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Calls to redesign high school are growing as student disengagement, artificial intelligence, and 
shifting labor market demands challenge traditional approaches to secondary education. This brief 
argues that California should build on existing reform infrastructure rather than start from scratch, 
with career pathways providing a promising foundation for innovation. Drawing on an ongoing study 
of career and technical education (CTE) in Los Angeles Unified School District, the brief highlights 
the importance of implementation quality: Students who complete robust, integrated pathways 
experience stronger educational outcomes than those with more limited CTE participation. Well-
designed pathways can also foster student engagement, develop durable skills, and support informed 
postsecondary decision-making. California can leverage the existing CTE infrastructure and high-
quality pathway approaches such as Linked Learning to ground broader high school redesign efforts.
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Introduction

Calls to redesign high school in the United States have become increasingly urgent as 
declining student engagement, artificial intelligence (AI), and shifting labor market demands 
challenge long-held assumptions about the purpose of secondary education. Across the nation, 
policymakers and education leaders argue that the traditional model of high school—built 
around standardized curricula, seat-time requirements, and age-based groupings—is no longer 
sufficient to prepare young people for an increasingly complex and uncertain future.1 California 
has embraced this challenge with a growing portfolio of secondary school initiatives, including 
ongoing funding for community schools as well as the recent Golden State Pathways Program 
and California Secondary School Redesign Pilot Program.2 

Amid this building momentum, however, an important question remains: How should 
redesign proceed? This brief argues that the next phase of California’s efforts should focus less 
on creating new initiatives and more on strengthening and integrating reforms that have already 
demonstrated promise. Specifically, I propose career pathways as a foundation for high school 
redesign. Research on education change suggests that durable, scalable reform rarely emerges 
through wholesale replacement of existing institutions but instead grows by strengthening 
promising innovations already embedded within schools. Drawing on our ongoing study of career 
and technical education (CTE) in Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) as well as the broader 
research literature on CTE, I argue that career pathways represent one of the strongest existing 
foundations upon which to build broader high school redesign.

Why High Schools Must Change

The case for redesign rests on three interrelated imperatives that are reshaping 
expectations for secondary education: deeper student engagement, stronger durable skills  
(e.g., interpersonal and self-management skills), and more informed postsecondary planning  
and decision-making.

Student Engagement

Perhaps the strongest argument for redesign comes from students themselves. Recent 
survey data indicate that large proportions of high school students find school boring, irrelevant, 
and increasingly disconnected from their interests and aspirations.3 One in four high school 
students is chronically absent, nearly two thirds report that school is “boring,” and 30 percent 
describe it as a “waste of time.”4
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It does not start out this way. Young children typically report high levels of engagement in 
school, but that enthusiasm fades steadily over time. Approximately three quarters of third graders 
say they love school, and 86 percent report that they are learning a great deal. By 11th grade, 
however, fewer than one third of students still say they love school, and only a little more than 
half believe they are learning a lot.5 In focus groups, high school students describe much of the 
curriculum as lacking relevance to “the real world.”6

The consequences of high school students’ disengagement are already starting to be felt. 
Even by traditional metrics of academic achievement, our high school students are struggling.  
In 2024, high school seniors posted the lowest scores ever recorded on the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress, with only 35 percent proficient in reading and 22 percent proficient 
in math.7 Moreover, according to a recent report, less than half of Generation Z Americans are 
“thriving,” and only 44 percent report feeling prepared for their future.8

To keep high school students engaged, schools need to foster a sense of both belonging 
and purpose. These mindsets allow students to connect their learning to future aspirations and 
ensure that they feel supported to try new things and persist when challenges arise.9 The rise of 
AI increases the urgency of improving students’ engagement and agency in learning, as experts 
predict that student will need to be lifelong learners capable of adapting as work and society 
rapidly evolve.10 

Durable Skills for an AI-Enabled Economy

As AI assumes more administrative and other routine tasks, young people entering the 
workforce will be expected to contribute at a much higher level than entry-level workers of the 
past.11 Some observers argue that young adults entering the workforce will need to perform at 
the level of today’s mid-career employees: managing AI tools, exercising judgment, building 
relationships, and navigating complex, open-ended work from the outset of their careers.12 

To succeed in this environment, students need to develop durable skills, such as 
communication, collaboration, leadership, adaptability, and problem-solving, and to learn to 
approach open-ended problems with curiosity and creativity. According to the World Economic 
Forum, employers predict that the most important workplace skills by 2030 will be analytical 
thinking, resilience and adaptability, leadership and social influence, creative thinking, and 
motivation and self-awareness.13 Already, these competencies are more valuable than ever. Three 
quarters of all job postings now request at least one durable skill, and eight of the ten most 
requested workforce skills fall into this category.14

State policy is beginning to respond to these shifts, with a growing number of states 
adopting graduate profiles that emphasize both academic knowledge and broader competencies.15 
Yet most U.S. high schools remain organized around the transmission of academic content  
rather than the kind of experiential learning through which durable skills are developed.
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Employers and hiring managers are dealing with the consequences of this mismatch. 
Nearly half of U.S. employers report that young adults are inadequately prepared for work, and 
four out of five hiring managers believe recent high school graduates are not ready for entry-level 
positions.16 At the same time, employers value real-world experience alongside formal education, 
with nearly nine in ten hiring managers reporting that experience has become more important in 
their hiring decisions.17

Informed Postsecondary Decision-Making

Nearly three quarters of U.S. jobs are projected to require some form of postsecondary 
education by 2031. The pathways to a viable career that are available to students, however, are 
varied and can be overwhelming. Four-year universities, community colleges, technical schools, 
apprenticeships, industry credentials, military service, and direct entry into the workforce can all 
lead to successful careers, but each carries different costs, risks, and opportunities.18

At the same time, many young people are questioning the value of college.19 Rising tuition, 
uneven completion rates, and uncertainty about labor market returns have made postsecondary 
education a more complicated investment decision than it was for previous generations.20 
Students need support to understand these trade-offs and identify the educational and career 
pathways that best align with their interests, strengths, and aspirations. This concern is echoed in 
the recent report of the Commission on Purposeful Pathways, which argues that students need 
high-quality advising to help them navigate more complex postsecondary options and make 
informed decisions aligned with their goals.21 

Yet many students graduate from high school having had limited opportunities to explore 
careers, understand educational pathways, or test their interests through authentic experiences. 
On national surveys and in focus groups, students report wanting more opportunities to learn 
about potential careers and more hands-on experiences before making important postsecondary 
decisions.22 In the absence of strong advising and career exploration, many students turn to 
social media for guidance. Forty percent of young people report actively seeking career-related 
information on social media, and high school students are now more likely to seek advice there 
than from school counselors.23 

Taken together, these three imperatives suggest that redesigning high school is no  
longer simply a matter of improving academic achievement. Schools must also prepare students 
to become engaged learners, develop durable skills, and make informed decisions about  
an increasingly uncertain future. The question is no longer whether high schools should change,  
but how. 
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CTE as Reform Infrastructure

Calls to fundamentally rethink U.S. high schools are not new. Throughout the past century, 
educators and policymakers have advanced successive waves of reform, including progressive 
education, open classrooms, standards-based reform, and small learning communities. While 
many of these efforts produced important innovations, few fundamentally transformed the 
structure of U.S. secondary education. 

In their seminal (and sobering) 1995 book Tinkering Toward Utopia,24 Tyack and Cuban 
synthesize a century of public school reform efforts, concluding that Americans have a long 
history of making dramatic demands for education reform but that actual reforms have typically 
been gradual and incremental. They argue that the “grammar of schooling”—institutionalized 
structures like age-graded classrooms, standardized curricula, and teacher-centric instruction—
have consistently resisted overhauls. Radical reforms, particularly those introduced by people 
outside the public schools, “have often resembled shooting stars that spurted across the 
pedagogical heavens, leaving a meteoric trail in the media but burning up and disappearing in  
the everyday atmosphere of the schools.”25

Tyack and Cuban recommend “adaptive tinkering” that preserves what is valuable and 
remedies what is not. Building on this perspective, Coburn26 argues that scaling a reform 
should not be understood simply as expanding a program to more schools but rather as deep 
organizational change that becomes owned by educators and embedded in the everyday work 
of schools.

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that sustainable, scalable reform rarely begins 
by replacing existing educational structures with entirely new ones. Instead, successful redesign 
is more likely to succeed by identifying promising innovations that have already demonstrated 
value and strengthening their implementation. From this perspective, an important question for 
California (and the U.S.) is not whether it needs another high school reform initiative but whether 
it already possesses an existing reform infrastructure capable of supporting broader redesign. 

Viewed through the lens of education change, CTE is notable because it possesses an 
existing infrastructure with several characteristics that make it well suited to support broader high 
school redesign.

First, CTE is already operating at scale in U.S. high schools. More than 98 percent of public 
school districts report offering CTE programs, and 85 percent of high school graduates have 
taken at least one CTE course.27 State interest in CTE continues to grow, with 42 states enacting 
152 policies aimed at boosting CTE in 2024—the highest number recorded since 2019.28
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In other words, we do not need to build this infrastructure from scratch. CTE already 
includes experienced educators, employer partnerships, curricula, accountability systems, 
funding streams, and broad public support. From the perspective of education change, these 
assets matter because they reduce many of the implementation challenges associated with 
large-scale redesign. Rather than asking schools to invent entirely new organizational structures, 
policymakers can strengthen and extend infrastructure that already exists.

Second, CTE has already gone through a process of adaptive change. Originally 
established through the Smith-Hughes Act of 1917, vocational education prepared students—
disproportionately lower income students and students of color—for occupations that typically 
did not require postsecondary education.29 Criticism of this tracking led to substantial reform 
over time. Modern CTE broadened its goals, integrated more rigorous academic expectations, 
expanded access, and increasingly emphasized preparation for both college and careers.30 

Third, CTE has documented positive impacts on key student outcomes. A recent 
systematic evidence review found that participating in high school CTE programs can have 
positive impacts on a diverse range of student outcomes, including students’ academic 
achievement, high school completion, employability (durable) skills, college readiness, 2-year 
college enrollment, and employment after high school.31

Despite these strengths, the evidence also suggests that simply offering CTE courses is not 
enough. Programs vary substantially in their quality, coherence, and intensity. If CTE is to serve as 
the foundation for broader high school redesign, understanding this variation becomes essential.

Implementation Matters: Lessons from Los Angeles

Our ongoing study of CTE in LAUSD illustrates why implementation matters.32 Although 
CTE is widespread throughout the district, students’ experiences vary considerably—from 
taking a single elective course to participating in comprehensive Linked Learning pathways. 
Linked Learning pathways are an integrated approach to CTE that offer comprehensive college 
preparatory and CTE course sequences bridged by integrated projects, work-based learning, 
and student supports.33 Linked Learning pathways typically include three or more CTE or career-
themed courses. Pathways can become certified through the Linked Learning Alliance, which has 
defined standards detailing the elements of the approach. 

In LAUSD in 2022, there were 20 certified Linked Learning pathways and 52 noncertified 
Linked Learning pathways. Noncertified pathways are working towards implementation of the 
full Linked Learning approach but may not have all the components in place yet. There were also 
265 traditional CTE pathways, consisting of a sequence of two or more CTE courses in the  
same program of study without the additional Linked Learning elements. This variation mirrors 
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the broader CTE landscape across California and provides an opportunity to examine what 
students gain from different forms of CTE participation and what those findings suggest for high 
school redesign. The LAUSD experience points to three lessons for policymakers seeking to  
build on CTE as a foundation for high school redesign.

Lesson 1: Expanding Access Is Necessary but Not Sufficient

Over the past decade, LAUSD has made a substantial investment in expanding access 
to CTE, offering hundreds of pathways across diverse industry sectors. Our study describes the 
landscape of LAUSD CTE programming offered to the cohorts of students who started high 
school in the 2020–21 and 2021–22 school years.

On average, rising ninth graders in our study cohorts had access to nine CTE pathways 
and two Linked Learning pathways (certified or noncertified) across more than six industry 
sectors. Nearly two thirds of students took at least one CTE course during high school. We found:

•	 CTE and Linked Learning pathway participation was relatively equitable across student 
race/ethnicity, gender, and disability status.

•	 English learners took CTE courses at lower rates than students overall but participated 
in Linked Learning pathways at comparable rates. Linked Learning pathways may have 
identified more effective strategies for ensuring inclusive access for English learners. 
This is particularly notable given recent research suggesting that CTE may be an 
effective strategy for boosting English learners’ success beyond high school.34

•	 Students with the lowest and highest prior achievement took CTE courses at lower 
rates than students in the middle of the achievement distribution. Scheduling posed a 
barrier for both these groups: High-achieving students may need to choose between 
Advance Placement (AP) and CTE courses, and low-achieving students may need to 
retake core courses they did not initially pass.

Our findings suggest that access is only the first step. Although most students experienced 
some exposure to CTE, only about one in five completed a CTE or Linked Learning pathway, 
meaning that they completed the two core CTE classes with a passing grade (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Participation in and Completion of Career and Technical Education (CTE) in Los Angeles 
Unified School District (LAUSD)

Participation Participation was broad. Nearly two thirds of LAUSD 
students took at least one CTE course in high school.

Completion Completion rates were much lower. Only about a  
fifth of students completed a CTE or Linked Learning 
pathway. Completion rates were highest in Linked 
Learning pathways.

That distinction proved consequential. Students who completed the CTE course 
sequence within either a CTE or a Linked Learning pathway demonstrated stronger outcomes 
across multiple indicators, including attendance, high school graduation, completion of college-
preparatory coursework, and college enrollment. Expanding access creates opportunity, but 
ensuring that students can complete coherent programs appears to create substantially greater 
educational benefits.

Lesson 2: Implementation Quality Matters

CTE is not a single educational experience. Within LAUSD, students participated in a 
continuum of experiences ranging from individual elective courses to Linked Learning pathways.

Compared with high school graduates who took no CTE, high school graduates who 
completed a certified Linked Learning pathway were:

•	 16 percentage points more likely to complete a college-preparatory curriculum  
in high school,

•	 24 percentage points more likely to enroll in college, and 
•	 8 percentage points more likely enroll in a 4-year college (among college 

attendees).

These analyses were adjusted for student and school background characteristics but did 
not fully account for selection bias. They are not causal estimates.
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This distinction matters because implementation shapes students’ opportunities to learn. 
Isolated CTE courses can introduce students to new content and careers, but more robust 
pathways provide sustained opportunities to connect classroom learning with authentic problems, 
collaborate with industry professionals, develop durable skills, and reflect on future educational 
and career options. In other words, the value of CTE depends not simply on participation but also 
on the coherence and quality of students’ experiences.

The study’s findings reinforce this point: Students who completed Linked Learning 
pathways (both certified and noncertified) had the strongest outcomes. Similar patterns have been 
observed nationally, with students who experience more robust pathway models—ones that  
offer a sequence of three aligned courses—having stronger outcomes than students taking CTE 
as a one-off elective course.35 Moreover, both the current study and our prior work evaluating 
Linked Learning in California suggest that pathways can be particularly effective for students 
with low prior achievement.36

The implication is an important one for California. The policy goal should not simply be 
increasing CTE participation. It should be increasing the number of students who experience 
coherent, high-quality career pathways.

Lesson 3: Coherent Career Pathways Support the Goals of High School Redesign

Perhaps the most important lesson from LAUSD is that well-designed career pathways 
support the very outcomes motivating today’s calls for high school redesign.

In focus groups, students consistently described pathway experiences as making school 
more engaging by connecting academic learning to authentic work and real-world applications. 
Rather than viewing coursework as disconnected from their futures, students described seeing 
clearer purpose in what they were learning and greater motivation to succeed. One student 
made the following statement:

We work with professionals who know how to work a drone, work the camera 
equipment, work everything. They guided us through that process so we got  
to work with them and train with them. … I got to use hands-on equipment, have a 
full camera on me. I was like, this is cool, this is what I like to do. I didn’t know  
I’d like to do that until I got the chance. 

Students also emphasized opportunities to develop communication, collaboration, 
leadership, and problem-solving skills through projects, internships, and work-based learning 
experiences. This is consistent with our prior work studying Linked Learning in California, where 
surveyed pathway students reported more growth in interpersonal skills than their nonpathway 
peers.37 These are precisely the skills that employers increasingly identify as essential in an 
economy shaped by rapid technological change.
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Perhaps most striking, however, was the role pathways played in helping students make 
informed decisions about life after high school. Rather than asking adolescents to commit 
prematurely to a particular occupation, pathway experiences gave students opportunities to 
explore careers, discover unexpected interests, and better understand the education and training 
associated with different professions. As one student explained, “I didn’t know I’d like to do that 
until I got the chance.” That simple observation captures one of the central purposes of career 
pathways: not narrowing students’ options but expanding them through informed exploration. 

These findings suggest that the greatest value of CTE lies not simply in exposing students 
to career-related coursework but also in providing access to coherent pathways that integrate 
rigorous academics, technical learning, work-based experiences, and meaningful postsecondary 
planning. 

Conclusion

California has no shortage of ideas for redesigning high school. Over the past decade, 
the state has committed substantial funding via the Career Technical Education Incentive Grants 
($300 million annually) and Golden State Pathways Program ($500 million) to increase the quality 
of CTE programming and build out career pathway models. The 2026–27 state budget includes 
ongoing funding for community schools, with $400 million dedicated to expanding community 
schools at the high school level. An additional $100 million is earmarked for the expansion of 
dual enrollment through that state’s College and Career Access Pathways grant program, which 
facilitates offering dual enrollment courses on high school campuses during the school day.38

The challenge is not to generate new initiatives but to connect these existing efforts into  
a coherent strategy for preparing young people for an increasingly complex and uncertain future. 
The California Secondary School Redesign Pilot Program provides an important opportunity to 
do just that. By encouraging districts to rethink the purpose, structure, and student experience of 
high school, the pilot invites educators to imagine new possibilities for secondary education. 

This brief suggests that many districts may not need to begin that work with a blank slate. 
Rather than designing entirely new structures, districts can build on the CTE infrastructure that 
already exists in most California high schools, ensuring that local innovation will have a strong 
foundation. This approach would leverage pilot-program resources to strengthen CTE offerings 
through integrated career pathways and then use the pathway structure to ground aligned 
initiatives such as community schools and dual enrollment.
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Viewed this way, career pathways become more than another initiative competing for 
attention within California’s redesign agenda. They provide an organizing framework that can  
connect and reinforce many complementary reforms. For example, instead of the current 
system of ad hoc dual enrollment opportunities, career pathways can facilitate the integration of 
intentional and aligned dual enrollment courses in ways that strengthen informed postsecondary 
decision-making. They can also pair well with community school models, boosting student 
engagement through a combination of meaningful, future-oriented learning experiences with 
strong student supports and family engagement.39 As California embarks on an effort to define  
the key components of the community-schools approach, it may be a good opportunity to 
articulate how these two reforms can work together.40 Rather than operating as separate 
initiatives, these efforts become mutually reinforcing when organized around coherent pathways 
that connect learning in school with students’ aspirations beyond it.

California’s greatest opportunity may not lie in inventing the next high school reform  
but rather in organizing and strengthening the promising reforms that have already begun. 
Building on what works may ultimately prove to be the most durable—and most practical—path to 
redesigning high school.
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