing and updating current 

courses to meet current industry standards could provide for greater interest in 

participation of community-needed professions like police, fire, aviation, robotics, and 

the like, to spark field interest and accommodate community necessity.  

          The future of vocational education must be linked to industry needs to increase 

employability; the retained skills of employability provide for sustained employment and 

a reduction in the need for social services while deterring justice system contact. The 

literature themes combined show that in each area of examination, as it relates to 

vocational education, they iterate the competency of skills beyond field skills alone to 

facilitate and retain employment. Participants also echoed the frustration of a lag in 

technology advancements and their applications to fields of study in vocational 

education. 

Study Limitations 

Limitations in participation arose with the initial contact of secondary vocational 

education teachers through school webpages. Spam filters or non-updated information 

were standard, and once a physical invite was placed in school mailboxes, I received 

inquiries about participation. Limitations of applicability also arose with the geographical 

location of this study and the different needs and expectations between counties and 

states. 
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Recommendations 

            Several recommendations can be made from this qualitative study. There is a gap 

in what people think is being taught and what is actually being taught in vocational 

education. Future research is needed that explores other regions of the United States by 

asking those who teach these field courses what they are experiencing and how to course 

correct to provide specific soft skills of employability to reduce delinquency and justice 

system contact, instead of providing those skills through judicial rehabilitation to 

decrease recidivism. Exploring the alternative perspective of a demand-driven paradigm 

as it applies to education includes an industry partnership to drive economic growth for 

both the individual and the community. By extension, this reduces initial justice system 

contact, leading to a reduction in both juvenile and adult inmate populations, a reduction 

in the need for social services, and increased self-efficacy for the individual which would 

impact future generations. 

Implications 

This study has positive social change implications in the way that we understand 

education, and greater impacts on vocational education. The literature gap identified in 

this study of rural, secondary educational impacts on students, society, and industry, 

using the United States as a search engine, yielded very few results. The findings in this 

study may have social and practical implications for education, industry, and the 

community, with additional research opportunities. The practical application of this 

research can reduce justice system contact and thus a reduction in recidivism by focusing 

on the rehabilitative employability skills of critical thinking, problem solving, 
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communication, and teamwork to increase the readiness of graduating students and thus 

provide greater skilled labor for personal and economic prosperity, individually and 

society as a collective. 

The commonly known factors of criminal behavior include the family, schools, 

peers, socioeconomic status, and the mass media portrayal of the latest thing (Miller, 

2012). Even though the educational “standards” say that the skills of employability are to 

be taught does not mean they are, or that they are emphasized through field-related 

instruction. By studying the perspective of teachers and what they experience, it can 

provide a path for emphasis in the vocational education curriculum that includes the 

current relevant industry needs of skilled labor, and a reduction in the separation of 

students from hands-on learning classes for minimal infractions. While the students are 

increasing their hands-on skills, they are also able to provide low-cost community 

services for those with limited resources.  

Increasing class offerings that are specialized and include technology, with input 

from industry leaders, creates a path for greater readiness and a reduction in justice 

system contact with the potential increase in socioeconomic status, and decreases the 

predictability of criminal behavior. This study suggests the need for future research on 

what and how information is being taught and measured at the secondary level to increase 

readiness, skilled labor, socioeconomic status, and micro and macroeconomic outcomes 

due to the interconnectedness of each concept that is fueled by secondary education. 
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Conclusion 

          Providing soft skills of employability, specifically critical thinking, teamwork, 

communication or interpersonal skills, and intrapersonal skills at the judicial level has 

had a proven effect on the reduction of recidivism. Providing those same skills in 

secondary education and even primary education would reduce justice system contact and 

provide for greater readiness upon graduation from secondary school. According to the 

Bureau of Justice Statistics, approximately 40% of people entering prison lack a high 

school diploma or GED, with indications of over 60% in state prisons and over 50% in 

federal prisons (Beatty & Snell, 2021). This study highlights the need for greater research 

and social change within our education system. Bandura’s social cognitive theory 

provides a sort of template for how people obtain, retain, and reproduce information. 

Modeling or observational learning provides the mechanism to learn, and those we 

choose to model are key.  

          In general knowledge, we understand the basic precursors to crime: employment or 

unemployment, socioeconomic status, and the environment in which we live, from the 

household to the community. An increase in employment skill education and opportunity 

provides reason for an increase in employment, socioeconomic status, and personal 

environment which deductively should reduce justice system contact. Considering that 

employment is a condition of release for most inmates due to the connection to reduced 

recidivism, and education is obtained in most instances for a high school diploma or GED 

to again reduce recidivism. Providing employment skills of judicial rehabilitation, 

including critical thinking, interpersonal, and intrapersonal skills at the secondary level, 
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should reduce justice system contact. The demand-driven paradigm combines industry 

and education to teach industry-inspired necessary skills to obtain and retain 

employment, provides benefits to those graduating secondary school to continue into 

post-secondary education that is industry-specific or an entrepreneurial path that would 

provide for both the community and the individual. As employment is key to the 

reduction of recidivism, employment is the key to deterrence of justice system contact.  

Participants collectively expressed that students disengage, “shut down,” and 

based upon the conversational interviews of this study, participants identified that 

students have focus and motivational issues. Vocational education needs brought into the 

21st century, teaching career-specific training in fields with a labor shortage, with an 

expansion in current areas of construction, HVAC, electrical, welding, and plumbing, 

while incorporating new instruction in areas of law enforcement and corrections, fire 

service, EMT/paramedic, and 911 dispatch operators that could even provide for a school 

safety element. 

The school-to-prison pipeline needs greater scrutiny. Placing students in 

alternative schools at the vocational level does nothing for the student, the school, the 

teacher, or the community. Teachers scramble to get students proficient to graduate after 

they have been socially ostracized and removed from the classroom, with none of the 

hands-on experience that vocational education was designed to provide for success in the 

employment market. 

This would also increase job performance, employee retention, the self-efficacy of 

individuals, and greater economic growth for both the individuals, industries, and 
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subsequently society in its entirety, with a reduction in the judicial juvenile population 

and by extension the judicial adults. This training would also provide communities, 

states, and countries with greater economic growth and entrepreneurship while engaging 

students to innovate within their field for greater field sustainability and efficiency. The 

entire education system must challenge students while keeping them engaged. Providing 

intense instruction with internship/apprenticeship opportunities, hands-on experience 

prior to secondary graduation, provides greater opportunities for success, and reduces 

criminal behavior associated with unemployment. 
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Appendix: Interview Questions 

 

The semi-structured interview questions. As the interview is conversational in nature, 

follow up questions will be based upon participant responses to the initial questions. 

 

 

Q1. How did you become a vocational education instructor? Did you specifically choose  

        the field you are teaching? 

 

Q2. What field experience do you have in the field you teach? 

 

Q3.  How are employment skills incorporated into your curriculum? 

 

Q4.  What are your thoughts on how student comprehension of the material is measured? 

 

Q5.  What happens if a student does not meet set learning benchmarks? 

 

Q6.  Walk me through how your program works within the community? 

 

Q7.  What are your thoughts on how disruptive students are handled? 

 

Q8.   How do you feel about the representation of soft skills of employability in your  

          classroom instruction? 

 

Q9.   What is your perspective on passing students or graduating students that do not  

           possess the required skills for their current grade level?  

 

Q10. What are your thoughts on expelling students or those that are pushed to drop out? 

 

Q11. What challenges to future employment do you see for vocational students? 

 

Q12. What one thing would you change about vocational education? Why? How? 
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