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Since the mid-2000s, career and technical education (CTE), formerly known as 
vocational education, has been undergoing a renaissance. Characterized at one 
time by programs that directed academically underprepared students into a rel-
atively limited set of occupations with few opportunities for advancement, CTE 
today is more often linked to high-growth, high-wage career sectors designed to 
help students move toward sustainable, middle-class futures.

Modern high school CTE programs are often referred to as “high-quality CTE,” 
and they are designed to help students build career skills and earn credentials 
through sequenced coursework, postsecondary credit acquisition, and exposure 
to relevant work-based learning experiences. These kinds of programs, which 
are on the rise, are poised to expand even more in the coming years. The updat-
ed Perkins V legislation (passed in 2018), which provides funding and oversight 
for state secondary and postsecondary CTE programs, encourages the develop-
ment of more work-based learning opportunities and continues to push states 
to increase the academic rigor of CTE through a variety of means, including an 
emphasis on attaining industry-recognized credentials (for example, Autodesk 
AutoCAD, Adobe Expert) and earning postsecondary credit while still in high 
school.

However, while the evidence base suggests that the current investments in CTE 
are well placed,1 a remaining question for practitioners is how to ensure that the 
benefits of CTE can be realized equitably.2 While Perkins does support states 
to engage specific underrepresented groups in nontraditional career options, 
emerging evidence suggests that operationalizing equity in many high-quality 
CTE opportunities may still be a challenge. For example, STEM-related CTE 
programs disproportionately enroll students who are both White and male.3 Fe-
male students are overrepresented in traditionally female fields, such as health 
services or child care,4 and higher-performing students may be more likely to 
enroll in highly competitive programs.5 These patterns of differential enrollment 

1 Rosen, Visher, and Beal (2018).
2 Rosen and Molina (2019).
3  Hamilton, Malin, and Hackmann (2015); Reed, Dougherty, Kurlaender, and Mathias 

(2018). STEM programs focus on science, technology, engineering, and math.
4  Lufkin et al. (2007); Reed, Dougherty, Kurlaender, and Mathias (2018).
5  Hemelt, Lenard, and Paeplow (2019).

https://blog.ed.gov/2018/08/strengthening-career-technical-education-21st-century-act-signed-law/
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in CTE suggest that entrenched gender-, race-, and class-based inequities may undermine efforts to both strengthen 
and expand the opportunities that CTE can make possible for students.

Together, the proliferation of CTE combined with persistent inequities in CTE enrollment indicates a need for poli-
cies to ensure that all students have access to high-quality CTE programming. A first step toward reaching that goal 
is to make sure that all students can get both information about and support for making decisions about CTE and 
career-based opportunities. Despite this need, however, most high school guidance-counseling departments may lack 
the capacity to offer a level of career advising that complements the rise of CTE choices facing students. The national 
average student-to-counselor ratio has hovered around 450 to 1 for at least a decade, compared with the recommend-
ed student-to-counselor ratio of 250 to 1. Yet, in a climate of scarce resources, most schools are not able to increase 
access to counselors by reducing student-to-counselor ratios. Given these constraints and the lack of time counselors 
are able to devote specifically to career counseling, many districts have turned to technology-based advising to sup-
plement the career counseling capacity of their guidance departments.

HELPING STUDENTS IDENTIFY MEANINGFUL CAREER OPTIONS

While career assessments that include an inventory of students’ stated interests have been used for many years to help 
students identify possible career paths, an assessment of interest alone may be inadequate for a variety of reasons.6 In 
particular, research indicates that stated interests can be heavily influenced by the internalization of societal or com-
munity expectations and biases.7 Additionally, career counselors, like all members of society, are also susceptible to 
the internalization of biases, which can in turn influence their recommendations to students.

Technology-based career-advising tools may help. Most such tools walk students through a series of holistic assess-
ments designed to measure qualities like aptitude and personality, and they generate career recommendations to 
students that match these measured attributes. Because the tools yield recommendations based on the results of these 
assessments, rather than on social expectations, they may serve to increase equity by democratizing recommenda-
tions and access to information about careers across a diverse student population.

While many schools across the country use these tools, however, there is currently little evidence about their efficacy 
for supporting students in making decisions about CTE and careers. For this reason, MDRC — a nonprofit, nonparti-
san social science and education policy research institute — has partnered with two technology companies that make 
popular career-advising software for students, Naviance and YouScience, to test whether and how these tools affect 
student thinking and decision making, and whether they are viable tools for supporting students as they identify and 
pursue CTE and future careers. With funding from the U.S. Institute of Education Sciences, MDRC is beginning a 
study of the use of these tools that will use a rigorous school-level random assignment research design, paired with a 
study of the implementation of technology-based advising tools and a cost-effectiveness analysis. The study will eval-
uate the effects of these tools on high school students’ self-awareness and understanding of potential career pathways, 
their CTE course-taking patterns, and their engagement with school and progress toward graduation. MDRC is work-
ing in partnership with Communities in Schools, a nonprofit intermediary that works with over 2,300 schools across 
the country, and with additional guidance from the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation to identify potential schools 
and districts for participation. In particular, the schools identified will serve lower-income populations of students in 
schools less likely to already have access to technology-based advising.

Building evidence about the efficacy of technology-based advising tools for student decision making in CTE is im-
portant because, as CTE continues to expand across secondary schools, ensuring equitable CTE opportunity depends 

6  Harrington and Long (2013).
7  Aschbacher, Ing, and Tsai (2014); Correll (2001); Lopez and Ann-Yi (2006).

https://www.schoolcounselor.org/asca/media/asca/Publications/ratioreport.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/news/announcement/mdrc-awarded-grant-institute-education-sciences-evaluate-technology-based-career
https://ies.ed.gov/ncer/projects/grant.asp?ProgID=100&grantid=3401&InvID=all
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on all students being able to access information about available options that is free of preconceived assumptions about 
student abilities and expectations.

Overall, the objective of this study is to tell a comprehensive story about career advising tools from multiple perspec-
tives. The evaluation will be of interest to policymakers who want to understand the impacts and costs of these tools, 
and to teachers, parents, and students wishing to learn more about how these technology-based advising tools affect 
student outcomes.
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