CTE: Education for a

Strong Economy

F

or nearly a century, career and technical education (CTE)
programs across the United States have focused on
equipping students with technical and life skills to help them
become productive citizens. Now more than ever, CTE
programs are needed to help ensure the strength of our workforce,
global competiveness and the economic health of our nation.

Overview
The federal role in “vocational” education began as a way to prepare
students for the newly industrialized workplace. Over the years, the
program has evolved to match the needs of the changing economy,
focusing on postsecondary as well as secondary education while
giving students skills they can use throughout their careers.
In 2006, the language “vocational and technical” was updated to
“career and technical” education. This transition was more than just
a name change. It represented a fundamental shift in philosophy
from CTE being for those who were not going to college to a system
that prepares students for both employment and postsecondary
education. The integration of academic and technical education
programs was strengthened, further emphasizing the goal of
ensuring that students who participate in CTE are taught the same
rigorous content aligned with challenging academic standards as
all other students. With all school programs now adhering to the
same academic standards, the separate “track” system that has
stigmatized CTE is disappearing.
CTE programs are organized into 16 Career Clusters,1 or similar
occupational groupings, that identify the knowledge and skills
students need as they follow a pathway to their goals. Once
students choose the pathway they want to follow, the career-specific
instruction they receive can lead to a high school diploma, an
industry-recognized credential, a certificate or a college degree. The
Career Clusters’ framework serves as an instructional and guidance
model that provides students with a seamless transition from high
school to postsecondary and work opportunities.

Traditional Vocational
Education

New Career and Technical
Education

• For specific students

• For all students

• Limited program
areas offered

• 16 Career Clusters and 79
pathways offered

• Separate “track” with a
focus on technical
education

• Integrated with academics in
a rigorous and relevant
curriculum

• High school focused

• High school and postsecondary partnerships
providing pathways to
employment and/or
associate, bachelor’s
and advanced degrees

• Students trained with
focus on specific
occupational skill set

• Progression of foundational,
pathway, occupational and
21st century skills

The Benefifits of CTE
CTE has always evolved in response to economic needs in our
communities. Today, CTE is a major part of the solution to myriad
national economic and workforce problems, such as high school
dropout rates, a weakened economy, global competitiveness and
massive layoffs.

Dropout Prevention:

CTE students are more motivated and
interested in their coursework because of its connection to the real
world and, as a result, less likely to dropout.2 In a recent report for
the Gates Foundation, the majority of respondents (81%) reported
that more learning opportunities which make the classroom relevant

If the United States truly wants to secure its
global leadership in technology innovation,
we must, as a nation, commit to a strategy
for innovation excellence…I believe this
strategy must place top priority on achieving
(sic) the fundamental goal of strengthening
educational opportunities, so that America’s
students and workers have the skills they
need to succeed in the technology –
and information – driven economy
of today and tomorrow.
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that has diversified its offerings over time. Students can now study
aquaculture and plant pathology, while those interested in the
business side can pursue sales and management.

Helping the Unemployed:

CTE gives individuals in transition a
way to begin a new career with a chance to reinvent themselves.
MSNBC reported in March 2009 that many people who have been
laid off during the economic crisis are taking this opportunity to go
back to school and get retrained for a new career.8 CTE programs at
the postsecondary level are poised to serve this population.
Policymakers at all levels should embrace CTE programs at the high
school and postsecondary levels in order to help students see the
relevance of their school work and prepare them for jobs in highskill, high-wage, high-demand career fields. With appropriate policy
supports and funding, these CTE programs can prepare students to
leverage the academic and career skills they learn in school to help
build and sustain our economy.
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