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Executive Summary

A central tenet of public education has long been to prepare young people for future
workforce opportunities. In the District of Columbia, this preparation has taken multiple forms
throughout history and for many years was grounded in vocational education programs. This
report documents the historical evolution of career-preparation programs for young people in
the District and evaluates the landscape of current offerings both in comparison to historical
offerings as well as future projected labor market demand.

DC's vocational education offerings began in the late 19t century and continued to expand
and evolve to respond to changing workforce needs. These programs were segregated based
on race and gender until the Brown v. Board of Education and Bolling v. Sharpe decisions.
Following desegregation, DC implemented a tracking system that largely followed race and
class lines, with Black students and students from low-income families often steered into
vocational education programs. As a result of falling enrollment and a budget crisis in the
1990s, the District closed most remaining vocational schools despite community support. After
the closure of most vocational schools, the District invested heavily in additional avenues to
support youth including the expansion of Career and Technical Education (CTE), Department
of Employment Services (DOES) youth programming, and University of the District of
Columbia Workforce Development and Lifelong Learning (UDC WDLL) workforce programs.

Examining current offerings for youth preparing for the workforce, the District offered more
than 120 programs through 4,600 seats annually for youth ages 14 - 24 in School Year 2023-
2024. This includes programs that are offered across CTE courses, adult education programs,
DOES programs, and UDC-WDLL non-credit workforce programs. In comparison to historical
vocational education offerings, approximately half of historical programs are currently offered
through one of these providers. Despite the large number of offerings, fewer than half of these
programs currently lead to jobs that are high-wage, high-demand, and do not require a college
degree. At the same time, the District risks oversupply in some areas and a lack of a talent
pipeline in others as each agency makes determinations about program offerings without
central coordination.

This report offers a series of recommendations focused on strengthening the District’s
offerings for youth. In the near term, these recommendations focus on requiring programs to
define and publish the occupations for which they are training youth to create transparency
and consistency across offerings. In the longer term, these recommendations focus on
opportunities to increase the number of programs that lead to high-wage, high-demand jobs
that do not require a college degree, to expand access to existing programs to maximize
District investments, and to strengthen understanding of the results of these programs in
order to inform future progress.
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Chapter 1: History of Vocational Education

In the school year 2023-24, 5,787 public school students participated in a Career and Technical
Education (CTE) course and 1,151 completed a three-course CTE sequence. These students
were served across more than 30 high schools, along with the Advanced Technical Center
which is available to students citywide. These programs represent the modern evolution of
vocational education, which aims to prepare students for entry into skilled positions in the
workforce.

This chapter outlines the history and evolution of vocational education both nationwide and in
the District of Columbia. This historical analysis is intended to inform future discussions on the
role and impact of career-focused, hands-on learning for DC students. The paper draws on
archival research and oral histories to give a full picture of the historical evolution of this work
and its impact on educational opportunities in the District.

National Evolution of Vocational Education

Manual training schools first gained popularity in America during the Industrial Revolution of
the 1870s, influenced by the integration of engineering shop work into theoretical instruction
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).! Following MIT’s model, private manual
training schools were established in St. Louis and Chicago, aiming to address the decline of
skilled manual labor caused by the dismantling of traditional apprenticeship systems as
industrialization expanded.? These pioneering schools became models for public school
systems across the country in the early 20th century.

In 1917, the Smith-Hughes National Vocational Education Act provided the first dedicated
federal investment in vocational education.3 While school districts could previously allocate
funds to establish vocational schools, they did not previously receive dedicated federal
funding for this purpose. This federal funding aimed to account for the higher operational
costs of vocational programs, which included specialized materials, variable instructor costs,
and infrastructure needs. Federal funds for vocational education came with strict regulations
on program operations.# These regulations increased administrative burdens while also
improving program outcomes by establishing standardized training, accountability
requirements along with curriculum requirements.>

The establishment of federal funding and related regulations for vocational education
reinforced its focus on skilled trades. Some students in advanced trade programs continued
their education at trade schools or colleges in fields like architecture or military-related areas.
Most vocational students, however, started working right after graduation.. The Federal

' John P. Schenck, Manual Training Schools in America (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education
Educational Resources Information Center, 1995)

2 Schenck, Manual Training Schools

3 BIS Central Tech.edu - The Smith-Hughes Act and-What-It-Accomplished

4 BIS Central Tech.edu - The Smith-Hughes Act and-What-It-Accomplished

5BIS Central Tech.edu - The Smith-Hughes Act and-What-It-Accomplished
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Vocational Board soon formalized student time allocation, implementing what became known
as the 50-25-25 rule: 50 percent of instructional time dedicated to shop work, 25 percent to
closely related subjects, and 25 percent to academic coursework.®

The George-Deen Act of 1936 increased the funding available for vocational education through
appropriations of $14 million annually in vocational education funding for all U.S. states, which
did not include the District.” In 1937, the DC Board of Education petitioned Congress to
include funding for the District. Congress agreed, but provided funding at a lower rate. The
George-Deen Act expanded the scope of vocational funding to include teacher education and
training for marketing occupations, broadening the reach and impact of vocational programs
nationwide®

During World War | and World War I, as well as in the post-war periods, vocational schools
played a critical role in maintaining U.S. economic influence and increasing the
competitiveness of the workforce. Investments from New Deal programs in the 1930s,
including vocational education initiatives under the Works Progress Administration, helped to
spur investments in infrastructure and access to stable jobs.? This support continued in
response to the rising population and labor market demands of the 1940s and 1950s.

As enrollment in vocational schools increased nationwide, so too did criticism of the schools
with a concern about both the target audience and results. Civil rights activists and advocates
for students from low-income communities raised concerns about which students were being
steered into vocational education. Studies in the 1960s and 70s showed that students in
vocational programs were much more likely to be from lower-income families with lower levels
of education.”®In her book Keeping Track, author Jeannie Oakes writes, “[M]any educational
scholars agree that an underlying function of vocational education has been to segregate poor
and minority students into occupational training programs in order to preserve the academic
curriculum for middle- and upper-class students.” After the Brown v. Board of Education
decision ended legal school segregation, some critics argued that vocational education kept
segregation going in practice.

In addition to concerns about tracking by race and class, other critics questioned whether
vocational education was preparing students well for work. Two studies from the 1960s
showed that graduates of some vocational programs across the US were no more likely to be
employed than high school dropouts.” Other research found that few graduates of vocational
high school programs had an advantage over graduates of academic programs in terms of
income or employment.

¢ Estelle Greene, History of Phelps Career High School, Chronology of Principals, With Programs, Changes,
Trends, and Firsts. 1933-1998 (Washington, DC: DC Public Schools, June 15, 1998)

7 Meeting Minutes (Washington, DC: DC Board of Education, April 27,1938), 9.

8 BIS Central Tech.edu - The Smith-Hughes Act and-What-It-Accomplished

9 Records of the Work Projects Administration [WPA]

© APM Reports - The Troubled History of Vocational Education

" APM Reports - The Troubled History of Vocational Education
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To address critiques, vocational education was defined to include “persons of all ages in all
communities” in the federal Vocational Education Act of 1963."2 Funding for states was now
authorized by student population rather than by field of study, including additional money for
students with disabilities. Over the next two decades, amendments were added to improve
inclusion and increase funding. The requirement limiting academic learning to 50 percent of
the school day was also abolished to increase college readiness as the US labor market shifted
and the number of high-paying jobs accessible with only a high school education decreased.™

Despite these changes, tracking systems that pushed students into vocational programs
reinforced racial and class-based inequality. Black students, students from low-income
backgrounds, immigrants, and students whose parents were not highly educated were
frequently placed into vocational schools, reinforcing vocational schools’ reputation of being a
“dumping ground” for kids who were not succeeding in the traditional academic environment.™
Because of this approach, students in vocational education programs were increasingly
stereotyped to be lesser than their peers attending academically-focused schools.

As public sentiment as well as court cases and protests led to changes in perception of the
tracking systems in place, the domestic labor force began to change in ways that disrupted the
industries that vocational education typically aligned with. Due to trends of globalization,
companies increasingly outsourced manufacturing and production jobs to countries with lower
labor costs, facilitated by trade agreements and the rise of global supply chains. Automation
further reduced the need for human labor in many traditional blue-collar industries.

As the standards and accountability movement in education grew in response to concerns
about student preparedness and global competitiveness, vocational education programs
struggled in this new landscape. The report A Nation at Risk, published in 1983 by the National
Commission on Excellence in Education, warned of declining academic achievement among
American students, prompting states to adopt more rigorous academic standards.™ This trend
continued with the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act, which mandated annual standardized
testing and required that all students reach proficiency in math and reading in exchange for
federal education funding.’ These policies posed challenges for vocational schools, as many
were not structured to emphasize core academic coursework to the extent required under the
new federal mandates. As a result, some vocational programs were scaled back, and others
were completely phased out in favor of college-preparatory curricula, particularly in districts
serving underrepresented populations, including low-income students and students of color.”

In this context, federal leaders recognized that vocational education needed to be reimagined,
leading to the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act initially authorized in
1984. The Perkins Act allocated federal funding to career and technical education programs

2 Texas State Historical Association - The Evolution of Vocational Education in the United States
3 Texas State Historical Association - The Evolution of Vocational Education in the United States
4 APM Reports - The Troubled History of Vocational Education

5 American Education - Governors Take the Initiative - The Rise of the Standards Movement

¥ Wex - US Law - Legal Information Institute - No Child Left Behind Act of 2001

7 APM Reports - The Troubled History of Vocational Education
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across the country.”® The federal government reauthorized the Carl D. Perkins Career and
Technical Education Improvement Act in 2006 (Perkins V), granting states greater flexibility in
establishing their own career and technical education goals while maintaining federal
accountability measures. During this period, the term "Career and Technical Education (CTE)"
replaced "vocational education," reflecting a shift toward modernizing career preparation
programs.” Unlike traditional vocational education, which had historically focused on blue
collar trades, CTE programs expanded to cover a broader range of career pathways, including
healthcare, information technology, and science, engineering, and math (STEM) fields. CTE
retained its hands-on, skills-based learning approach while differentiating itself from older
vocational models through an emphasis on academic rigor, and industry alignment. This
rebranding sought to combat negative stereotypes surrounding vocational training, positioning
CTE as a pathway to both careers and college opportunities.

Vocational Evolution in the District of Columbia2®

The history of vocational education in Washington, D.C. followed national trends and, in many
cases, reflected them. The history of vocational education in Washington, D.C. dates to the
mid-19th century. In 1884, physics teacher C.H. Koyle assembled a dozen boys, a few hand
tools, and some scraps of lumber in a basement at Central High School (now Cardozo High
School) to start the first manual training class in white DC public schools.?' By 1893, the
demand had grown and Congress made its first appropriation of about $5,000 for the
introduction of manual training in the public schools of the District of Columbia.?? From the
appropriations that were made from 1893 to 1901, manual training shops provided courses in
manual training, wood-working and metal work, domestic science, and domestic arts.?3 One of
the first shops was located at the B.B. French Manual Training School, which originated as a
traditional academic school in 1860 and then transitioned in 1898 to focus on manual training
for white male high school students in response to increasing demand.?4 The B.B. French
Manual Training School changed its name to Lenox Vocational School in 1923, then to
Chamberlain Vocational School in 1939, and moved to a new location after each name
change.?

8 California School Boards Association - 2008 - CTE Background

¥ California School Boards Association - 2008 - CTE Background

2 |n addition to the historical summary and timeline provided here, further details on individual schools and
programs can be found in Appendix A.

2 Report of the Board of Education (Washington, DC: Board of Education, 1904-1905), .221.

22 Report of the Board of Trustees (Washington, DC: Board of Trustees, 1886-1887), 66.

25 Report of the Board of Trustees, 66

24 School Building Survey of the District of Columbia (Wash, DC: DC Historic Preservation Division, 1938)

25 School Building Survey, 1938
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Figure 1: Central High School (now Cardozo High School), circa 1884

CENTRAL HIGH SCHOOL

Like the evolution of programming at Central High School, teachers created the first manual
training initiatives for Black students in the District. On January 12,1878, TW. Hunstor, a special
teacher of drawing, introduced courses in industrial drawing with a focus on architecture to his
classes of boys and girls.2® Manual training for Black students was formally introduced on
January 11,1887, with the opening of a manual training school in the basement of Miner School
with a group of approximately 20 boys.?” The program initially focused on shop work for boys
and later expanded to include domestic science, also known as home economics, for high
school girls in January 1888.

District education leadership promoted the expansion of vocational education, leading to
additional program offerings. DC Board of Education Superintendent W. B. Powell (1886-1900)
drove, in large part, these program expansions and appointed A. Chamberlain, a longtime
teacher and Board of Education member, to serve as Director of Manual Training in 188728 The
two coordinated on a significant expansion of manual training schools for both white and Black
students.??

In the same era, independent organizations also established vocational programs for students
in need of residential offerings. The Industrial Home School, founded in 1864 with local
donations and corporate funding, sought to support at-risk white youth by providing trade

2 Shirley 0. Brown, The Armstrong Story (Washington, DC: Report to the Board of Education, 1958)
2 Brown, The Armstrong Story

2 Brown, The Armstrong Story

29 Meeting Minutes (Washington, DC: DC Board of Education, January 1887)
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skills training and housing support.3 Initially housed in Georgetown's Poor House, the school
later expanded its curriculum to include agriculture and horticulture, broadening its scope
beyond manual labor to incorporate general education and life skills. In a 1904 report to the
Board of Education, Superintendent W.B. Powell advocated for vocational education for
students of all ages, citing the Industrial Home School’s service to children between the ages
of 4 and 17.3' The school's mission evolved over time, but declining public support for
institutionalized care led to its closure in 1954.

Another example of this expansion of manual training courses was the establishment of
Manual Training School #1 (later McKinley Tech) in 1902 for white students, and Manual Training
School #2 (later Armstrong Manual Training School; now Friendship Public Charter School -
Armstrong Campus) for Black students.3? Courses in carpentry, industrial drawing, and other
practical trades aligned with the era’s emphasis on preparing students for emerging industrial
economies.?® McKinley Tech, which started as a seven-room school, entered into a new
building in 1928, allowing for a substantial increase in student attendance. The school reached
an enrollment peak of 2,500 students in the 1950s, reflecting increased demand for technical
education.3 The white students enrolled in shop programs at Central High School were sent
to Manual Training School #1 (McKinley Tech), and the Black students at Miner were sent to
Manual Training School #2 (Armstrong) by 1903.35 At the same time, Business High School,
established in 1890, trained white high school students in entrepreneurial and administrative
skills.3¢ However, as additional vocational schools for white students opened, Business High
transitioned into a traditional academic high school in 1926, before eventually becoming
Roosevelt High School.

Vocational education also included gender-specific institutions. Burdick Career High School,
originally founded in 1884 as the Dennison Vocational School for Girls, offered practical
nursing, dressmaking, and secretarial skills.3” Similarly, the National Training School for Women
and Girls, established by Nannie Helen Burroughs in 1909, provided Black girls with rigorous
academic and vocational training, emphasizing self-reliance and moral character.®

In 1906, a Congressional Act increased the DC Board of Education’s oversight of vocational
schools by establishing a subcommittee for vocational education rather than the previous
oversight through the director of manual training schools. This subcommittee recommended
creating a system of manual training centers, modeled after Manual Training School #1 and #2,

3¢ Glover Park History - The Industrial Home School

3 Report of the Board of Education (Washington, DC: Board of Education, 1904-1905), 225.

32 National Register of Historic Places - Armstrong Manual Training School

33 School Building Survey of the District of Columbia (Wash, DC: DC Historic Preservation Division, 1938)
34 National Register of Historic Places - Armstrong Manual Training School

35 Brown, The Armstrong Story

36 Business High School Yearbook (Washington, DC: Business High School, 1906)

37 History and Heritage of District of Columbia Public and Public Charter Schools

% DC Historic Sites - “National Training School for Women and Girls”
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to offer manual training for boys and domestic science for girls. The proposal included 13
centers, eight for white students and five for Black students.?

One of the first new schools in the system, Wisconsin Avenue Manual Training School opened
in 1912, and offered carpentry and general woodworking for white boys and household
sciences for white girls.#° However, by 1934, this school closed as other white vocational
schools, such as McKinley Tech and Chamberlain, gained greater popularity for their more
expansive program options.#' As McKinley Tech and Chamberlain hit capacity, Abbot
Vocational School opened in 1931, before being renamed Alexander Graham Bell Vocational
High School in 1948. Bell Vocational School offered courses in machine shop, print shop,
electric shop, sheet metal shop, auto repair, and more.

In tandem, institutions including M.M. Washington Professional School and Phelps Vocational
High School served Black students in the new vocational education school system. Established
in 1913, M.M. Washington became nationally recognized for its practical nursing program, which
gained prominence during World War 1142 Phelps Vocational High School, founded shortly
thereafter, quickly expanded its curriculum to include automotive mechanics, architectural
drafting, and horticulture, becoming one of the most comprehensive vocational schools in

Washington, D.C.43

In addition to course offerings, vocational education also expanded access to education
through its structure. In 1938, the D.C. Board of Education secured funding from the George-
Deen Act, and the funding primarily went to strengthening night schools. The Washington
Vocational Night School was one of the programs that benefited as it operated out of M.M.
Washington Vocational School and primarily served women in home economics and sewing
programs. By the 1940s, several vocational schools had night schools—including Dennison Night
School, Roosevelt Night School, McKinley Tech Night School, Bell Night School, and Armstrong
Night School. These schools provided expanded access to students pursuing vocational
coursework.

The mid-20th century marked a period of significant transition for education in the District of
Columbia and for the country at large. Following the landmark rulings in Brown v. Board of
Education and Bolling v. Sharpe in 1954, previously segregated schools, including vocational
institutions, were legally required to desegregate. However, within a few years, many formerly
all-white vocational schools became majority-Black institutions. This demographic shift was
primarily driven by two interrelated factors. First, in response to school desegregation, a
substantial number of white families relocated to suburban areas in Maryland and Virginia,
leading to a sharp decline in white student enrollment in DC public schools.#4 Simultaneously,
the migration of Black families from the South to urban centers, including Washington, D.C.,

%9 Report of the Commissioners of the District of Columbia for the year ended June 30, 1906. Vol. I.

4° Meeting Minutes (Washington, DC: DC Board of Education, December 10, 1910)

4 Kelly, John, (2020, July 25). This fine Georgetown building started life as a vocational school. The Washington
Post

42 DC Historic Sites - “Margaret Murray Washington School”

43 Greene, History of Phelps Career High School

44 US history - 1945 to Present Review - White Flight
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significantly increased Black student enrollment in the District’'s public schools, including its
vocational programs.

While the formal end of school segregation expanded access to vocational education for all
students, systemic inequities and resource disparities persisted. Many newly integrated
schools faced funding challenges, overcrowding, and disparities in the quality of academic and
vocational programming, which continued to impact educational outcomes for students of
color.

During this period, Carl F. Hansen, Superintendent of DC Public Schools from 1958 to 1967,
was a key proponent of the tracking system. In his book, Danger in Washington: The Story of
My Twenty Years in the Public Schools in the Nation’s Capital, Hansen outlined the academic
challenges facing students in the 1950s, including the fact that 25 percent of tenth graders
were reading at a sixth-grade level and 40 percent of students had math skills no higher than
sixth grade. Hansen advocated for tracking to address these low performance outcomes.

The four tracks included:

T Honors - A rigorous curriculum emphasizing advanced coursework in English, foreign
languages, mathematics, science, and social studies.

1 College Preparatory - Aimed at students planning to pursue higher education,
requiring at least two years of a foreign language and four years of science and math.

T General Curriculum - A flexible academic path incorporating electives with fewer
requirements for 4 full years of certain courses.

T Basic Curriculum - Focused on remedial education, emphasizing foundational literacy
and numeracy skills.

While Hansen described a system that supported students based on academic ability, systems
of tracking frequently reinforced educational disparities. Students placed in the Basic and
General tracks were often denied access to advanced coursework, limiting their opportunities
for postsecondary education and career advancement. Placement was often driven by
standardized tests shaped by dominant cultural norms and expectations that did not account
for differences in students’ early learning opportunities or other key factors. The rigid tracking
structure reinforced academic and social divisions, making it difficult for students to change
their assigned paths.

In 1967, Judge J. Skelly Wright ruled that the DC Board of Education must abolish the tracking
system, marking a shift toward a more inclusive educational approach. However, tracking’s
influence persisted informally. By the 1970s, students were largely funneled into either
vocational high schools or comprehensive high schools based on perceived ability, continuing
the legacy of academic stratification.

Coinciding with the end of formalized tracking, DC residents gained greater control over local
education. In 1967, they won the right to elect a School Board, and by 1973, following the
passage of the Home Rule Act, District residents elected their first Mayor and DC Council.

From Education to Opportunity: An Examination of Youth Workforce Programming in the District of
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While this marked a major step toward self-governance, the District’'s education policies and
budget remained subject to Congressional oversight—a structure that continues today.

By the 1980s, vocational education in Washington, D.C. faced significant challenges. Shared-
time programs, where students split their days between traditional high schools and vocational
centers, had grown in prominence. However, this model created logistical difficulties and led to
declining attendance, contributing to a steady drop in vocational education enrollment.45 By
1986, shared-time programs were phased out, and enrollment in vocational education
programming remained low.#¢

By 1995, Washington, D.C. was in a deep financial crisis. The city accumulated a $722 million
deficit, prompting Wall Street to downgrade the District’s bond rating to "junk” status. To
address this crisis, Congress passed the District of Columbia Financial Responsibility and
Management Assistance Act of 1995. This legislation created the District of Columbia Financial
Responsibility and Management Assistance Authority, commonly known as the Control Board.
The federally appointed Control Board had broad authority over the city’s finances and could
override decisions made by the Mayor and DC Council.

As part of its cost-cutting measures, the Control Board targeted vocational schools, citing high
operational costs and declining enrollment. Between 1997 and 2001, four vocational schools
were closed. By the time DC regained complete self-governance in 2001, many vocational
schools had already been shuttered, with no immediate replacement plans. M.M. Washington
School was one of the remaining open vocational schools, but faced continued low enrollment,
leading to its closure in 2008.

While many vocational schools ceased operations, some institutions survived or reopened due
to strong community advocacy and shifts in local education priorities. McKinley Tech High
School reopened in 2004 with a renewed focus on STEM education, supported by alumni and
local leaders.#” Phelps ACE High School was reimagined in 2008 as a specialized hub for
architecture, engineering, and construction education.#®

Community Response to Vocational Educational in DC

The evolution of vocational education in Washington, D.C. has elicited a range of community
responses, reflecting deep-seated tensions, nostalgia, and valuable lessons from this chapter in
the District’s educational history. Through more than a dozen interviews with alumni,
educators, and policymakers from the 1960s to today, a nuanced perspective emerges on both
the benefits and challenges associated with vocational schools in the District.

During the civil rights movement, vocational education faced intense scrutiny, with activists
often criticizing it as a mechanism for perpetuating racial and economic inequities. Many
critics believed that vocational programs, even outside of standalone schools, were used as a

4 Greene, History of Phelps Career High School
46 Greene, History of Phelps Career High School
47 McKinley Technology High School

“8 Dhelps History - Phelps ACE High School
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tool to track Black students into blue collar careers, and to reduce the number of Black
students attending honors programs or accessing higher-level coursework. Those interviewed
shared how the tracking system placed students in different academic pathways starting in
junior high school, with honors tracks disproportionately made up of white students, college
preparatory tracks including more Black students, and basic tracks designated for students
with disabilities.

Ron Hampton, an Eastern High School graduate in the class of 1962, highlighted this disparity
saying, "Whites went into the college track, Blacks into the business track. Whites didn't go to
Black schools."

At the same time, interviewees expressed concern that vocational schools were at times
unfairly perceived by community members as inferior to comprehensive schools, despite
offering strong programs.

Mrs. Alice McPhatter, a McKinley Technical School graduate in the class of 1968, “loved” her
time at McKinley Tech, explaining that “treatment between male and female students was the
same,” and that the school put her on a track to “success and stability.” Ms. McPhatter said
that she felt well prepared for jobs and would have been prepared for university if she had
been able to afford to attend. She noted that some of her friends who did not want to attend a
vocational school simply transferred schools to places like Eastern or Roosevelt.

Archivist and historian Kimberly Springle highlighted the broader societal value of vocational
schools, particularly their ability to connect students with job opportunities and foster
community connections. Armstrong Manual Training School, for example, was celebrated for
offering pathways to both college and careers, attracting students from across the region
during its peak in the 1950s and 1960s.

When asked how they viewed the shift from "vocational education” to "Career and Technical
Education (CTE)," multiple respondents said the rebranding was a step in the right direction.
They believed it opened the door for students to explore a wider range of fields and offered
new pathways to success.

Several interviewees lamented the loss of vocational education and the lack of strategic
efforts to preserve its strongest elements, particularly as school closures left students and
communities feeling abandoned.

Jacqueline Pogue Lyons, a longtime educator and union leader, noted that vocational
education became an afterthought as schools’ focus shifted to academics and college
preparation: “We need greater exposure to diverse careers and better support for vocational
educators, who often face lower pay and fewer resources.”

Alumni shared that night schools historically played a critical role in expanding access as the
programs allowed parents to access vocational training alongside their children.
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The Next Chapter of Career-Oriented Programming

As the District’s educational landscape and labor market continued to evolve, the DC Council
passed the Career and Technical Education Plan Establishment Act on July 10, 2012. The Act
called for a task force, comprising key education and workforce development stakeholders, to
develop a citywide strategic plan to improve the quality, structure, and student outcomes of
CTE programs administered by DCPS, public charter schools, the University of the District of
Columbia Community College, and other institutions receiving local or federal funding for
CTE programming.

As a result of the Task Force's recommendations, the District created the DC Career Academy
Network (DC CAN), along with 27 programs of study to ensure that youth across the District
had access to college and career oriented programming.#? Between 2013 and 2018, sixteen DC
CAN academies were established in the District within five career sectors: engineering,
finance, health sciences, hospitality and tourism, and information technology.>° In addition, the
Task Force decided to pursue implementation of the NAF Academy model for CTE, which
accelerated outcomes for District youth and mandated several key elements. First, each NAF
Academy must have at least one full-time director who manages college and career exposure
along with tracking academy data. Students in NAF Academies also needed to take part in the
Career Ready Internship Program, which provides 120 hours of work-based learning focused
on their area of study and serves as a critical mechanism for on-the-job skill building. This
paired with the Tenacity Employability Skills curriculum, along with interview prep support
from their school. Career-oriented opportunities through CTE have continued to expand as
CTE enrollment in DC has grown by 64 percent since the 2020-21 school year.”’

As the District's CTE offerings have grown, DC has also expanded non-high school programs in
multiple ways. The University of the District of Columbia Workforce Development and Lifelong
Learning program was created in 2009 as a part of UDC Community College. In 2021, UDC
WDLL became an independent non-academic department of the university, and continues to
serve as a free resource for all DC residents through multiple workforce pathways at its
Congress Heights location.

Similarly, the Department of Employment Services has continued to expand offerings for youth
alongside the celebrated Mayor Marion S. Barry Summer Youth Employment Program. Youth
participation in traditional apprenticeship has continued to grow from 15 youth participants in
2019 to more than 80 in 2024. Similarly, the DOES Youth Apprenticeship Program has
continued to grow, and in school year 2024-2025, the program received more than 220
applications from District graduating seniors from over a dozen public and public charter
schools. Of the 220 applicants, 60 were selected to participate, 45 earned an industry-
recognized credential, and 30 earned full-time employment. In addition, DOES has expanded

49 OSSE. Strengthening Career and Technical Education for the 21st Century Act (Perkins V). DC State Plan
(Washington, DC: OSSE, July 1, 2020-June 30, 2023)

5¢ Division of Postsecondary and Career Education, DC Career Academy Network (DC CAN) Continuation
(Wash, DC: OSSE, FY 2019)

5 CTE Department, Career and Technical Education State Plan (Wash, DC: OSSE. May 10, 2024)
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career-oriented programming for younger youth to ensure that students as young as nine years
old have access to engaging career exploration. Through the Career Ready Early Scholars
Program, more than 500 young people ages nine to 13 learned about careers in healthcare,
entrepreneurship, cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, robotics, and STEM.

As the District's economy has evolved, so too has its approach to preparing young people and
adults for the labor market. While vocational schools served as critical educational institutions
in the 20" century, in recent decades, the District has developed a new and robust landscape
of programs that aim to prepare young people for the labor market through access to hands-
on, career-oriented programming.
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Chapter 2: Current Youth Career Preparation Program Offerings

This chapter analyzes currently available youth career preparation opportunities in
comparison to those that were offered through historical vocational education programming,
and in comparison, to projected labor market demand in the region. Recognizing that the
District offers a multitude of opportunities, this report specifically focuses on offerings
provided by the Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE) through Career and
Technical Education (CTE) as well as adult education programs, the University of the District
of Columbia Workforce Development and Lifelong Learning (UDC WDLL), and the
Department of Employment Services (DOES). Across these agencies, this report focuses on
programs that primarily serve or are accessible to youth from the ages of 14 to 24, and that
train participants for a specific occupation rather than generalized workforce preparedness.

Evolution of the District’s Labor Force and Implications for Program Offerings

When considering the evolution of program offerings, it is also critical to understand changes
in the labor market during the last fifty years. As shown in Figure 2, the District has seen a
substantial increase in the number of college degree holders in the labor market over the past
fifty years. In 1970, 17.8 percent of DC adults over the age of 25 had a college degree,
compared to 65.9 percent in 2023. As a result of this shift, the District’s workforce is much
more educated than the national average and more educated than the workforce in cities like
Baltimore, New York, Los Angeles, Atlanta, and Boston.

Figure 2: Educational Attainment from 1970 to 20235
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This level of educational attainment has significant implications for wages in the District, and
particularly for access to jobs that pay a living wage for individuals without a college degree.
As shown in Figure 3, there is a significantly larger premium for bachelor’s degree holders in
the District compared to the national labor market. In the District, the gap between the
median earnings of bachelor’s degree holders and those with only a high school diploma or
equivalent is more than $50,000 compared to $27,828 in the nation overall. This shows that it is
more challenging for individuals with only a high school diploma to earn a living wage in the

52 Richmond Fed Drawing from the US Census American Community Survey 2023
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District compared to in other labor markets. This is critical to consider when evaluating District
program offerings.

Figure 3: Median Earnings®

Median Earnings

Graduate or Professional Degree I $s6,524 $122,926
Bl D e . N $57,255 s
Some College or Associate's Degree T 545'924555364
High School or Equivalent I 353;?&%5 District of Columbia
$36,900 M United States

Lo than High Sehool N 31,660

When evaluating educational outcomes, it is also critical to understand historical differences in
education levels between people who were born in the District and enroll in education and
workforce programs, and those who moved to the District as adults. Looking at individuals who
were born in DC and currently live in the District, approximately a quarter of adults ages 18 to
34 have completed postsecondary education. In contrast, 70 percent of adults ages 18 to 34
who moved to the District have a postsecondary degree.3* This gap in educational attainment
also has implications for income and competitiveness for local job opportunities.

Methodology

To compare to historical vocational education offerings, this chapter uses research in Chapter
1 (History of Vocational Education), along with information represented in Appendix A. We
identify programs that are similar in topic area as well as in identifying pathways directly out of
high school but could not directly map the curriculum as little historical information is available
at this level of detail.

To understand alignment with labor market demand, this report mapped programs offered in
School Year 2023-2024 to the occupations which students could be prepared for upon
completion. Two providers, OSSE and DOES, explicitly connect their programs to one or more
occupations listed in the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) Standard Occupational
Classification (SOC) titles. Other providers do not provide this mapping and so we reviewed
online descriptions and course catalogs to show keywords associated with related
occupations. This produced a list of occupations for which program completers could
potentially be prepared. We shared our program-to-occupation lists with each program
provider for verification, and we received and incorporated feedback as appropriate.

53 Richmond Fed drawing from the US Census American Community Survey 2023
54DC Policy Center drawing from the US Census American Community Survey 2019
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For the purposes of this report, we used publicly available data from the DOES and the BLS
to understand the local labor market both within DC and within the larger DC, Maryland,
Virginia, and West Virginia metropolitan region (often referred to as the DMV). We define high-
wage occupations as those whose median wage is equal to or greater than a living wage, using
MIT’s living wage calculator to estimate a living wage for an adult in DC with no dependents.
As of February 2025, this threshold is equivalent to an annual wage of $54,038. We classify
high-demand occupations as those with at least 75 projected annual openings in DC over the
coming decade. We define low-wage and low-demand occupations as those that do not meet
these thresholds. Finally, we define occupations that do not require a college degree as those
whose typical education level for entry is no formal education; high school diploma or
equivalent; some college, no degree; or a postsecondary non-degree award.

Findings

Based on this analysis, we highlight several key findings:

Half of the vocational education programs that were offered in the past are still available in
the District today. As vocational schools have closed, new programs have taken their place.
Many of these programs offer similar career-focused training in a different format. Altogether
as of School Year 2023-2024, DC offers 121 workforce programs to youth from ages 14-24,
which includes 4,600 seats annually. For context, this number of seats could serve roughly 20
percent of all enrolled high school students in School Year 2024-2025. These programs are
offered through a network of Career and Technical Education programs, Department of
Employment Services (DOES) workforce programs, adult education providers, and University
of the District of Columbia Workforce Development and Lifelong Learning programs.

Twenty out of 40 historical vocational programs are offered by one of these current programs.
Programs that are currently offered and align with historical vocational education offerings
range from barbering to auto repair to childcare to construction. While the curricula for these
programs may have evolved to meet the modern job requirements, each of these programs is
functionally focused on preparing students for the same occupations as the program
historically offered through a vocational education program.

There are also programs that the District historically only offered through vocational schools
that are now built into the general school curriculum and offered across all high schools. These
program offerings include music, physical education, and general science courses.

The 20 historical vocational education offerings that are not currently offered range in scope
and area of focus. Some of the programs that the District does not currently offer are those
that no longer are aligned with the demands of the modern workforce, such as paper box
making, stenography, blacksmith or shoe repair. In addition, a portion of these closed-out
programs are those traditionally targeted toward women and girls such as home economics,
sewing, or cleaning.

Other programs not currently offered range from bricklaying to machine repair. Some of the
skills taught in these programs may be offered in some of the current construction offerings,
but there are not standalone programs focused on these areas. For a full list of historical
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vocational offerings compared to current workforce program offerings as of School Year 2023-
2024, please review Appendix B.

Overwhelmingly, current youth workforce programs prepare students for multiple
pathways after high school, with more than 85 percent of programs preparing youth for at
least one occupation that does not require a college degree.

Out of the 121 programs identified, more than 100 programs prepare students for at least one
occupation that does not require a college degree. As demonstrated in Figure 4 below, 52
programs (43 percent) lead only to occupations that do not require a college degree, and
another 53 programs (44 percent) train students for multiple occupations, at least one of
which does not require a college degree. Only sixteen programs, representing less than 15
percent of overall program offerings, train participants only for occupations that require a
college degree. Among these program offerings, there are also stackable credentials, which
allow students to earn an initial credential and then gain employment while continuing to build
skills and experience toward a higher-wage jobs.

Figure 4: Program Offerings

B Align with only jobs that do not
require a college degree

® Align with a mix of jobs that do not
require a college degree and jobs that
require a college degree

B Align with only jobs that require a
college degree

Despite the considerable number of program offerings, fewer than half of these youth
workforce programs lead to occupations that are high-wage, high-demand, and do not
require a college degree.

Because most programs are aligned to more than one occupation requiring less than a college
degree, the characteristics of a program’s aligned occupations can vary. Some programs match
only one type of job. For example, all the jobs linked to a program might be high-wage and in
high demand. Other programs are aligned with different kinds of occupations. Some of these
programs connect to at least one job that pays well and is in high demand. Others do not
connect to any high-wage, high-demand jobs.
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The District offers nineteen programs that align exclusively with high-wage, high-demand
occupations. It also offers twenty-five programs that align with a mix of occupations, including
at least one that is high-wage and high-demand. Together, these forty-four programs make up
42 percent of the 105 programs that align with jobs that do not require a college degree that
we focus on in this research brief.

Workforce programs aligned exclusively with high-wage and high-demand occupations tend to
be narrowly focused. For example, the District's many IT programs are generally aligned to a
single occupation requiring less than a college degree: computer user support specialist. The
median annual wage for an individual in D.C. in this role is $81,903 (Table 1). The job is
projected to have 280 annual openings over the coming decade and is expected to grow 12
percent. The number of projected annual openings is a particularly useful indicator for job
seekers because it accounts for both the creation of any new jobs (growth) and the
replacement of current workers.

Table 1: High-Wage and High-Demand Occupations that Do Not Require a College Degree and
Are Aligned with District Programsss

Number of] . Projected Frefasi) | e
. . ; Median Annual Annual
Industry | Occupation Title | Aligned Growth of .. ..
Prosrams Wage Occupation Openings in |Openings in
& D.C. DMV
Secretaries and
administrative 3 $58,123 -0% 1194 2,718
Business assistants
administration
Information and 560,461 4% o 487
record clerks
Maln'tenance and A 455820 lo% 468 ) 301
repair workers
Electricians 5 $84,372 [12% 181 1,540
Construction " 467156 - s oo
carpenters
Construction
First-line
supervisors of
tructi
construction $89,552 8% 107 1,386
trades and
extraction
workers

55 Education Northwest's analysis of D.C. career preparation programs and DOES/BLS occupation data
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and logistics

truck drivers

Number of] . Projected Hrejeice] | (el
—— ; Median Annual Annual
Industry | Occupation Title | Aligned Growth of .. ..
Prosrams Wage Occupation Openings in |Openings in
. D.C. DMV
Bookkeeping,
Finance accounting, and | $67,202 -4% 211 2,168
auditing clerks
Social and human
. . $59,550  [13% 144 788
service assistants
Health care  |4oalth
technologists and |1 $58,420 [6% 37 279
technicians
First-line
supervisors of
food preparation i $61,786  [31% 627 4,271
and serving
workers
Chefs and head
$74,555 28% 270 673
cooks
Hospitality
Property, real
estate, and
community 1 $81,416 6% 233 539
association
managers
Food service s 81049 b8% 18 408
managers
Information  [Computer usT—:‘r. - 581005 2% 80 326
technology  [support specialist
Security guards |3 $54,897 5% 1,928 5,504
Law
enforcement  Police patrol 585974 [5% 482 1165
officers
Transportation,Heavy and
distribution, [tractor-trailer N $66,541 5% 92 2,341

Note: This table includes all the high-wage and high-demand occupations requiring less than a college degree that
we identified as aligned with District programs, either exclusively or as one of multiple programmatic areas. The
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total number of aligned District programs exceeds 44, as individual programs may be aligned with multiple
occupations on the list.

There are also narrowly focused construction programs preparing electricians or first-line
supervisors, two hospitality programs offering ServSafe certificates to prepare future food
service managers, two law enforcement programs preparing security guards and police patrol
officers, and one transportation program offering commercial driver’s licenses to prepare
future truck drivers. ¢

Other programs are broader and can prepare participants for several different occupations,
including at least one high-wage and high-demand occupation. For example, several business
administration programs prepare individuals to become administrative assistants or
information record clerks, among several other possible occupations that are lower paying
and/or less in demand. Similarly, some broad construction programs prepare individuals to
become maintenance and repair workers or carpenters, among other possibilities.

Projected growth rates are highest for select occupations in the construction, health care,
hospitality, and transportation industries, with large numbers of new jobs being created in
these areas. While a few occupations on this list have negative projected growth rates,
indicating the overall number of people in these roles is expected to decrease, they still have
high numbers of projected annual openings due to the need to replace current workers.

Because each agency makes decisions about the programs that they will offer without an
overall view of system offerings, the District risks oversupplying talent in some
occupations, while other high-demand, high-wage occupations lack sufficient pipeline
programming.

As shown in Table 2, there are several occupations that are classified as high-wage and high-
demand where there are a multitude of aligned programs. For example, there are 13 programs
training youth for computer user support specialist roles, and eight programs training
individuals focused on food service. Because of the number of programs, the District risks
oversupply in these areas when considering the number of residents coming out of these
programs along with individuals trained for these occupations who are already searching for
jobs.

56 Education Northwest’s analysis of DC career preparation programs and DOES/BLS occupation data.
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Table 2: Projected Annual Job Openings Per Enrollee in Aligned District Workforce®”

Number of Percentage of Number of Nurrlnber of
aligned programs projeqed projec_ted
programe providing openings in D.C. | openings in DMV
Occupation title enroliment data per enrollee per enrollee
Computer user support specialist 13 85% 0.3 1
Food service managers 8 88% 0.5 1
Construction carpenters 2 100% 0.6 5
Health technologists and technicians, all other 1 100% 0.6 2
Electricians 5 60% 0.9 8
Information and record clerks, all other 5 60% 1 2
Property, real estate, and community association managers 1 100% 2 6
Chefs and head cooks 3 100% 2 7
First-line supervisors of construction trades and extraction workers 1 100%
Maintenance and repair workers, general 6 33%
Heavy and tractor-trailer truck drivers 1 100%
Secretaries and administrative assistants 3 33%
Security guards 3 100%
First-line supervisors of food preparation and serving workers 1 100%
Bookkeeping, accounting, and auditing clerks 1 100%
Police patrol officers 1 100%
Social and human service assistants 1 0%

Notes: The ‘percentage of programs providing enrollment data’ indicates the extent to which we were able to
determine enrollment numbers for program offerings. For those where the percentage is less than 100%, there

are likely more enrollees that represented in the chart.

In contrast, there are other occupations for which we did not identify a workforce program
with aligned training where the District could expand training as shown in Table 3 below. By
considering expansion into these areas, including dental assistants and motor vehicle
operators, the District could address projected labor market gaps and expand options for

youth looking for workforce training.

Table 3: High-Wage and High-Demand Occupations Not Requiring a College Degree that Are
Not Aligned with Current Youth Career Preparation Programs®®

5 Education Northwest's analysis of D.C. career preparation programs and DOES/BLS occupation data
%8 Education Northwest's analysis of D.C. career preparation programs and DOES/BLS occupation data
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