
 

 

Career and Technical Education for Women and Girls 
 
The new global economy increasingly demands more high-skilled and better educated workers 
than ever before. While more women are working than ever before, many do not have the skills 
necessary to obtain the high wage jobs needed to adequately support themselves and their 
families. The American Association of University Women believes that career and technical 
education (CTE) is increasingly important for women and girls seeking to earn their way in a 
competitive marketplace. AAUW’s 2009-2011 Public Policy Program states, “to achieve 
economic self-sufficiency for all women, AAUW advocates programs that provide women with 
education, training, and support for success in the work force, including nontraditional 
occupations.”  It further states that AAUW will actively work to strengthen educational 
programs, including “… vocational education, to improve postsecondary education access, 
career development and earning potential.”i 
 
Gender and Career and Technical Education 
The sad reality is that women and girls still face significant discrimination and gender 
stereotyping when they attempt to participate in CTE programs. Nationwide, a majority of 
female students are clustered into training programs that are traditional for women and, as a 
result, are less able to enter high wage careers. For example, in New Jersey girls represent only 
2 percent of automotive students. In Maryland, 14,843 girls are taking child care courses, while 
only 381 are enrolled in construction and repair and automotive classes. Across the country, 
girls make up 87 percent of students in traditionally female fields and only 15 percent of those 
in typically male fields.ii 
 
A 12 state analysis based on data from the U.S. Department of Education found that women 
tend to be overwhelmingly clustered in low-wage, low-skill fields (they constitute 98 percent of 
students in the cosmetology industry, 87 percent in the child care industry, and 86 percent in 
the health aide industry). In high-wage, high-skill fields, they fall well below the 25 percent 
threshold to qualify as a “nontraditional field” (women account for 10 percent of students in 
the construction and repair industry, 9 percent in the automotive industry, 6 percent in the 
electrician industry, and 6 percent in the plumbing industry).iii 
 
AAUW strongly believes that access to high-wage, high-skill jobs should be a right for women 
and girls from diverse racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, age, and disability backgrounds, including 
training for nontraditional jobs. It is in these fields traditionally dominated by men that women 
workers can begin to close the persistent wage gap between women and men. Women who are 
trained in nontraditional jobs are able to earn more than those employed in traditional 
occupations.  For example, a woman working as a computer scientist or systems analyst—a 
nontraditional field for women—can earn a mean annual wage of $56,264, while a woman 
working as an administrative assistant—a traditional field for women—will only earn a mean 
annual wage of $31,928.iv  Further, women who do not earn a bachelor’s degree—and 
therefore constitute an important population group for career and technical education 
programming—earn only 66 percent of male workers’ median income.v To shrink the wage gap 
for skilled workers, participation and achievement in career and technical education should not 
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be bound to sex segregation, gender stereotypes, harassment, or barriers that prevent girls and 
women—including single mothers, pregnant and parenting teens, displaced homemakers, and 
welfare recipients—from becoming economically self-sufficient.  
 
Federal Investments in Career and Technical Education 
The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act funds vocational education 
programs at secondary and postsecondary institutions across the country. AAUW believes that 
the investment that the federal government makes in high quality career and technical 
education is essential to meeting the needs of the nation’s evolving high tech workplaces. The 
gender equity provisions in the law send the message that career and technical training is 
critical to ensuring that women have opportunities throughout their lifetimes to develop the 
skills needed to be competitive in the global economy. Perkins was reauthorized in 1998, and 
again by the 109th Congress in 2006.  
 
History of the Perkins Act 
Dating from the 1970’s, the Perkins Act contained provisions that were intended to help ensure 
women and girls had equal access and opportunity to succeed in vocational education. In 
previous manifestations, Perkins had included programs specifically to help special populations 
such as displaced homemakers,vi single parents, and students seeking nontraditional 
employment training—the majority of whom are women. During reauthorization in 1998, the 
political climate brought about many changes to the way Perkins was structured. In the spirit of 
“devolution,” Congress was looking for more ways to send block grant money to the states so 
they could carry out the objectives of federal programs.  
 
It was in this decentralization vein that Congress passed the Workforce Investment Act of 1998. 
WIA’s goals were simple—help workers transition into high-skill, high-wage jobs, and give 
states block grants to implement programs that meet these needs. Congress believed the 
“special populations” that had been serviced under Perkins (displaced homemakers, single 
parents, and students seeking nontraditional employment training) could be better served 
under the new WIA legislation, as part of the services to “dislocated workers.” As a result, the 
1998 reauthorization of the Perkins Act eliminated statewide “gender equity set-asides” that 
funded programs for special populations, with the hopes the populations would still be served 
under WIA. 
 
The problem with this otherwise reasonable logic is that WIA block-grant implementation 
decisions were left to the states, allowing them to decide how to implement programs and 
what populations to serve. Without explicit direction from the federal government to fund 
these programs for women and other underrepresented groups, few states chose to allocate 
funding. This resulted in program closings and significantly reduced services for women in 
transition. As a result, these special populations have gone un- or underserved since 1998. In 
2001, the National Coalition for Women and Girls in Education, which AAUW chairs, published a 
report entitled Invisible Again: The Impact of Changes in Federal Funding on Vocational 
Programs for Women and Girls. This study was designed to examine the impact the shift from 
Perkins to WIA funding had on special populations. Overall, the study found that in most states, 
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special populations were dramatically underserved and that women were having a hard time 
transitioning from either low-wage jobs or welfare to getting the skills and education they 
needed to find more family-sustaining employment. 
 
Perkins IV: The 2006 Reauthorization 
The 2006 Perkins reauthorization took some positive steps to ensure that women in transition 
have greater access to the vocational education system, though it stops short of reinstating the 
gender-equity set-asides. AAUW is pleased the new law requires local programs receiving 
Perkins funds to support activities that prepare special populations—including single parents 
and displaced homemakers who are enrolled in career and technical education programs—for 
high- skill, high-wage, or high-demand occupations more likely to lead to economic self-
sufficiency. Prior law required only that local programs describe plans and programs for special 
populations. However, this requirement was largely symbolic because it did not require that 
local funds be used to carry out these plans. 
 
Other highlights of Perkins IV include:vii  
 

 Supportive services, such as child care and transportation, support the full participation 
of women in transition in career and technical education programs. Since 1999, federal 
regulations have allowed local programs to use Perkins funds to provide supportive 
services to special population students who are not eligible or able to receive such 
services through other programs. The conference report for Perkins IV defines 
supportive services as “transportation, child care, dependent care, tuition, books, and 
supplies and other services necessary to enable an individual to participate in career and 
technical education activities.”viii 

 

 The new law makes several changes to the Perkins accountability system. The measure 
increases accountability for local programs and requires that both states and local 
programs disaggregate performance data into categories such as: single parents, 
displaced homemakers, individuals preparing for nontraditional employment, race, 
ethnicity, gender, English language proficiency, migrant status, disability status, and low-
income status. States and local recipients must also identify and quantify any disparities 
in performance between these categories of students and the performance of all 
students.  

 

 The new law creates separate core performance indicators for secondary and 
postsecondary students. The nontraditional training indicator plays an important role in 
monitoring and promoting gender equity in career and technical education programs.  

 

 The new law adds an additional optional performance indicator for states: self-
sufficiency. The conference report for Perkins IV defines self-sufficiency as: “a standard 
of economic independence that considers a variety of demographic and geographic 
factors, as adopted, calculated, or commissioned by a local area or state.”ix Including the 
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idea of self-sufficiency into Perkins programs helps to increase the focus on economic 
independence and preparing students for jobs that pay living wages.  

 

 The Perkins IV conference report maintains Tech Prep—which funds math and science 
classes to prepare high school students for technical colleges—as a separate program. 
However, states have the option to consolidate all or part of their Tech Prep grants with 
Perkins State Basic Grants.  

 
Perkins IV maintained two separate measures regarding career and technical education. AAUW 
was pleased with this sign of support, because the two-part measure is needed to hold states 
fully accountable for making reasonable progress toward eliminating sex segregation in CTE. 
When Congress created the non-traditional core indicator in 1998, it established two separate 
accountability measures to ensure that: 
  

 sufficient numbers of students are being recruited into nontraditional programs 

 students who enroll in nontraditional training succeed in these programs.  
 
Increasing enrollment and facilitating persistence—and hopefully completion—in 
nontraditional training programs are two distinctive goals, with different challenges that 
require separate, targeted programming efforts to be effective. For example, outreach activities 
and gender neutral career counseling can help to encourage more women and girls to enroll in 
nontraditional training programs. However, other critical but specific interventions—such as 
professional development for teachers, mentoring, parental involvement, and peer support 
programs—are necessary to bolster female students’ success in CTE programs. 
 
AAUW believes it is important that states be held accountable in both the participation and 
completion of women and girls in CTE programs. This is the best way to ensure that states and 
schools have incentives to provide the full range of programming necessary to fight women’s 
persistent under-representation in CTE programs, especially those fields that are nontraditional 
for their gender. 
 
Improving Career and Technical Education 
Any legislation advancing career and technical education must provide programs, policies, and 
resources for women and girls to have access to education and training for high-skill, high-wage 
jobs. AAUW continues to support the following priorities: 
 

 Programs and services must be made available to women and girls through career and 
technical programs that will enable them to achieve high-wage, high-skill, and 
nontraditional employment that leads to economic self-sufficiency. 

 

 Funding must be provided to develop and support programs at the secondary and post-
secondary levels that promote the exploration, enrollment, and retention in education 
and training that leads to nontraditional and other high-skill, high-wage employment. 
Female students must be given a full range of options. Specifically, at the secondary 



 

      5 
 

level, career and technical programs must introduce women and girls to a full range of 
post-secondary options, such as Tech Prep education programs, apprenticeships, 
associate’s and bachelor’s degrees, or other post-secondary degree programs that lead 
to high-wage, high-skill, and nontraditional careers.  

 

 Support services must include training-related services such as dependent care, 
transportation assistance, counseling, tuition assistance, and other services that allow 
individuals—especially at the post-secondary level—to successfully complete training 
programs.  

 

 Women and girls in secondary career and technical education programs must have 
access to technology courses and the same rigorous academic curriculum—including 
higher level academic courses—as male students. 

 

 Career guidance and counseling must be provided to all students and delivered in an 
extensive and fair manner that ensures students are receiving the most valuable 
information that will lead to high-skill, high-wage, and nontraditional careers.  

 

 Career guidance and counseling must utilize strategies to expose all students to full and 
complete information regarding career options that lead to economic self-sufficiency. To 
achieve this goal, career guidance counselors should also provide programs that help 
break down gender stereotypes.  

 

 National and state occupational and employment information systems must provide 
professional development, career information, and materials that support 
nontraditional career awareness, recruitment, and retention for use by students, 
parents, teachers, counselors, and administrators.  

 

 Personnel charged with preparing students for their educational and career choices 
(counselors, teachers, administrators) must receive ongoing training to ensure that 
female students exploring career and technical education are provided comprehensive 
and unbiased information about their full range of options. Counselors must be trained 
not to track women into “female dominated occupations,” and to develop strategies for 
working with students pursuing nontraditional employment. Likewise, teachers and 
administrators must be trained to create classrooms free of harassment and 
stereotypical behavior.  

 

 National research activities must support research on the outcomes of women and girls 
in career and technical education. National research activities, including those 
conducted by the National Assessment of Vocational Education, must include research 
on: (1) the participation and outcomes of women and girls in career and technical 
education; (2) barriers faced by female students in career and technical education 
programs and practices that address those barriers; (3) effective practices in recruiting 
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and retaining female students in nontraditional careers; and (4) progress that states are 
making in eliminating sex bias and stereotyping in career and technical education.  

 Accountability and disaggregated student data collection must be the cornerstone for 
planning and funding decisions at both the state and local level. States must develop 
systems that report and disaggregate student information based on demographics (i.e. 
gender, race, age, disability and special population) and participation in career and 
technical education programs by specific program area (i.e. career cluster or program).  

 

 State and local education agencies must be held accountable for improving the 
successful outcomes of women and girls in career and technical education programs, 
including those that are high-skill, high-wage, and nontraditional.  

 

 Coordination efforts must be made between federal agencies and the legislative 
requirements they monitor, while maintaining the integrity of each of the bills, their 
funding streams, and the responsible agencies, which will best meet the needs of 
women and girls seeking career and technical education opportunities. 

 

 The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Vocational and Adult Education should 
coordinate with other federal agencies to ensure that programs such as career and 
technical education, the Workforce Investment Act, and Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families promote a shared goal of preparing women and girls for employment in 
high- wage, high-skill, and nontraditional careers.  

 

 The Office of Vocational and Adult Education must work with other offices within the 
U.S. Department of Education, such as the Office for Civil Rights, to identify and remedy 
barriers to gender equity in career and technical education programs.  

 
 
Resources for Advocates 
It is AAUW advocates across the county who speak their minds on issues important to them 
that truly advance AAUW’s mission.  Stay informed with updates on workforce reinvestment 
policies and other issues by subscribing to AAUW’s Action Network.  Make your voice heard in 
Washington and at home by using AAUW’s Two-Minute Activist to urge your members of 
Congress to support programs that provide women with education, training, and support for 
success in the work force, including nontraditional occupations.  Write a letter to the editor of 
your local paper to educate and motivate other members of your community.  Attend town hall 
meetings for your members of Congress, or set up a meeting with your elected official’s district 
office near you to discuss these policies.   AAUW members can also subscribe to Washington 
Update, our free, weekly e-bulletin that offers an insider's view on the latest policy news, 
resources for advocates, and programming ideas.  For details on these and other actions you 
can take, visit www.aauw.org/takeaction.  
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For more information, call 202/785-7793 or e-mail VoterEd@aauw.org. 
 
AAUW Public Policy and Government Relations Department 
 
September 2009 
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