
Running Head: CTE COURSE PARTICIPATION DECREASES DROPOUT RATES 1 
	  

 

 

 

 

 

Career and Technology Education Course Participation Decreases Dropout Rates 

Rhonda Ritter 

University of North Texas 

CECS 6000 

Summer 2012 



CTE COURSE PARTICIPATION DECREASES DROPOUT RATES 2 

Abstract 

Society struggles on a daily basis with the number of individuals who leave high school before 

obtaining a high school diploma.  As a result, this leads to economic adversity in many areas 

ranging from the number of individuals receiving welfare subsidies, increase in unemployment 

rates, to an increase in prison enrollment (ACTE, 2007).  Schools are expected to produce 

individuals who are prepared to enter the workforce and/or post-secondary education.  To 

achieve quality, employable skills students need to have acquired academic as well as career and 

technical training before leaving high school.  This paper proposes the possibility of students 

who participate in Career and Technology Education (CTE) courses are less likely to drop out of 

high school as compared to students who do not participate in CTE courses. 
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Career and Technology Education Course Participation Decreases Dropout Rates 

There are many different aspects to consider when thinking about the role of education in 

our society.  Educators are expected to effectively produce citizens who are able to enter the 

workforce with the skills necessary for a productive and prosperous career.  There are numerous 

factors that cause students to be labeled at-risk or to drop out of high school.  Many of the 

variables that exist are beyond an educator’s control and students continue to drop out.  The 

reality is that no matter the reason, it is a burden on the individual as well as on society as a 

whole.   The National Center of Education Statistics defines an at-risk student as “..a student who 

is likely to fail at school...school failure is typically seen as dropping out of school before high 

school graduation” (Kaufman, Bradbury & Owings, 1992, p. 14).  Federal and state governments 

work to determine what is the best method to continue to educate students and help them to earn 

a high school diploma.  

For purposes of this study the following definitions will be used. The definition of 

dropout is considered as any student who may choose to leave high school before receiving a 

high school diploma once reaching the legal age to do so (Dropout, 2010). 

The acronym CTE is Career and Technology Education. In the use of CTE, the ‘T’ can be 

termed as technical or technology.  When vocational skills and training were introduced into 

education several decades ago, the ‘T’ was referred to as ‘Technical’.  It was applied to 

education to teach trade, or technical, skills for jobs that were needed during those times. Over 

the past few decades and the impact of technology, the ‘T’ has been referenced as ‘Technology’.   

At the high school level, the vocational and technical skills training has historically been 

left to Career and Technology Education departments.  This part of the educational system was 

formerly called “Vocational Education”, or “voc ed”, because its main focus was to prepare 
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students to become skilled workers in manufacturing industries and other types of trade skilled 

areas (Cohen and Besharov, 2002).  As a result of the new Career and Technology Education 

courses that combined academic skills and technical skills, this helped to decrease the number of 

high school dropouts in our nation’s schools.  This study researches the question, “Are students 

who have a 2.0 or lower GPA and have completed at least three Career and Technology 

Education courses less likely to drop out of high school when compared to students who 

completed no CTE courses?” 

Literature Review 

In October of 2000, “dropouts accounted for approximately one-half million of the 10 

million students who were enrolled in high school..” (Kaufman, Alt, and Chapman, 2004, p. 28).    

By the 2008-2009 school year the number had reached 607,000 students in grades 9-12 that 

dropped out of high school (Chapman, Laird, Ifill and KewalRamani, 2011).  More recently the 

Alliance for Excellent Education (2011) reported that 1.2 million students were dropping out of 

school annually, which is approximately 7,000 students on a daily basis.  Chapman et al. (2011) 

found that the number of high school dropouts fluctuates on a yearly basis but the dropout rates 

produced no measurable differences between the 1990s and 2000s. 

Students who drop out of high school do not receive any type of formal education and 

more importantly any type of technical skill training that would allow them to be able to enter 

the workforce and become productive citizens.  This not only has serious long-term 

consequences on the individual but on our society as well.  Without some type of proper training 

or skills, there is not much hope of obtaining employment that would possibly allow for financial 

stability in the future. 
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Many variables exist as to why students drop out before completing any type of training 

program.  Some that have been examined by Cohen & Besharov (2002) are:  low socioeconomic 

status and family structure, students are unsuccessful in academic courses or simply do not like 

the academic course, and students cannot see the application of the studies and how it relates to 

the real-world which causes a loss of interest and motivation.   However, Cohen and Besharov 

also believe that the final reason for dropping out is a process of disengagement both on a social 

and academic level.  

With the increase in student dropouts, the educational system needed to devise some type 

of intervention plans; programs that would help decrease the dropout rates.  The Carl D. Perkins 

Career and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006 helped secondary and post-secondary 

schools with funding to improve and develop academic and career and technical skills for 

students in CTE courses (Public Law 109-270, 2006).    

Career and Technology Education courses involve numerous subject areas.  Within each 

area of CTE there are many different courses that may be offered.  According to the Texas 

Education Agency (2010) the following are located under the Career and Technical Education 

umbrella:  Agriculture, Food and Natural Resources; Architecture and Construction; Arts, 

Audio/Video Technology, and Communications; Business Management and Administration; 

Education and Training; Finance; Government and Public Administration; Health Science; 

Hospitality and Tourism; Human Service; Information Technology; Law, Public Safety, 

Corrections, and Security; Manufacturing; Marketing; Science, Technology, Engineering, and 

Mathematics; Transportation, Distribution, and Logistics; and Career Development. 
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The goal of the CTE program is to prepare “..young people to manage the dual roles of 

family member and wage earner…enable students to gain entry-level employment in a high-skill, 

high-wage job...” (Texas Education Agency, 2010).  

Career-related education is a way of providing skills that an employer values that may be 

effective for students who are disengaged in learning, providing the types of work habits that 

employers are seeking (Cohen & Besharov, 2002).  The more skills that can be acquired during 

high school can lead to more opportunities for individuals when entering the job market.   

Studies have shown that students that participate in CTE courses are more likely to be 

engaged in learning and tend to stay in school thereby receiving a formal high school diploma.  

“CTE is one promising strategy for addressing the difficulties faced by high school dropouts and 

graduates who seek jobs or attend college without adequate preparation” (Cohen & Besharov, 

2002, p. 12).   

The Association for Career and Technical Education (ACTE) Issue Brief (2007) states 

another advantage of having students participate in CTE.  “CTE increases student engagement, 

builds positive relationships, and provides innovative delivery methods for students who have 

failed, or are in danger of failing, to complete a high school diploma” (ACTE, 2007, p. 4).   

In 2003, a report released by the Advisory Committee for the National Assessment of 

Vocational Education stated that, “CTE empowers students by providing a range of learning 

opportunities that serve different learning styles. . . . For many students, applying academic and 

technical skills to real-world activities . . . and being able to see how their learning is related to 

the world of work make CTE classes more interesting and motivating, and more educationally 

powerful than standard academic classes” (Anderson et al, 2004, p. 6).  When students are taught 

in a career or work oriented fashion it helps them to see the connection between what they are 
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learning in school, finally bringing meaning to those students who see no reason to do well in 

school.   

Given the current trends in educational attainment, Bailey (2005) predicts that “the share 

of the U. S. population with less than a high school degree is expected to increase from 16.1 

percent to 18.5 percent” by the year 2020 (p. 16).   Bloom and Haskins (2010) reported that 

“Dropping out of school is also linked with other negative outcomes such as increased chances 

of unemployment or completely dropping out of the workforce, lower rates of marriage, 

increased incidence of divorce and births outside marriage, increased involvement with the 

welfare and legal systems, and even poor health” (p. 2).  

Keeping students in school is not only beneficial to that individual but to society.  Rouse 

(2005) showed in her research with one cohort of 18 year olds that if they did not complete high 

school, it would result in approximately $192 billion in combined income and tax revenue losses 

to the United States.  This roughly averages to 1.6% of GDP.   This causes great hardships on the 

labor market and our economic welfare.   

Career and Technology Education programs have had significant positive effects on 

increasing the earning potential of students.  Students that develop skills within the CTE 

programs are able to enter the workforce and become productive citizens, helping society as a 

whole by contributing to the national job labor market.  According to Bishop and Mane (2004), 

students who participated in four CTE courses were paid 4.2% more per hour in 1994 and in 

2000 received 4.8% more per hour than students who did not participate in CTE courses.   

In an October 2005 report by the National Research Center for Career and Technical 

Education “students who entered high school at a normal or younger age had a decreased risk of 

dropping out of high school as they added CTE courses to their curriculum…” (Plank, DeLuca, 
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and Estacion, 2005, p. 360).   It was suggested that if students combine CTE courses within their 

academic course load this would lower their risk of dropping out.  The rationale was that having 

both types of courses would offer the students a more diverse sense of learning and would 

establish and encourage a pathway to a successful future.  If students see that what they are 

learning is useful and perhaps they will reap the monetary benefits from it in the future, they are 

more prone to do better in school.	  

Bishop and Mane (2004) quote a 2003 report of the Advisory Committee for the National 

Assessment of Vocational Education that summarizes the overall benefits of CTE: 

….CTE relies on a powerful mode of teaching and learning that cognitive 

scientists call “contextual” or “situated” learning, both in classrooms and in 

workplaces.  A career focus often gives students a sense of direction and 

motivates them to achieve and to stay in school….Just having the option of being 

able to concentrate in CTE in high school results in more young people staying in 

school because more individually relevant choices are available to them (p. 383). 

 It has been concluded by Bishop and Mane (2004) in their longitudinal study that 

if students in high school are offered the option of taking CTE courses that will prepare 

them for their chosen occupation that it will increase their school attendance rates.  This 

would improve the labor market outcomes of high school graduates regardless of whether 

they enter the workforce immediately or after some post-secondary training.   

Methods 

 In the event that this study would be conducted, the sample would be 9th-12th grade 

students from the local high school.  Data would be collected for a period of four years, 

beginning with a freshman class and following those students until their graduation year.  The 
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study would address the question  “Are students who have a 2.0 or lower GPA and have 

completed at least three Career and Technology Education courses less likely to drop out of high 

school when compared to students who completed no Career and Technology Education 

courses?”  

The method used would be a quantitative method approach to determine the number of 

dropouts that had participated in at least three Career and Technology Education courses and the 

number of dropouts that had not participated in CTE courses.  At the end of each school year the 

number of students who dropped out would need to be determined.  This information would be 

obtained from the high school counselors’ office.   

Once a student officially drops out of school, a review of the student transcript would be 

needed.  The number, if any, of Career and Technology courses that were taken during the 

dropout’s enrollment period along with the withdrawal GPA would be documented.  The results 

would be tabulated in a spreadsheet for the four years of research data to determine if there was a 

significant impact of CTE courses on dropout rates.  

Discussion 

 Research and studies have been conducted for several decades on the effect of Career and 

Technology Education courses and its effect on the dropout rate of high school students.  One 

study documented by ACTE (2007) stated that a quality CTE program could reduce the dropout 

rate by as much as 6 percent (p. 3).  

Limitations within my study would be that the sample size would be very small in 

comparison to national studies and would not be able to relate to the entire nation as a whole.  

Within the literature review, there were limitations and variables that also affected the findings.  
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There were some studies that found no significant differences in the dropout rate of students in 

Career and Technology Education courses and those who were not enrolled.   

While we continue to address the issue and conduct further studies, it is imperative to be 

mindful of how these students are being identified.  Some studies were conducted with an age 

range of 16 to 24 year olds, others with 9th grade to 12th grade students, while yet another study 

was conducted using 15 to 19 year olds.  Researchers tend to have a variety of age differences 

within their determination of dropouts and this would affect the results when compared 

nationwide.  

Another variable that would need to be addressed is the definition of dropout.  Some 

studies indicated that an individual that did not receive his or her high school diploma but that 

later received a GED was counted as a dropout. Other studies counted these individuals as 

completing high school.   

In the studies conducted by Plank et al (2008), there were limitations on the data due to 

lack of complete transcripts.  The recording of data on student transcripts falls on the 

responsibility of school registrars and sometimes may not be as accurate as it should be.  This 

would cause a discrepancy in the data when used in conjunction with national studies since it 

cannot be controlled.  Further studies will need to be conducted with emphasis placed on the 

sample groups and their completeness of reporting to get clearer findings. 

Conclusion 
 

The CTE programs have developed over time from the stigma of being only for non-

college bound students and for low academic performing students into the exact acronym that 

they represent, Career and Technology Education courses.  These courses teach students 

advanced training and technical skills that can enable students to immediately enter the 
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workforce or further develop their education and training through post-secondary education upon 

high school graduation.   

For students who are at-risk of dropping out of high school these courses provide a means 

to stay in school.  Students gain a skill that can prepare them to be productive citizens in the 

workforce not only to create a productive future for the individual but for society as a whole.  

The courses are more engaging and teach real-world applications that help students to envision 

their future and the realization that it is attainable.  Career and Technology Education courses 

encourage students who see no need to stay in school to continue with their education.  They 

now have a purpose; a direction and can see the benefits for their future.  

Numerous amounts of research have been conducted over the past few decades to 

adequately determine if students who participate in CTE programs are less likely to dropout of 

high school but as of yet,  “a clear and consistent answer still has not emerged” (Plank, DeLuca, 

and Estacion, 2008, p. 349).  Research still needs to be conducted to obtain that answer.  

However, the majority of the data show students who participate in Career and Technology 

Education courses are less likely to dropout of high school as opposed to students who do not 

participate in Career and Technology Education courses.	  
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