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Abstract

Although manpower and educational planning have been used in
Malaysia for a considerable time to ensure an adequate supply of
qualified manpower for the economy, the problem of skilled manpower
shortages still persists. Estimated employment targets forecasted by
planners to meet the economic needs of the country often clash with
the needs and capabilities of vocational students who are seeking
employment in the labour market. These students face the problem of
occupational choices. Sometimes their occupational preferences tend
to be far removed from the demand of the country’s manpower needs,
resulting in shortages and surpluses in certain occupational
categories.

The upwardly distorted educational system, the narrow range of
available careers, inadequate careers information and limited careers
guidance have frequently been cited as reasons why vocational stream
students manifest these unrealistic career ambitions. A study of
vocational stream students’ occupational expectations could generate
a wide range of information for formulating appropriate policies for the
development of the vocational education system and the labour
market. Unfortunately, despite the usefulness of such information,
there is a paucity of research in this area. In view of the above, the
study was formulated to achieve the following objectives: 1) to
concentrate on the extent to which students of vocational schools
are aware of national manpower needs and how their occupational
expectations relate to them; 2) to explore the extent to which factors
other than manpower needs may affect students’ occupational
expectations; 3) to investigate the role played by careers guidance in
the vocational school in helping students to make their occupational
decisions; 4) to acquire an understanding of the role of the technical
and vocational education planners in relation to the way manpower
and educational planning has developed and operates.

To explore possible explanations for the persistence of manpower
needs and students’ occupational expectations, two kinds of data were
used: sample surveys and interview data. A total of 420 Form V
vocational stream students were surveyed. The interviews were
conducted with three groups of key informants: 28 vocational stream
students, 3 careers guidance and counselling teachers and 4 technical
and vocational education planners. The analysis of the data confirms
that: 1) a majority of vocational stream students were unaware of the
country’s skilled manpower requirements although there were efforts
made by the schools to help them prepare for future occupations; 2)
vocational stream students’ occupational expectations were often not
in accordance with the country’s skilled manpower requirements.



Vocational students’ occupational expectations were unrealistic.
Students tend to place priority on their own individual needs rather
than being influenced by the occupational structure of the country; 3)
except for job security and parents, other factors that affected
vocational stream students’ choice of expected occupations were not
dominant. However, students’ occupational expectations were
negatively related to their fathers’ present occupations; 4) the
vocational course specialisation was a significant determinant in
selecting expected occupations of vocational stream students,
however, these did not make them renounce other occupations; 5)
male vocational stream students were more likely to exhibit extrinsic
reasons for job expectations than were vocational stream female
students who showed a marked preference for people-oriented aspects
of occupational expectations; 6) the secondary vocational schools’
careers guidance and counselling programmes were .generally
appreciated and thought to be helpful, there is very little evidence that
they provided the source of careers information; 7) there are
limitations in manpower and educational planning models, and there
is a lack of some of the conditions required for their optimal
functioning. The secondary vocational schools are not demand driven,
their output has not matched actual industrial requirements.
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Chapter 1: Background of the Study

.........

1.1 Introductory Reflection

[t 1s generally agreed that a person’s occupation affects their way of
life. Thus occupation may be a major source of identity. The kind of
job a person does can have and often has, a profound influence on
family life, on leisure and on political attitudes. Occupation is
certainly crucial in that it gives that person status within society. The
highly specialised division of labour, the high rates of social mobility
that accompany rapid industrialisation, and the differential allocation
of status, income and privileges have forced social scientists from
different disciplines to examine entry into work from two main
viewpoints: the individual making a choice, and the society planning
its economy and recruiting the required manpower. In view of this
fact, psychologists, sociologists, economists and educators have made

joint or independent efforts to examine how the transition from school

into work is affected.

It should have been expected though, that a certain amount of
confusion would occur within the different formulations, because of
the different nature of the various disciplines, each one employing its
own concepts, instruments, terminology and fundamental principles.
As a result, intensive research and speculation have not brought us

much nearer to understanding how choice comes to be made when

occupational choice is considered.

The significance of transition from school to work has become

increasingly apparent, with implications for individuals, families,
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institutions and the entire country. During this period, the individual
is required to choose an occupation, to find and apply for jobs, to
learn the norms and values of the new world of work, to learn the
intricacies of a new job and to become successfully integrated into a
new organisation. Student occupational expectations are in general,
an important topic of study, because it is the school leavers who will
constitute the future, and because school-leaving is an important
point of transition at which the occupation to be pursued possibly
throughout life, may be largely foreshadowed and determined.
Influencing the performance of these tasks is a wide variety of social
forces shaping the student’s expectations, attitudes and experiences.
Schools, parents, peers, the media and careers guidance teachers are
among these forces, and an understanding of how these social agents
and individuals interact, necessarily precedes informed attempts to
ease the passage of the student into the new role of a working adult.
However, my understanding of the way vocational school leavers make

decisions about their future remains fragmented.

My initial interest in occupational choice came as a result of a long
career as a vocational education teacher in Malaysia and my own
enthusiasm and curiosity about the transition from vocational school
to the world of work. At first I witnessed a transition change suddenly
beginning to take place in the seemingly normal flow of students into
vocational education. More students wanted to enrol in vocational
education (Consultants’ Report, 1992), more parents were prepared to
spend, sometimes more than they could afford, in order to offer their
children what they considered appropriate education. The number of
applications to Secondary Vocational School (SVS) trebled from about
10,666 in 1980 to 33,070 in 1992 (TAVED, 1993). Increasing numbers
of better qualified students have applied and been admitted into SVS.
In 1992, students with A grades (from Lower Certificate of Education

examination) accounted for 66 percent compared to less than 5
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percent in 1978 for the same age cohort (TAVED, 1993; Techint,
1991). TAVED (1993), predicts that the number of students seeking
vocational education will increase, not only due to the implementation
of the government’s plan to introduce eleven years of schooling for all
students, but also due to more students realising that vocational
education and training is more likely to prepare them for a job on
completion of schooling. At that point it was mainly a matter of
choosing a course of action that would eventually lead to a desired
career. Then a new phenomenon appeared: people were not the only
ones that made the choice, employers and educational institutions
also made the choice. A competitive situation arose. In some
professions unemployment started appearing and in some jobs the

formerly required qualifications were no longer adequate.

In my experience, having worked in the area of careers guidance and
counselling for several years, I have found that careers guidance
systems in secondary vocational schools are generally ad hoc and
sometimes virtually non-existent. Students do not generally have
access to information about choices, minimal careers guidance .is
given and students are often unable to write letters or complete
application forms let alone have the skills to decide career direction!

But why is this? Who has the responsibility of careers guidance at

present?

Interestingly, estimated employment targets forecasted by planners to

meet the economic needs of the country often clash with the needs
and capabilities of students who are seeking employment in the
labour market. These vocational students face the problem of
occupational choices. Sometimes their occupational preferences tend

to be far removed from the demand of their country’s manpower
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needs, resulting in surpluses and deficits in certain occupational

categories.

When these situations became serious the Ministry of Education in
Malaysia decided to intervene by introducing careers guidance and
counselling into secondary vocational schools and I was one of the
careers guidance teachers for this purpose. As a newcomer to this
field, I went through the same stages that occupational choice theory
and research had gone. On top of that, I tried to understand the
importance of a manpower needs approach to educational planning.
My previous experience provided me with a set of questions (see

research objectives) which I will be exploring in this research.

1.2 The Main Concern

Malaysia is perhaps the only developing country that has set for
herself the goal of becoming a fully industrialised country by the year
2020. The goal is not entirely out of reach, given Malaysia’s abundant
natural resources, strong economic performance and the fact that the
country is, by most criteria, already on the threshold of becoming a

newly industrialised country (NIC).

The Sixth Malaysia Plan (Government of Malaysia, 1991a), which
constituted the first phase of the Second Outline Prospective Plan (OPP2)
(Government of Malaysia, 1991b) established human resource
development as the major emphasis and vital policy to promote
Malaysia's transition into an industrialised country. It encompassed
development policies to diversify the industrial base, enhance human
development, promote technological upgrading and reduce structural

imbalance among sectors and regions in the country. The Plan
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highlighted the need to expand vocational education to increase the
supply of a skilled and technical workforce to meet the rapid
industrialisation of the economy. To ensure that the country continues
to experience strong economic growth and industrial progress, it has
been widely acknowledged that the key factor lies in the ability to
produce such highly skilled and versatile manpower to support
efficient industrialisation through the adoption, adaptation and
utilisation of the latest technologies and to convert innovative ideas
into processes and products that will sell in the international market.
It is thus imperative that skills development and effective manpower

and educational planning strategies are given top priority.

Manpower planning in Malaysia has been accorded top priority as an
instrument of employment and socio-economic restructuring since the
implementation of the New Economic Policy (NEP). Each Five-Year
Plan has devoted extensive coverage to manpower planning, with
elaborate statistical information relating to NEP manpower targets and
performance in terms of restructuring. - ' However, Malaysian
manpower planning suffers from a fundamental inconsistency with

economic planning and policy.

Interestingly, The Sixth Plan (1991-1995) marked a turning point in
the Malaysian economy from a labour surplus to a labour shortage
situation. The buoyancy of the economy during the late eighties and
the Sixth Plan period created a strong demand for manpower at all
levels. This strong demand placed a heavy strain on labour supply,
leading to a tightening of the labour market. The unemployment rate,
which is an indicator of labour utilisation, declined sharply from 5.1
per cent in 1990 to 2.8 per cent in 1995, the lowest level of
unemployment ever recorded. There was also a high turnover of

several categories of skilled and professional workers. The education
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and training system could not respond adequately to meet all the
requirements for skilled manpower. Given Malaysia’s relatively small
labour supply base, rapid economic growth and corresponding
employment growth translated into skill shortages. According to Mohd
Noordin (1994}, Malaysia is on the threshold of industrialisation and
needs a wide range of skilled manpower in order to meet economic
and national development expansions. A shortage of skilled manpower
can be a serious constraint on output and international competition
requires a work-force which is educated and trained to carry out its
work effectively. The nation’s capacity has to face the challenges of
industrialisation and globalization of business towards the 21st.

century which will necessitate depending heavily on the labour force.

However, the educational system in Malaysia currently does not
provide the right types of qualification, in the right quantity, to the
right people, at the right time. The reasons for this mismatch include,
both technical inefficiencies in the education system and in the
planning structure, and the imbalances referred to above. Other well-
known problems include the relative oversupply of highly trained
manpower as a result of the rapid expansion of higher education, and
the increase in percentage of unemployed and under-employed school-
leavers In many areas. Common deficiencies in the provision of
manpower have to do with: (a) the under supply of middle-level
manual/technical manpower; (b) an oversupply of middle-level white-
collar manpower; and (c)] an oversupply of high-level manpower,
especially of graduates of the arts and humanities, and a

simultaneous shortage in agriculture.

Malaysia seems to have a problem of how to gear educational output
to the optimal structure of the labour force by skill levels. Policy

makers and planners in Malaysia seem to lack the proper methods
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and technique to assesscorrectly the ratios between high, middle, and
low-level technology. Obviously, the problem involves correctly
projecting the supply of work-force not only to the output capacity of
the education system but also to the existing careers guidance role in
schools. As a result, the problem of providing employment to school
leavers in relevant fields seems to be considerable. In China, a study
found that out of about a million graduates from colleges and
vocational schools in the early 1980s, less than half were actually

working some years later in the field they had been trained for
(Loftstedt, 1986: 14).

Educational institutions are facing increasing responsibilities and one
of them is to help students find a meaningful role in society. The
magnitude of student potential is illustrated by the large numbers of
students leaving school each year and seeking entry into the labour
market. These unprepared graduates who enter the world of work
represent a waste of vital talent. The highest priority must be given to

a serious examination of their needs and choices.

Manpower planning has been used to | improve the connection of
education to work and is referred to as the manpower needs approach
to educational planning. Such an approach is based on the view that
educational output corresponds to manpower specification in national

development plans. Pusstasen (1977: 281) stated that:

The manpower requirement approach is the translation of
projected manpower demands into required supplies of
educational output.

Here education is planned to supply skill requirement once targets

have been decided upon.
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This relationship between education and employment has been one of
the major preoccupations of educational planning. The problem, then,
is one of distribution of the labour force, of matching job requirements
with the potential of people to meet them, and furthering economic

development.

Growing evidence in the literature shows. that occupational
expectations or aspirations of students were not in accordance with
the national manpower needs in many industrialised and developing
countries. Studies between 1967 and 1977 concerning high school
graduates’ career aspirations in Siberia (Zajda, 1979) show that four
out of five students wished to continue their education beyond grade
10 and less than 10 percent wanted to become blue-collar workers. In
contrast, the estimates for 1975 forecasted only 15 percent of all
students were to enter tertiary institutions, another 21 percent were
to enrol in technical college, and 64 percent had to join the labour
force. Career aspirations of these graduates did not meet the needs of
the Soviet economy. There existed a:contradiction between the pupils’
‘Pyramid of desires’ and the state’s ‘pyramid of demand’ and this
finding indicates the failure of the Marxist-Leninist labour
socialisation to attract the majority of these students towards blue-

collar occupations (Zajda, 1979: 247).

Geo-Jaja (1987) conducted a study to identify the occupational
aspirations of Nigerian youth and their relationships to the national
manpower needs. The study substantiates the belief that students’
occupational aspirations are inconsistent both with the manpower
requirements of the Fourth National Development Plan and the
existing labour market realities. The students’ aspirations were

professionally oriented and would create a vast oversupply in
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professional fields while technical skilled manpower would be in short

supply.

Four cross-national evaluations of manpower forecasting for the
purposes of educational planning have been made since the early
1970s. The first by Jolly & Colclough (1972) examined 33 manpower
studies from 20 African countries. The conclusion drawn was that the
effects or error in projected economic growth rates and in estimates of
the demand for labour resulting from increases in output had resulted
in considerable overestimates of the requirements for skilled labour in
a majority of countries. The second set of evaluations covered eight
industrialised and non-industrialised countries (Ahmad & Blaug,
1973). The general conclusion was that typical manpower forecasts
demonstrated considerable errors in forecasting employment
manpower by occupation. It was argued that the case studies showed
that forecasts of manpower imbalances are very sensitive to changes
in each of the central assumptions of the approach. When forecasts
are short-term, aimed at employment policy, the assumptions are
plausible. For purposes of educational planning, however, the
occupational requirement forecasts need to be much longer term to
be useful, although the central assumptions become less plausible. In
a more recent set of evaluations, the experiences of 11 Western
industrialised, East European and less developed countries, mainly
through the 1970s and early 1980s, were studied (Youdi & Hinchliffe,
1985). Among the authors’ conclusions were that while forecasts of
employment at a sectoral level have proved to be reasonably accurate,
their conversion to occupational and educational requirements has
remained problematic with a growing reluctance of practitioners in
Western industrialised countries to disaggregate the more global
forecasts. A set of studies of manpower forecasting in Asian countries

reached similar conclusions (Amjad, 1987).
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Development Decisions International (1986) did a survey of two-
hundred and fifty Egyptian secondary technical school graduates of
three-year programmes in two secondary industrial schools and one
vocational training centre who left school between 1977 and 1982.
They were traced and interviewed regarding the relationship between
their courses of study and consequent labour market experiences.
The results were disappointing: Most discouraging of all was the low
proportion of those graduates who had remained in Egypt who were
working in their field of study (55 percent) and the very high
proportion who were working in unskilled positions (69 percent). Only
19 percent rated their current position as skilled. Of those working
abroad, only 22 percent rated were believed to be working in jobs for
which they had been trained. The manpower forecasting projections
for the early 1980s, which had suggested considerable shortages of
graduates frdm the three-year industrial schools with a level of
demand twice the existing level of output, appear to have been over-
optimistic of the ability of the economy to effectively absorb these

graduates.

Gottfredson, Holland and Gottfredson (1975), examine the relation of
vocational aspirations and assessments to employment reality. A

typology was used to organise the United States’ 1970 Census data
about kinds of employment, and survey data about individuals’
aspirations and vocational assessment of high school students and
college students. The kinds of employment differed for different
education levels and between sexes. Fifty one percent of the men in
jobs at high school level or above were employed in realistic
occupation, in contrast to eighteen percent of the women. The

‘distribution of aspirations resembled the distribution of actual

employment.

10
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On the other hand, there is a lot of research carried out in developing
and developed countries which shows that the assumption that
technical and vocational students will find, or even look for work in
the area related to their training is unfounded. As an example, one
tracer study by the Education Department of Malta, (1990) shows that
of the 561 male vocational graduates who replied, representing 82.5
percent of the total who received the questionnaire, 20.9 percent were
in manufacturing work. 7.3 percent reported that they were working
in the tourist industry, whereas another 13.2 percent said they were
working in the service sector. The last two figures show that 20.5
percent of the vocational school-leavers were in occupations which

vocational schools had not prepared them for.

Based on the previous research they reveal that secondary school
students tend to have unrealistically high educational and
occupational ambitions. The upwardly distorted educational system,
narrow range of available careers, inadequate careers information and
limited careers guidance have frequently been cited as reasons why
students manifest these unrealistic career ambitions. The positions
which students find themselves in on leaving school are many and
varied. Some enter jobs of one kind or another. Some are unemployed
or on special programmes for those without a job. Some go on to
further education. How does it come about that students, who enter
vocational secondary schools without differentiation, come to occupy
such different positions in life and work after they finish school? Do

they arrive there as the result of a series of free and deliberate

decisions? Are they influenced or affected by the advice or guidance of

parents or careers guidance teachers? Or are they influenced by more

than manpower needs?

11



Chapter 1: Background of the Study

The focus of this study is on the secondary vocational education that

forms part of the overall education system in Malaysia. The intention

is not only to increase understanding of the processes and issues

involved, but also to consider the implication of these understandings

for the school system in general and for the practice of guidance in

particular.

1.3 Research Objectives

The objectives of the study are:

to concentrate on the extent to which students of vocational
schools are aware of national manpower needs and how their

occupational expectations relate to them.

to explore the extent to which factors other than manpower

needs may affect students’ occupational expectations.

to investigate the role played by careers guidance in the

vocational school in helping students to make their

occupational decisions.

to acquire an understanding of the role of the technical and
vocational education planners in relation to the way manpower

and educational planning has developed and operates.

Consideration will be given to exploring some of the possible

implications of the findings for the planning and policy of vocational

education in Malaysia. In selecting the research methods, the

researcher has followed the advice given by Lewin (1990} that the

12
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methods should be selected predominantly on the basis of research
questions rather than being embedded in paradigmatic
confrontations. As a result, a multi-methods approach was adopted
for this study using questionnaires, interviews, fieldnotes and
documentary analysis. A more detailed consideration will be given to

these factors in Chapter Five of the thesis.

The insights gained from the study will hopefully assist in identifying
ways that will expand our understanding of the students’ labour
market knowledge, including the extent to which their occupational
expectations are realistic. Furthermore, it is hoped that this research
will help enlighten policy makers in discovering and understanding
the impact of what had already been done in terms of careers
guidance in secondary vocational school (SVS) and make

recommendations for improvements where appropriate.

The Malaysian Manpower Administration and Planning Unit (MAMPU),
and The Ministry of Education (through the Educational Planning,
Research and Development) were concerned to ensure that young
people {fully understood their expected occupational choices.
However, there is little evidence of young people’s awareness of their

choices and attitudes to them.

Vocational school leavers’ initial decision making on career and choice
is a complex and interactive process: interests and choice can be
modified by available information, by the influence of peers, teachers,
careers guidance teachers, parents and other significant adults, as
well as their own life experiences inside and outside school. Thus,
students become socialised into making particular choices by their

judgements of the opportunities realistically available to them within
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Chapter 1: Background of the Study

the labour market. Labour markets have also been shown to affect
both student’s attitudes to education, training and government
schemes and their evaluation of vocational guidance (Gray and Sime,
1990). Thus, it has been argued, the impact of local contexts requires

exploration alongside national patterns and trends.

Estimated employment targets forecasted by planners to meet the
economic needs of the country often clash with the needs and
capabilities of students who are seeking employment in the labour
market. In most of the developing countries where the education
system cannot fit in all school age youths, there is a high percentage

of secondary school graduates joining the labour market.

Table 1.1: School Leavers by Qualification Level-

. Lever 0
Lower Secondary 50.34 50.36 50.36
Level 49.66 49.64 49.64 |

Total 99906 | 97,484 | 98,459 |

Male % 49.63 49,59
Female % 50.37 50.41
Total 138,627 144,545

Male % 44.92 44.95
Female % 55.08 55.05
Total 31,875 42,858

270,400 | 273,131 | 275,862

Male 133,410 | 134,680 | 136,025
% 49.34
Female 136,999
% 50.66

490.31 49.31
138,451 | 139,837
Source: Statistics on Manpower Supply, Research and Planning Division,
Ministry of Labour, Malaysia

49.58
20.42
143,113

44,95
05.05
32,534

Upper Secondary

Level

Higher Secondary
Level

50.69 50.69
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Chapter 1: Background of the Study

At present the majority of production/process workers in
manufacturing do not receive pre-employment training and the major
source of supply is SVSs. According to the projections made by the
Research and Planning Division of the Ministry of Labour in Malaysia
(Table 1.1 above) the number of school leavers in 1995 is estimated at
275,862 of which 37 percent are lower secondary level, 52 percent of
upper secondary level and about 16 percent of higher secondary level.

About 35 percent of secondary school leavers will have undertaken
vocational courses relevant to manufacturing. The secondary school

leavers were second in the employment sector.

These students who are joining the labour market face the problem of
occupational choices. They are often unaware of the range of
occupations and have little opportunity to observe work in its
industrial setting. Many of them face the problem of making
vocational decisions against a background of social pressures. There
are several studies which analyse how school leavers in Malaysia
move from school to work. Those studies are by Aziz et al., (1987);
Chew et al. (1990); Thomas (1990, 1994). The studies indicate that the
process was a lengthy one for many young persons. Some were
slow to enter the labour market; they were undecided whether to
continue their education, or take courses, or be at home. Some were
willing to take low-paid work, but many wanted reasonably paid work
and were willing to wait. It is stressed by Mangum and Mangun (1984
that the difficulty in adjustment to labour market dynamics has
probably contributed to drop-out rate and unemployment which occur
because students fail to perceive a direct link between their education
and employability. Also, the labour market operated slowly, even for
those who had a clear idea of the jobs they wanted and how to get

them.
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Here, with reference to the particular SVS, certain skills could be in
short supply as a result of imperfect labour market information.
Students and new entrants into the job market may have
misconceptions about the current status of the market and long-term
career possibilities in the industry. A bias against ‘blue-collar work’
very often influences occupational choice of vocational school leavers
into the labour market. Shortages of skills in the industry coupled
with the rising wages of those skilled, do not help them make
appropriate occupational decisions. Current workers too may have
been poorly informed about the industry and the need to upgrade
their skills through training or retraining. More importantly, SVSs
may be inadequately informed about the state of the labour market
with regard to the skills they train, and therefore fail to adjust the
curricula to the changing conditions of the labour market. More
accurate and timely labour market information has to be
disseminated widely to vocational school leavers through careers

guidance and counselling programmes.

Thus, faced with the task of assessing their own abilities for a wide
range of career possibilities, the student usually lacks adequate data
on different occupational requirements; expert and neutral guidance
in career selection; and information about the quality, time and
personal expense of training. Many entrants into the labour force
suffer from such shortcomings. Sometimes their occupational
preferences tend to be far removed from the demands of their

country’s manpower needs, resulting in surpluses and deficits in

certain occupational categories.
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Chapter 1: Background of the Study

1.4 Conceptual Framework

Underlying research in social science there is an implicit or explicit
conceptual framework. This conceptual framework is of great
importance because it constitutes a part of the intellectual foundation
on which the entire study rests. To understand the relationship
between manpower needs and students’ occupational expectation, the
study has to examine the theories of careers and occupational choice,
manpower and economic development and the manpower needs

approaches to educational planning.

The functioning of the education system in the past contributes to the
‘match or mismatch’ it has with the economic system at present. Most
important of all, the occupational expectation and attitudes of the
students contribute in a complex way to the relationship between
education and national manpower needs. A better match between the
occupational expectation of students and the expectations and
requirements of employers, along with the adoption of better
employment procedures, could result in higher productivity, more job
satisfaction and less structural imbalance in highly qualified

Imanpower.

Not surprisingly, a variety of professionals are concerned with
occupational choice processes. Interestingly, economists have
examined the constraints imposed by the structure of the labour
market itself. Sociologists have provided authoritative accounts of the
degree to which students’ opportunities are influenced by their family
background. Meanwhile psychologists have attempted to examine the
way in which individuals respond to, and cope with, these influences
and constraints when making decisions about which occupations to
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