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Framing The Problem
“When I compare our high schools 
to what I see when I’m traveling 
abroad, I am terrified for our work 
force of tomorrow” — Bill Gates, 
Founder and CEO of Microsoft

Consensus among researchers confirms 
that despite several decades of education 
reform, the U.S. graduation rate has not 
climbed above 70 percent.6 In some juris-
dictions, these numbers are worse since 
graduation rates vary by gender, race, and 
locality. Overall, the on-time public high 
school graduation rates for Hispanics are 
as low as 48 percent, with graduation rates 
for Whites and Asians hovering around 75 
to 77 percent, respectively.7 Some states 
and districts are losing potential talent 
at the rate of seven thousand students 
every school day—a steady desertion that 
grows into more than 1.2 million dropouts 
each year, a number equal to the entire 
population of Dallas or San Diego. Some 
estimates place the loss in productivity 
upwards of $3.2 billion over the lifetime of 
the dropouts.8 These numbers have serious 
consequences. 

Dropouts are far more likely to spend 
their lives periodically unemployed, on 
government assistance, or cycling in and 
out of the prison system. The relationship 
is clearest when looking at dropout status 
and incarceration: although they consti-
tute less than 20 percent of the overall 

Yet despite the changing composition 
of the American economy, the education 
that many young people receive today 
remains disconnected from labor market 
demands. In the quest to establish aca-
demic environments where all students 
are held to high standards, education pol-
icy reflects a “college-for-all” philosophy 
that despite good intentions fails 7,000 
students a day who leave high school be-
fore completing their degree.4 This paper 
argues that a greater emphasis on career 
readiness can reduce the dropout rate, 
while also reengineering American high 
schools to provide the lifeblood that sup-
plies industry with much needed talent. 

To some, talk of career readiness con-
jures negative memories of the vocational 
schools of the 20th century that siphoned 
students into low-level academic tracks.5 
The new focus on career readiness, how-
ever, is about equipping individuals with 
the knowledge base to participate in an 
increasingly competitive market, and 
not about reviving antiquated tracking 
practices. With U.S. global competitive-
ness at stake, state policymakers can raise 
the quality of career readiness programs 
through a comprehensive approach that 
allows educators, community partners, 
and the private sector to collaborate in 
breaking down the barriers between sec-
ondary education, post-secondary educa-
tion, and local industry.
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Executive Summary: 
Despite the economic downturn and a 
perceived lack of jobs, the changing U.S. 
labor market is creating demand for 
high skilled workers who possess more 
than a traditional high school diploma, 
but less than a bachelor’s degree. This 
paper proposes that educators, industry, 
and policymakers can fill the “skill gap” 
by embracing programs that align high 
school academic instruction, technical 
training, and local job opportunities. 

Introduction
As low-skilled professions become 

automated or exported to Chinese shores, 
technological advances are generating 
opportunities here at home in healthcare, 
information technology, and advance 
manufacturing. Leading economists 
project that between 2008 and 2018, these 
emerging sectors will create more than 47 
million new occupations that will account 
for an estimated 64 percent of all new job 
openings.1 A quick glance at today’s job 
trends provides supporting evidence for 
this prognosis. Healthcare, for instance, 
is the nation’s hottest industry having 
added over one million jobs during the re-
cession.2 What’s more, this trend is likely 
to continue as the implementation of the 
Affordable Care Act increases the demand 
for nurses and other healthcare support 
staff.3 
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population, dropouts make up over 50 
percent of the state prison inmate popula-
tion.9 Consistently, failing high schools 
are located where disadvantaged groups 
are disproportionately represented in the 
prison system.10 The loss of large num-
bers of young people from the education 
system is a matter of public record and 
public concern. Rather than educating 
individuals to tackle a highly competi-
tive 21st century knowledge economy, 
“dropout factories” are creating a steady 
stream of would-be delinquents in what 
some civil rights leaders have labeled the 
“school-to-prison” pipeline. 

The job prospects for these drop-
outs are similarly bleak. The impact of a 
truncated education can be seen in the 
employment numbers during the recent 
recession and the ongoing recovery. Un-
employment improved the most between 
January 2010 and January 2011 among 
Americans with a high school educa-
tion or less, decreasing from 15.4 percent 
to 13.6 percent. Even with the change, 
unemployment still stands relatively high 
when compared to individuals with some-
college and with college graduates— 10.9 
percent and 5.8 percent, respectively. 

 Sustained economic recovery will 
likely continue driving down unemploy-
ment numbers for high school dropouts, 
although marginally. Another Gallup poll 
found that more than 60 percent of small-
business owners who hired fewer workers 
than they needed in 2010 claim the one 
reason they did so was an inability to find 
qualified employees.11 Fresno, California 
offers a more vivid example: although the 

unemployment hovers at 16.9 percent, 
managers at the 7,000-employee Commu-
nity Medical Centers say they cannot find 
enough workers to fill jobs requiring tech-
nical training.12 These examples are just 
two of many that support the idea that 
improvement in education and training 
are critical factors in reducing unemploy-
ment in the future.

The aggregate consequences of raising 
the high school graduation rate for each 
age cohort are economically significant 
if they complete high school both college 
and career ready. Each cohort of 20-year 
olds includes over 700,000 high school 
dropouts. The fiscal consequence is $148 
billion in lost tax revenues and additional 
public expenditures over the lifetime of 
the dropouts. If this number was reduced 
by half through successful preparation for 
college and career, the net present value 
economic benefit would be $45 billion.13 
To better serve all students, states should 
move to implement student-centered ap-
proaches that seek to engage the indi-
viduals who do not succeed in traditional 
classrooms but could benefit from a rigor-
ous technical education.

Recommendations
The U.S. education system fails 1.2 million 
young people each year not because of in-
difference, but because it is focused too ex-
clusively on a few narrow pathways to suc-
cess. The one-size-fits-all method to how 
school systems deliver education is clearly 
broken. Those who are left behind tend to 
be students without their own sources of 
motivation, without role models in their 

families or communities—that is, the chil-
dren of the underprivileged, whose parents 
are poorly educated or have jobs for which 
formal schooling is irrelevant.14 Combining 
a college-preparatory curriculum with an 
exceptional career and technical education 
affords students who may otherwise drop 
out with a clear pathway towards better 
economic prospects. 

There is a need for school models 
that engage potential drop outs that 
are grounded on relevant and rigorous 
curriculum. A career track for students 
connects the actual needs in the country’s 
economy with related coursework that 
helps motivated young people answer the 
question: “why do I need to learn this?” To 
provide all students these opportunities 
requires State Governments to incentivize 
districts to: 
a. Invest in Career Academies. The pur-

pose of the small learning communities 
is to create supporting, personalized 
learning environments that combine 
academic and career and technical cur-
ricula around a career. Instruction is of-
fered on the fastest growing local indus-
tries, each designed to prepare students 
to either go directly into the workforce 
or continue their education in college or 
other post-secondary training. 

b. Leverage Technology to Provide 
Career Planning. Career counseling is 
an essential component of any effec-
tive pathways approach, yet America’s 
current system of career guidance is 
wholly inadequate, and many ado-
lescents receive limited guidance. 
Software, such as Virginia Community 
College System’s WIZARD, provides 
students with customized information 
on certificates and courses that allow 
for purposeful long-term planning.

c. Forge Private-Public Partnerships. 
Robust integrated partnerships be-
tween schools and private partners to 
conduct “skill analysis” with the intent 
of strengthening and expanding what 
works in strong career academies. At 
the same time, the partnerships build 
capacity to support the work on the 
ground through investment in work-
based learning opportunities, career 
mentoring, and internships. 
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lege and the workforce were more likely to 
graduate.23 In sum, engagement matters. 

Unfortunately, workforce preparation 
and college readiness have often been po-
sitioned as “either/or” choices, suggesting 
that high schools cannot help students in 
both areas simultaneously. But the data is 
beginning to demonstrate otherwise. In a 
randomized experiment published in the 
American Educational Research Jour-
nal, one group of teachers taught math 
in a traditional lecture style while the 
other group integrated the material into 
a career curriculum. After one year of the 
math-enhanced career and technical edu-
cation lesson, students performed equally 
on technical skills and significantly bet-
ter than the students who learned math 
through lectures on two standardized 
tests of math ability.24 When done well, 
career academies integrate rigorous aca-
demic instruction into demanding tech-
nical curriculum and field-based learning. 

Moreover, students who attended ca-
reer academies had higher earnings than 
their peers who did not attend career 
academies. The magnitude of the impact 
of career academies on annual earnings 
during the eighth year after high school 
for young men—a 16 percent increase 
over non-academy group’s earnings—is 
larger than the earnings premium that 
other researchers have calculated for two 
full-time equivalent years of enrollment 
in community college.25 The most sus-
tained impact was observed in males, who 
showed longer employment periods. This 
is not to say that career academies are a 
substitute for post-secondary education, 
only that they can provide a solid first 
step on the economic ladder.

Charting a New Path
Implementing the new program would 
require a fundamental shift. Traditionally 
changing basic organizational patterns 
creates overload for teachers, it does not 
simply add new tasks to familiar rou-
tines but requires teachers to replace old 
behaviors with new ones. It also requires 
school leaders to persuade pupils, col-
leagues, and parents and school boards 
to accept the new patterns as normal 

21st Century Investments 
“For far too long, career and technical 
education has been the neglected  
stepchild of education reform. That 
neglect has to stop.” 
—Arne Duncan, United States  
Secretary of Education

Career academies are 21st century school 
models that connect learning in the class-
room with real-world applications outside 
of school.19 There are three characteristic 
of career academies: (1) they are orga-
nized as small learning communities to 
create a more supportive, personalized 
learning environments; (2) they com-
bine academic and career and technical 
curricula around a career theme; and (3) 
they establish partnerships with local em-
ployers to provide career awareness and 
work-based learning opportunities for 
students.20 Students are still expected to 
achieve at high levels in mathematics, sci-
ence, English, and social studies but mas-
ter these subjects through the power of 
applying knowledge to a real-world con-
text.21 These academies can create that 
necessary connection between school and 
future outcomes that traditional schools, 
for some students, do not.

Furthermore, information about the 
value of career and technical education 
has been growing, making it more pos-
sible to target investments to the most 
promising practices. Consider the find-
ings of one of the most rigorous studies 
on the effectiveness of these academies. 
When compared to the traditional high 
school models, career academies had the 
strongest and most pervasive effects on 
the engagement of high-risk students. 
For these individuals, the academies 
increased attendance and credits earned 
in both academic and career or technical 
courses, and they kept a higher propor-
tion of those students enrolled in school 
through the end of twelfth grade.22 In 
many ways, this point is consistent with 
recent studies conducted by Elaine Allen-
sworth and her colleagues at the Chicago 
Consortium on Chicago School Research 
at the University of Chicago that showed 
schools where students felt like their high 
school grades mattered for success in col-

On the national level, the Carl D. Per-
kins Vocational and Technical Education 
Act of 1998 attempts to get at this need 
for career and technical education, but 
is made less effective because it func-
tions almost separately from mainstream 
education. Some of the failure could be 
attributed to the wrongful notion that 
career readiness is in some ways less rig-
orous than college readiness. Much of this 
is borne from historical accounts. During 
the 19th century, a small group of educa-
tion leaders argued for elementary school 
teachers to sort their pupils by their 
evident or probable destinies. As sorting 
became routine, academic achievement 
was one criterion, but the obvious sort-
ing mechanisms were gender, race, and 
ethnicity.15 Although the manual train-
ing curriculum was intended originally 
as a means of infusing instruction with 
greater sensory experiences in order to 
make learning both more interesting and 
more meaningful, in too many instances 
it became a euphemism for work experi-
ence with minimal instruction.16 

History, however, should make policy-
makers vigilant but not afraid of innova-
tion. With nearly 14 million unemployed 
workers and another 8 million working 
part-time involuntarily,17 the time is right 
to widen the cultural constructions of a 
“real school” and place students on the 
equally demanding trajectory towards 
career readiness. Focusing the career 
academies on future jobs directly chal-
lenges the premise that students will not 
have a challenging curriculum. In the new 
economy, hierarchies are flatter and front-
line workers are more broadly responsible, 
requiring advanced decision-making, 
problem-solving, and communications 
skills that they did not previously need.18 
Even secretarial occupations that were 
considered undemanding now involve 
a sophisticated command of computer 
software. If done correctly, these career-
focused improvements could advance 
career readiness and improve the job 
prospects of those who college-for-all 
leaves behind.
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middle school. Technology also offers a 
promising avenue to provide students with 
customized career counseling at a frac-
tion of the cost of hiring more counselors. 
While the recommendations do not neces-
sitate legislation, the South Carolina model 
is an example of a jurisdiction that has 
made career education a central tenet of 
their economic development. 

Part of the process of aligning school 
systems with economic need is to elimi-
nate government regulations that protect 
or create inefficient silos. At the federal 
level, for example, the Department Labor 
provides $100 million grants under the 
“Energy Training Partnership” program 
to provide job training for dislocated 
workers and other target populations in 
energy efficiency and clean energy indus-
tries.32 The current grants structure does 
not encourage secondary schools, post-
secondary institutions, and workforce 
development centers to partner in a way 
that the funding could provide a higher 
return. Instead, the grants are completely 
reactive and can only be used once indi-
viduals are dislocated. Policymakers, edu-
cation practitioners, and business leaders 
should be able to leverage these and other 
existing federal investments, including 
removal of barriers to combining funding 
from disparate funding streams. 

On the instructional level, teachers 
need professional development to deliver 
the instruction, mentorship, and feedback 
students need to be successful. Resources 
to fund these projects should not only 
come from the Perkins Act, but also from 
Title II of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) that provides fund-
ing to improve teacher quality in tradi-
tional schools. State policymakers should 
also be able to use ESEA funds on a range 
of efforts in secondary schools to better 
familiarize disadvantaged high school 
students with both the requirements of 
postsecondary education and with oppor-
tunities like Pell grants to support them 
if they want to continue the certifica-
tion process into college.33 Some of these 
streamlining efforts were undertaken in 
Virginia under the leadership of then-
Governor Mark Warner in his Education 
for a Lifetime Initiative.

Finally, cooperation to develop well-de-
fined pathways that lead to industry-recog-
nized certification is a critical component. 
A good example is the consortia of auto 
manufactures that brings together GM, 
Ford, and Toyota to work with commu-
nity colleges and the National Automotive 
Technology Education Foundation with 
the intent of certifying workers in electri-
cal and electronic systems, engine perfor-
mance, and other automotive specialties.34 
In all these efforts, the partnerships allow 
for more fully established pathway system 
that defines for students a set of courses, 
training, and hours that count towards the 
industry certification. Equally important, 
it provides industry with a market signal 
that lets them know they are hiring em-
ployees who have the skill set to fulfill the 
high skill job responsibilities. 

Conclusion
The current dropout problem affecting 
American public high schools is a cause 
for concern. Concentrated primarily in 
high poverty, minority communities these 
schools are exacting a significant cost on 
the economy. As the demographics of the 
country shifts in favor of traditionally 
underperforming groups, it is impera-
tive that our education reform strategies 
include multiple pathways to success. 
Making these changes requires refocus-
ing attention on student needs; when 
people differ in capabilities, interest, and 
preferences, identical treatment does not 
provide every child with a world-class 
education. Rewiring how high schools 
function requires a sustained effort, espe-
cially since reform in one school or school 
district takes place within a larger inter-
dependent system. Within this context, 
investing in career academies, leveraging 
technology to provide career training, 
and forging more private-public partner-
ships should be undertaken at a systems 
level for it to truly take hold. 

Instead of being ready-made plans, the 
laid out policy recommendations are prin-
ciples, general aims, to be modified in the 
light of experience and embodied in prac-
tices that vary by state or even by district. 
Nonetheless, we must change expectations. 

and desirable.26 This transition will not 
be easy, especially because some oppo-
nents will look at the expansion of career 
and technical education as an assault 
on academics. But quite the opposite 
is true. Career and technical education 
makes available another tool for teach-
ers to teach challenging material, not to 
replace it. In line with current efforts to 
professionalize teaching, these programs 
require teachers to be able to develop 
their own curricula, to collaborate with 
teachers from other disciplines, and even 
to work with employers.27

Critical to any successful career acad-
emy pathway program is for education 
leaders, policymakers, and the private 
sector to engage in integrated partner-
ships to conduct needs assessment.28 
Working with local businesses these sur-
veys are used to determine what occupa-
tions are projected to experience growth. 
Rather than a one-time consultation, the 
dialogue between the institutions is an 
ongoing partnership to ensure that the 
curriculum is aligned with community 
needs with the purpose of developing ca-
reer tracks and not dead end occupations. 
Massachusetts, for instance, has already 
created broad, cross-sectional needs 
assessment to establish career schools. 
Located in central Massachusetts, the 
Essex Agricultural and Technical High 
Schools offers training in the majority of 
the twenty-five fastest occupations in the 
state as defined by the Massachusetts De-
partment of Workforce Development.29 

In our current economy, there is evi-
dence of skill mismatches, with vacancies 
in good-paying jobs as welders, machinists, 
and health care professionals while work-
ers either cannot find jobs or take positions 
well below their potential.30 One necessary 
component of career readiness is a quality 
career counseling strategy that guides stu-
dents to emerging markets. In South Caro-
lina, the legislature enacted the Education 
and Economic Development Act (EEDC) 
which mandates the development of cur-
riculum organized around a career cluster 
system.31 Career counselors help students 
a select career, determine what credits 
are necessary to achieve their objectives, 
and provide general guidance as early as 
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Once there is a broader mandate, because 
a crisis demands it or leadership with some 
new vision re-defines it, then districts and 
school leaders can change their ways—oth-
erwise, they only have permission to repli-
cate what already exist. The way schools are 
currently organized is a product of history, 
not some primordial creation.35 Educators 
should take advantage of tightening bud-
gets to support new conceptions of teaching 
and learning that offers a medium for all 
students to succeed and develop intellec-
tually. The challenge for practitioners is 
not only to carefully implement a rigorous 
career program so as to not harm student 
learning, but to also transform the shortage 
of skilled labor into an opportunity to reas-
sess the conveyor belt policy that contrib-
utes to the current “skill gap.” Success here 
is measured by how much we are able to 
engage the students who have traditionally 
been left behind, and how well the new sys-
tem prepares them to move forward. 
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