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 Before you read
Discuss these questions with a partner. 
1) Compare vocational courses with academic university degrees. Which are more useful?

2) If vocational training were to be offered at your school, what courses would you be interested in? 

VOCATIONAL 
EDUCATION
‘MUST NOT BE NEGLECTED’

By Melanie Swan, May 16, 2012. Courtesy of The National. 

Neglect of vocational education in favor of poor-quality academic degrees 
is leading to a failure to produce a technically skilled workforce crucial to 
economic development, experts warned today.
Young people who would benefit from learning technical skills choose degree courses 
instead because employers pay higher salaries to university graduates.

As a result, not only are many university degrees devalued but there is a shortage of 
qualified staff in key sectors of the economy, a panel discussion in Dubai was told.

Dr. Naji Al Mahdi, head of the National Institute for Vocational Education, called for a national 
strategy to address the issue. Vocational training is a fundamental part of the education 
system in many countries, he said: “You will find funding is there and the mechanisms are 
in place.” In the U.A.E., however, “rather than it being part of the overall strategy, it is the 
exception, not the norm”.
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“Everybody wants a degree because they want the rewards,” he said: “That can’t be solved 
by the education system alone. People in charge of labor laws, the chambers of commerce 
and those in the workplace must be involved.”

Dr. Al Mahdi said the view of vocational training as something left over from the traditional 
education system has given it an unfortunate image.

Dr. Warren Fox, head of higher education at the Knowledge and Human Development 
Authority, which licenses and regulates Dubai’s universities and colleges, said vocationally 
trained workers were vital.

“In the U.A.E. we need to address this gap between high school and university degrees,” 
he said: “A technically skilled workforce is needed for the diversified economy of the future 
and this is true for trade, tourism, logistics and retail, the keys to the U.A.E. economy.”

Dr. Abdulatif Al Shamsi, director general of the Institute of Applied  Technology, a high school 
that focuses on preparing pupils for careers in sectors such as microchip manufacturing, 
commented: “For the first 30 years of the U.A.E., the attention wasn’t given to vocational 
education.” Now, he notes, many ideas were being discussed, including the National 
Qualifications Framework, which will give formal recognition to all types of vocational and 
on-the-job training.

The framework may not be ready for several years but Dr. Al Mahdi expects it eventually to 
be the “cornerstone of vocational education”.

Not only will it formalize often informal training, knowledge and skills but it will act as a 
measure of quality assurance for employers, in the U.A.E. and internationally.

It will also give those with vocational skills and knowledge a tangible qualification that they 
can use for entry into further studies.

In September, the Higher Colleges of Technology (H.C.T.) - founded nearly 25 years ago 
to give Emiratis vocational training - stopped offering diplomas. All its students now take 
bachelor’s courses instead.

That requires at least 80 percent of H.C.T.’s intake to take remedial courses - in subjects such 
as English, IT and Math - before they can start their degree properly.

“As you push up the numbers, the quality goes down,” said Dr. Al Mahdi. “Either you have 
huge attrition or you bring the level down to meet the people.”

And because students can study for free at the federal institutions, including H.C.T., there is 
no incentive for them to consider more appropriate courses elsewhere.

Dr. Howard Reed was also on the panel today. He has been director of Dubai Women’s 
College, part of H.C.T., for 21 years and three weeks ago was also made director of Dubai 
Men’s College.

That means he now oversees a quarter of H.C.T.’s students, 4,000 between the two campuses. 
His task is to bring the men’s college up to the standard of the women’s.

He emphasized the importance of having a variety of universities and colleges. “Thank 
goodness there are a variety of institutions that will fill these needs,” he said.

© The National 
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 Reading Comprehension
Answer the questions. 

1) What is the main idea of the article?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

2) Why do more students choose academic degrees instead of vocational courses? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

3) How is education in the U.A.E. different from other countries, according to Dr. Naji Al Mahdi?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

4) What is the purpose of the National Qualifications Framework?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

5) What can you infer or understand about vocational training in the U.A.E. at the moment?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

6) Does the article support or disagree with the idea of having more vocational training?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

 Vocabulary
Find the words in italics in the article and use the context to find their meaning. Select the correct answer.  

1) It is left over from the traditional education system.

A) old-fashioned F        B) remaining F       C) unnecessary F  
2) Eighty percent of H.C.T.’s intake are to take remedial courses.

A) improvement F       B) high level F       C) medical F  
3) There is no incentive for them to consider other courses.

A) inspiration F        B) finance F       C) motivation F   

4) You could have huge attrition.

A) competition F       B) absences F       C) drop-outs F  
5) He now oversees a quarter of H.C.T.’s students.

A) examines F        B) interviews F       C) supervises F 

 Grammar
Choose the correct answer.  

1) Many educators are in favor ________ more vocational training.

A) to F   B) of F   C) with F   D) about F    

2) Not only do we need more courses ________ we also need more students.

A) but F   B) and  F   C) so F   D) then F   
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3) It is a qualification ________ you can transfer to other colleges.

A) what F   B) which F   D) where F   D) who F   
4) Formal recognition will ________ to on-the-job training.

A) give F   B) given F   C) be give F   D) be given  F    

5) Students would benefit ________ a greater choice of technical courses.

A) from F   B) to F   C) in F   D) for  F   

 Writing
Write an essay in favor of or against the following statement. Make sure to include at least two reasons 
for your opinion and give supporting examples.

Vocational training is essential to create a workforce with the technical job skills needed for economic 
development.

Write the essay in your notebook (200 - 300 words). 

 Extension
Research some vocational training courses that are offered abroad. Find out how many courses there 
are and what kinds of skills they teach. What is your opinion of the courses they offer? Present the 
results of your research to the class. 




