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Executive Summary
COVID-19 caused students across the country to postpone or change their plans for college 
while simultaneously dampening job prospects. Hardest hit have been families in poverty and 
students of color, both educationally and economically. 

The pandemic is also hastening a steady march toward a fluid gig economy that displaces 
blue-collar workers with robots, contractors, and lower-wage service industry workers. During 
this transition, a college education will likely be more important than ever; during our last 
recession, more than 95 percent of newly emerging careers required a postsecondary degree 
or credential. 

Over the past 10 years, states across the country have invested in career and technical 
education (CTE) to boost student access to a living-wage career. Most recently, this effort 
has focused on “new” CTE, which prepares students for living-wage technical careers such as 
nursing and engineering. High-quality CTE programs can improve outcomes in high school, 
lead to higher wages, and even result in higher postsecondary enrollment rates, especially for 
students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

Career pathways that include college and career preparation can benefit students during a 
COVID recovery, but for that to happen states must do more. In many states, the quality of 
career education is uneven and not aligned with economic realities. 

We find that states share three common weaknesses that impede quality, access, and 
alignment: 

Little support for districts that lack capacity: Developing career education programs 
requires analytical capacity to identify appropriate careers and certifications. Developing 
productive industry partners that can inform programs and offer real-world learning 
is time consuming and requires knowledge and connections many schools don’t have. 
However, all too often states do not support districts to bridge these gaps.

Misaligned credit award and funding policies that prevent real-world learning: 
Real-world learning through job shadowing or internships can offer valuable exposure to 
students as they reinforce skills and knowledge from the classroom and explore post-high 
school options. But credit award and funding policies in many states create barriers to 
schools that want to make these learning experiences part of a student’s high school 
education.

Weak career accountability and information systems: No state has a comprehensive 
accountability system that provides consistent, transparent information about student 
enrollment, graduation rates, and academic and career attainment for all career education 
providers. Without it, state education agencies and schools cannot compare performance, 
identify schools that need support, or flag models as exemplars. And without data about 
career prospects and program performance, families do not have the information they 
need to make informed choices about high school.

To solve these problems and create a more coherent education system that prepares students 
for life after graduation, states should take these four steps:

https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/
https://www.ednc.org/nc-community-college-students-share-covid-19-impact/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/09/10/class-notes-the-gender-poverty-gap-covid-19s-impact-on-college-students-and-more/
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/covid-19s-disproportionate-effects-children-color-will-challenge-next-generation
https://www.jff.org/what-we-do/impact-stories/jfflabs-acceleration/career-navigation-technology-2020/
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/americas-divided-recovery/
https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/the-evolution-of-career-and-technical-education-1982-2013/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/what-we-know-about-career-and-technical-education-in-high-school/
https://irvine-dot-org.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/30/attachments/year4linkedlearningevaluationreportfeb2014.pdf?1412656267
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2017-08-01-not-all-career-and-technical-education-programs-are-created-equal
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2017-08-01-not-all-career-and-technical-education-programs-are-created-equal
https://fordhaminstitute.org/sites/default/files/publication/pdfs/20190403-how-aligned-cte-local-labor-markets_1.pdf
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Too many states leave schools and districts on their own to identify the right programs, 
credentials, and industry partners. States can play a valuable role in helping schools 
develop quality career education programs by: 

•	 Centralizing job market and employment data, similar to Texas’s dashboard of employment 
data and list of approved pathways and course sequences. Indiana identifies high-wage, high-
demand careers and disperses tiered funds to aligned courses. 

•	 Working with industry partners to continually update lists of industry-approved and 
in-demand certificates and assessments, and phasing out those that are no longer relevant, 
like Kentucky and Florida.

•	 Creating intermediaries like the Delaware Office of Work-Based Learning, Career Wise 
CO or Career Connect WA in order to help districts engage with industry for work-based 
learning. But districts also need close relationships with industry for ongoing program input—
something that intermediaries could do more to support. 

•	 Supporting district experimentation during the pandemic by identifying and incentivizing 
innovations. The Colorado Community College System (CCCS) hosts bimonthly calls with 
secondary and postsecondary program directors, which helps them identify innovators like 
Westminster High School. To scale implementation, CCCS showcases examples, coordinates 
mentoring, and offers competitive grants.

1. Support districts to conduct analysis, form industry partnerships, and 
scale innovation.

Credit award, seat-time funding, teacher certification, and articulation policies can all pose 
barriers to program implementation. States can address some of these by: 

•	 Allowing districts to award credit for out-of-school learning, like New Hampshire, or using 
a competency-based model to award course credit, like Virgina. States can consider prior 
learning assessments at the high school level to award credit for learning that occurs outside 
the classroom. Students can be credited for hands-on-learning and schools can tap local 
expertise without having to hire or train new teachers. 

•	 Adopting new funding models, like South Carolina or Florida, that create alternatives to 
funding based on seat time so students have more flexibility in when, where, and at what 
pace they finish courses without penalizing schools or districts financially. The pandemic has 
created more incentive to explore alternatives to seat-time funding.

•	 Encouraging technical dual-enrollment programs that allow high schools to coordinate with 
local colleges and experts, like Georgia and Arizona.

•	 Breaking postsecondary and career credentials into stackable chunks, allowing students to 
work toward an ultimate degree while still carrying interim credentials that are recognized 
across institutions and by industry, as Ohio has done.

•	 Working with districts to identify local or state policy workarounds; sometimes the 
barriers schools face are the result of local policy, or a misunderstanding of what is 
allowable by the state.

2. Revise state policies that pose barriers to real-world and postsecondary 
learning.

https://www.txcte.org/resource/cte-state-dashboard
https://tea.texas.gov/academics/college-career-and-military-prep/career-and-technical-education/approved-cte-programs
https://www.in.gov/dwd/files/2020-2021-CTE-Funding-Recommendations-Memo.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.Innovation.ModelPolicy.AnnualCTEReview.pdf
https://education.ky.gov/CTE/endofprog/Pages/CTEEOPStandardsDocs.aspx
http://www.fldoe.org/academics/career-adult-edu/cape-secondary/cape-industry-cert-funding-list-current.stml
https://deowbl.org
https://www.mdrc.org/project/careerwise-colorado-study
https://www.mdrc.org/project/careerwise-colorado-study
https://careerconnectwa.org
https://www.air.org/resource/supporting-work-based-learning-implementation-self-assessment-intermediary-practices
https://excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/ExcelinEd.CTEPlaybook2.BuildingCrossSectorPartnerships.May2018.pdf
https://www.crpe.org/thelens/how-covid-19-forcing-innovation-high-school-industry-partnerships
https://www.westminsterpublicschools.org/site/default.aspx?PageType=3&DomainID=1&ModuleInstanceID=10128&ViewID=6446EE88-D30C-497E-9316-3F8874B3E108&RenderLoc=0&FlexDataID=24472&PageID=1
https://www.education.nh.gov/partners/education-outside-the-classroom/learning-everywhere#:~:text=Learn%20Everywhere%20is%20just%20that,wherever%20and%20whenever%20they%20occur.
https://cte.careertech.org/sites/default/files/CTE-StateGradRequirementsFINAL.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED570321.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED570321.pdf
https://www.ed.sc.gov/scdoe/assets/File/stateboard/documents/Flexibility-Available-to-Schools-and-Districts-SBE-13Feb13.pdf
https://aurora-institute.org/wp-content/uploads/iNACOL-Performance-Based-Funding-and-Online-Learning.pdf
https://www.educationnext.org/end-seat-time-funding-strike-a-new-grand-bargain/
https://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/01/11/50/11150.pdf
http://ecs.force.com/mbdata/MBQuest2RTanw?Rep=DE1914
https://hechingerreport.org/more-students-start-earning-stackable-credentials-on-their-way-to-degrees/
https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/resources/publications/file/Stackable-Credential-Scan-2.pdf
https://www.crpe.org/sites/default/files/crpe_policy-barriers-school-improvement_report.pdf
https://www.crpe.org/sites/default/files/crpe_policy-barriers-school-improvement_report.pdf
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States can leverage existing K–12 accountability systems to ensure all students 
have equitable access to programs, and that programs deliver strong academic and 
employment outcomes. The pandemic caused disruptions to state testing, giving states an 
opportunity to reassess and improve their accountability systems by:

•	 Encouraging schools to offer effective career preparation programming by using measures 
for work-based learning like West Virginia and Georgia, or measures for dual credit like Illinois 
and North Dakota. States can incentivize college and career preparation by offering bonus 
points when students achieve both, like in Delaware. 

•	 Conducting an audit of the full range of career program providers and including them 
in public-facing school reporting systems so they all are held accountable to the same 
standards, and families and the public can compare their effectiveness using common 
academic and work readiness measures. This would include technical high schools, shared-
time centers, and career academies within comprehensive high schools. To date, no state 
does this.

4. Hold all providers accountable to academic, professional, and 
postsecondary outcomes.

State agencies, providers, and families need information about available programs to 
assess the landscape: 

•	 States should set clear definitions and standards for career and technical education, and then 
identify program providers using these terms.

•	 Public-facing, statewide information systems, like My Colorado Journey and Indiana’s 
NextLevel Jobs provide youth and families with valuable information about regional careers, 
wages, demand projections, and available programs. States can also consider investing in or 
creating one-on-one career navigation services, like MyBestBets.

Disruptions from the pandemic will likely force states to reimagine their systems for supporting 
postsecondary transitions, informing the public about what’s working, and measuring schools’ 
effectiveness. Before the pandemic, too many states left schools and districts on their own to 
determine goals and assess the effectiveness of their career-based learning programs, which 
resulted in incoherent and inequitable learning experiences for students. The systems they 
rebuild after the pandemic should be designed to set every student up for success in a complex 
and uncertain future.

3. Deliver consistent information about available programs and careers.

https://cte.careertech.org/sites/default/files/files/resources/Making_Career_Readiness_Count_2019.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Information-Request_College-and-Career-Readiness-in-State-Accountability-Systems.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Information-Request_College-and-Career-Readiness-in-State-Accountability-Systems.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Information-Request_College-and-Career-Readiness-in-State-Accountability-Systems.pdf
https://excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/ExcelinEd.CTEPlaybook3.AuditingCTEPrograms.August2018.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.Innovation.ModelPolicy.AnnualCTEReview.pdf
https://www.mycoloradojourney.com/journey
https://nextleveljobs.org
https://pilot.mybestbets.org
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Introduction

COVID-19 caused students across the country to postpone or change their plans for college. 
while simultaneously dampening job prospects. Hardest hit have been families in poverty and 
students of color, both educationally and economically. 

The pandemic is also hastening a steady march toward a fluid gig economy that displaces 
blue-collar workers with robots, contractors, and lower-wage service industry workers. It 
has accelerated the demand for “soft skills,” such as problem-solving and the ability to work 
independently: the pandemic favors companies that are nimble and creative. 

During this transition in our economy, a college education will likely be more important than 
ever; during our last recession, more than 95 percent of newly emerging careers required a 
postsecondary degree or credential.

Over the past 10 years, states across the country have invested in career and technical education 
(CTE) to boost student access to a living-wage career. Most recently, this effort has focused 
on “new” CTE, which prepares students for living-wage technical careers like nursing and 
engineering. High-quality CTE programs can improve outcomes in high school, lead to higher 
wages, and even result in higher postsecondary enrollment rates, especially for students from 
economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

The pandemic amplifies weaknesses in our economic and education systems. Equitably 
preparing all students for a satisfying life will require more than incremental change. States 
must refocus K–12 priorities so all students are better prepared for life after graduation. To this 
end, states can revamp four policy areas related to secondary career preparation:

1.	 Support districts to conduct analysis, form industry partnerships, and scale innovations.

2.	 Revise policies that pose barriers to real-world and postsecondary learning.

3.	 Deliver consistent information about available programs and careers.

4.	 Hold all providers accountable to academic, professional, and postsecondary outcomes.

All states, no matter how robust their career preparation programming may be, have an urgent 
need and historic opportunity to improve how students are prepared for life after high school.

Terms Used in This Paper
Career academy: A method of delivering career education. Students pursue a 
concentrated course of study in a single career and connect with industry through 
work-based learning. Career academies use project- or place-based instruction and 
teach students in small cohorts, or academies. Linked Learning typifies this model, but 
it is found in some form in schools across the country.

Career and technical education (CTE): The most common term used in the United 
States to describe career-focused preparation at the secondary and postsecondary 
level. The federal government first used this term in 2006 to signal a movement away 
from vocational/technical education and the blue-collar careers associated with it. CTE 
is often referred to as vocational education in other countries.

https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/
https://www.ednc.org/nc-community-college-students-share-covid-19-impact/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/09/10/class-notes-the-gender-poverty-gap-covid-19s-impact-on-college-students-and-more/
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/covid-19s-disproportionate-effects-children-color-will-challenge-next-generation
https://www.jff.org/what-we-do/impact-stories/jfflabs-acceleration/career-navigation-technology-2020/
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/29/how-the-coronavirus-pandemic-will-impact-the-future-of-work.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/ready-set-go-reinventing-the-organization-for-speed-in-the-post-covid-19-era
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/ready-set-go-reinventing-the-organization-for-speed-in-the-post-covid-19-era
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/americas-divided-recovery/
https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/the-evolution-of-career-and-technical-education-1982-2013/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/what-we-know-about-career-and-technical-education-in-high-school/
https://irvine-dot-org.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/30/attachments/year4linkedlearningevaluationreportfeb2014.pdf?1412656267
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Career education: A general term used in this paper for courses, programs, pathways, 
or work-based learning that prepares students for the world of work. This may include 
developing general workplace competencies, or “soft skills,” technical skills in a specific 
career, or experience and training in the workplace. 

Career pathways: A program that prepares students for a specific career or career 
cluster. Our use of the term includes a concentrated sequence of career preparatory 
coursework. Career pathways can prepare students for a range of careers, some of 
which will require a postsecondary credential. 

Comprehensive schools: The comprehensive high school is the most common method 
of delivering CTE in the United States. Students complete graduation requirements 
while pursuing CTE through classes, pathways, career academies, or dual-enrollment 
opportunities with a local technical college. 

Shared-time centers: Shared-time centers enroll students part-time, typically during 
the last two years of high school, to receive focused training in a career pathway. 
Students remain enrolled in their “home school,” from which they earn a high school 
diploma. These are often regional centers that serve students across multiple districts, 
as in the case of Washington State’s Skill Centers or the CTE programs operated by 
New York’s BOCES system.

Technical high schools: A technical high school enrolls students in a full-time program 
that specializes in CTE. Schools typically enroll students starting in the 9th grade, as 
in the vocational and technical schools in Massachusetts. They can be operated by a 
district or by a statewide board, as in the case of Connecticut.

Work-based learning: A type of learning that connects students to the working world. 
It includes mentorships, job shadowing, industry-designed projects, school-based 
enterprises, internships, and apprenticeships.

https://www.k12.wa.us/student-success/career-technical-education-cte/skill-centers
https://www.boces.org/
http://www.masshome.com/votech.html
https://www.cttech.org/
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The Current System: A Hodgepodge of Programs with 
Uneven Access

Schools offer a range of career experiences without clear definitions or standards
The United States has no common standards or definitions for career preparation across or 
within states. This results from a CTE system that is governed primarily by state and district 
action. Federal guidelines are limited to broad recommendations tied to federal Perkins dollars.

The result is that “career education” can encompass a range of school-based experiences, from 
career awareness to career preparation (figure 1), which often do not conform to agreed-upon 
terms and definitions. In other words, one school may say that a “legal studies career pathway” 
consists of three disconnected courses, while another may offer a set of six sequential courses 
that includes dual-enrollment college classes, a year-long internship, and a postsecondary 
certification.

Work-based learning is a core feature of CTE in other countries, where there are often clear 
standards for apprenticeships and internships. In the United States, work-based learning varies 
from one school to the next. An internship may be six worksite visits over the course of a 
semester or an intensive learning experience aligned with coursework and workplace goals.

Figure 1. Schools Offer a Range of Career Preparation Experiences that Fall Along a Career 
Development Continuum

Learn about jobs 
and careers

Explore careers of 
interest

Train for a career 
of choice

SCHOOL-BASED AND 
COMMUNITY LEARNING:

•	 Career awareness 
lessons

•	 Guest speakers

•	 Career fairs

WORK-BASED LEARNING:

•	 Career visits and 
tours

•	 Career mentoring

SCHOOL-BASED AND 
COMMUNITY LEARNING:

•	 Career exploration 
lessons

•	 Career classes and 
clubs

•	 Community service

WORK-BASED LEARNING:

•	 Informational 
interviews

•	 Job shadowing

CAREER AWARENESS CAREER EXPLORATION CAREER PREPARATION

SCHOOL-BASED AND 
COMMUNITY LEARNING:

•	 Career and technical 
education

•	 Work-readiness 
activities

WORK-BASED LEARNING:

•	 Internships

•	 School-based 
enterprises

•	 Apprenticeships

Source: Modified from New Ways to Work’s career development continuum.

https://www.nsba.org/ASBJ/2020/February/CTE-Law
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=DELSA/ELSA/WD/SEM(2019)12&docLanguage=En
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED574519.pdf
http://ccwt.wceruw.org/documents/CCWT-report-Designing-Internship-Programs.pdf
https://www.newwaystowork.org/career-readiness/career-development-continuum/
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Students have uneven access to comprehensive career education
While any of the approaches outlined in figure 1 will raise awareness about career options, 
research suggests that better school, postsecondary, and career outcomes are more likely 
when students complete programs aligned with “career preparation.” Specifically:

•	 Students who complete a sequence of coherent and increasingly advancing courses can 
lead to increased high school graduation rates and higher wages, compared to students 
who do not. Concentrated coursework appears to offer greater wage benefits to boys 
and to students from low-income households.

•	 Coherent program design appears to offer a higher-quality learning experience. Career 
academies typically feature college preparatory coursework, a project-based instructional 
approach, a progressive sequence of career courses, a small cohort of students, and 
connection to real-world work. This combination generally results in reduced dropout 
rates, a more rigorous course load in high school, and higher college enrollment rates, 
especially for under resourced students. Career and technical high schools can produce 
similar results.

•	 Work-based learning prepares students for success in the workplace. Mentorships, 
internships, and school-based enterprises offer opportunities for students to develop 
“soft skills,” like communication and cooperation, which employers place in high demand. 
Research suggests work-based learning is most effective when combined with job site 
mentoring, pay, alignment with a career pathway, and data-driven outcomes. The most 
intensive form of work-based learning—apprenticeships—leads to clear wage benefits 
for participants.

Despite these benefits, not all students have access to comprehensive coursework, career 
academies, and work-based learning. 

Students are much less likely to have access to a comprehensive career academy model (24 
percent) than simply career education coursework (83 percent). Evidence suggests that the 
career academy model is most elusive for students from low-income households and students 
of color. Career academy programs in California struggled to achieve equitable enrollment 
along race and income. Across the country, students from wealthier households are more likely 
to attend a CTE school than are students from less wealthy households. These CTE schools are 
in turn most likely to offer career academies, which are associated with strong secondary and 
postsecondary outcomes.

When looking at enrollment in comprehensive career coursework by race, we find that white 
and Asian students are slightly more likely than their Black and Hispanic peers to concentrate 
their career courses in a single pathway. However, students with Individualized Education 
Programs (IEP) and students who are English language learners are somewhat more likely than 
their peers to concentrate their course-taking in a single pathway.

https://aysps.gsu.edu/files/2017/10/17-12-Kreisman-VocationalTech.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775704000287?via%3Dihub
https://www2.ed.gov/datastory/cte/index.html
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/career-and-technical-education-high-school-does-it-improve-student-outcomes
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED524061.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED524061.pdf
https://www.achieve.org/files/Achieve_MAcareerTech.pdf
https://www.achieve.org/files/Achieve_MAcareerTech.pdf
https://irvine-dot-org.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/30/attachments/year4linkedlearningevaluationreportfeb2014.pdf?1412656267
https://d985fra41m798.cloudfront.net/resources/SRI_Year_7_Linked_Learning_Evaluation_Report_revised_2018.pdf?mtime=20191107172803
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/career-academies-long-term-impacts-work-education-and-transitions-adulthood
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2019/09/20/the-promise-of-career-and-technical-education/
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=DELSA/ELSA/WD/SEM(2019)12&docLanguage=En
http://ccwt.wceruw.org/documents/CCWT-report-Designing-Internship-Programs.pdf
https://reports.norc.org/white_paper/designing-and-implementing-work-based-learning-research-findings-and-key-lessons-from-employers/
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/27996/1001360-Training-Tomorrow-s-Workforce.PDF
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h01.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h150.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h01.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h202.asp
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Table 1. White and Asian Students Are More Likely to Concentrate in a Single Pathway Than Their 
Black and Hispanic Peers

Source: “Table H201. Percentage of public high school graduates with each career and technical education (CTE) coursetaking 
pattern, by student race/ethnicity and sex: 2013,” National Center for Education Statistics website.

Three or more credits in 
a single pathway

Three or more credits in 
a different pathway Percent gap

White students 22% 19.9% 2.1 percentage points more 
students focused on a pathway

Black students 18.2% 23.2%

Hispanic students 16.4% 17.9%

Asian/Pacific Islander 
students

12.1% 11.5%

5 percentage points fewer 
students focused on a pathway

1.5 percentage points fewer 
students focused on a pathway

0.6 percentage points more 
students focused on a pathway

Work-based learning is also unevenly distributed across schools and programs
Fewer than a fifth of students reported participating in these experiences. CRPE’s scan of schools 
and districts suggests that work-based learning is usually offered for particular programs or 
based on student interest, when it is available at all. Disadvantaged youth especially have 
limited access to programs that offer work-based learning. In a survey of districts nationally, 
work-based learning was the second most commonly cited barrier to student participation in 
career education. 

Within-school tracking may be on the decline, but schools still pose barriers to access
Earlier research in vocational and technical education identified evidence of tracking students 
of color and those from low-income households into career training programs, many of which 
were accompanied by academic coursework of lower rigor than standard courses. A 2011 study 
in California still found that students from low-income households and students of color were 
more often tracked into less rigorous academic and career education classes. 

But in recent years, schools have put in place safeguards to try to prevent student tracking. 
These include offering an exploratory class in 8th or 9th grade so students can try different 
pathways before selecting one. Instead of locking students into a course sequence in 9th 
grade, most counselors help students move to a program or school that is a better fit. Research 
conducted since this change has found limited evidence of tracking by income and race. 

Schools may not be tracking students into low-quality programs as frequently as in the past, 
but they still pose barriers to enrollment. Career and technical schools are more likely than 
any other specialty school to require admission tests and to request a student’s academic 
record. Three-fifths have selective-admissions requirements such as grades, an application, 
or a reference letter. Specialized admission requirements signal student intent to be part of a 
school that offers a different learning experience, but requirements can also act as deterrents. 

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h201.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h173.asp
http://research.crpe.org/reports/rethinking-cte/
https://jfforg-prod-prime.s3.amazonaws.com/media/documents/WBL_Principles_Paper_062416.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018028.pdf
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED274749
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED522630
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h155.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h01.asp
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/takeaway/segments/who-wins-when-public-schools-have-selective-admissions-policies
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Shortcomings in State Policy

Although trends emerge, research on the efficacy of career education is mixed. The career 
type that one pursues likely accounts for some of the variation; students in a nursing pathway 
will likely take more advanced coursework and receive a higher wage upon certification than 
a student who has completed a culinary pathway, for example. But state context plays a part 
as well. Recent studies from Massachusetts and Arkansas find positive outcomes for students 
enrolled in career education programs. Both of these states have invested in local and state 
policy that support quality career programming alongside robust academic coursework. 

Many states fall prey to one or more common problem areas, which impact program efficacy 
and student outcomes:

•	 States do not support districts that lack capacity.

•	 Restrictive credit award, teacher licensing, and funding policies prevent schools from 
offering career education.

•	 States have weak career accountability and information systems.

States Do Not Support Districts That Lack Capacity
In other countries, the national government identifies and drives change in secondary and 
postsecondary career education programs. In the United States, this task often falls on districts. 
Changes in the local economy, industry standards, and workplace norms should be reflected 
in the careers, credentials, and skills that programs offer. However, this demands the ability to 
identify economic changes; partner with industry to interpret data; and have the willingness, 
personnel, and resources to test and implement new programs. Together, this represents an 
enormous capacity challenge for local districts and schools.

Program providers must respond to changes in the workforce
Workforce data is often available through federal or state sources, but these data are lagged to 
account for collection and cleaning. For example, federal Standard Occupational Classification 
codes were most recently updated in 2018—after an eight-year lag. Any new job titles created 
in the past three years are not reflected in available data. In the absence of good information, 
programs may prepare students for careers that do not exist or do not offer a decent starting 
salary. A recent analysis suggests that CTE enrollment in 10 cities did not align with high-
paying, local careers.

Program providers must identify appropriate credentials and assessments
K–12 programs that offer industry-recognized credentials are placing their students in a good 
position to succeed in high school and beyond. A recent analysis found that students who 
earned industry credentials were more likely to graduate on time. Increasingly, students will 
need more than a high school diploma, but this doesn’t mean students need a bachelor’s degree. 
Two-year degrees and postsecondary certificates are highly regarded in some industries such 
as electronics, IT, and nursing, and can be correlated with greater wage earnings than four-year 
degrees.

https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/sectech/nacte/career-technical-education/final-report.pdf
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/10.1162/EDFP_a_00224
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/career-and-technical-education-high-school-does-it-improve-student-outcomes
http://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-school/countrystudies.htm
https://www.bls.gov/soc/2018/major_groups.htm
https://www.bls.gov/soc/2018/major_groups.htm
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/how-aligned-career-and-technical-education-local-labor-markets
https://www.excelined.org/innovation/college-career-pathways/
https://www.excelined.org/innovation/college-career-pathways/
https://www.chronicle.com/newsletter/the-edge/2020-01-22
https://www.chronicle.com/newsletter/the-edge/2020-01-22
https://goodjobsdata.org/wp-content/uploads/Good-Jobs-wo-BA.pdf
https://1gyhoq479ufd3yna29x7ubjn-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/CEW-SubBA.pdf
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Certificates.FullReport.061812.pdf
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But high schools are not conferring these valued credentials. At the K–12 level only a fifth of 
the credentials earned by students are valued or in demand by employers. No state is aligning 
which certificates are awarded at the secondary level with industry demand. Without a way to 
determine and measure the quality of a credential, it is difficult for local education agencies to 
determine which credentials actually provide labor market value. 

Program providers must coordinate with industry
Districts need partnerships with regional industry to inform curriculum, programming, and 
emerging technology. However, only about one-third of districts surveyed nationally report 
that they coordinate with industry about which occupations are in demand. School systems 
also need input on certifications, assessments, and emerging technology to keep up with 
industry changes. Schools also need industry partnerships to offer work-based learning; more 
intensive forms of work-based learning—such as regular internships—require deeper and closer 
relationships. 

When schools fail to form partnerships with industries that center on student learning and 
well-being, students can end up in programs that benefit business rather than the long-term 
outcomes of students.

State Policy Prevents Schools from Taking Advantage of Learning 
Opportunities and Experts in Their Communities

Credit award and funding policies can restrict work-based learning
Work-based learning has several benefits for students, whether it is offered as a way to explore 
careers, gain general workplace competencies, or apply theoretical knowledge learned in the 
classroom. Efforts are being made to boost work-based learning at the secondary level. Perkins 
V places a greater emphasis on work-based learning in secondary schools than its predecessor, 
Perkins IV. National organizations such as the American Institute for Innovative Apprenticeship 
support work-based learning for students at any age. 

In the United States, workplace, insurance, and school policies converge to make work-based 
learning difficult to implement. At the school level, impediments include school funding tied 
to seat-time requirements and credit award policies that favor learning inside school walls. 
Colorado incentivizes schools to participate in work-based learning (see table 2). But even 
so, seat-based funding models can make districts reluctant to expand learning outside of the 
classroom. In Colorado, districts only receive funding when a student is at school at least five 
hours per day.

https://www.burning-glass.com/wp-content/uploads/credentials_matter_May2019.pdf
https://www.credentialsmatter.org/credentials-101/findings/
https://ccsso.org/sites/default/files/2018-10/Credential_Currency_report.pdf
https://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/Documents/educ/WorkReady_report_2020_2.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018028.pdf
https://www.credentialsmatter.org/credentials-101/recommendations/
https://cte.ed.gov/toolkit/engaging.html
https://www.salon.com/2020/02/11/how-corporations-are-forcing-their-way-into-americas-public-schools_partner/
https://www.jff.org/what-we-do/impact-stories/center-for-apprenticeship-and-work-based-learning/benefits-work-based-learning/
https://ednote.ecs.org/perkins-v-expanding-opportunities-for-work-based-learning/#:~:text=Perkins%20V%20encourages%20states%20to,high-schoolers%20and%20college%20students.&text=Perkins%20V%20places%20much%20greater,learning%20than%20Perkins%20IV%20did.
https://innovativeapprenticeship.org/
https://www.all4ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/UTool-Work-Based-Learning-Challenges-SDL.pdf
https://aurora-institute.org/blog/moving-from-seat-time-to-competency-based-credits-in-state-policy-ensuring-all-students-develop-mastery/
https://aurora-institute.org/blog/moving-from-seat-time-to-competency-based-credits-in-state-policy-ensuring-all-students-develop-mastery/
https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/blog/giving-credit-where-credits-due-a-50-state-scan-of-course-credit-policies/
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Table 2. A Handful of States Award Credit for Work-Based or Real-World Learning

Source: Researcher analysis.

Credit for Real-World Learning

Colorado

Colorado passed a bill in 2016 giving schools financial incentives to encourage student 
participation in work-based learning. Schools can award credit for work-based learning 
as long as the experience is overseen by a teacher of record. In 2020, HB20-1002 was 
enacted to study whether postsecondary institutions can award credit for work-related 
experience, including work-based learning in high school.

Connecticut
Starting with the class of 2023, a local or regional board of education may grant a 
student one credit upon completion of educational experiences and opportunities that 
provide flexible and multiple pathways to learning, including CTE.

Indiana 2.5 required “flex credits” can be awarded for workplace learning.

Kentucky LEAs can award an elective credit for work-based or service learning.

Policy specifies that credit can be awarded for work-based learning. Different formats 
include a capstone project, integrated curriculum, and diversified curriculum (two credits 
in school and two credits “on the job”).

Maryland

Nebraska Work-based learning is one of six credit options, for which two credits are required.

New Hampshire
Learn Everywhere, passed in 2018, allows non-LEA programs to offer credit. Programs 
must apply to the New Hampshire State Board of Education.

New Mexico Policy states that elective credit can be awarded for apprenticeships.

Teacher supply can also be a barrier to adding new CTE programs. Credentialing, training, and 
pay all act as barriers to expanding CTE. 

Course transfer policies can prevent students from transferring credit across providers
Across the country, one-third of high school students complete college credit through dual 
enrollment, Early College, and Running Start programs. CTE dual enrollment in particular has 
positive impacts on graduation, college enrollment, and college persistence. As of 2016, 44 states 
specify in statute or regulation that high school students can earn credit for CTE postsecondary 
coursework. But policy barriers impede students from translating CTE postsecondary course 
attainment to valuable credentials.

https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/2018a_1266_signed.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb20-1002
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2017/FC/2017SB-01026-R000540-FC.htm
https://www.achieve.org/graduation-requirements
https://education.ky.gov/CTE/cter/Documents/KY-WBL-Manual.pdf
http://www.marylandpublicschools.org/programs/Documents/CTE/CTE%20Programs%20of%20Study/Policies-Procedures_Continuous-Improvement_Sept-2015_Accessible.pdf
http://www.doe.nv.gov/uploadedFiles/ndedoenvgov/content/High_School_Graduation/CCRDIPLOMA_SCHEMATIC.pdf
https://www.education.nh.gov/partners/education-outside-the-classroom/learning-everywhere#:~:text=Learn%20Everywhere%20is%20just%20that,wherever%20and%20whenever%20they%20occur.
https://www.achieve.org/graduation-requirements
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2017/04/06/states-want-more-career-and-technical-training-but-struggle-to-find-teachers
https://www.jff.org/points-of-view/pathways-careersbut-not-education-cte-shortage-california/
https://www.jff.org/points-of-view/pathways-careersbut-not-education-cte-shortage-california/
https://nces.ed.gov/datapoints/2019176.asp
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ815413.pdf
http://ecs.force.com/mbdata/MBQuestNB2?Rep=DE1516N
https://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/01/11/50/11150.pdf
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States Have Weak Accountability and Information Systems for 
Career Providers

States do not publicly report all academic and program outcomes
A host of programs exist outside of public reporting systems. For example, while comprehensive 
high schools are the most common method of career education, no state requires that high 
schools report separately on career academies or pathways within schools. Shared-time centers 
are not found in any state reporting system, even though 43 percent of districts report using 
them to offer career training. While some students will attend a shared-time center for a single 
class in one semester, others will enroll half the day for two years. Yet there is no publicly 
available information about who is enrolling, how many students go on to graduate, or how well 
they are doing. These data are only reported by the student’s home high school, even when 
part-time centers confer core graduation requirements, such English Language Arts and math. 

Some nonprofits offer career education on a part-time basis as a supplement to a student’s 
high school education (not unlike a part-time CTE center). This often consists of coursework 
and work-based learning after school or during the summer. These providers are not monitored 
by any state agency.

States do not hold programs to consistent measures
How states report career measures often does not offer the ability to compare performance 
across providers. To date, 44 states include career-related measures. However, states are more 
likely to offer a menu of measures (30 states) than require specific ones (14 states) that apply to 
all schools. A menu approach gives schools flexibility, but it also makes it impossible to compare 
one school’s performance to another. Some states, like California, combine all career and college 
measures into a single score—families and community members cannot see what proportion of 
students are completing CTE pathways, AP classes, or dual-enrollment coursework.

Without the ability to monitor how students are performing or who is enrolling, states won’t 
know how quality and program access differs within and across providers. Industry partners, 
teachers, and school leaders lack knowledge of each other’s activities and may offer overlapping 
programs. And programs with similar career pathways miss opportunities to learn from one 
another.

Families may not know which programs offer career preparation or how well they do
When making choices across schools, families and students want an education experience that 
offers the right balance between fit and quality. Families and students also need information 
about the career that a program or school offers to know whether that is the right fit for their 
child’s ambitions. 

Making information directly available to families may influence a student’s choice about a career 
pathway program, school, or course. While schools offer counseling, job fairs, and career days 
to help students learn about potential careers, it is the family and student’s own counsel, not 
schools, that are most influential for students when thinking about their career trajectory. 

Student interest may ultimately determine why a student enrolls in marketing rather than IT, but 
when information is available, students and families at least have the option to weigh the pros 
and cons between electives, pathways, and schools. 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018028.pdf
http://research.crpe.org/reports/rethinking-cte/leading-programs/index.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2019/01/23/states-using-post-high-school-readiness-as-essa.html?r=460321484&mkey=AEFA4028-8083-4D58-99AD-7C0D062711C6
https://cte.careertech.org/sites/default/files/files/resources/Making_Career_Readiness_Count_2019.pdf
https://cte.careertech.org/sites/default/files/files/resources/Making_Career_Readiness_Count_2019.pdf
https://www.caschooldashboard.org/reports/ca/2019
https://www.crpe.org/publications/how-parents-experience-public-school-choice
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h172.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ctes/tables/h168.asp
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What States Can Do

Examples from leading states suggest how state policy can better support career education. In 
particular, they demonstrate how others can improve coherence and quality by:

1.	 Supporting districts to conduct analysis, form industry partnerships, and scale innovations.

2.	 Revising policies that pose barriers to real-world and postsecondary learning.

3.	 Delivering consistent information about available programs and careers.

4.	 Holding all providers accountable to academic, professional, and postsecondary outcomes.

These suggestions require investments, but will result in economies of scale that support school 
districts as they face limited budgets and competing demands. States can seek partnerships to 
offer capacity building supports or develop information systems.

1. Support districts to conduct analysis, form industry partnerships, 
and scale innovations.
Too many states leave schools and districts on their own to identify the right programs, 
credentials, and industry partners. States can play a valuable role in helping schools develop 
quality career education programs by:

Supporting timely analysis
•	 Centralizing job market and employment data, similar to Texas’s dashboard of 

employment data and list of approved pathways and course sequences. The state uses 
vendors and partners to ensure the data they report is relevant. California offers grants to 
districts to do the work themselves: developing pathways aligned with regional demand.
In Indiana, the state identifies high-wage, high-demand careers and disperses tiered 
funds to aligned courses.

•	 Working with industry partners to continually update lists of industry-approved and 
in-demand certificates and assessments, and phasing out those that are no longer 
relevant, like Kentucky and Florida. Virginia created a process to identify allowable 
credentials for FastForward programs aimed at young adults who want to complete 
short-term training in high-demand industries. States could pursue a similar process for 
secondary institutions.

•	 To combat the problem of lagged market data used in publicly available federal and 
state agencies, many community colleges use the services of private companies, such 
as Burning Glass, which report on hiring trends from the internet. A state agency can 
purchase the service and make the analysis available for free or a small charge.

Supporting partnerships and scaling innovation
•	 Creating intermediaries like the Delaware Office of Work-Based Learning, Career Wise 

CO, Career Connect WA, or Massachusetts Connecting Activities in order to help districts 
engage with industry for work-based learning. But districts also need close relationships 
with industry for ongoing program input—something that intermediaries could do more 
to support. 

https://www.txcte.org/resource/cte-state-dashboard
https://tea.texas.gov/academics/college-career-and-military-prep/career-and-technical-education/approved-cte-programs
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/ct/pt/
https://www.in.gov/dwd/files/2020-2021-CTE-Funding-Recommendations-Memo.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.Innovation.ModelPolicy.AnnualCTEReview.pdf
https://education.ky.gov/CTE/endofprog/Pages/CTEEOPStandardsDocs.aspx
http://www.fldoe.org/academics/career-adult-edu/cape-secondary/cape-industry-cert-funding-list-current.stml
https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/resources/publications/file/9.18-NSC_QNDC-paper_web.pdf
https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-community-colleges-use-job-market-data-to-develop-new-programs/
https://deowbl.org
https://www.mdrc.org/project/careerwise-colorado-study
https://www.mdrc.org/project/careerwise-colorado-study
https://careerconnectwa.org
http://massconnecting.org/default.asp?entity_id=150
https://www.air.org/resource/supporting-work-based-learning-implementation-self-assessment-intermediary-practices
https://www.air.org/resource/supporting-work-based-learning-implementation-self-assessment-intermediary-practices
https://excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/ExcelinEd.CTEPlaybook2.BuildingCrossSectorPartnerships.May2018.pdf
https://excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/ExcelinEd.CTEPlaybook2.BuildingCrossSectorPartnerships.May2018.pdf
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•	 Supporting district experimentation during the pandemic by identifying and incentivizing 
innovations. The Colorado Community College System (CCCS) hosts bimonthly calls with 
secondary and postsecondary program directors, which helps them identify innovators 
like Westminster High School. To scale implementation, CCCS showcases examples, 
coordinates mentoring, and offers competitive grants.

•	 Delaware exemplifies how a state can use new flexibilities in Perkins V funding to 
support work-based learning. Leadership from the governor helped the state launch and 
quickly iterate to develop pathways that spanned across K–12, industry, and the state’s 
community college system.

2. Reform policies that pose barriers to learning in real-world and 
postsecondary contexts.
Credit award, seat-time funding, teacher certification, and articulation policies can all pose 
barriers. States can address some of these by: 

•	 Allowing districts to award credit for out-of-school learning, like New Hampshire, 
or using a competency-based model to award course credit, like Virginia. States can 
consider prior-learning assessments at the high school level to award credit for learning 
that occurs outside the classroom. Students can be credited for hands-on learning and 
schools can tap local expertise without having to hire or train new teachers.

•	 Adopting new funding models, like South Carolina or Florida, that create alternatives 
to funding based on seat time and give students more flexibility in when, where, and 
at what pace they finish courses without penalizing schools or districts financially. The 
pandemic has created more incentive to explore alternatives to seat-time funding.

•	 Encouraging technical dual-enrollment programs that allow high schools to coordinate 
with local colleges and experts, like Georgia and Arizona.

•	 Breaking postsecondary and career credentials into stackable chunks, so students work 
toward an ultimate degree while still carrying interim credentials that are recognized 
across institutions and by industry, as Ohio has done.

•	 Working with districts to identify local or state policy workarounds; sometimes the 
barriers schools face are the result of local policy, or a misunderstanding of what is 
allowable by the state.

3. Deliver consistent information about available programs and 
careers.
State agencies, providers, and families need information about available programs to assess 
the landscape. 

•	 States should set clear definitions and standards for CTE, and then identify program 
providers using these terms.

•	 Public-facing, statewide information systems like My Colorado Journey and Indiana’s 
NextLevel Jobs, provide youth and families with valuable information about regional 
careers, wages, demand projections, and available programs. States can also consider 
investing in or creating one-on-one career navigation services, like MyBestBets.

https://www.crpe.org/thelens/how-covid-19-forcing-innovation-high-school-industry-partnerships
https://www.westminsterpublicschools.org/site/default.aspx?PageType=3&DomainID=1&ModuleInstanceID=10128&ViewID=6446EE88-D30C-497E-9316-3F8874B3E108&RenderLoc=0&FlexDataID=24472&PageID=1
https://ednote.ecs.org/perkins-v-expanding-opportunities-for-work-based-learning/#:~:text=Perkins%20V%20encourages%20states%20to,high-schoolers%20and%20college%20students.&text=Perkins%20V%20places%20much%20greater,learning%20than%20Perkins%20IV%20did
https://www.jff.org/points-of-view/high-school-where-manufacturing-careers-start-delaware/
https://www.education.nh.gov/partners/education-outside-the-classroom/learning-everywhere#:~:text=Learn%20Everywhere%20is%20just%20that,wherever%20and%20whenever%20they%20occur
https://cte.careertech.org/sites/default/files/CTE-StateGradRequirementsFINAL.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED570321.pdf
https://www.ed.sc.gov/scdoe/assets/File/stateboard/documents/Flexibility-Available-to-Schools-and-Districts-SBE-13Feb13.pdf
https://aurora-institute.org/wp-content/uploads/iNACOL-Performance-Based-Funding-and-Online-Learning.pdf
https://www.educationnext.org/end-seat-time-funding-strike-a-new-grand-bargain/
https://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/01/11/50/11150.pdf
http://ecs.force.com/mbdata/MBQuest2RTanw?Rep=DE1914
https://hechingerreport.org/more-students-start-earning-stackable-credentials-on-their-way-to-degrees/
https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/resources/publications/file/Stackable-Credential-Scan-2.pdf
https://www.crpe.org/sites/default/files/crpe_policy-barriers-school-improvement_report.pdf
https://www.crpe.org/sites/default/files/crpe_policy-barriers-school-improvement_report.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ExcelinEd.PolicyToolkit.Innovation.ModelPolicy.AnnualCTEReview.pdf
https://www.mycoloradojourney.com/journey
https://nextleveljobs.org
https://pilot.mybestbets.org
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4. Hold all providers accountable to academic, professional, and 
postsecondary outcomes.
States can leverage existing K–12 accountability systems to ensure all students have  equitable 
access to programs, and that programs deliver strong academic and employment outcomes. 
The pandemic caused disruptions to state testing, giving states an opportunity to reassess and 
improve their accountability systems by: 

•	 Encouraging schools to offer effective career preparation programming by using 
measures for work-based learning, like West Virginia and Georgia, or measures for dual 
credit, like Illinois and North Dakota. States can incentivize college and career preparation 
by offering bonus points when students achieve both, like in Delaware.  

•	 States may want to use an existing Statewide Longitudinal Data System (SLDS) to report 
workforce outcomes or develop a P-20 data system if they do not have one. States with 
an SLDS can consider adding workforce data if they are one of the 14 states that has not 
already.

•	 Conducting an audit of the full range of career program providers and including them 
in public-facing school reporting systems so they all are held accountable to the same 
standards, and families and the public can compare their effectiveness using common 
academic and work readiness measures. This would include technical high schools, 
shared-time centers, and career academies within comprehensive high schools. To date, 
no state does this.

Conclusion

The disruptions of the pandemic will likely force states to reimagine their systems for supporting 
postsecondary transitions, measuring schools’ effectiveness, and informing the public about 
what’s working. Before the pandemic, too many states left schools and districts on their own 
to determine the goals and assess the effectiveness of their career-based learning programs, 
which resulted in incoherent and inequitable learning experiences for students. The systems 
they rebuild after the pandemic should be designed to set every student up for success in a 
complex and uncertain future.

https://cte.careertech.org/sites/default/files/files/resources/Making_Career_Readiness_Count_2019.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Information-Request_College-and-Career-Readiness-in-State-Accountability-Systems.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Information-Request_College-and-Career-Readiness-in-State-Accountability-Systems.pdf
https://www.achieve.org/P-20-data-systems
https://c0arw235.caspio.com/dp/b7f930007853d111538b4e7fbf25
https://excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/ExcelinEd.CTEPlaybook3.AuditingCTEPrograms.August2018.pdf
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