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A Case for Career and Technical Education Programs for High School Students 
Barbara A. Wirth 

Secondary education is currently under the microscope 
to produce well-rounded, academic students who are ready 
for the challenges that lie ahead. In the midst of No Child 
Left Behind with its increased accountability demands, 
high schools must strive to retain their student body as well 
as display their high-stakes successes. The High School> that 
Work initiative has found that "High risk students are eight 
to 10 times less likely to drop out in the 11th and 12th 
grades if they enroll in a career/technical program" (Facts 
about High School C areer/Technical Studies, 2005). Given 
the current climate, high schools must fos ter academic 
offerings that engage students in their educational prepa
ration. D espite the opposition of some, the research has 
clearly indicated that career and technical education (CTE) 
can lead the way in educational reform. 

H igh school students are currently enrolling in CTE 
programs throughout New Hampshire and the United 
States. In addition to skills acquisition in a variety of 
courses, some students are also earning college credit 
through an arrangement with the New Hampshire Com
munity Technical College system known as Project Run
ning Start. In Business Technology, for example, a student 
can receive three college credits for Software Applications. 
Externally, the perceptions of CTE are varied and do not 
allow for a true appreciation of the opportunities afforded. 
This research is an attempt to bring the level of awareness 
of the effectiveness of career and technical education to the 
forefront of public perceptions in education. Future plans 
for the research include presentation to high school faculty 
and to a student population at Southern New H ampshire 
University School of Education. 

A Brief History of Vocational Education 
Career and technical education (CTE), formerly 

known as vocational education has been a staple in U.S. 
high school education since early in the 20th century. By 
definition, career and technical education is an elective 
program that provides middle, high school, and adult learn
ers with training in a particular career. Currently 15,000 
secondary schools in the U.S. offer CTE courses. (NASBE, 
2005) Internationally, institutions have used such training 
to prepare their young adults for a trade that will sustain 
them for their working years. Germany is one country that 
embraces career and technical education via apprenticeship 
learning. This educational delivery method is effective and 
prepares students for a productive future. 

In order to understand the current state of CTE in 
the United States, one must understand the origins of this 
movement. As early as 1910, American business lead-
ers were appealing to the government powers to fund 
vocational training. A commission was appointed whose 
overwhelming consensus was to propose funding to public 

schools with the intention of helping non-academic stu
dents secure employment after completion of high school. 
In 1917, President Wilson signed the Smith-Hughes Act 
into law, providing such funding. 

To fully understand the initial debate on the efficacy of 
vocational education, it is important to have an apprecia
tion for the opposing parties. David Snedden was an early 
proponent of vocational education, advocating a vocational 
training model that responded directly to the specific labor 
needs identified by industry (Drost, 1967). In contrast, 
John Dewey believed that vocational education should be a 
part of a comprehensive curriculum to help students devel
op a greater range of capacities that expanded, rather than 
limited, their future occupational options. Dewey stated 
that "the only adequate training for occupations is training 
through occupations" (Dewey, 1916, p.310). The Voca
tional Education Act of 1963 further expanded vocational 
education into public schools and provided federal funding. 
Presently, the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical 
Education Act provides approximately seven percent of the 
funding with the remainder being funded by the states. In 
summary, Snedden equated successful vocational educa
tion with providing students the skills, values, and attitudes 
identified by industry. Dewey, however, believed that voca
tional education should be designed to meet students' needs 
rather than corporate demands. To this day, the arguments 
reflected on both sides of the vocational education divide 
continue and critics debate the role vocational education 
will play in preparing our students for the future. 

CTE: Achieving Academic Success 
Statistically, the research demonstrates that CTE is 

instrumental in helping students achieve academic success 
at both the secondary and postsecondary levels. In 2004, 
the National Assessment of Vocational Education (NAVE) 
Final Report found that 12th grade career technical educa
tion students' National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) test scores increased by eight points in reading 
and 11 points in math, while students who took little or no 
career technical education classes increased their reading 
on NAEP by only four points and showed no improvement 
in math (U. S. Department of Education, 2004). The 2004 
NAVE Final Report states that CTE student college at
tendance increased by nearly 32 percent between 1982 and 
1992. (NAVE, 2004, p.105) 

Whether a student is college bound or headed into 
the work force, the skills acquired through CTE programs 
provide the ground work for success. CTE programs help 
students gain the necessary skills through academic and 
technical rigor, real-world applications to the curriculum, 
and improved relationships. Students feel a true connection 
to their edu.cation and its role in their future aspirations. 
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