
For generations, graduating from college with a degree has been viewed as the “gold 
standard”—the goal for all students. In reality, few other options were offered. Often, the 
students who were guided toward college by educators and parents were neither ready for, 
nor interested in, pursuing higher education immediately after high school.
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Too many students graduate college saddled with debt;
many have difficulty finding jobs to repay it.
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Despite a changing labor and economic environment—and an explosion
of information—the predominant high school organization continues to operate on 

platforms standardized in the 1890s by the ‘Committee of Ten.’
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Many well-paying jobs that do not require a college degree go unfilled
because companies cannot find employees with the skills they need.
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Present curricula do not prepare students with practical, job-ready skills.



Career and Technical Education in New Jersey—A History
Interest in vocational education—today, called “Career and Technical Education,” or CTE—
became stronger near the turn of the 20th century, prompted in part by economic and social 
changes. “Factory owners were facing a shortage of skilled labor in a rapidly industrializing 
society. And public schools were seeing an influx of immigrants and farm kids,” according to an 
American RadioWorks broadcast, “The Troubled History of Vocational Education.”30

In the 1890s, New Jersey “school officials began to question whether high school curricula met 
the needs of youth who did not wish to go to college. The ‘literary’ high school programs were
impractical; in this newly industrialized state, 
courses in manual training, cooking, music, and 
drawing appeared, and some schools introduced 
‘commercial curriculums.’”31

New Jersey statute that authorizes the 
establishment of county vocational high schools
dates back to 1913,32 with the first such district established in Middlesex County the following 
year.33 However, public school vocational training programs existed before then.

In 1910-1911, the “Newark Vocational School opened with 40 pupils and 2 teachers. Three 
years later a state law authorized state aid for vocational schools, to give special training for 
industry, agriculture and homemaking. In 1917, federal support for these programs became 
available with the enactment of the Smith-Hughes Act.”34

The 1950s saw the establishment of several more county vocational school systems. “The 
economy was still dominated by manufacturing and agriculture. At the time, fewer than 10 
percent of U.S. students earned a bachelor’s degree or higher… In that context, early vo-tech 
programs, aimed at teaching students a marketable trade, provided a valuable service to the 
community, the economy and the students themselves. 

“Those programs utilized a shared-time system where students took academic courses at their local 
high school for part of the day, and then were transported to technical classes, eventually graduating 
from their local high school with a certificate of completion”35 or state license.

Elementary Education in New Jersey: A History, Vol. 7, The New Jersey Historical Series

New Jersey High School: A History, Vol. 8 The New Jersey Historical Series

Chickaree in the Wall: A history of one-room schools in Ocean 
County, N.J.

Acts of the One Hundred and Thirty-Seventh Legislature of the State of New Jersey
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“…by the 1970s, the good jobs that required just a high school education were beginning to 
disappear,” according to an American RadioWorks broadcast, the Troubled History of 
Vocational Education. “Technology and globalization were increasing the skill levels required for 
most occupations, and making the labor market more volatile. Entire sectors of the economy 
were being wiped out, and new kinds of jobs were being created.”36

In the early 1980s, many education experts argued that high school should be about preparing 
kids for college, not work. This was buttressed by conclusions in the 1983 report, “A Nation At 
Risk,”37 and the fear that American students were falling behind their peers academically.

The American RadioWorks report indicates that, by the late 1990s, vocational education had 
developed an image problem and was perceived by some as a “dumping ground for kids who 
weren’t succeeding in the traditional academic environment.” These students included those 
with behavioral problems and learning disabilities. “In many school districts, vocational 
education wasn’t much more than a ‘second-tier special ed program,’” according to Jim Stone, 
director of the National Research Center for Career and Technical Education.38

Prompted by the “A Nation At Risk” and federal 
education policy, such as the “Goals 2000: Educate 
America Act,” enacted in 1994, states including 
New Jersey embraced standards-based education 
reform.39 “Standards represent what we want all of
our students to know by the time they graduate
high school; that means being ready to succeed in higher education and employment,” said 
NJSBA Executive Director Dr. Lawrence S. Feinsod, as New Jersey began a review of its 
standards in 2015.40

In 2001, Congress passed the No Child Left Behind Act, the reauthorization of the federal 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which reinforced academic standards for all schools 
and programs, including those dedicated to CTE.

“The law required states, in exchange for federal education funding, to test their students every 
year and insure that all students would eventually be proficient in math and reading. All students 
meant the kids in vocational programs too…. Under No Child Left Behind, those programs could 
eventually be shut down for poor performance.”41

Today, New Jersey’s public schools operate 1,025 state-approved CTE programs.42

Today, New Jersey’s public 
schools operate 1,025 state-
approved CTE programs.
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The Current CTE Structure

Each of New Jersey’s 21 counties has a board of education that governs vocational-technical 
school district. “These boards oversee the 65 vocational high schools… (Some have one campus; 
some have several.) In total, they serve approximately 32,000 full-time and share-time students.”

“Although many of these schools originated as part-time programs (students would attend a traditional 
high school and go to the vocational school for part of the day), many schools have shifted to full-time 
programs—a movement started when leaders opted to create full-time ‘career academies.’”43

The county CTE high schools prepare students for careers after high school, and the curriculum 
is updated and adapted to changing industries, the NJSBA Task Force found. They align high 
school CTE with postsecondary options, including continued technical training or college. On its 
website, the New Jersey Council of County Vocational Technical Schools indicates that 
graduates may find employment as chefs, graphic designers, auto technicians, emergency first 
responders, health care providers, construction trades professionals, and small business 
owners. In addition, students can earn industry certifications and state licenses, which provide a 
significant edge in the job market or when pursuing a college degree or further training.44

Under state law and regulation, county vocational boards do not have an exclusive right to run 
CTE schools or programs. In fact, in 2017, the state approved the creation of business programs in 
four traditional districts (in addition to new district CTE programs in health, plant science, graphic
design, construction, and manufacturing across five districts).45 During the 2017-2018 school year, 
1,025 state-approved CTE programs were in operation in New Jersey’s public schools.46

SOURCE: "Next Generation CTE: The Future Is Now," presentation to New Jersey School Boards Association annual 
conference (Workshop) by Marie Barry, Assistant Division Director, Office of Career and Technical Education,
New Jersey Department of Education, October 26, 2016, accessed July 23, 2018, http://www.careertechnj.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/10/10.26.16-Next-Generation-CTE-The-Future-is-Now.pptx.
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“As of 2016, traditional district-based high schools [in New Jersey] served about 48,000 
students in CTE programs, about 50 percent more than the CTE-specific county vocational
schools.” According to statute, N.J.S.A. 18A:54-5, “The board of education of any school district 
or regional school district may establish and maintain vocational schools.” Although the statute 
remains on the books, regulations implementing this statute were repealed in 1991 along with 
state funding for such schools run by traditional districts.47

In a recent opinion article in NJ Spotlight, three superintendents presented a case for state 
support of CTE programs in comprehensive high schools.

…traditional comprehensive high-school CTE programs provide students with valuable
career training, including courses sequenced and aligned with industry standards, advised by 
industry partners, and combined with internships and onsite applied learning opportunities…

CTE programs in comprehensive high schools are an integral part of New Jersey’s 
vocational education puzzle. Yet these programs receive significantly fewer resources 
than comparable programs offered by the county institutions.48

County vocational schools receive funding from four primary 
streams: county taxes appropriated by the county board of 
freeholders, state aid, district-paid tuition, and federal 
sources under the 2018 “Strengthening Careers and 
Technical Education for the 21st Century Act”49 (Perkins V),
the reenactment of the Carl D. Perkins Act, which is “a
principal source of federal funding to states and discretionary grantees for the improvement of 
secondary and postsecondary career and technical education programs across the nation.”50

According to the USDOE, provisions in Perkins V (2018) will allow school districts to use federal 
funds to provide all students, not just those enrolled in CTE, career exploration and 
development activities in the middle grades and for comprehensive guidance and academic 
counseling in the upper grades.51

The New Jersey Department of Education’s “Taxpayer’s Guide to Education Spending 2017,” 
www.state.nj.us/education/, indicates that approximately 22 percent of the county vocational 
school district revenue comes from tuition paid by other school districts.52

There is no state funding category specifically for CTE programs in comprehensive high schools. 
At the time of this report, a small number of comprehensive high schools had received funding 
through federal Perkins Act grants.

NJ Spotlight

‘CTE programs in comprehensive 
high schools are an integral part of 
New Jersey’s vocational education 
puzzle.’

“As of 2016, traditional district-based high schools [in New Jersey] served about 48,000
students in CTE programs, about 50 percent more than the CTE-specific county vocational
schools.” According to statute, N.J.S.A. 18A:54-5, “The board of education of any school district
or regional school district may establish and maintain vocational schools.” Although the statute
remains on the books, regulations implementing this statute were repealed in 1991 along with
state funding for such schools run by traditional districts.47

In a recent opinion article in NJ Spotlight, three superintendents presented a case for state 
support of CTE programs in comprehensive high schools.

…traditional comprehensive high-school CTE programs provide students with valuable
career training, including courses sequenced and aligned with industry standards, advised by 
industry partners, and combined with internships and onsite applied learning opportunities…

CTE programs in comprehensive high schools are an integral part of New Jersey’s
vocational education puzzle. Yet these programs receive significantly fewer resources
than comparable programs offered by the county institutions.48

County vocational schools receive funding from four primary
streams: county taxes appropriated by the county board of 
freeholders, state aid, district-paid tuition, and federal 
sources under the 2018 “Strengthening Careers and
Technical Education for the 21st Century Act”49 (Perkins V),
the reenactment of the Carl D. Perkins Act, which is “a
principal source of federal funding to states and discretionary grantees for the improvement of 
secondary and postsecondary career and technical education programs across the nation.”50

According to the USDOE, provisions in Perkins V (2018) will allow school districts to use federal
funds to provide all students, not just those enrolled in CTE, career exploration and 
development activities in the middle grades and for comprehensive guidance and academic 
counseling in the upper grades.51

The New Jersey Department of Education’s “Taxpayer’s Guide to Education Spending 2017,” 
www.state.nj.us/education/, indicates that approximately 22 percent of the county vocational
school district revenue comes from tuition paid by other school districts.52

There is no state funding category specifically for CTE programs in comprehensive high schools.
At the time of this report, a small number of comprehensive high schools had received funding
through federal Perkins Act grants.

NJ Spotlight

‘CTE programs in comprehensive
high schools are an integral part of 
New Jersey’s vocational education
puzzle.’



Many county vocational schools, which traditionally focused on the trades or “middle 
skills,” are becoming increasingly geared toward the “college-bound” student,

highly selective, and lacking in capacity to accommodate many applicants.
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SOURCE: "Career and Technical Education: Building New Pathways into the Labor Market," Center for Public Education, 
National School Boards Association, December 8, 2016, accessed September 06, 2018, 
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/research/career-technical-education-glance.
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In 2012, the North Wildwood Board of Education, concerned about the admissions rates and competitive application 
processes at county vocational schools, proposed policy to the NJSBA Delegate Assembly challenging the use of 
testing as the basis for enrollment.

The board’s resolution resulted in additions to NJSBA’s Manual of Positions and Policies on Education.

“Career Education: Vocational-Technical Education,” Manual of Positions and Policies on Education, FC6142.12, May 2012, 
New Jersey School Boards Association, accessed July 31, 2018, https://www.njsba.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/02/resources-policy-ppm-6000-6142-12.pdf.
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To date, there have been limited 
funding initiatives to expand 
student access to CTE in 
comprehensive high schools. 



K-12 and regional high school districts lack the financial resources 
and certificated staff needed for CTE programs.
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Comprehensive high schools have collaborated with government, community colleges 
and/or industry to implement innovative programs that lead to careers in CTE.
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The job market of the future promises to look very different than that of today. Artificial 
intelligence is replacing workers in many traditional areas of employment.
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The Future of Employment How Susceptible Are Jobs to Computerisation?
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New skills will be necessary to compete in the future job market.
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