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As we near the end of the first decade of the 21st century, state leaders may be surprised to
learn that most high school graduates are unprepared for the college study or career training they
need to get a good job. Frankly, the situation is actually worse than that.

Too many high school students in the United States never even have the chance to enter a two- or four-
year college. At least one in four does not graduate from high school on time — if at all. Many of these
young adults blame a curriculum that is neither relevant nor challenging as a central reason for their 
disengagement. 

What’s more, large numbers of students who do enter college will not finish. Barely one-half of 
those who begin a four-year degree graduate within six years (and the figure is far lower in many states).
At community colleges, only about one in five students manages to complete an associate’s degree or earn 
a specialized career certificate within three years.

This situation exists despite many notable efforts since the early 1990s to improve the nation’s high
schools and increase the college-going rate. We believe there is a missing ingredient in these reforms — a
dynamic component that embodies many of the 21st-century skills now being advocated by leaders of
today’s business and industry. The good news is we will not have to search far to find this ingredient.
Although it has often been overlooked and under-resourced in the past, this educational rejuvenator has
been in our schools for years. It is career and technical education.

We are convinced that harnessing the applied teaching strategies of career/technical education (CTE)
and infusing them into college-preparatory academics can transform our secondary schools into high-
performing centers of learning where students are both challenged and engaged. By pursuing this strategy,
states can help many more students master both the academic content and the innovative thinking, 
problem-solving, communication and teamwork skills they will need for postsecondary studies and 
21st-century careers.

High-quality CTE programs are far more advanced than their vocational predecessors, and many 
restless college-bound students are already attracted to career/technical (CT) courses in which they can
apply the academic content they are learning in authentic, hands-on contexts. Students begin to see the
“why” behind the knowledge and skills they are expected to gain. They are no longer asked by teachers to
“wait and see” how the content of the academic curriculum will be relevant in their lives and careers.

Research shows that good CTE programs can reduce high school dropout rates and increase the earn-
ing power of high school graduates. More students stay in school when they can concentrate on career and
technical studies. Students who struggle to learn specific academic skills in a traditional classroom environ-
ment are often better served through the project-based learning and problem-solving strategies that are
hallmarks of today’s best CT courses.

Introduction: 
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States have an unprecedented funding opportunity.

Increasingly, states are creating policies for career-oriented programs of study that combine rigorous
academics with career/technical studies. And states are now in an exceptional position to accelerate the
development of these policies. The 2007 version of the federal Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical 
Education Improvement Act provides states with unprecedented latitude and funding that may be used to
align CT studies with broader high school reform. 

For the first time, federal legislation requires that career-oriented courses teach essential academic 
skills — helping students meet the same academic standards required in traditional college-preparatory
courses. The legislation also requires greater collaboration between high schools and postsecondary 
education and an increased focus on the needs of business and industry.

Last June, on Florida’s Amelia Island, state education chiefs, CTE leaders and other decision-makers
from 12 states gathered to explore more deeply the significant contributions career/technical education can
make to high school reform. The conference, sponsored by the Southern Regional Education Board and
the Council of Chief State School Officers, marked a decisive first step in crafting a new vision for high
school success — one that calls on states and school systems to break free of long-held beliefs about the
sharp division between academic and career/technical education and weld the strongest elements of both
into a powerful engine of reform.

There was broad agreement among these state leaders that, while high school students are taking more
academic courses than ever before, many still lack a deeper understanding of the underlying concepts and
skills needed to succeed in challenging careers and support the vast technological and social infrastructure
of our nation. They acknowledged that requiring students to pass an ever-increasing number of tests to
graduate from high school will not improve students’ ability to apply academic knowledge and skills —
and that a narrow focus on testing and skill-and-drill remedial instruction has reduced student motivation
and engagement in meaningful learning.

These state leaders recognized that career/technical studies can provide a fresh context for more power-
ful academic learning — rooted in the real problems, projects and activities faced by communities, states
and the nation. They saw the good sense in rejecting remedial instruction and paper-and-pencil drills in
favor of studies that provide in-depth experiences around problems faced by a changing world — aging
infrastructures, the need for alternative energy sources, environmental and economic issues, security, and
the effective application of developing technologies. 

Career/technical studies, leaders agreed, can be leveraged to serve students at every level of achieve-
ment, further developing their abilities to both acquire knowledge and skills and apply what they learn to
authentic tasks. For many students, this project- and problem-based learning approach can build deeper
understanding of scientific, technical and mathematics concepts and a greater ability to comprehend and
use language.
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These forward-thinking leaders emerged from the Amelia Island 
conference with five challenges for state educators and policy-makers:

Challenge 1: Align new and existing career/technical curricula with essential college- and career-readiness
standards. 

Challenge 2: Create a flexible system of optional career pathways in high schools to better prepare all 
students for college and careers. 

Challenge 3: Create a policy framework that keeps students’ future options open by developing career/
technical and academic programs that: (1) link high school to postsecondary studies and work, (2) blend
academic and technical studies, and (3) connect students to a goal. 

Challenge 4: Assess the contributions career/technical education can make to improving academic and
technical achievement. 

Challenge 5: Prepare and enable career/technical teachers to teach essential academic skills through 
application in authentic activities, projects and problems.

A new vision requires new actions.

This report details both the potential for an integrated academic and technical curriculum and the
challenges that must be addressed by state, district and school leaders as they move forward. It also des-
cribes many successful policy initiatives already under way in states, demonstrating that what some have
called the “impossible” marriage of academic and career/technical studies not only has been consummated,
but is thriving. Decision-makers also will find recommended actions that states can use to address each of
the five challenges that state leaders have identified.

We believe this report makes a compelling case that high school career/technical studies can help
improve students’ academic skills and fully prepare them to meet the demands of the nation’s increasingly
complex and technology-based economy. For too long, states have overlooked the contributions that high-
quality CTE can make in solving the persistent problem of high school underachievement. This document,
which draws upon the judgments of leading educators and researchers, can help states capitalize on the
dynamic potential of CTE teaching strategies. State leaders, educators, policy-makers and the business
community all share responsibility for crafting a new vision from its insights and understandings.

David S. Spence Gene Wilhoit
President Executive Director
Southern Regional Education Board Council of Chief State School Officers





Too many students leave high school unprepared 
for employment or college — the consequence of narrowly
focused, shortsighted high school reforms and schools unwill-
ing to change. At least one in four high school students drops
out before earning a diploma.1 Boredom significantly con-
tributes to students’ decisions to leave school, as high schools
fail to meet the diverse needs of students and to keep them
engaged, especially students who are behind in their credits
and older than their classmates.2

Combining the essentials of a college-preparatory aca-
demic core with high-quality career/technical (CT) studies is 
a promising strategy that can help improve student achieve-
ment and increase high school graduation rates. Education
Week’s Diplomas Count 2007 report showed that strong high
school CT programs “can reduce high school dropout rates
and increase short- and medium-term earnings for students.”3

More students stay in school when they can concentrate in
career/technical education (CTE) in high school. 

The Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006,4 often called the
Perkins Act, provides states unprecedented latitude to align CTE with broader high school redesign 
programs. To explore the latest revisions to the law, the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO)
and the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) convened a two-day forum at Amelia Island,
Florida, on June 22, 2007. State education chiefs, CTE leaders and other officials from 12 states met 
and discussed the contributions CTE can make to high school reform. 

Crafting a New Vision for High School:

How States Can Join Academic and Technical Studies to
Promote More Powerful Learning

1 Sable, Jennifer and A. Garofano. Public Elementary and Secondary School Student Enrollment, High School Completions, and Staff
from the Common Core of Data: School Year 2005-07 (NCES 2007-352). National Center for Education Statistics, 2007.

2 Bridgeland, John M., J. Dilulio Jr. and K. Morison. The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts. Civic Enterprises,
2006.

3 Diplomas Count 2007: Ready for What? Preparing Students for College, Careers, and Life After High School. Education Week, Vol. 26,
No. 40, 2007. 

4 U.S. 109th congress. Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006 (Public Law 109-270). Signed
into law by the president, August 12, 2006.

“Career and technical education 

is the key to reaching our goals

that many more students 

graduate and that they graduate

college- and career-ready.” 

— David S. Spence, president, 
Southern Regional Education Board, 

2007



Opening remarks focused participants on the key role
CTE should play in high school reform. “Career and technical
education is the key to reaching our goals that many more 
students graduate and that they graduate college- and career-
ready,” SREB President David S. Spence asserted. He argued
that CTE can provide greater context for academics and can
help more students meet essential college- and career-readiness
standards through authentic problems and projects. CCSSO
Executive Director Gene Wilhoit noted that many states have
overlooked the potential role of CTE in high school reform. 

Hans Meeder, president of Meeder Consulting Group and
a former deputy assistant secretary for education in the U.S. Department of Education Office of 
Vocational and Adult Education, summarized the Perkins Act and its implications for improving students’
college and career readiness. He said that CTE must emphasize: integration of essential academics, knowl-
edge and skills into career/technical studies; greater collaboration between secondary and postsecondary
education; and an increased focus on the needs of business and industry. He urged states to require school
districts to align CT courses with state academic and industry standards, to develop more programs of
study that connect secondary and postsecondary education, and to provide more comprehensive profes-
sional development for CT teachers.
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Contributions Career/Technical Studies 
Can Make to High School Reform

Alabama

Arkansas

Delaware

Florida

Georgia

Indiana

Massachusetts

Missouri

North Carolina

Ohio

Oklahoma

South Dakota

High school career/technical studies can help improve students’ academic skills to meet the
demands of the nation’s increasingly complex and technology-based economy. Today’s high school
students are taking more academic courses than ever, yet many lack the skills they need for college and
career training. Too many students cannot read technical materials or apply mathematics to common,
real-world problems and projects. They do not grasp the underlying technical concepts and skills needed

to design, prepare, fix and maintain the vast tech-
nological infrastructure of this nation. Requiring 
students to pass an ever-increasing number of tests 
to graduate from high school will not improve their
ability to apply academic knowledge and skills.
Increasingly, the practice has led to skill-and-drill
remedial instruction geared mainly toward requiring
students to pass tests, which has reduced student
motivation and engagement in meaningful learning
— possibly contributing to low high school gradua-
tion rates, especially for at-risk students.

States Represented

Too many students cannot read technical

materials or apply mathematics to 

common, real-world problems and projects.
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Career/technical studies have a unique ability to teach rigorous academics in the context of real-
world problems, projects and activities and give students in-depth experiences for academic and technical
learning. CTE can develop students’ abilities both to acquire knowledge and skills and apply what they
learn to authentic tasks. For many students, this builds deeper understanding of scientific, technical and
mathematics concepts and a greater ability to comprehend and use language. 

High-quality career/technical studies can bring balance to more traditional college-preparatory studies
that, for many students, often are limited to acquiring, memorizing and recalling information. This works
well for some students, but not all. Delaware Secretary of Education Valerie Woodruff reported at the
Amelia Island forum that Delaware’s high school students are saying, “Expect more of us.” However, she
cautioned that the common association of postsecondary education with only two- or four-year colleges 
“is not always the best for some students.” For some students, “the rich technical courses in high school
keep them motivated and, coupled with job training, prepare them to compete for good jobs that provide 

5 Alabama Department of Education. Alabama Career/Technical Education, Methods of Administration Manual. Revised April 21,
2006.

6 Florida 2006 Legislature. House Bill 7087. Effective June 5, 2006 — http://www.fldoe.org/gr/pdf/2006/EnrolledHB7087.pdf. 

7 Florida 2007 Legislature. Florida Career and Professional Education Act, Florida Statutes, Chapter 2007-216. Effective July 1, 2007.

Best State Policies and Practices

State policy in Massachusetts sets three outcome goals for career/technical programs. The policy 
aims to increase the percentages of students who: a) earn a high school diploma; b) receive the state’s
Certificate of Occupational Proficiency for mastery of a core set of academic skills, technical compe-
tencies and knowledge; and c) gain employment in a field related to their studies, or successfully enroll
in postsecondary education or advanced training within 12 months of completing high school. 

Alabama requires all high school career/technical programs to be certified by national certifying agen-
cies or state industry-certifying entities if no national certifying agency exists.5 Certification validates
that the career/technical program meets industry standards; that its teachers hold current industry 
certification; and that its facilities, equipment and software are adequate to teach the curriculum. 

Florida requires high school students to choose a major area of interest. State law requires students 
to complete eight credits in an academic or career major, minor or electives — in addition to the 
academic core curriculum required for all students.6 The major area of interest can be a sequence of
four courses in a career/technical program, fine and performing arts, or an academic content area. The
other four credits can be used to pursue a second major or minor area or to take an elective, intensive
reading or mathematics intervention, or a credit recovery course. Florida also has established account-
ability measures for a coherent sequence of career courses in a career and professional academy.7 These
courses must lead to industry certification or college credit linked directly to the career theme. For an
organized sequence of courses to be offered a third year, at least 50 percent of students enrolled in 
the second year must achieve industry certification or college credit. At least 66 percent of students
enrolled must achieve industry certification or college credit for the course to be offered a fourth year. 
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a family with a living wage.” Career/technical studies can help make learning meaningful for more stu-
dents and can broaden the national college-readiness agenda to include preparation for college and careers.
CTE offers opportunities for teachers to blend rigorous academics with theme-based career pathways and
with occupation-specific career preparation.

Forum participants underscored the need for states to set goals to boost CTE’s impact on meeting
state work force needs. High-quality CT programs support work force development and supply qualified
workers for new industries important to the states economies. 

High school career/technical studies can help
increase the supply of individuals prepared to fill
critical, high-demand, high-skill, high-wage jobs
by connecting high school and postsecondary 
programs to career goals. The supply and demand
of appropriately prepared, skilled workers are out of
balance. Too few students are preparing for occupa-
tional specialties that require an apprenticeship, certi-
fication, associate’s degree, or bachelor’s degree and
beyond.8 These are fields in which workers often
need a strong foundation in mathematics, science,
reading and writing, and they require strong critical
thinking, communication and teamwork skills. 

States no longer can fill highly skilled jobs by tapping into only 20 or 30 percent of the nation’s 
population. Today, too many students entering postsecondary studies require remedial studies because
they lack the necessary academic skills in mathematics, reading and writing. In fall 2000, 42 percent of
recent high school graduates enrolling in public two-year colleges took at least one remedial course.9

Too many students also pursue further study in college or career preparation without a specific goal,
and they tend not to persist until graduation. States need to create opportunities in high schools for 
students to discover a niche through broad career fields of study. Such experiences can help more stu-
dents acquire the higher-order thinking, study, numeracy and communication skills needed for post-
secondary studies and careers. Schools also can introduce students to the habits and ways of thinking 
of top-performing employees in highly specialized fields with impending shortages.

Seamless programs of study can help fill such shortages by connecting high school studies to an
industry-recognized credential or licensure, an associate’s degree and/or a bachelor’s degree. Such pro-
grams would begin early in high school with a coherent sequence of rigorous academic and career courses
that align to essential college- and career-readiness standards and target emerging career fields. Through
coherent programs of study, schools can inform students, parents, teachers, counselors and others about
the knowledge and skills needed to succeed in a host of career and postsecondary options.

High schools in 11 of the 12 states represented at the forum have adopted the Pathway to Engineer-
ing™ program developed by Project Lead The Way.® This four-year sequence of high school courses
introduces students to the scope, rigor and discipline of engineering and connects these courses to a

8 Gordon, Edward E. The 2010 Meltdown; Solving the Impending Jobs Crisis. Praeger, 2005.

9 National Center for Education Statistics. The Condition of Education 2004, (Indicator 31). 
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sequence of rigorous mathematics and science courses, to postsecondary studies and to high-demand,
high-wage career fields.10 Project Lead The Way courses are aligned with mathematics, science and tech-
nology standards developed by national organizations and include standardized end-of-course exams.11

They blend academic and technical content and use hands-on projects and problem-based learning
through which students apply mathematics and science to assigned learning activities. Teachers must
become certified during a two-week summer training institute at an affiliated university before they can
teach a Project Lead The Way course. Students complete foundation courses during their freshman and
sophomore years and progress into specialized courses in their junior and senior years. This type of pro-
gressive, connected program of study introduces students to a high-demand, high-skill, high-wage
career field in high school and can link to two- and four-year postsecondary programs. It gives con-
text to high school for students who typically have not been motivated to master the level of mathematics
and science content they will need to succeed in science, technology, engineering and mathematics
(STEM) fields.

10 Project Lead The Way. “Pathway To Engineering™” — http://www.pltw.org/curriculum/hs-engineering.html. 

11 Project Lead The Way. “End-of-Course Assessments FAQs” — http://www.pltw.org/faqs/exams.html. 

12 “Retooling Career Technical Education,” Issue Brief. National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, 2007.

Best State Policies and Practices

In addition to offering the Pathway to Engineering™ program in more than 230 schools, Indiana is
one of eight states supporting the development of a biomedical sciences program of study aimed at
introducing students to this broad career field. A sequence of biomedical science courses is being
designed around authentic problems and projects, aligned with essential standards from mathematics,
biology, chemistry and other areas of science. Field-testing of the first course in a four-course sequence
was happening in the 2007-2008 school year in the eight states.

Career/technical education can become a robust strategy schools can use to meet the diverse
learning needs of students and to motivate more students to graduate. The national high school
reform movement focuses on preparing all students for college and careers, but too often it emphasizes
only college preparation while overlooking the needs of likely high school dropouts and students who 
do not plan to pursue further study. It gives insufficient attention to preparing students for employment.
Strong academic preparation is indispensable for college and work, but a student’s ability to apply the
knowledge is most essential for advancement in a career. Ignoring the need for high-quality career/
technical education will halt the nation’s progress toward improving achievement and increasing gradu-
ation rates for more students. 

The National Governors Association reports that “career/technical education engages and motivates
students by offering them real-world learning opportunities, leading to lower dropout rates.”12 Two
recent studies by the National Research Center for Career and Technical Education tout the ability of
high-quality CTE to empower high school educators to reduce dropout rates. One study found that high
school students at all levels of achievement were least likely to drop out if they engaged in a combination
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of academic and career/technical courses throughout their high school careers.13 Another study found
that students who took a blend of academic and career/technical courses were less likely to drop out of
high school, regardless of the presence or type of reform or lack of identifiable high school reform.14

Both studies found that students taking a moderate number of career/technical courses were more likely
to graduate than those not taking any CT courses and those taking the majority of their classes in CT
areas.

Academically at-risk students need the contextual learning found in CT studies to master academic
standards at grade level, and they need this type of instruction starting by grade nine. Many of these stu-
dents need immersion in occupation-specific programs of study early enough in high school to motivate
them to stay in school and work toward an employer certification. Moreover, with a blend of academic
and CT courses aligned with essential college-readiness standards, more of these students can be prepared 
not only for careers, but for two- or four-year college study or additional specialized career training.

13 Plank, S. Career and Technical Education in the Balance: An Analysis of High School Persistence, Academic Achievement, and Post-
secondary Destinations. National Research Center for Career and Technical Education, 2001.

14 Castellano, Marisa, J. Stone and S. Stringfield. What Makes It Work? National Research Center for Career and Technical Education,
publication in process. 

15 South Dakota Office of the Governor. “Governor provides vision, goals for education in South Dakota.” Press release, January 4, 2006.

16 The Conference Board. “Most Young People Entering the U.S. Workforce Lack Critical Skills Essential for Success.” Press release, 
October 2, 2006.

Best State Policies and Practices

South Dakota aims to increase the number of high school students who graduate and go to college,
technical school or advanced training by providing students with a rigorous and relevant high school
experience that prepares them for further learning or training.15 The state is strengthening its school
guidance program to help students choose a program of study with a career focus. Schools will provide
students opportunities to complete a senior project and develop student internships in broad career
fields. The intent is to make high school education more engaging and relevant to students’ goals.

North Carolina has 41 high schools in the Learn and Earn early-college program. The program is
designed to motivate high school students to remain in school, earn an associate’s degree and prepare
for a high-skill job or for a transfer to a four-year college or university. High schools work with com-
munity colleges to co-design programs of study taught on a college campus. 

Career/technical education can broaden academic rigor to include the application of academic
skills in a variety of contexts. Through CTE, students can develop their abilities to apply knowledge
and skills to analyze and solve authentic problems, deepening their understanding of academic concepts
and increasing their retention of knowledge and skills. Students entering the work force often lack the
ability to apply their knowledge in the workplace. In a 2006 work force readiness survey, more than 
40 percent of human resource leaders reported that recent high school graduates lack the basic skills 
in reading comprehension, writing and mathematics needed for entry-level jobs.16 About one-half of
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manufacturers responding to a 2005 survey reported that current employees lacked problem-solving and
critical-thinking skills, teamwork and collaboration skills, self-direction and a strong work ethic.17

The current view of rigor often is limited to taking a set of academic courses and meeting perfor-
mance standards on conventional paper-and-pencil exams. High school redesign efforts often give too 
little emphasis to broadening the concept of rigor to meet students’ diverse modes of learning. Mean-
while, wide performance gaps between student groups indicate that the learning needs of many students
are not being met. Many students need more relevant courses that will help them connect high school
studies to learning in college or career training. 

Hands-on projects can help many students deepen their understanding by applying the high-level
mathematics and science knowledge and literacy skills they are taught. Students need a variety of assign-
ments to enhance their abilities to comprehend information and make analytical judgments and infer-
ences. Students need experiences with mathematics that move beyond procedural knowledge: They need
opportunities to make sense of numbers through activities (such as developing cost estimates for a career-
oriented project or collecting, compiling, analyzing and categorizing data for a science experiment) and
to use the language of mathematics and science to present their findings.

17 2005 Skills Gap Report — A Survey of the American Manufacturing Workforce. National Association of Manufacturers, 2005.

18 Texas Education Agency. “Briefing Book on House Bill 1, 79th Texas Legislature” — http://www.tea.state.tx.us/comm/
briefingbookspecial.pdf.

19 Texas Legislature. House Bill 3485. Effective June 15, 2007.

20 Florida 2006 Legislature. House Bill 7087. Effective June 5, 2006 — http://www.fldoe.org/gr/pdf/2006/EnrolledHB7087.pdf. 

Best State Policies and Practices

The value of rigor through CT courses and applied teaching has been recognized by the Texas Legis-
lature. One year after passing the 2006 legislation18 to increase academic rigor with an emphasis on 
college readiness, legislators passed Texas House Bill 3485 to add a career/technical component.19

The new law encourages ninth-graders to have a career emphasis in their required four-year plan and
authorizes the award of academic credit for an advanced career/technical course designated by the 
state Board of Education as containing rigorous academic content.

Florida has implemented more than 400 career academies to better engage students in high school.
These academies connect high school academic studies to careers and postsecondary goals by using
focused career studies that lead to an industry certification, an associate’s degree or a bachelor’s degree.
Florida’s academies are “research-based programs integrating a rigorous academic curriculum with a
business-and-industry-driven career curriculum.”20 Career areas of emphasis are driven by local
employer needs. The state Department of Education reports that career academy students are better-
prepared for postsecondary studies, have fewer absences and have higher achievement and graduation
rates than other high school students. Many career academy students earn employer certification and
university credit through dual credit, special projects or Advanced Placement exams.
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Career/technical education needs to be part of comprehensive strategies to improve tradition-
ally low-performing high schools. Johns Hopkins University research estimates that one in eight high
schools nationally has 60 percent or less of entering freshmen enrolled in their senior year three years
later.21 These high schools need reforms that will help more students reach their senior year and graduate,
and career/technical education can play a valuable role. When schools organize into small learning com-
munities with an emphasis on broad career fields and hands-on instruction, they can personalize learning
and improve student achievement. 

States, local school boards and district leaders, teachers, parents and all stakeholders in education
need to take greater responsibility for low-performing high schools and students. High schools with low-
performing, unengaged students need special ninth-grade initiatives to help make learning relevant —
not narrowly focused remedial instruction, but opportunities for students to learn academics through
application. Career/technical education should be part of redesigning the high school to offer students
choices through theme-based and career-focused small learning communities that lead to a postsecondary
credential and/or employer certification. Such small learning communities can provide opportunities for
teams of academic and career/technical teachers to work together to improve student achievement and
completion rates. 

Best State Policies and Practices

In Ohio, career/technical education plays an integral role in high school reform designed to create
more personalized learning environments. The state uses CTE to expose more students to a challeng-
ing curriculum that prepares them for success in postsecondary studies, careers and citizenship. Both
career/technical centers and comprehensive high schools that have implemented these elements into
their school reform designs have seen steady improvement in student achievement. 

Missouri also has recognized CTE’s potential for improving low-performing schools. Career/technical
educators have been appointed to the state Department of Education school improvement teams to
assist schools struggling to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) as required by federal law.

21 Johns Hopkins University. “Dropout Factories.” Associated Press, 2007. 
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Challenges States Face in Realizing CTE’s Contributions 
to High School Reform

States need to change the high school experience and accountability system from a one-size-fits-all
model to one with multiple pathways and assessments that serve the full range of students. State educa-
tion agencies, boards of education, legislators and executive branches face the challenge of creating a 
modern and flexible program of high school career/technical studies that aligns with essential college- 
and career-readiness standards and leads to improved graduation rates. States and schools need to: 

� recognize the value of quality, applied learning experiences.

� assist students in setting goals that postsecondary studies can help them achieve. 

� introduce more high school students to high-demand, high-skill, high-wage jobs.

� assess students’ learning in multiple ways.

CHALLENGE 1: Align new and existing career/technical curricula with essential college- and career-
readiness standards. The Perkins Act now stipulates that states will align career/technical courses with
state academic content standards. Since few CT courses are currently aligned with academic standards,
states need to select from the lengthy standards lists the most essential college- and career-readiness stan-
dards in reading, writing and mathematics to embed into CT courses. Most essential standards are those
that are believed to be the best predictors of student success in a career and further study. Even academic
courses are unable to address all standards with adequate depth,22 suggesting an even greater challenge for
CT courses. In the future, the quality of CT programs will hinge on their alignment to essential college-
and career-readiness standards that are crucial for success in postsecondary studies and careers. 

The Perkins Act requires CT
programs to embed academic con-
tent into student assignments, pro-
jects and activities. CT courses that
blend academic and technical con-
tent effectively will enable students
to see the relevance of their studies
and to achieve at higher levels. 
The challenge is to select anchor
assignments23 in CT courses that
require the use of essential aca-
demic and technical content for
students to complete. 

22 Kendall, John S. and R. J. Marzano. Content Knowledge: A Compendium of Standards and Benchmarks for K-12 Education.
Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL), 2004.

23 An anchor assignment is a major activity, problem or project that is authentic, will take several days to complete, and engages 
students as they apply literacy and numeracy skills. The anchor assignment assesses for an understanding of these skills. 
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ACTIONS STATES CAN TAKE:
Align new and existing CT courses with essential college- and career-readiness standards.

1. Align the career/technical curriculum with essential college- and career-readiness standards 
in reading, writing and mathematics. This will require high school, postsecondary education and 
business leaders to identify a set of essential college- and career-readiness standards for reading, 
writing and mathematics.

2. Build technical capacity in the state department of education, districts and schools to align 
CT courses with essential college- and career-readiness standards and to develop examples of
anchor assignments for teaching embedded academic content.

3. Establish panels in high-demand, high-skill, high-wage fields of two- and four-year college 
faculty members, employers, high school teachers, and school and district leaders. Charge each
panel with developing a curriculum framework and course syllabi for a series of high school courses
that blend academic and technical content and encourage students to pursue more specialized 
education and career preparation after high school.

4. Adopt nationally recognized, high-quality CT curricula that integrate academic and technical 
content, provide training for teachers and conduct end-of-course assessments to ensure that 
students have mastered the materials. Examples include the National Academy Foundation’s 

Best State Policies and Practices

Some states have made progress on integrating academic and technical content. Delaware requires all
school districts to demonstrate that their curricula for CT courses are aligned with state academic con-
tent standards in grades nine through 12.24 Delaware’s goal is to align all CT courses to academic stan-
dards in the four core areas by spring 2008. The intent is to provide all public high school students the
skills and knowledge needed for success in the workplace and postsecondary studies without the need
for remedial courses. 

24 Delaware General Assembly. Delaware’s Administrative Code, Title 14: Education: 502: Alignment of Local School District 
Curricula to the State Content Standards. Delaware Regulations. Approved April 1, 2007. 

States must overcome several challenges in order to align CT courses to essential state academic 
standards:

� Career/technical teachers must be trained to identify and teach the literacy, mathematics, science 
and technical skills embedded in CT instruction, assignments and assessments. 

� Academic and CT teachers need to work together to effectively align existing CT courses with 
academic standards. 

� States need to develop and redesign courses that blend academic and technical content.

� States need assessment systems that measure and validate CT programs’ contributions to graduation
requirements and student achievement.
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Academy of Finance and Academy of Information Technology, and the Pathway to Engineering™ 
and Biomedical Sciences programs from Project Lead The Way.® These programs require students 
to complete a solid academic core, for schools to use set course syllabi and common end-of-course
assessments, and for teachers to be trained to teach each course. 

CHALLENGE 2: Create a flexible system of optional career pathways in high schools to help better-
prepare all students for college and careers. To find purpose in rigorous academic studies, some students
need CT programs that stress broad career themes with challenging, authentic projects that engage stu-
dents in the application of mathematics, science, reading and writing. Other students need early immer-
sion in occupation-specific courses that link directly to a job and use project-based teaching to motivate
them to learn technical and academic knowledge and skills to prepare for further studies and careers.

Schools face a challenge to create a variety of career-focused programs of study that will prepare a
diverse set of students for college and career success — students who enter high school performing below
grade level; students who become disengaged with school in seventh or eighth grade and are likely to
drop out in the early years of high school; students who intend to enter employment directly from high
school without pursuing further study and want to earn an employer certificate to obtain a better job;
and students who intend to pursue an associate’s degree and/or a bachelor’s degree. 

State leaders agree that, too often, traditional classroom instruction in large comprehensive high
schools does not meet many students’ needs. CTE can improve the transition from the middle grades to
high school by helping more ninth-graders meet state academic standards, plan a program of study and
set goals for themselves beyond high school. States need CT courses developed collaboratively by acade-
mic and CT teachers to provide students opportunities to apply academic learning to authentic problems
and projects. 

Best State Policies and Practices

Massachusetts Commissioner of Education David Driscoll reported at the forum that his state’s
choice technical high schools meet the needs of both college- and career-bound students by integrating
academic rigor into CT studies. Delaware has converted its shared-time career/technical centers into
full-time technical high schools. These choice technical high schools incorporate a strong academic
foundation into high-quality career/technical programs and have achieved graduation rates of 95 per-
cent and higher, with more students prepared for work and further study. 

The Ohio Department of Education has appointed work force and academic reform teams to work
with struggling high schools. These teams assist schools in reorganizing around broad career themes
with a rigorous academic core. Career/technical and academic teachers are given opportunities to plan
together and align curriculum to essential college- and career-readiness standards. The main objective
is to help students make successful transitions from middle grades to high school and from high school
to postsecondary education and employment.
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ACTIONS STATES CAN TAKE:
Provide a flexible system of optional career pathways that prepare a full range of high school
students for college and careers.

1. Establish policies that encourage school districts to provide programs of study that will lead
more students to earn employer certification, an associate’s degree and/or a bachelor’s degree.
These programs of study, or pathways, should share key features to include:

� a solid core of academic courses that help students meet college entrance requirements.

� sequences of technical courses focused on essential college- and career-readiness standards.

� project-based learning requiring application of academic and technical content.

� mentors and access to extra-help tutoring and instructional assistance for students.

2. Provide incentives to school districts and high schools to form partnerships with community
and technical colleges, shared-time technology centers, employers and other entities. The purpose
of these partnerships will be to create pathways that give students access to: 

� specialized, occupation-specific courses that
begin early in high school and lead to recog-
nized employer credentials and enrollment in
postsecondary studies.

� high-quality CT programs in high-demand
fields — including architecture and construc-
tion; business and finance; education and 
training; biomedical and health sciences; arts,
media and entertainment; information tech-
nology; and science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics — leading to a certificate, an
associate’s degree and/or a bachelor’s degree. 

States will need to provide the necessary resources to implement a wide array of programs of study or
career pathways. They also will need to develop policies and procedures that enable secondary and
postsecondary institutions to share facilities and adjust their operations to meet students’ needs.

3. Develop or redesign career/technical courses to help ninth-grade students apply essential math-
ematics, literacy and science concepts within work-related activities, projects and problems.
These courses would be an extension of students’ language arts and mathematics studies and would
give students another way to learn academic skills and the reasons they need those skills.

4. Award a high school diploma to overage students who have passed the GED test, completed a
planned sequence of career/technical courses in a high-demand field and passed a state-approved
employer certification exam. Support school districts collaborating with community and technical
colleges to develop recovery plans for students ages 16 to 19 who have left school without completing
the requirements for graduation and help them earn a GED credential and employer certification.

5. Establish within state education agencies teams of academic and career/technical experts to help
the most challenged high schools incorporate redesigned CT programs into comprehensive
reform and create personalized learning communities of academic and CT teachers around
career-oriented areas of study that are aligned with college-preparatory academics. 

States will need 

to provide the 

necessary resources

to implement a wide

array of programs 

of study or career

pathways.
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CHALLENGE 3: Create a policy framework that keeps students’ future options open by developing
career/technical and academic programs that: 1) link high school to postsecondary studies and
work, 2) blend academic and technical studies, and 3) connect students to a goal. The Perkins Act
mandates that high school programs of study link rigorous academics with high-demand career fields.
Such programs of study require a strong working relationship between the state department of education,
secondary and postsecondary institutions and employers. States need policies and procedures that
encourage all stakeholders to help students develop and pursue programs of study that connect them to
college and careers. A few states have begun to fashion such policies.

States face several challenges in developing seamless programs of academic and career studies that
connect high school with postsecondary studies. The biggest challenge is helping high schools and col-
leges collaboratively implement flexible programs of study that serve a full range of students, including
more academically advanced students and those who are behind. In most states, secondary schools, tech-
nical colleges, and two- and four-year colleges operate separately. Furthermore, student data systems often
are not linked, which makes it difficult for many states to monitor student transitions and outcomes.

Best State Policies and Practices

Kentucky Board of Education policy requires schools to assist students, beginning in grade eight, to
develop individual learning plans. The plans engage parents in helping students set goals and develop a
customized program of study that ties middle grades to high school, and high school to college and the
work force. 

Florida law requires that career and educational planning begin as early as grade seven. Instruction
helps students think about future educational and career options, and parents and students work
together to envision a high school program of study. 

Best State Policies and Practices

Oklahoma is addressing the challenge of collaboration through its Cooperative Alliances initiative
between the Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education and the Oklahoma Department of Career
and Technology Education. The alliances expand postsecondary access for career/technical students
through an established credit-transfer process that makes it easier for more students to enter college.
Career/technical students in the alliances begin college courses in 11th grade, connecting their high
school studies to postsecondary goals. Students who may not have considered college as an option are
learning they can succeed in postsecondary studies.

Georgia is implementing optional programs of study around career pathways. These programs support
the Governor’s Strategic Industries initiative, and they connect high school studies to postsecondary
education and work force demand.
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All programs of study or career pathways must have a solid sequence of college-preparatory academic
courses at their core. State policies should result in annual increases in the percentage of students who 
complete a basic college-preparatory academic core, in addition to an advanced academic focus and/or a
sequence of planned courses in a high-demand career/technical field. Students who complete a sequence 
of career/technical courses should be expected to pass graduation exams in reading, writing and mathe-
matics and to demonstrate readiness for postsecondary education or be ready to earn an employer certifi-
cation. States should give students access not only to a solid academic core, but also to a sequence of 
highly developed career/technical courses and/or to advanced-level academic studies. 

Students also need the support of a strong guidance and student advisement system to complete a
coherent program of academic and career/technical courses and to make successful transitions. An effective
guidance and advisement system should help schools build relationships with students and their parents,
require all students by ninth grade to set career and educational goals and develop a plan to reach those
goals, and connect students with an adult mentor who helps students and their parents understand the
relationship between their studies and goals. 

While the Perkins Act does not require high school programs of study to include dual enrollment
opportunities, dual credit courses can help students reach their educational goals more quickly. Few states
have overarching policies in place to realize the potential of dual enrollment in helping more students earn
postsecondary credits. Some states fail to require students enrolled in dual credit courses to meet college-
readiness standards in mathematics, reading and writing. Many high school students who take CT courses
receive college credit but have major academic deficiencies and spend much of their first year of college in
remedial courses. Furthermore, many states lack the policies they need for dual credit and college transfers
of this credit. Funding for dual enrollment differs among states. 

ACTIONS STATES CAN TAKE:
Create a policy framework for developing career/technical and academic programs that connect
high school to postsecondary study and work. 

1. Designate resources to help secondary and postsecondary education state leaders develop
statewide multiple programs of study or career pathways.

2. Develop protocols and procedures for creating programs of study or career pathways with
sequences of recommended academic and career/technical courses that encompass essential 
college- and career-readiness standards and lead more students to employer certification, an 
associate’s degree or a bachelor’s degree.

Best State Policies and Practices

As part of a state initiative to improve its public high schools and prepare all students for life beyond
graduation, the Arkansas State Board of Education adopted the Smart Core curriculum that requires
all high school students to complete 16 units in core academics and six career focus units, beginning
with the 2010 graduating class. Smart Core specifies Algebra II as one of the four required mathemat-
ics units, and it dictates that all units in the career focus requirement shall be established through guid-
ance and counseling at the local school district, based on the student’s career interests.
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3. Provide guidelines and resources for schools to create guidance and advisement systems in
which:

� all entering ninth-graders set six-year career and postsecondary goals and develop an outline of 
academic and CT courses to help them achieve those goals.

� all students are paired with an adult mentor who advises them for all four years of high school 
and involves parents in reviewing students’ progress toward their goals.

� all school counselors are trained in the programs of study or career pathways to provide guidance
to students for setting and achieving their goals, and to help students develop skills and habits
required for college and careers.

4. Enable community and technical colleges to assign itinerant advisers to high school campuses 
to explain to students, teachers and counselors the level of academic preparedness in reading,
writing and mathematics required for immediate access to courses counting toward a career 
certificate, associate’s degree and/or bachelor’s degree.

5. Align state policies to realize the potential of dual enrollment courses in career/technical studies.

� Establish statewide college- and career-readiness
standards in reading, writing and mathematics that
students must meet to enroll in dual credit courses.

� Set minimum eligibility requirements for earning
college credit toward a degree while in high school,
and have all state postsecondary institutions apply
them to career/technical dual credit courses.

� Establish the same academic content standards, 
faculty requirements, course syllabi and end-of-
course exams for dual credit career/technical 
courses, whether for high school or college students.

� Develop a statewide system for the transfer of college credits earned through dual credit courses
toward a degree at the postsecondary level.

� Decide how dual credit courses will be funded so that students’ choices will not be limited by the
unwillingness of the high school and postsecondary systems to work together.

� Determine how dual enrollment will be monitored to ensure the programs meet state standards 
for college-level work.

6. Develop policies to help schools determine students’ level of college and career readiness prior to
their senior year, and develop transitional courses in English/reading and mathematics — with
common standards, syllabi and instructional materials — for 12th-graders who do not meet
readiness standards. Train teachers to lead the transitional courses and require unprepared students
who plan to pursue postsecondary studies to take the courses during their senior year.

7. Link secondary and postsecondary data systems to measure whether students who graduate 
from high school, including those in the new programs of study or career pathways, successfully
transition to postsecondary studies and work. 

Align state policies
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CHALLENGE 4: Assess the contributions career/technical education can make to improving 
students’ academic and technical achievement. The number of academic courses required for gradu-
ation has increased over the years, yet gains in achievement have not paralleled these rising requirements.
Through new CT courses that blend academic and technical content, students can learn academic content
and may be more motivated to achieve at higher levels in their academic studies. However, assessing the
redesigned CT courses’ impact on academic achievement is one of the biggest challenges in realizing the
potential of the Perkins Act. Under No Child Left Behind, state assessments for academic achievement are
usually given in grades nine and 10. But, for many students, the bulk of CT courses are not available until
grades 11 and 12. Furthermore, end-of-course assessments ignore the fact that academics embedded in 
CT courses often draw from a variety of academic courses and are driven by workplace requirements and
industry standards. For example, a four-course sequence of high school CT courses that include mathe-
matics may not be aligned to a specific mathematics course, but collectively may encompass academic 
standards equivalent to those required to earn one-half of a mathematics credit or more. States need to
assess and give credit for the impact these experiences have on academic achievement. 

Best State Policies and Practices

Some states offer credit for academic content in blended career/technical courses. For example, 
Kentucky has adopted a policy, effective for the graduating class of 2012, allowing approved career
courses to substitute for specific academic courses required for graduation.25 This policy encourages 
the redesign of CT courses to include essential academic content through the application of authentic
activities, projects and problems. These courses are aligned to all of the state academic content stan-
dards required for the traditional academic courses. Construction Geometry, a course in the CT 
carpentry program, embeds the 23 required state core content standards for geometry. Students com-
pleting this course earn one credit in geometry and one credit in carpentry. Another CT course inte-
grates agriculture and biology so that students may take the agriculture course in grade nine and
receive biology credit through embedded instruction. Redesigned CT courses in Kentucky are double-
block classes that provide one career/technical credit and one academic credit. 

The Perkins Act requires states to measure career/technical students’ achievement based on both acade-
mic and industry standards to determine career/technical education’s contribution to improving student
outcomes. Measuring technical achievement poses another challenge for states: Many states do not have
the resources to develop technical assessments with the same reliability and validity as academic assess-
ments. States can overcome this challenge, in part, by adopting existing, nationally recognized exams to
determine whether students are meeting technical or career-specific standards. 

Still, even those states adopting existing nationally recognized employer exams face challenges in 
measuring students’ skills. Some of the national exams are occupation-specific and designed for adults.
Some industry certification exams require students to complete an apprenticeship prior to taking the exam,
and some have age requirements. States need to determine who will pay the testing fees, how and where
tests will be administered, and to whom test results will be reported. 

25 Kentucky Board of Education. 704 KAR 3:305. Minimum requirements for high school graduation. Kentucky Administrative 
Regulations. Approved October 6, 2006. 
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Best State Policies and Practices

The Virginia State Board of Education allows students who meet technical standards on a state-
approved certification or licensure exam to earn up to two student-selected verified credits26 toward
graduation. The board established criteria requiring state-approved certification exams to: 

� prepare students for an occupation or occupational area.

� be knowledge-based rather than performance-based. 

� measure achievement in a CT field that confers a credential from a recognized industry, trade or
professional association.

� be administered on a multi-state or international basis.

� be standardized and graded externally.27

Oklahoma enacted a law in 2006 that requires every student, beginning with those entering the ninth
grade in 2008, to take end-of-instruction examinations in seven academic subjects. Students must pass
four of those exams to graduate.28 The law specifies that students must pass exams in Algebra I, Eng-
lish II and at least two of five remaining areas (Algebra II, Biology I, English III, geometry and United
States history). The new law also created a steering committee to advise the state Board of Education
on several matters, including the recognition of “alternate tests or assessments that equal or exceed the
rigor of the end-of-instruction assessments.” The steering committee identifies state and national CT
assessments that might serve as alternatives to passing the additional academic exams, provided the
assessments are business- and industry-recognized and result in a credential.

Massachusetts is investing heavily in the development of career/technical education exams. Beginning
with the graduating class of 2010, high school students will be required to pass these exams to earn a
Certificate of Occupational Proficiency that signifies mastery of a core set of academic skills, technical
competencies and knowledge. The state has redesigned 43 CTE curriculum frameworks to address six
elements needed in the work force — health and safety, technical knowledge, embedded academics,
management and entrepreneurship, technology, and employability — and to guide students’ learning
and assessment leading to the certificate. To qualify for the certificate, students must demonstrate mas-
tery of the knowledge and skills needed for employment and further education by passing both written
and performance exams. Students also will be required to complete a portfolio to demonstrate what
they have learned, earn a safety credential, and develop a career plan and resumé. While earning the
Certificate of Occupational Proficiency will not be required for graduation, students will be required 
to meet high school graduation requirements as a prerequisite for receiving the certificate.

26 Students in Virginia earn two types of credit during high school. Standard credit is based on a minimum of 140 hours of instruc-
tion and successful completion of the course. Verified credit is based on standard credit plus a passing score on the end-of-course
assessments or other board-approved substitute assessments, including industry certification exams. 

27 For more on the industry credentials that Virginia’s high school students can earn, visit: http://www.pen.k12.va.us/VDOE/
Instruction/CTE/certification/. 

28 Oklahoma State Department of Education. Achieving Classroom Excellence Act (ACE) of 2006: Summary — http://www.ofe.org/
lef/ff06-garrett-acesumm.rtf.
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ACTIONS STATES CAN TAKE:
Assess the contribution career/technical education can make to advancing academic and tech-
nical achievement.

1. Create policies allowing students to earn academic credit through challenging career/technical
courses that: feature curriculum and instruction aligned with college- and career-readiness 
standards, are taught by well-trained and qualified teachers, and incorporate external assess-
ments to verify students’ mastery of academic content.

2. Set progressive annual targets for increasing the percentages of CT students who meet the 
proficiency levels used to measure Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) under No Child Left Behind
(NCLB). Extend CT targets to match NCLB’s requirement that 100 percent of students meet state
academic standards in at least English/reading and mathematics by 2014.

3. Allow CT students the option to meet graduation requirements (in subjects other than reading,
writing and mathematics, which are required of all students) by passing equally rigorous state-
approved employer certification exams. Support districts in giving these state-approved alternative
exams to CT students in 12th grade and provide funding
for exam fees.

4. Change the state accountability system to require that
high schools improve annually the percentage of CT
students who pass state-approved industry certifica-
tion exams adopted by the state’s secondary and post-
secondary education systems and who meet standards
on college-placement exams that allow students to
enter college without remediation.

5. Consider virtual learning options for students who
have limited access to high-quality CT programs.

CHALLENGE 5: Prepare and enable career/technical teachers to teach essential academic skills
through application in authentic activities, projects and problems. Career/technical education 
teachers need substantial professional development to understand how to teach academics in technical
courses using contextual instruction. A majority of CT teachers enter the profession through alternative
certification, and some do not have strong backgrounds in academic content knowledge and in embed-
ding academic content into classroom assignments. They also may not have strong classroom manage-
ment skills, and about one in four CT teachers does not have a bachelor’s degree.29

Some CT teachers have the necessary academic backgrounds in English, mathematics or science to 
be considered “highly qualified” under NCLB and to teach blended CT courses yielding academic credit.
However, most CT teachers need further professional development to teach courses that blend academic
and technical content. Kentucky is using virtual instruction to provide “highly qualified” teachers in
more classrooms. Web-based instruction offers a promising strategy for CTE, but requires schools to
embrace and integrate such technology and lessons into their classrooms.

29 Special analysis by SREB of CTE teachers completing the 2006 High Schools That Work Secondary Teacher Survey.  
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The Perkins Act requires comprehensive professional development that prepares teachers to embed
essential academic content standards into CT courses and to work in teams of academic and CT teachers
to advance students’ academic and technical achievement. Professional development should be intensive
and sustained rather than short-term, one-time workshops. The aim of such training should be to
increase CT teachers’ knowledge of academic and industry standards, to help them assess students’ per-
formance on the standards, and to develop data-analysis skills that will enable them to identify students
who need special assistance. The Perkins Act allows states to provide funds for school districts and other
entities to design and implement this type of training.

ACTIONS STATES CAN TAKE:
Enable career/technical teachers to teach essential academic skills through application in
authentic activities, projects and problems.

1. Adopt policies that strengthen the preparation and certification requirements for all career/
technical teachers, and require CT teachers to:

� have a bachelor’s degree or be on schedule to complete one within five years of employment.

� meet the same academic performance requirements required of academic teachers.

� demonstrate teaching competence by passing an appropriate pedagogy exam or by meeting 
standards on a classroom performance assessment conducted by an external evaluator. 

� demonstrate technical content competence by passing a state-approved external assessment.

2. Invest in a strong CT teacher induction system with sustained professional development and
mentors that prepares teachers to:

� use data to set higher expectations in CT classrooms.

� align CT curricula with essential college- and career-readiness standards, and use the standards to
guide classroom assignments and assessments.

� use research-based literacy and numeracy instructional strategies to help students meet readiness
standards.

� engage students in the application of academic and technical knowledge and higher-order think-
ing skills through hands-on projects and problems.

� manage classrooms of students with diverse learning styles and achievement levels.

3. Invest in the training of current CT teachers to help them embed and teach essential academic
content through project- and problem-based learning and through structured workplace learn-
ing opportunities.

4. Provide high school principals with professional development on: aligning curricula, classroom
assignments and assessments with college- and career-readiness standards; managing institu-
tional change; securing resources; establishing flexible schedules; implementing project- and
problem-based learning strategies; and designing effective professional development for teachers.
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A Sense of Urgency: 
How State Leaders Can Take Action to Help More Students Succeed

Too many students are unprepared for employment and postsecondary studies. Too many leave
high school before they acquire the knowledge and skills they will need to advance in a job, career train-
ing or higher learning. High school and even some college graduates lack the skills employers demand of
workers: strong academic skills, appropriate technical skills, and the abilities to think critically, solve 
problems, collaborate in teams and articulate solutions. 

Many of today’s high schools fail to keep students engaged. Schools urgently need to make learning
more relevant and help students see how education links to their future. Schools need to recognize stu-
dents’ varied learning styles and deliver instruction in more innovative ways to meet students’ diverse
learning needs. Educators, parents, students and policy-makers need to better understand the value that
quality career/technical education brings to improving student achievement.

States have long overlooked the contributions high-quality career/technical education can make to
preparing more students for success in careers and postsecondary studies. Career/technical education
should become a key strategy to help states to improve academic and technical achievement and reform
high schools. State leaders, educators, policy-makers and the business community share responsibility 
for taking action. 

Career/technical education will positively affect student achievement and graduation rates if states 
are willing to invest in improving their programs. Programs of study focused on careers that are vital to
the state’s economy may require new learning facilities and equipment. School leaders need training in
aligning these pathways with college- and career-readiness standards. CT teachers need professional 
development in blending academic and technical content and in employing research-based instructional
strategies. States need to develop greater technical expertise and resources to make these changes in
schools and classrooms.

States risk weakening their work force and economies without these kinds of actions to improve 
CTE and to help more students learn higher-level academic skills by applying them.

5. Publish and post Web-based guides that outline the most essential college- and career-readiness
standards and describe the type of work through which students can demonstrate progress
toward meeting the standards. Provide examples of anchor assignments that embed college- 
and career-readiness standards and written and performance-based classroom assessments.

6. Create and maintain a digital repository of tested course syllabi, anchor assignments and assess-
ments for career/technical courses that are aligned with state academic standards.



Tools to Help States Realize 
Career/Technical Education’s Potential in High School Reform

SREB’s HSTW has developed an assessment tool to help states determine progress made toward realizing the
contributions career/technical education can make to high school reform. The tool, a checklist, includes all of the
actions recommended in this report and provides a scale for levels of implementation of each action as a way for
states and local school districts to gauge progress made. States and districts can identify the challenges to imple-
menting these actions and develop strategies to overcome them. The Web-based checklist tool is accessible on the
SREB Web site — www.sreb.org.

Several other career/technical education reports useful to states as they work to realize CTE’s potential also 
are available on SREB’s Web site. Some are highly relevant to helping states implement the recommended actions. 
For example:

Getting Students Ready for College and Careers: Transitional Senior English. This report describes and defines
the reading and writing readiness standards that are needed to prepare students for postsecondary studies and
careers. It provides samples of related school assessments to help teachers provide the support and class structure
needed to get students to the readiness level expected by colleges. Also included are samples of learning activities 
to provide a structure for students to improve their literacy preparation. (08V04); 64 pages; 2007.

Designing Challenging Vocational Courses — A Guide to Preparing a Syllabus. This book is designed to help
career/technical teachers develop a syllabus of the content they want students to master in a course, the projects stu-
dents will be expected to complete, the instructional methods to be used in the course and the assessment strategies
that will measure student achievement. The emphasis is on project learning as students strengthen their academic
and career/technical skills in challenging courses. (97V46); 111 pages; 1997. 

Research Brief — Project Lead The Way® Works: A New Type of Career and Technical Program. This research
brief shows how the Project Lead The Way® (PLTW) STEM-based curricula raise student achievement in science,
technology, engineering and mathematics courses and help get students ready for college and careers. Analyzing
data from the 2006 HSTW Assessment, it looks at how PLTW students are more likely to exceed the HSTW course
recommendations and are more prepared to pursue postsecondary studies and advances in the workplace. (07V29);
20 pages; 2007.

Using Real-World Projects to Help Students Meet High Standards in Education and the Workplace. Site
Development Guide #11. Project-based learning invigorates students and teachers by showing how academic and
technical content and skills are applied to the “real world.” This guide provides a framework for academic and
career/technical teachers who want to raise students’ achievement by getting them to complete challenging, real-
life projects. (00V03); 24 pages; 2000.

Actions States Can Take to Place a Highly Qualified Career/Technical Teacher in Every Classroom. Besides
presenting actions for states to take to strengthen the preparation of their career/technical teachers, this report also
addresses five key questions with respect to recruitment, preparation, induction and support of career/technical
teachers: 1) What is the route for becoming a high school career/technical teacher? 2) What would an improved 
system to prepare these teachers look like? 3) What does the current system look like in selected states? 4) What can
states do to close the gap between current and improved systems? 5) How can states work to support reciprocity?
(05V73); 26 pages; 2005.

Lost in Transition: Building a Better Path from School to College and Careers. This report is based on 15 state
education forums held in 2005 and 2006. Sponsored by the League for Innovation in the Community College and
the Southern Regional Education Board, and supported by the U.S. Department of Education, the forums focused
on the goals of the College and Career Transitions Initiative. This report summarizes the findings from the educa-
tion forums, identifies key policy issues, and details actions states can take to improve students’ transitions from
high school to postsecondary studies and careers. (08V01); 28 pages; 2008. 
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