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Executive Summary

The middle grades are aptly named: They sit between childhood and adolescence, when
children are growing physically, psychologically, and developmentally in new ways that will
shape many aspects of their adult lives. It is an especially opportune time for students to
explore the relationships between their interests and aptitudes and potential adult selves. Yet,
with so many instructional priorities to cover in middle school, how can schools provide
opportunities for students to meaningfully explore these relationships? For Nebraska and for
many states across the country, one core strategy lies in leveraging the promise of career and
technical education (CTE) to help middle school students make connections between classes
and the world of work—and equip them with the knowledge and skills to make informed
decisions about their future education and career paths.

The Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) is exploring how to design CTE delivery models
for middle schools that provide students with both career development and high-quality,
content-rich CTE instruction. This landscape analysis report is the culmination of a six-month
effort to understand how middle school CTE is structured and delivered in Nebraska and what
can be done to improve the ways in which students access career development and CTE
experiences in the middle grades. WestEd’s report uses data collected from educator surveys,
interviews with national experts, and focus groups with local practitioners, in addition to data
on CTE course enrollments and state policies, to group our findings into four topics
underpinning middle school CTE practice: courses, programs, and contextualized learning;
career development components; teacher licensure and staffing; and middle school scheduling.
For each topic, we examine how local leaders structure and deliver career development and
CTE programming, highlight examples of related or alternative practices from selected states,
and offer considerations for how Nebraska can enhance early career development
opportunities in the middle grades. We follow these analyses with a cross-cutting discussion
about ensuring equitable access to middle school career development and CTE programming.

Recommendations

To aid Nebraska in its goal to provide more students with access to high-quality middle school
CTE programming, our report includes eight recommendations geared toward state and local
decision makers, based on the findings from our analysis. Although presented separately, their
collective power lies in seeing them as an ecosystem of resources, professional development,
and promising practices that can lead to the expansion of high-quality middle school CTE
opportunities for students, setting them on a path to success in high school, postsecondary
education, and beyond.
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1. Codify a definition for career development. In response to feedback from Nebraska
educators, develop a state definition for career development and support systemic
career development as a process that spans across all grade levels and content areas,
inclusive of a range of student experiences such as career exploration, work-based
learning, and CTE courses and pathways. Develop a set of core foundational
components, such as a career development continuum or individualized career plans,
that collectively help to convey and illustrate a coherent vision of how to implement
career development programming.

2. Develop indicators for the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards. Grade level or
grade band indicators will provide teachers with clarity about specific student
performance to measure and whether a student has attained competency of a
standard. Indicators will help educators to operationalize the standards and cross
walk them with content area standards.

3. Support educators to integrate career development content into core academic
courses. Develop sustained professional learning opportunities, including communities
of practice, for all teachers to deepen understanding about the applicability of career
development in instruction of core academic courses and to engage with the core
foundational career development resources. Support local districts and Educational
Service Units (ESUs) to offer professional development workshops where teachers share
how they’ve integrated career development into their lesson plans (e.g., share how a
math teacher explains how algebra can be used in various careers or how a history
teacher assigns a project on the evolution of a particular profession).

4. Strengthen and elevate supports for middle grade career development with increased
access to knowledge about career development and resources. Communicate messaging
about how middle grade career development is important—how it is positioned between
elementary and high school career development and uniquely able to leverage the
developmentally appropriate stage of early adolescence through career exploration and/or
introductory CTE courses. Improve access to resources with sustained professional
learning, which ESUs can plan and deliver, as well as updated NDE career development
web pages. Consider working with a web page designer to organize information and
resources with a clear hierarchy and logical navigation pathways or engaging with a user
focus group of practitioners to help identify challenges and offer feedback.

5. Remove middle school and high school silos of CTE programming, and instead, view
CTE as a grade 6-12 approach. This includes support for aligning middle school and
high school CTE courses to remove duplication of content and offering opportunities to
accelerate the start of a CTE sequence in grade 8 for high-demand career areas.
Additionally, clarify the distinctions between “introductory” CTE courses that meet the
first-level requirement in a CTE sequence versus introductory CTE courses that are
offered in a rotation of exploration courses.
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6. Increase flexibility in licensure for middle grade teachers. Relax the endorsement
requirements for middle grade teachers to align with the content knowledge needed to
teach middle grade career exploration courses and middle grade introductory CTE
courses. As one step toward making these courses more available and accessible to all
students, consider broadening the pool of teachers of core academic subjects who can
teach these courses.

7. Provide school districts and schools with approaches for local planning and
implementation of career development in order to reach the goal stated in NDE’s
strategic plan: “One hundred percent of Nebraska schools will provide all students with a
program for career awareness, exploration, and preparation by 2026.” Leverage CTE
programming as one model for developing college and career success and suggest a
range of activities, such as exposure to career areas and industries, career and technical
student organizations, work-based learning, and college and career planning, to name
just a few, to provide students with a holistic career development education.

8. Establish processes and guidance for local education agencies to conduct an annual
“equity audit” of data on students’ access to and success in CTE coursework and career
development experiences. NDE can formalize a standard process whereby districts
annually disaggregate, analyze, and report on trends in student enrollment and success
in middle school coursework. Reporting processes should include a component wherein
districts outline an action plan for how they will address identified equity gaps. NDE
could further incentivize this process by offering small competitive grants—from Perkins
discretionary funds, for example—to districts with the most compelling ideas for
improving access and success in their programs.
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|. Introduction and Context

Growing Interest in Middle School CTE

The middle grades are aptly named: They sit between childhood and adolescence, when
children are growing physically, psychologically, and developmentally in new ways that will
shape many aspects of their adult lives. Middle school students are learning about themselves
and the world in ways that younger students are not yet able to do, and they are old enough to
have developed interests and perhaps discovered some of their aptitudes. This period is an
especially opportune time for them to explore the relationship between those interests and
aptitudes and their potential adult selves.

Yet with so many instructional priorities to cover in middle school, how can schools provide
opportunities for students to meaningfully explore these relationships? One core strategy lies in
leveraging the promise of career and technical education (CTE) to help middle school students
make connections between classes and the world of work—and equip them with the
knowledge and skills to make informed decisions about their future education and career paths.

In recent years, CTE has been gaining attention as a significant component of students’
educational development and preparation for the future (AdvanceCTE, 2018; Dougherty, 2023).
No longer a dead-end high school pathway for the non—college bound, CTE is an integral part of
a broader policy trend connecting middle school, high school, and postsecondary learning
experiences in a more intentional and career-aligned manner. The most recent reauthorization
of the federal Perkins legislation supporting CTE allows the middle grades to receive funding for
career exploration (Perkins V, 2018), signaling a national commitment to providing career
information in middle school.

Since 2014, CTE at the high school and postsecondary levels has focused on building pathways
of courses and other activities (e.g., work-based learning) that provide students with clear
routes to the degrees and credentials that lead to living-wage employment (Workforce
Innovation and Opportunity Act, 2014). The shift toward pathways and away from stand-alone
high school CTE programs that may or may not lead to postsecondary programs or labor
market-informed occupations has created educational experiences that are not merely
preparatory, but are integrally linked to a student’s future coursework and careers. Policy
initiatives have started to bridge middle school education to high school and postsecondary
education in ways that provide on-ramps to these pathways, as well as age-appropriate career
readiness activities (Association for Career and Technical Education [ACTE], 2017; AdvanceCTE
& ACTE, 2020).
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Despite these advances, there remains a lack of actionable guidance to assist practitioners and
local leaders in implementing career exploration and CTE programs in middle schools. To
address this, states like Nebraska are exploring how to design CTE delivery models for middle
schools that provide students with both career awareness and high-quality, content-rich CTE
instruction that prepares students for their next educational steps.

Report Preview

WestEd offers our analyses and recommendations, buttressed by research and expert
knowledge from the field, as the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) seeks to support
local education agencies (LEAs) in the development of localized CTE programs that support and
expand their students’ diverse needs and aspirations. This landscape analysis report is the
culmination of a six-month effort to understand how middle school CTE is structured and
delivered in Nebraska and what can be done to improve the ways in which students access
career development and CTE experiences in the middle grades.

To conduct this work, WestEd analyzed data collected from educator surveys, interviews with
national experts in CTE and policy, and focus groups with local practitioners and district leaders,
in addition to NDE data on CTE course enrollments and other states’ policies and practices to
inform our findings, including the considerations offered in each section (see appendix A for a
detailed description of our methodology).

Building from this research base, our inquiry and analysis was driven by three key questions:

1. How is middle school CTE currently delivered in Nebraska?

2. What strengths, barriers, and existing resources characterize Nebraska’s provision of CTE
in the middle grades?

3. What concrete steps can Nebraska’s state and local leaders take to provide more
students with access to high-quality middle school CTE programming?

Organization of the report

In this landscape analysis report, the findings are grouped into four topics underpinning middle
school CTE practice and organized as follows:

» Section Il provides details about the specific courses, programs, and contextualized
learning that occur in middle school CTE in Nebraska.
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o Section Ill addresses selected career development components that contribute to
middle grade programming—specifically, transition approaches from middle school to
high school, personal learning plans,! application of the Nebraska Career Readiness
Standards, and the middle school career development continuum.

e Sections IV and V address the current structure and challenges of teacher licensure and
staffing and middle school scheduling, respectively.

In each of sections Il through V, we examine how local leaders structure and deliver career
development and CTE programming, highlight examples of related or alternative practices from
selected states, identify challenges, and offer considerations for how Nebraska can enhance
early career development opportunities in the middle grades.

e Section VI presents a cross-cutting discussion about how to ensure all middle school
students have equitable access to career development and CTE programming.

e Section VIl presents a set of eight recommendations.

A detailed project methodology is provided in appendix A. Appendices B, C, and D contain
supporting analyses, resources, and documentation to supplement the report’s findings.

Review of Established Knowledge in the Field

The body of knowledge in the field about middle grades and career development, especially the
importance of career exploration at this developmental stage, is still growing. Following is a
review of the literature on early adolescence and self-awareness, the role of middle grade CTE,
and the increasing trend in state support for middle grade career exploration.

Developmental window during early adolescence. Educators are becoming aware of the
“critical window” (AdvanceCTE & ACTE, 2020) that the middle school years represent. These
formative years are ripe for fostering self-awareness, developing interpersonal skills, and
understanding adult roles and careers (ACTE, 2017). Indeed, there is a converging consensus
that middle school is the ideal time to begin career exploration (AdvanceCTE & ACTE, 2020;
American Student Assistance [ASA] & Education Strategy Group [ESG], 2024; Godbey & Gordon,
2019; Virtue, n.d.).

Additionally, experts agree that the process of disengaging from learning and school begins in
middle school (AdvanceCTE, 2018). One potential response is to expose students to rich
learning experiences across a broad range of subjects beyond core academics, subjects that can
engage students with hands-on learning opportunities, field trips, and interactions with adults
other than their teachers and parents.

1 Across states, similar terms—personal learning plans, individual learning plans, individualized learning plans—are used
synonymously. Throughout this report, we use “personal learning plan” for consistency with the NDE, except when the title of
a state’s learning plan is referenced.
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High-quality middle grade CTE. The field has put forth such solutions in recent years; for
example, the two main national CTE advocacy groups collaborated on a report that presented
design principles for middle grade CTE (AdvanceCTE & ACTE, 2020). The report provides a
theory of action that culminates in the positive student outcomes expected of high-quality
middle grade CTE, including self-awareness and preparation for the transition to high school. It
also provides essential programmatic elements of middle school CTE and a self-assessment tool
for state and local leaders to log their progress on the design principles.

In addition to CTE exploratory and introductory classes, career exploration activities in middle
school put students on the road to success (ACTE, 2017). Elements of high-quality career
exploration include project-based learning, soft skills development, the use of online career
planning tools, student interactions with business and community leaders, and career and
technical student organizations (CTSOs) such as Future Farmers of America (FFA). Such
activities help students enjoy school, think about their futures, and feel more connected to
school (ASA, 2021).

Career exploration. Keily (2020) reported on career exploration development in several states,
noting how they are implementing policy actions to promote CTE classes as well as personal
education and career planning. For example, in 2014, Ohio passed legislation requiring middle
schools to provide exploratory/introductory CTE classes. In Wisconsin, 2013 legislation requires
that all students in grades 6 through 12 receive academic and career planning.

Models for building sustainable career exploration were tested in 22 Massachusetts middle
schools with diverse student bodies and described in an ASA report (2023), resulting in five key
learnings about successful career exploration support:

1. Build relationships among students, educators, school districts, funders, industry, and
the community.

2. Reduce the administrative burden on schools and ensure open communication between
schools and funders.

3. Create buy-in at multiple levels.
4. Elevate champions.

5. Celebrate program individuality and flexibility.

The report (ASA, 2023) offers valuable lessons for funders and schools engaged in the
development of career exploration initiatives.

Complementing these findings, Virtue (n.d.) reviewed research on career exploration
interventions in the middle grades from across the country and abroad, concluding that
partnerships across schools, families, and communities enable students to transfer knowledge
and skills from hobbies to potential career paths. In-school and out-of-school interventions
enable students to “connect aspects of their personal and social development to their academic
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and career development” (Virtue, n.d.). In addition, Virtue’s review found that middle school
interventions have positive outcomes in terms of students’ STEM (science, technology,
engineering, and math) identity development in college, reduction of the gender gap in STEM
interest, and increased school engagement.

A more recent national scan of states’ approaches to middle school career exploration found
that states have identified this topic as an important component of a student’s education and
have begun to dedicate funding to support career exploration activities. Most states have some
requirements written into policy, but important elements in the career exploration ecosystem
are lagging. Over half of the states provide some funding, professional development, and other
supports for career exploration, but most states do not have fully developed data collection and
accountability systems, and very few states explicitly support CTSOs as part of their career
exploration activity portfolio.

2 “STEM is CTE” (ACTE, 2022, p. 1): ACTE makes the case that CTE prepares students for careers in STEM by developing data
literacy, computational thinking, and problem-solving skills and that the credentials that CTE students earn in high school and
college are STEM credentials (e.g., cybersecurity, automotive service, registered nursing, etc.).
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Il. Courses, Programs, and
Contextualized Learning

The Nebraska Landscape

In Nebraska, middle school CTE is designed to expose students in grades 5 through 8 to careers
and help them begin connecting academics to career and college possibilities. Middle school
CTE programming most often comprises exploratory or introductory courses in one of the
state’s six recognized career fields: (1) Agriculture, Food, and Natural Resources; (2) Business,
Marketing, and Management; (3) Communication and Information Systems; (4) Health
Sciences; (5) Human Services and Education; and (6) Skilled and Technical Sciences.? These
courses are specifically designed for the middle school level to give students an overview of the
programs of study available in the corresponding career field, anchored in a set of course-
specific standards approved for the middle grades. For example, Middle School Exploration of
Business and Entrepreneurship is a course designed for students to gain broad foundational
knowledge of the Business, Marketing, and Management career field and explore a myriad of
career opportunities within that field.

Each of the six career fields features these introductory or exploratory courses available at the
middle school level. In contrast to introductory courses designed for high school—which serve
as the first of three or more courses in a CTE course sequence—middle school CTE courses are
not formally part of a sequenced program of study, though they are used in local contexts as a
strategy to recruit students into future CTE coursework in high school. Additionally, some
Nebraska middle schools offer career development and exploratory courses in which students
explore a broad range of careers and learn about general career readiness competencies
independent of a specific content-area focus. These two approaches resonate with what
national CTE experts we interviewed identified as the most common models in middle schools
nationwide: (1) introductory CTE coursework that puts middle grade students on a pathway to
high school CTE programs, structured as a career field—specific course or as part of a rotational
delivery model; and (2) semester- or year-long career exploration courses focused on self-
awareness and career awareness. These two approaches in the Nebraska context—middle

3 We use these six career-field terms here as they appear in the Nebraska Career & Technical Education Model, though some
data sources, including different NDE webpages, use slightly different terminology. For example, the Human Services and
Education career field is coded as “Human Sciences/Family and Consumer Sciences” in the NDE Course Codes and Clearing
Endorsements database.
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school career field—specific CTE courses and career development and exploration courses*—are
described in more detail below.

What middle school CTE courses are offered in Nebraska?

Whether through introductory career field—specific CTE courses or career exploration courses,
there is an emphasis in Nebraska on creating opportunities for middle grade students to
explore a variety of CTE career fields. Based on course enrollment data from the most recent
academic year (AY) 2023/24, there are 71 unique CTE courses offered in grades 6 through 8, as
defined by course name.> Most middle school CTE courses are not grade-specific; rather,
courses are offered in grades 6, 7, or 8 or some combination thereof. Although most courses
can be taken in a range of middle grades, some career field—specific courses align to specific
grade levels. Examples include:

o Middle School Family and Consumer Sciences 6; Middle School Family and Consumer
Sciences 7; Middle School Family and Consumer Sciences 8

e Middle School Exploring Skilled and Technical Science 6; Middle School Exploring Skilled
and Technical Science 7; Middle School Exploring Skilled and Technical Science 8

Other courses are sequential in nature, but not necessarily aligned to specific grades. Examples
of sequenced courses include Information Technology Applications | and Information
Technology Applications Il. The 8th grade is the most common grade at which students take
middle school CTE, accounting for 39 percent of all enrollments, followed closely by 7th grade
(38%), and then by 6th grade (23%).

What career development and CTE courses do Nebraska students take
in middle school?

In AY 2023/24, there were 192,661 total CTE course enrollments in grades 6 through 8.
Nebraska middle school students were enrolled in courses across all six career fields, as well as
courses classified as career development, plus a small number of high school-level courses that
do not count toward programs of study (depicted in figure 1 as “Other”). As shown in figure 1,
career development courses represented the single largest course-taking category (n=45,071),
accounting for about 23 percent of all enrollments.

4 We use the term career development and exploration courses (occasionally abbreviated as career development or career
exploration) to describe these generalized courses, in accordance with the language used in the NDE Course Codes and
Clearing Endorsements.

5 Course data for 5th grade students was not available for these analyses, although our conversations with local leaders
indicated that in some locales students are exposed to middle school CTE coursework as early as grade 5.
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Figure 1. Total career development and CTE course enroliments in grades 6-8, by
career field (AY 2023/24)

Total Enrollments
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Source: 2023/24 NDE Course Enrollment Data

Notes: Course enrollments are not unduplicated by student, meaning some students could be counted more than once if
they took multiple CTE courses in the year. “FCS” = Human Sciences/Family and Consumer Sciences. “STS” = Skilled and
Technical Sciences. “Other” refers to middle-school student enroliments in the high school-level courses titled “Education
and Training, Other” (course codes 359930/359934). See Appendix E for a full description of Figure 1.

Individual course participation ranged from courses with tens of thousands of enrollments
statewide to a course with an enrollment of one. In the big picture, however, the majority of
enrollments were concentrated in a handful of courses. Specifically, 10 courses accounted for
more than three-fourths (76%) of all middle school CTE enrollments. Middle School Career
Development was by far the most popular course, with 43,212 enrollments, accounting for 22
percent of all enroliments. This course is rooted in the Nebraska Career Education Model, and
when implemented as intended, it incorporates the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards,
resulting in a personal learning plan for each student (see below for a description of the course).
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COURSE DESCRIPTION — Middle School Career Development
(320100)

In Nebraska, students enrolled in this course will learn how to effectively explore careers while
using the Nebraska Career Education Model and related resources. Students will learn the
vocabulary and expectations of effective academic and career planning. A focus will be to
discover the relationship between personal-social qualities, interests, and skills to a wide
variety of careers and postsecondary options to choose from. Emphasis will be given to learn
and opportunities to practice the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards of Practice, which are
current expectations in today’s workplace. Students will draw upon these conclusions to
develop a personal learning plan to transition into high school with a broad career cluster focus.
Recommended Level: Grades 6—8 Career Cluster: Career Development and Exploratory Courses.

Although career development and exploration courses—chiefly, Middle School Career
Development—account for the largest proportion of enrollments by career field, the most
prevalent entry points into middle school CTE are through exposure to introductory CTE courses
in the career fields. That is, most students learn about careers in the context of career field—
specific instruction. After Middle School Career Development, all other courses with the largest
enrollments were exploratory or introductory courses in specific career fields. These included
courses like Middle School Introduction to Business Technology, Middle School Family and
Consumer Sciences 6, and Middle School Keyboarding Applications (see table 1). By contrast,
the NDE-developed course for career exploration—Middle School Engage! Career Exploration
and Readiness—accounted for just 0.4 percent of all enrollments statewide (n=779), suggesting
that this course is underutilized at the local level. In conversations with local practitioners, the
Middle School Engage! curriculum was rarely mentioned; practitioners instead described a
landscape of highly localized programs that had been in existence for many years or reflected
local industries and teacher labor markets.

Table 1. The top 10 middle school CTE courses with the highest enroliments

(AY 2023/24)
MIDDLE SCHOOL CAREER DEVELOPMENT 43,212
MIDDLE SCHOOL INTRODUCTION TO BUSINESS TECHNOLOGY 14,403
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MIDDLE SCHOOL EXPLORING SKILLED AND TECHNICAL SCIENCE — 7TH 12,444
MIDDLE SCHOOL EXPLORATION OF HEALTH SCIENCES 12,425
MIDDLE SCHOOL FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES 7 11,872
MIDDLE SCHOOL FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES 8 11,259
MIDDLE SCHOOL EXPLORING SKILLED AND TECHNICAL SCIENCE — 8TH 10,575
MIDDLE SCHOOL FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES 6 10,350
MIDDLE SCHOOL KEYBOARDING APPLICATIONS 10,332
MIDDLE SCHOOL INTRODUCTION TO COMPUTER SCIENCE 9,462

Source: 2023/24 NDE Course Enrollment Data.

Note: Course enrollments are not unduplicated by student, meaning some students could be counted more than once if they
took multiple CTE courses in the year.

One area for future exploration relates to the usage of high school-level courses in the middle
grades. Course enrollment data indicate that at least some middle school students are taking
advantage of high school CTE coursework. This form of acceleration—which can be viewed as
analogous to taking a college-level dual credit or dual enrollment course in high school—may
be beneficial in terms of setting students on a pathway to complete an aligned program of
study in high school and giving them valuable exposure to high school-level coursework. For
example, students who take high school-level introductory CTE courses in middle school may
be able to avoid duplication of that coursework as 9th graders and may gain early credits that
can count toward high school graduation requirements if allowable by state and local policy.
Additional investigation is needed to understand the circumstances in which this strategy is
feasible—for example, at smaller districts with 6 to 12 campuses, where the same CTE teacher
teaches both middle school and high school students.

Local delivery models: Career field—specific CTE courses

Across Nebraska, middle grade CTE programming can vary by course availability and variety, by
mandated versus elective CTE course taking, and by course length. At Lincoln Public Schools, for
example, all 12 middle schools offer semester-long courses in Family and Consumer Science

(FCS) and Skilled and Technical Sciences (STS) that are required for grades 6 and 7 students, and

-10-
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grade 8 students have elective options to continue with FCS or STS courses, explore
introductory CTE courses in Computer Science (CS) and/or Business, Marketing and Technology,
or choose from other electives. All middle school students in Elkhorn Public Schools take six-
week exploratory CTE courses in FCS and STS as they rotate through a required and
predetermined set of six exploratory courses. Conversely, at Omaha Public Schools and Millard
Public Schools, all middle grade exploratory CTE courses (FCS, STS, and CS) are electives
alongside art, music, world languages, and other options available to all students during their
six-week elective rotation throughout the middle grades. There is an effort to embed career
exploration into middle grade CTE courses in these districts.

Local delivery models: Middle school career development courses

Separate from middle grade introductory CTE courses, some Nebraska school districts require
the inclusion of a career exploration course in middle school. For example, Omaha Public School
middle grade students complete a semester-long course, Introduction to College and Career, in
grades 6, 7, and 8 as part of a three-part course sequence in which students gain self-
awareness, explore careers, and ultimately make informed decisions to prepare for high school
pathways. In school districts such as Millard Public Schools, Grand Island Public Schools (GIPS),
and Papillon—La Vista Community Schools, students in grade 7 (or grade 8 in GIPS) complete a
mandatory career exploration course to learn about their personal interests and explore
different career fields. In Millard Public Schools, students in a career exploration course
discover their career interests and CTE career fields using the online tool Nebraska Career
Connections, as well as develop a resume and prepare for a mock job interview, which are skills
they can apply to gaining their first age-appropriate jobs.

NDE does not require career exploration, nor has it created financial incentives for career
exploration. However, middle school CTE programming is a Nebraska CTE strategic priority, and
districts can request Perkins V grants to strengthen CTE programming, including middle grade
career exploration. Although “Nebraska has yet to formally include middle school career
exploration in state and federal accountability systems,” it plans to do so “by 2026” (ASA and
ESG, 2024°).

Local delivery models: Rural school districts and middle school CTE

In two rural school districts, each with approximately 300 preK-12 students, CTE course
offerings are limited. Middle grade students are exposed to CTE learning through a four- or six-
course rotation, in which some of the courses include CTE, such as Agriculture, Health Science,
Business, or STS, then required foreign language and computer science courses complete the
rotation. The goal is to expose middle grade students to as much variety as possible.

6 Excerpted from the Nebraska State Profile produced by the ASA and the ESG in their 2024 report Extending the Runway: A
National Analysis of Middle School Career Exploration. https://www.asa.org/extending-the-runway/
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Rural districts’ CTE course options are often more limited due to teacher availability. One
Educational Service Units (ESU) representative stated, “Teacher availability really drives what’s
offered because there is such a limited number of teachers. ... There might be agriculture,
animal science, or welding that’s offered, depending on the qualified teacher available.” Often,
the same CTE teacher will teach both the middle grade and high school CTE courses, further
limiting options. In one rural district, for example, a single CTE teacher teaches six different
courses across middle school and high school: information technology, architecture/drafting,
CAD/technology, robotics, welding, and industrial arts.

To provide middle grade students with career exploration opportunities, these small districts
employ multiple approaches such as integrating career exploration into every CTE course,
utilizing the career education coordinator to teach the career exploration unit, or providing a
Jobs for America’s Graduates (JAG) course focused on career exposure. One teacher
incorporates aspects of the Middle School Engage! curriculum and Habitudes advising. District
and school administrators acknowledge the challenge in planning middle grade career
exploration, and admittedly, they are relieved to have an off-the-shelf, six-week module that a
teacher with a personal interest related to a CTE career area can implement in their classroom.
However, as noted above, usage of state-developed resources such as these appear to be quite
low statewide.

Middle school and high school program alignment

District CTE leaders acknowledge a need to align middle school CTE programming to high school
pathways to provide students with continued progress in CTE learning. Some shared that such
efforts are just getting started through conversations between middle schools and high schools. “I
think one of the things that I’'m just interested in is vertically aligning our programs from the
middle school into the high school and how we can strengthen our academies,” noted one leader.

Others described an intentional process whereby district staff coordinate the scope and
sequence of CTE programming across the middle school and high school levels, so that high
school content builds upon middle schoolers’ prior coursework and middle schoolers feel
equipped to choose a high school pathway because they have received a sufficient foundation
for further study. Although this kind of process involves close collaboration among school and
district leadership at the local level, feedback indicated that the state could provide more
guidance on what grades 6—-12 CTE alignment should look like. There may be a perception in the
field that middle school CTE is currently disconnected from programming at the high school
level. One individual shared, “l would really push the state to look at things more 6—12 instead
of, ‘Hey, let’s do the high school one way and then do the middle school another way.’ They
continue to operate in those two different silos.”
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Practices Beyond Nebraska

According to CTE experts from national organizations, states do see the importance of career
development in the middle grades that can lead to a pathway through learning opportunities,
CTE exposure, early career exploration, and work-based learning activities on a developmental
continuum, and they are starting to prioritize career exploration and provide on-ramps for
students to engage in exposure to careers. However, across and within states, middle grade CTE
is quite variable. Middle grade CTE and career development programming are very uneven,
with some states thoughtfully planning, some states very far along, and other states not
planning and not very far along. Overall, there is no consensus about whether middle grades
should offer introductory CTE courses or stand-alone, career exploration courses. Sometimes it
can depend on local labor market needs—such as whether a local industry requires a certificate
and whether starting the pathway in middle grades prepares students for high-quality wages
upon graduation.

Following are state examples of middle grade CTE delivery.

State-mandated middle school CTE instruction

e Ohio is one of the only states that requires middle schools to provide CTE courses to
grade 7 and 8 students (or complete a state waiver). As a result, the Ohio Department
of Education and Workforce has developed a robust CTE program with detailed course
outcomes and standards for every CTE course across the 15 CTE career fields and with
well-aligned middle school and high school CTE courses. Middle schools may offer CTE
introductory courses in grade 8 that are equivalent to high school CTE introductory
courses as well as CTE exploratory courses. Additionally, the state encourages
integration of career exploration into middle school core academic courses. Ohio is
actively working to expand middle grade CTE, which is supported by the state’s
flexibility of middle school CTE teacher licensure to teach CTE exploratory courses.

State-mandated middle school career exploration

e More and more states, including Idaho, Kansas, Kentucky, lowa, Indiana, and Missouri
to name a few, require districts and schools to provide grade 7 or 8 students with
career exploration courses so that they can begin a personal learning plan. Career
exploration courses may be designed to focus on one or more objectives, such as
engaging students in self-awareness and personal interest discovery, providing career
exploration, or introducing CTE career clusters and high school pathways. Career
exploration may also involve engaging with a school counselor and using an online
career exploration planning tool to develop a personal learning plan that informs
student decision making about high school pathways and career interests.
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- Although Utah requires a one-credit CTE career exploration course for all students
in grades 7 or 8 to explore careers in the CTE career clusters, it does not require a
personal learning plan.

o Texas requires that students in grades 7 or 8 prepare for high school, college, and
career, including learning about career options and education requirements for
possible careers, as well as that they complete a personal graduation plan. Districts and
schools can teach the state-approved Career and College Exploration course or an
existing, state-approved CTE course to meet the requirement.

- One interesting example is in Dallas Independent School District: Elementary
students begin career exploration activities, and by grade 7, students take the
Career and College Exploration course, engaging in more survey activities and
learning about the 13 career clusters offered at the high schools. This approach is
to lead students to choosing the best-fit type of high school—a Pathways in
Technology Early College High School (P-TECH), a career institute, or a
comprehensive high school.

o Middle school students in Peoria Unified School District in Arizona are required to
complete a two-year program called Technology, Life, and Careers (TLC) in grades 7
and 8. The district developed the two-year, hands-on curriculum designed to expose
students to the six CTE career fields and all 16 career clusters, helping students discover
career areas they like and do not like. Students explore careers through project-based
learning (e.g., hydroponics garden, fashion show, cars, media) and learn employability
and technology literacy skills. The program culminates with students taking a deep dive
into their career areas of interest and initiating their state-mandated Education and
Career Action Plans. The TLC program also includes activities supporting transition to
high school.

State-encouraged middle school career exploration

o Colorado and Massachusetts offer two very different outcomes arising from their non-
mandated middle school career exploration efforts. Colorado encourages districts to
provide the Combined Exploratory program, which provides middle school students
with the opportunity to explore three CTE career fields, which ideally are aligned to
neighboring high school pathways. Since 2019, the Colorado program has not received
much uptake by school districts. Conversely, in early 2024, Massachusetts offered
grants in the amount of $45,000 to nine school districts to develop a middle grade,
career-connected learning model that integrates the state’s career development
continuum process, My Career and Academic Plan (MyCAP), and a variety of career
awareness activities that lead students to high school pathways. All grant funds were
dispersed, and the uptake has been strong.
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Innovative career exploration practices in rural school districts

o Alaska EXCEL, a nonprofit educational organization, provides grades 7-12 students
attending school in participating rural school districts with the opportunity to
experience CTE camps while lodging at partnering postsecondary campuses. Students
tour businesses, job-shadow, learn about careers, experience urban living, and visit a
college campus. High school students gain experiential learning with access to
equipment related to their career cluster.

Challenges and Considerations

Challenge 1: Middle grade educators are unclear both about available state-provided
support for expanding middle grade CTE and career exploration and about the
professional learning opportunities for learning how to implement such programming.

School administrators and CTE teachers expressed a desire for more structured, state-level
guidance and support for planning and implementing middle grade CTE and career exploration.

Consideration 1: Invest in regional CTE-focused and career development professional
learning, leaning on ESUs to plan and deliver sustained professional learning.

As Nebraska districts are considering how to expand middle grade CTE programming and align
CTE course offerings to high school pathways, in preparation educators would benefit from
local or regional professional development. Middle grade educators reported that professional
development is very limited and prescribed. Support for middle grade professional
development—focused on CTE programming and career development as well as on the
professional development most needed for educators to effect systemic change—could include
choice. Administrators, educators, and counselors, for example, could deepen their
understanding about career development as a continuum and about developmentally
appropriate activities for middle grade students. They could be introduced to and engage with
NDE-developed resources, including planning tools, and state-developed CTE course curricula in
16 career clusters, which teachers can supplement and adapt to suit their students’ needs and
interests. Regional professional development led by ESUs can enable cross-role, middle school—
based teams—comprising CTE teachers, non—CTE teachers, and school counselors—to
collaborate and share promising middle grade practices in the region.

ESUs could also lead and facilitate communities of practice for like-role peers to engage in cross-
district and cross-school conversations in order to align courses for grades 6—12, share teaching
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materials and practices, and problem-solve local challenges. For instance, ESUs 6 and 7 have
worked with many of their LEAs to bring together middle school and high school CTE teachers to
generate departmental CTE vision and belief statements that then inform comprehensive district
CTE mission statements. Following are examples of how some districts co-constructed their
vision, belief, and mission statements to create strong messaging around CTE:

o In Clarkson Public Schools, educators developed a series of mission statements related
to the CTE program overall, plus one each for agriculture, business, career academy,
counseling, FCS, and STS.

e Norris School District has a clear vision statement for CTE alongside a set of 17
belief statements.

o Shelby-Rising City Public Schools also has CTE vision statements for their departments.
Their administration department established a vision articulating the values and skills
essential for career development and CTE as shown below.

Shelby-Rising City Public Schools

CTE Vision of Administration Department

The vision of the Administration at Shelby-Rising City Public Schools is to empower students
with diverse career exploration opportunities through classes, organizations, and community
engagement. We aim to equip them with essential life skills for varied forms of success,
instilling moral values to guide their futures. Our vision includes fostering a sense of direction
and belonging, emphasizing community, the value of hard work, and the dedication to give
their best effort. Additionally, we strive to provide robust support for CTE programs, creating an
inclusive environment that promotes responsibility and goal setting and celebrates student
achievements beyond core classes. We are committed to ensuring students have the chance to
explore a range of post-secondary options.

With challenges such as teacher retention and program continuity in mind, such convenings can
be impactful in cultivating educator engagement and voice, fostering program alignment, and
supporting rural schools to develop robust CTE programming.
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Challenge 2: There is a perceived lack of state-provided support for middle grade CTE
programming.

Nebraska middle grade educators who engaged in our data collection efforts feel that state-
provided support is lacking for developing and implementing middle grade CTE programming
and that missed opportunities are commonplace. Not only would they like more targeted
professional development focused on middle grade CTE as previously described, but they desire
more resources and curriculum to support career development and opportunities to network
with other teachers and CTE organizations to leverage promising practices and strategies. One
teacher noted, “All of the resources and support are directed at the high schools—from the way
the revision grants are to the way the coordinators work to the curriculum supports [provided].
If you go to the state NDE website, there’s standards for all of the high school courses. There’s
very little to no standards at the middle school courses.”

Consideration 2: Improve messaging to middle grade educators with intentional
supports, targeted funding, and clearer guidance about middle grade career exploration
and CTE programming.

One explicit way to demonstrate support for Nebraska middle grade educators is to provide
them with one-time planning grants to develop their middle grade CTE programming, similar to
Massachusetts’s one-time $45,000 grants (see “State-encouraged middle school career
exploration” under “Practices Beyond Nebraska” above). Incentivize Nebraska school districts
with planning grants to develop creative solutions that meet local needs. As one regional leader
noted in response to needs for middle grade CTE implementation, “We want the money. That is
the first thing—if you throw money at the problem, people come out and help.” Couple the
grant awards with professional development to support planning and ideation of expanded
middle grade career exploration.

In response to Nebraska educators, support for middle grade CTE programming should include
clear guidance for middle grade CTE course development and requirements and a distinction in
the differences between a career exploration course, a CTE exploratory course, and a CTE
introductory course. For example, as previously discussed, current middle school CTE course
titles include “Introduction to” or “Exploratory,” but the course curricula may not meet the
requirements of a CTE introductory course as part of a CTE sequence. Local control decision
making can be strengthened with clearer guidance.
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Challenge 3: Despite middle school and high school CTE educators wanting to collaborate
across grade levels and believing there is knowledge to gain from one another, they
struggle to establish a routine for meeting and, possibly, do not fully see the benefits of
planning and providing a coherent 6-12 CTE program.

Despite an acknowledgment of how important it is to align programming, middle school and
high school educators plan CTE and career development programming in silos. Additionally,
when course changes are made, middle grade counselors may be left out of the communication
loop and as a result would be advising students with outdated information.

Consideration 3: Examine CTE and career development from a grade 6—12 approach,
rather than siloed middle school and high school programs.

Increase opportunities for educators and counselors to strengthen middle school and high
school connections to align programming and to develop continuity. At the same time,
according to CTE experts, it is important that broad career awareness begins in middle grades
and that middle grade CTE programming should look very different from high school. Since
middle grade programming is not about preparing students for a job, it needs to focus on
providing students with exposure to careers and help students connect the dots between
career exploration and planning. Thus, strengthen supports for collaboration and program
alignment between middle school and high schools while emphasizing age-appropriate
programming for middle grades. Recommend that districts ensure opportunities for middle
school and high school counselors to collaborate in CTE planning and establish communication
protocols for informing middle school counselors of CTE course changes at the high schools.

Challenge 4: Career development, including CTE, is not well understood by parents and
the community.

Although experts, researchers, and educators may understand the importance of career
development to an individual’s success and the role that CTE can play in helping students
realize their interests and trajectory, many adults, including parents, still hold outdated
perspectives about CTE from another era. Often, there is a gap in understanding, for example,
that CTE isn’t a choice between college-going and not-college-going or that exposure to an
array of career areas is essential to most students’ discovery and decision making about their
career interests.
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Consideration 4: Support districts with evidence-based information, language, and
strategies to build community awareness and understanding of CTE and to communicate
the value of career development.

Districts need to educate parents and the community about the value of career development,
the role of CTE and career exploration in middle grades, and why the middle grades are the
opportune time for students to explore their personal interests and learn about career areas.
Support districts with useful resources and information to increase parent and community buy-
in around the importance of investing in students’ career development and of exposing
students to a range of CTE career fields.
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Ill. Career Development
Components

The Nebraska Landscape

In addition to how career development is delivered in middle grade courses and programs,
Nebraska educators we spoke with also discussed how or whether selected components of
career development are broadly implemented. Specifically, findings surfaced themes including
transition approaches from middle school to high school, personal learning plans, and
application of the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards.

Transitions from middle school to high school

Nebraska district and school staff reported a desire—if not always a commitment—to
improving the transition from middle school to high school so that students know about their
program and pathway options after 8th grade. The Nebraska educator survey data and
interview data revealed uneven supports for how to provide middle grade students with a well-
informed transition to high school. Regardless of the strength of their practices, district
administrators reported that there is room for improvement in how to better engage middle
grade students and families in learning about available high school programs and pathways and
that they are making efforts to begin the communication process earlier. Administrators also
acknowledge the need to do a better job of alighing middle school CTE programs with high
school pathways for a more seamless transition for students and of communicating changes to
school counselors, who play a key role in advising students. Although smooth transitions
depend aligned curriculum and pathways, they also depend on the connections between
middle school and high school counselors who work directly with students in selecting courses.

Following are practices employed in Nebraska districts and schools to support transitions from
middle school to high school:

o Communication and outreach. School districts know that communication to middle
grade students and families about high school pathway options is important so that
students are informed and prepared to make decisions. School districts such as Millard
Public Schools, Lincoln Public Schools, and Omaha Public Schools, for example, utilize
middle grade teachers to present information to their students about CTE pathways
offered at the high schools. Lincoln and Omaha Public Schools host special events and
open houses to showcase their programs and pathways—many of which are CTE
focused—and invite middle grade students and families from neighboring middle
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schools to attend so that they can see projects, talk with teachers and high school
students, and access printed information.

o Aligned courses as a transition support. Grand Island Public Schools’ leaders
acknowledge that transition supports are currently limited in their district and that
more needs to be done to help students transition from middle school CTE programs to
high school CTE programs. The district is itself in a state of transition as it undergoes a
redesign of the middle school experience. Grand Island Public Schools aims to align
middle school course options to the high schools and provide more student
experiences, including additional middle grade CTE options for students to explore and
an intentional, warm hand-off of grade 8 students to their high school. In addition,
Lincoln Public Schools is aligning middle grade content and skills intentionally, grade
level by grade level, and ensuring scaffolding of instruction and learning.

o Transition support at the high school: Several school districts have developed
intentional transition support, most often in the form of a freshman course, for grade 9
students. Omaha Public Schools high schools, for example, enroll all grade 9 students
into a freshman academy, focused on college and career exploration, to support
students’ high school journey. Students explore interests, strengths, and pathway
options to inform their eventual pathway selection. Additionally, the district has
developed a “Nine for Nine” approach, in which the 9th grade experience includes nine
forms of support, such as an academic team, on-track data monitoring, and the
freshman academy, plus a three-day summer experience to assist in transition to high
school and a freshman orientation day.

« Strong transition practices in rural schools. In smaller and rural school districts where
middle school students and high school students share one building, teachers reported
that transition is seamless and strong. CTE teachers often teach both middle school
courses and high school courses of a particular career field and feel supported by
school leadership.

e CTSOs more prevalent in rural school districts. Career and technical student
organizations, such as Future Business Leaders of America (FBLA), Family, Career, and
Community Leaders of America (FCCLA), and FFA, help to facilitate the transition
process for students as well as maintain middle grade student interest. Two CTE
teachers from different rural districts noted, “The expansion of FBLA to include middle
grade students is a highlight, especially when the younger students qualified for
nationals. Our school’s focus to keeping students involved and busy is seen as a positive
aspect” and “Ever since | started having 7th and 8th graders be involved with FCCLA, it
has made my high school chapter stronger, but | have also noticed a lot of our
programming is geared toward high school age kids and we don’t really think about
middle schoolers.” Interestingly, one administrator from a non-rural school district
believes that CTSO opportunities for middle grades are lacking and would like to see
more opportunities.
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o Educator beliefs about school-provided supports for transition. Based on the
Nebraska educator survey, 78 percent of educators (n=32) believe that it is very true or
true that transition supports are provided for middle grade students transitioning into
high school in their district, and 61 percent of educators believe that transition
supports are provided for elementary school students transitioning into middle grades
(n=25). NDE might consider a future study involving more participants and greater
representation for reliability.

Personal learning plans

From WestEd’s data gathering and analyses, it is unclear whether school districts are broadly
implementing personal learning plans for students. The use of individualized, or personal,
learning plans did not surface in any focus group conversations with Nebraska educators or in
the Nebraska educator survey. Moreover, the program review of NDE’s website reveals one
web page that has a short description of personal learning plans and portfolios, but offers no
resources. A search within the NDE site led to a buried web page, Personal Learning Plan —
BMIT, that offers sample personal learning plans for students in the Business, Management,
and Information Technology career cluster, as well as a blank template for developing or
modifying other personal learning plans. Despite a personal learning plan being an element of
the Middle School Career Development course, the scant information on the NDE site may
send a mixed message about the value or efficacy of personal learning plans.

Personal learning plans are becoming a growing trend across states to ensure that middle
grade students begin to identify and make connections between their interests, goals, and
career development experiences in an intentional way that leads to planning toward their
high school and postsecondary academic and career goals (Institute of Education Sciences,
2024; Torre Gibney & Rauner, 2021). Examples of how some states and school districts are
implementing personal learning plans are described in the subsection “Practices Beyond
Nebraska” within section Ill, “Career Development Components: The Nebraska Landscape.”

Career readiness standards

Nebraska middle grade educators are mostly unclear about how to utilize, embed, and assess
the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards, although some educators report incorporating the
standards into their course instruction. On the Nebraska educator survey, 42 percent (n=21)
indicated that they integrate the state career readiness standards into an existing course.
However, 29 percent (n=14) indicated that they are unaware of how Nebraska Career
Readiness Standards are incorporated into middle school programming at their school. (It’s
worth noting that among the 49 survey respondents who identified as a teacher, 25
respondents teach both middle school and high school grades, 18 respondents teach only high
school grades, and 6 respondents teach only middle grades.)

—-22 -


https://www.education.ne.gov/nce/personal-learning-plans-portfolios/
https://www.education.ne.gov/nce/personal-learning-plan-bmit/
https://www.education.ne.gov/nce/personal-learning-plan-bmit/

WestEed 9.

The Landscape of Middle School Career and Technical Education in Nebraska e

One Nebraska regional administrator noted that if the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards
are to be intentionally taught and assessed, the challenge is that there “is really no clear way to
show what it looks like in any one grade. The standards are not precise and are not really
amenable to assessment.” Similarly, one CTE teacher suggested that “better guidance for
application of the standards in the middle school classroom and a more structured approach at
the state level could really help teachers, and especially for those new to the profession.”
Another educator suggested that indicators by grade bands would be particularly helpful in
order to know what is expected of middle grade students. Without precise indicators for
educators to observe in their students’ performance, educators do not know what to measure
or how to utilize the standards.

WestEd did come across the tool Nebraska Career Readiness Standards — Middle School
Indicators for grades 6—8, which could be useful for providing indicators of middle grade
expectations to Nebraska educators and informing curricular and pedagogical decisions.
However, Nebraska educators do not appear to know about the indicators.

Partnerships

Partnerships cited across the state included connections with local community colleges, local
businesses, and industry partners to support the district in providing relevant CTE experiences.
Some local leaders shared that more partnerships exist at the high school level, but expressed
interest in building more connection and partnership with middle schools. For example, high
school academies have industry advisory boards, but that involvement does not often connect
students to more industry exposure in middle school.

One notable example comes from a middle school STS course in Lincoln, home to a Kawasaki
Motors Manufacturing plant. Lincoln Public Schools partnered with Kawasaki to create a video
series about various parts of their business from inside the plant. The videos mimic an actual
industry tour, but enable all students to get some exposure to the types of careers that exist in
their own community. This approach offers opportunities for all students to explore careers and
is also an approach that can be utilized in rural communities where distance may hinder in-
person experiences.

One rural school administrator described the involvement of local farmers and farm industry
professionals in providing students with hands-on experiences related to agricultural education,
horticulture, and veterinary science and even through support in establishing school garden
programs. These partnerships are often created through local FFA and 4-H chapters. One
administrator stated, “Our FFA and agriculture education program is really a lifeblood to our
community, not just agriculture jobs, but business jobs too.”

CTSOs play a significant role in creating partnerships among students across grade levels. Several
districts described connections and partnerships with JAG programs in middle schools aimed at
enhancing career education support. In one district, the FBLA program, which primarily existed
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for high school students, was expanded to a mid-level division so that middle school students
could compete. The expansion was a success, with all four of the middle school students who
participated in their first year went on to the state competition and qualified for nationals.

Practices Beyond Nebraska

States are beginning to codify practices to strengthen middle grade career development
beyond delivery of middle grade programming. We see more states, for example, requiring
personal learning plans to help students better understand the connections between their
strengths and career interests with the courses they take and the high school pathway they
choose. Additionally, we observe how some states with career readiness standards have
identified indicators for the 21st-century skills and competencies that students in different
grade bands, including the middle grades, should be able to demonstrate. And finally, among
states and CTE organizations, a career development continuum provides educators, students,
and parents with a coherent K—12 picture of how students develop their career goals over time
and at the same time and how middle grade career activities can scaffold more intensive
experiences in high school. In addition to examples of how states support practices of personal
learning plans, career readiness standards, and a career development continuum, WestEd
examined these and other career exploration practices and policies of Nebraska’s neighboring
states, the results of which are summarized in appendix C.

Personal learning plan and transitions

According to information gathered from our CTE expert interviews, states are giving more
consideration to counseling students in college and career planning in grades 7 and 8, not just
in high school. One growing trend among states is requiring schools to introduce personal
learning plans to students in grades 7 or 8 (ASA & ESG, 2024). Such multiyear plans are also
known within their states as Individual Career Academic Plan (ICAP), Individualized Plan of
Study, and MyCAP, to name a few. The expectation is that as students revisit their plans
annually and as they broaden their knowledge of different career fields over time, they are
better equipped to matching their own personal strengths and goals to a possible career. The
CTE experts note that there are a lot of expectations around career and academic planning, and
with a few exceptions, much of what they have observed is perfunctory, check-the-box
activities versus high-quality experiences or career-connected learning that is planned and
implemented in a thoughtful way within a larger vision of career development that includes
college and career pathways.
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When done well, personal learning plans support students as they transition from middle
school to high school and between grade levels, helping students and their families see their
progress in education and career plans toward a postsecondary goal.

Following are examples of how some states require or support the use of personal learning
plans in middle grades:

o States requiring a personal learning plan in middle grades include lowa, Missouri,
Kansas, Idaho, and Massachusetts. Colorado gives school districts the option to
introduce ICAP in elementary or middle grades, but its completion is required in high
school. North Carolina has new legislation under review to require students to begin a
career development plan by middle school completion.

e Boston Public Schools (BPS) in Massachusetts just completed a comprehensive MyCAP
scope and sequence, outlining curricula and activities for year-long courses in every
grade of middle school and high school. In addition to the grade 6—12 curricula, BPS
developed ready-to-use instructional materials, planning tools, resources for
communicating with families, and the use of Naviance, the online platform that
supports MyCAP. During AY 2023/24, all middle school counselors were trained to
support school sites, students, and families. The BPS model is an example of coherent
and aligned programming that intentionally transitions students in their career
readiness each year. BPS developed its MyCAP program based on the Massachusetts
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education state guidelines for MyCAP.

Career readiness standards

According to the Education Commission of the States’ 2023 report, 50-State Comparison, 31
states (including those described in the bullet points below) have college and career readiness
measures that include CTE coursework or work-based learning.

e The Kentucky Academic Standards for Career Studies consist of three domains
(Essential Skills, Careers, Financial Literacy) organized by four grade bands (K-3, 4-5,
6—8, 9—12). Students should be able to demonstrate certain skills in each domain by the
end of each grade band.

o Between grades K-12, Pennsylvania students demonstrate career readiness
expectations per the Career Education and Work standards. By the end of grade 11,
students should have developed a career portfolio, comprising evidence of career
exploration, preparation, and readiness from across three grade bands and reflecting
their individualized career plan. A student portfolio might accumulate items such as an
interest inventory, a budget plan, a description of a job interview, a research report,
and a reflection paper on a career, among many other documents.
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« Indiana codified its Employability Skills Standards to begin implementation in AY
2019/20 in grades K-12. Across five grade bands, students develop and demonstrate
competencies of mindset, work ethic, learning strategies, and social and emotional
skills through their academic courses.

e Inlowa, K=12 students must meet the standards for 21st-century skills, demonstrating
life and career skills in five strands—Civic Literacy, Employability Skills, Financial Literacy,
Health Literacy, and Technology Literacy—while focusing on career and academic
planning using ICAP. The 21st-century skills are integrated into academic core courses,
except for those in the Civic Literacy strand, which are taught in social studies courses.

Career development continuum

A coherent career development framework, or continuum, demonstrates how over time
students can develop and hone their career interests and career readiness skills. Students begin
career awareness and exploration in the early and middle grades, building their knowledge
about work and careers that interest them, culminating in their choosing a career and field of
study to pursue.

Currently, some states and CTE-focused organizations have developed and put forward their
own continuum. Whether referred to as a career development continuum or a work-based
learning continuum, they are of a similar vein: They identify a range of student-centered, career
development activities that progress from low-commitment activities to intensive activities,
spanning across several stages of a students’ career development journey. Often a career
development continuum identifies three or four stages, such as the four stages of career
awareness, career exploration, career preparation, and career participation, or alternatively,
the three stages of learning about oneself, learning through work, and learning for work.
Experiential activities are opportunities to learn about personal interests, work, and careers
through workplace exposure, first-hand engagement with employees, application of skills, and,
eventually, job training.

« States such as Colorado, Kansas, and Texas each have a unique work-based learning
(WBL) continuum.

o National CTE-focused organizations, such as ACTE, ConnectEd, and Linked Learning,
have developed their own WBL continuum, from which states appear to have borrowed
and adapted.

o A middle school career development continuum, including a range of in-school and out-
of-school activities, was developed by WestEd in partnership with the San Diego and
Imperial Regional Consortium. (For a screen reader accessibility-friendly version, see
appendix B.)
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Challenges and Considerations

Challenge 1: Nebraska CTE educators and district leaders are well versed in existing CTE
offerings and programming and other supporting components, but are less well versed in
a more comprehensive view of career development as a process that spans middle
school, high school, and postsecondary education.

Most of the CTE educators and administrators we spoke with shared a foundational
understanding of the components of career development, such as career readiness standards,
existing content and curriculum embedded in introductory CTE courses, and career exploration
as a separate course. However, Nebraska educators do not seem clear about career
development as a process, what a coherent plan for career development can look like for
students, and how career readiness skills can be integrated into all grades and content areas
beyond CTE courses.

Consideration 1: Identify a K-12 career development approach for Nebraska that involves
consistent terminology and core foundational resources, such as a career development
continuum, and develop a campaign to ensure that the information reaches educators.

Following are actionable, state-led activities to introduce and reinforce what career
development looks like for Nebraska students and how related components support that
understanding.

o Examine the state’s vision of career development for all K-12 students and define the
term career development.

o Develop grade band indicators to increase implementation support for utilizing the
Nebraska Career Readiness Standards at all grades and to demonstrate how the
standards can be integrated into existing courses.

o Clarify messaging about middle grade career development and how middle grade
programming is positioned for self-discovery, career exploration, and development of
durable skills.

o Develop, adopt, or adapt a career development continuum to demonstrate and
reinforce to students, families, and educators a career development process and how
middle grade activities are designed to expose students to a range of career fields and
possibilities, which will become clearer to them as they continue their career
development journey in high school and beyond. NDE might consider how its current
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Career Development Model can be reimagined and redesigned from a cyclical model to
a model that shows progress and growth as students’ career development advances.

o Unify career development for Nebraska by updating and/or creating a set of
fundamental components—such as the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards and
indicators, a career development continuum, CTE programming, and personal learning
plans—with consistent terminology and clear relationships between them. Support
practitioner uptake by providing professional development, ongoing communities of
practice, and implementation tools.

Challenge 2: The purpose and rationale for fostering middle grade self-discovery, career
exploration, and CTE exposure aren’t always well understood by educators, families, and
students.

Middle grade career development with its unique purpose is underemphasized within the
larger context of CTE programming, where the focus appears to be at the high school level.
Important information about why young adolescents are developmentally prime for self-
discovery and career exploration is buried and not widely leveraged. Families and students
don’t necessarily connect the importance of learning about personal strengths and interests to
the array of career areas that students can explore and, eventually, pursue.

Consideration 2: Elevate the purpose of middle grade career exploration and utilize new
resources, such as a career development continuum, to clearly demonstrate where
middle grade career exploration is positioned along a student’s career development
journey, helping families and students build connections between career exploration
activities and their purpose.

With a Nebraska K—12 career development approach established, the purpose of middle grade
career exploration is more easily conveyed. For example, the adoption of a career development
continuum both helps tie together fragmented concepts of NDE’s career development
approach and can help position where middle grade career development sits. In fact, a career
development continuum can help middle grade educators, students, and families understand
how middle grade career activities are developmentally appropriate and exist in context of a
career development trajectory.
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Challenge 3: Nebraska middle grade practitioners are unclear about how to utilize,
embed, and assess the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards.

Among the Nebraska middle grade practitioners and ESU staff we spoke with, many expressed
uncertainty regarding the integration of the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards into their
existing curricula. Specifically, educators are unclear about what application of the standards
looks like in their middle grade classrooms.

Consideration 3: Create clearer connections between the Nebraska Career Readiness
Standards and how they fit into all content areas and grades.

Revise and/or develop new resources to help educators understand the progression of career
readiness. For example, NDE has some existing resources that could be updated and offered as
supplemental resources to strengthen integration of the standards, such as the following:

1. The Nebraska Career Readiness Standards — Middle School Indicators document appears
to be not widely known and would benefit from wider dissemination, perhaps through
communications and professional development.

2. The Nebraska Career Development — Program Planning matrix might be reviewed to
reassess developmental appropriateness for some activities, especially at the elementary
grade levels.

Lean on regional ESUs to develop implementation guidelines for all middle grade teachers and
deliver through ESU-provided professional development. Similar to communities of practice for
middle grade CTE programming discussed previously, encourage district or cross-district
communities of practice for middle grade educators to share practices with one another and
learn strategies and ideas for integrating career readiness standards into core academic courses.

Challenge 4: Although some notable examples of partnerships with local businesses exist,
connections to local community partners are underutilized.

There is vast potential for school districts to partner with local businesses and industries that
remain untapped. Without opportunities for students to engage in real-work applications in
their communities and gain exposure to potential career paths, as well as to the people working
in those career areas, they miss out on learning about career fields unknown to them.
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Consideration: 4 Leverage local businesses for strong partnerships.

Strengthen connections between schools and local industries by educating industries on ways
to partner and become more involved with middle schools, such as equipment donation,
advisory councils, industry speakers, workplace tours, and teacher summer externships. In rural
school districts, where industries are fewer, leaders are looking for virtual opportunities to
bring more career exposure to their remote schools.

Challenge 5: Content and resources on the NDE website related to career development
are not easily found, and navigating the site can be unclear.

From our online program review conducted on the NDE Career Development website, the team
experienced confusing navigation paths and, at times, an unclear hierarchy of how material and
information are organized.

Consideration 5: Improve access to resources by updating the NDE Career Development
web pages and providing clearer messaging about the relationship of the Career
Development web pages to the NDE CTE web pages.

At times, resources are buried under layers or appear without explanation on how to utilize
them. For example, some educators believe that middle grade CTE course standards do not
exist, but WestEd came across them on the NDE website on the State Models Programs of
Study web page. The location of where information and resources live on the website can be
improved, along with connective language and visuals that reinforce how career development
is envisioned and how resources help to support it. Consider engaging practitioners to
participate in a user-experience focus group about the NDE CTE website’s organization and
flow, then update web pages, hierarchy, and navigation tools based on feedback.
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IV. Licensure and Staffing

The Nebraska Landscape

In Nebraska, all middle school teachers have a state-issued teaching certificate and are
endorsed in at least one area of instruction, determined by the field of study associated with
their bachelor’s or advanced degree or a passing score on a subject-specific assessment. For
middle school CTE teachers, who also are certified, their endorsement is in one of 16 career
clusters enabling them to teach middle grade foundation, career development, and career
education introductory courses as a high-quality CTE teacher.

Two Nebraska administrators expressed concerns about the ongoing difficulty of staffing CTE
programs due to the lack of qualified individuals, as well as the difficulty of retaining teachers
because of the challenge of keeping up with training requirements for specialized programs.

Separate from middle grade CTE content-specific courses are middle grade career awareness
and exploration courses, which help students to become self-aware about their strengths,
aptitudes, and preferences and then understand how those traits can lend themselves to the
different careers and career areas they are exploring. Career exploration activities can be
integrated into core courses and taught by school counselors or core academic teachers, who
are supported with training and professional development in career development. In Nebraska,
only a school counselor or a CTE teacher is considered qualified to teach Middle School Career
Development, the career exploration course.

Although school counselors are eligible to teach the career exploration course, school
administrators and district staff in Nebraska pointed out that most counselors do not have the
bandwidth to take on course instruction on top of their school counseling responsibilities. They
noted that when counselors are tasked with teaching the course, they need increased support
and professional development to effectively carry out their expanded roles and responsibilities.
In one small district, a single school counselor in a K-12 building juggles their day, focusing on
providing social and emotional support to students, a need which has grown in recent years,
and balancing these needs with supporting students’ career and education goals while also
teaching CTE courses. “A counselor is dealing with the emotions of an 8-year-old one minute ...
and then trying to counsel a senior in what to do in their career the next hour. This is the range
of things our counselors are trying to accomplish in a day, and so that’s a struggle in terms of
CTE where a lot of things can fall on a counselor.”
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Practices Beyond Nebraska

Legislating different requirements for middle grade career exploration
and CTE

To address the shortage of qualified teachers who are eligible to teach middle grade career
exploration courses, states are reducing the barriers for teachers to meet qualifications.
Following are examples of how states are creatively approaching the licensure challenge to
meet their growing demand for qualified teachers.

Flexible application of a single middle grade CTE endorsement

o Colorado Department of Education has approved a new middle school CTE program,
Combined Exploratory Program, in which students rotate through a minimum of three
career clusters, ideally aligned to high school CTE pathways. Every instructor teaching in
the program must hold a CTE credential, however, only one credential has to match
one of the CTE career clusters. The remaining teachers may have CTE credentials in any
career cluster.

o Similarly, Utah requires all students in grade 7 or 8 to complete the one-credit CTE
College and Career Awareness course to explore CTE career clusters. As a required core
curriculum course, teachers must have a Secondary Education License and a CTE
endorsement in one of five qualifying CTE career areas; however, the teacher is
qualified to teach the full course. Ideally, a team of teachers with appropriate CTE
endorsements would rotate, teaching their segments of the course. Utah requires a
school counselor to provide course support and classroom interaction, and where
available, a WBL coordinator’s involvement.

Relaxed requirements to obtain a middle grade CTE endorsement

o As of 2023, Colorado middle grade teachers may obtain a unique CTE Combined
Exploratory endorsement by meeting the content knowledge and industry experience
requirements related to one career cluster. These requirements are lower than the
requirements to teach a CTE career field—specific course.

o In Ohio, most middle school CTE teachers are required to hold a standard teacher
license and complete a set of online modules as a CTE validation process. The exception
is for teachers teaching the high school equivalency CTE introductory course to grade 8
students; these teachers must hold the appropriate CTE credential. Ohio’s flexibility in
middle school CTE teacher licensure and the mandate for middle schools to provide CTE
course offerings led to CTE student participation tripling from 21,550 students in 2015
to 73,728 students in 2017.
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Non-CTE course code assigned to middle grade career exploration course

e Inldaho, all 7th or 8th grade students must complete one or more career exploration
courses. Any staff teaching a career exploration course must have participated in a career
exploration professional development course approved by the state board of education.

Encouraging innovative staffing practices

National experts we spoke with confirmed our findings about solutions to the middle grade CTE
teacher shortage: No state has solved the problem yet. It is the number one reason curtailing
CTE expansion into the middle grades.

School counselors are often expected to develop career development programming and lead
activities. However, as previously discussed, school counselors are limited on time given their
other responsibilities. Following are some state-led approaches for using innovative approaches
to build capacity of all teachers in career development instruction and to reach remote school
districts with CTE instruction.

Invest in and build staff capacity in career development knowledge

o Indiana Department of Education is piloting a whole-school career coaching model,
providing grants to LEAs to develop a career coaching system for their elementary,
middle, and high school students. The pilot suggests taking a regional approach or
partnering with third-party vendors and community-based organizations to provide
support and help expand career coaching capacity. The goal is to build the capacity of
existing school staff with career development knowledge to better implement
appropriate career exploration programming and to not place the responsibility of
students’ career development on K=12 school counselors.

« North Carolina school districts now utilize a new role, CTE Career Development
Coordinator, to support high-quality CTE programming and implementation within their
middle schools and high schools. North Carolina teachers and counselors may add the
Career Development Coordinator license to their existing license by completing one of
three specified career development courses.

Implement innovative practices to connect CTE teachers to students in rural schools

e Rural districts, including those in Nebraska, can leverage virtual learning technologies
to meet the learning needs of students where local industry is limited. Rural schools
can utilize video conferencing with industry experts to speak or guest teach in middle
school career exploration courses or have a CTE teacher deliver technical instruction
from their location while the credentialed teacher of record remains in the classroom—
a practice done in rural parts of lowa.
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« In Alaska, where many rural schools exist in remote areas, providing access to CTE
programming is key. One strategy is its CTE Pathway Program, in which a CTE teacher
travels to remote Alaska school districts and stays for two weeks to a month to teach
CTE content.

Provide compensation to CTE teachers for years worked in industry

o Adjust the teacher salary ladder to give credit to CTE teachers for years worked in
industry as done in Idaho. In Bakersfield, California, Kern High School District has
adopted this practice, which has resulted in almost 100 percent retention of new
CTE teachers.

Promote teacher and counselor externships for acquiring industry knowledge

We offer the following two state examples about developing high school CTE teachers using
innovative approaches.

e Maryland Chamber of Commerce connects high school educators to industry partners
through its summer teacher externships to build knowledge about different industries,
such as biotech, engineering, construction, and more, as well as to gain awareness of
different careers for educators and counselors to incorporate into their curriculum and
advising. The process does not result in a CTE endorsement, but rather builds capacity
at the school sites, and it might be a strategy to consider in Nebraska.

+ New Jersey Department of Education allows eligible school districts to increase their
pool of qualified high school CTE teachers through one or both of two teacher pathway
programs. First, in the CTE Teacher Bridge program, secondary general education
teachers (grades 9—12) can transition to the role of a CTE teacher by participating in
summer industry externships for 160 hours, for which they receive a stipend.
Afterward, they will be mentored by an experienced CTE teacher. These teachers
participate in two summer industry externships and co-teach with a certified CTE
teacher in the content area for two years. Second, the Industry Fellows program invites
industry experts to co-teach for one year on a part-time basis alongside experienced
CTE teachers. Fellows receive a stipend as they work toward their teacher certificate.

Challenges and Considerations

Challenge 1: Nebraska school districts struggle to find qualified CTE teachers.

A significant barrier to expanding middle grade CTE programming in Nebraska is the lack of
highly qualified CTE teachers. Recruiting CTE teachers is challenging because people with
industry expertise often are not willing to leave their positions to earn a significantly reduced
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salary as a teacher. Furthermore, retaining experienced CTE teachers is difficult because of
ongoing training requirements in some specialized areas.

Consideration 1: Change state policy to reduce barriers to licensure requirements for
middle grade CTE and career exploration teachers.

Generally, the CTE teacher shortage conversation focuses on high school CTE programs, where
teachers’ industry experience and expertise are important to preparing high school students for
jobs. However, the CTE teacher shortage conversation related to middle school should be a
different focus because middle school CTE has a different goal—to introduce students to broad
content about a career area as well as expose them to an array of related careers. Consequently,
middle school CTE teachers need less industry expertise than high school CTE teachers. Nebraska
policymakers might consider different licensure for how middle school teachers obtain CTE
endorsement if the goal is to provide more CTE courses at the middle level.

Experts we spoke with suggest that states could change policy aimed at reducing barriers to
licensure requirement for teaching middle grade career exploration courses and, separately,
aimed at getting more CTE teachers into middle grade classrooms:

Separate licensure for middle grade teachers

o Establish a unique endorsement that allows any licensed content area teacher to teach
a career exploration course.

o Relax CTE teacher licensure requirements for middle grade teachers, where less
industry and career area expertise are needed.

o Create separate licensure for middle grade (6—8) endorsements to teach career
education, rather than wholesale endorsements for teachers of grades 6-12 or 7-12.

Encourage career exploration courses at middle grades

o Encourage districts and schools to offer a middle grade career exploration course to
introduce students to careers rather than more introductory CTE courses. Establish a
unique endorsement to teach the career exploration course, as previously mentioned,
so that school districts are not dependent on only CTE teachers and school counselors
to teach the course.

Build a stronger teacher pipeline

o Establish Grow Your Own grant initiatives to offer CTE education—specific pathways
toward building a teacher pipeline, especially in rural areas.

o Continue to support teacher retention and development with teacher mentoring
programs and networking.
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Challenge 2: Nebraska middle school counselors oversee too many responsibilities to
effectively design and deliver career development programming.

Nebraska’s School Counselor Endorsement recommends that school counselors possess the
knowledge and skills “to design [and] implement the elements of a school counseling program,”
which includes career development and personal learning plans (Nebraska Department of
Education, 2017, p. 4). Leaning heavily on school counselors to design and deliver career
awareness and exploration programming to schools is proving to be challenging.

Consideration 2: Distribute the responsibility of creating a middle grade career
development program within a cross-functional team, beyond just school counselors.

National CTE experts suggest that the responsibility of developing a comprehensive career
development program requires a cross-functional team of school counselors, CTE teachers, and
core academic teachers. Ideally, support is provided through a district-level career
development coach to lead and facilitate planning.
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V. Middle School Scheduling

Scheduling Structures in the Nebraska Context

As previously discussed, leaders in Nebraska schools and districts reported that the main
strategy for delivering middle grade career development is through a combination of career
exploration courses and a variety of introductory career field—specific CTE courses taken
throughout the middle school years.

Administrators in Nebraska shared some of the challenges of creating a middle school master
schedule that supports all needs. It is a complex process that involves coordinating time,
classroom space, teachers, individual student supports, and student choice. The master
schedule must accommodate a range of scheduling factors, such as instructional hours for core
classes and elective courses (e.g., music, physical education, art, foreign language), plus time
allocated for supports (e.g., English language courses, Multi-Tiered Systems of Support, other
academic interventions), which together dictate how the schedule is designed. CTE courses are
another priority, but often CTE courses are the first ones dropped to make room for a higher-
priority course in the schedule. Additionally, some CTE courses necessitate a specialized,
physical space such as a workshop, kitchen, or computer lab, and the availability of such spaces
determines which schools and districts can offer particular introductory CTE courses.

With the intent of exposing students to a wide variety of career fields to spark student
interests, one common approach that Nebraska districts and schools employ is a rotation
model, whereby students rotate through different CTE introductory courses each semester,
trimester, quarter, or even “hexter” across the school year. Depending on the length of the
rotation, this approach enables students to participate in two to six courses, such as
introductory career field—specific CTE courses, a career exploration course, mandatory courses
such as computer applications, and electives over the course of a school year. Some school
districts use a prescribed rotation for all grade 6 students, and other districts allow students to
have some choice about their electives in the rotation.

Millard Public Schools uses the hexter system—six short terms across one academic year—
allowing students to explore multiple career field—specific CTE domains and choose their
electives from music, art, STEM, and world languages. Millard Public Schools leaders say that
this scheduling structure offers students more CTE courses to explore versus a quarter rotation,
which limits students to fewer courses. This innovative approach works well for Millard Public
Schools, a large school district, and could be considered by any size district.

Confounding the issue of complex scheduling is insufficient staff to teach the career exploration
or CTE courses. Sometimes, CTE teachers are needed to split their time with other roles at the
school, thus limiting the availability of CTE course offerings. One leader of a small, rural district
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shared that middle school students are often forced to take a course not in their interest area
because teachers need to cross-teach in multiple content areas, reducing the frequency of
when a course can be offered.

Other factors that impact master schedules and course offerings are local industry needs, the
economic landscape, and partnerships in the region. Although districts stressed the importance
of exposing students to a wide range of CTE career clusters, rural districts may focus on CTE
career fields related to the needs of their region’s economy (e.g., Agricultural Education).
Another district leader shared how these local decisions impact their approach to scheduling:
“Our FFA and Ag Ed program is really a lifeblood to our community, not just [filling] agriculture
jobs, but business jobs too.” Students in that community, even at middle school ages, become
exposed to agriculture experiences early, participating in agriculture opportunities both in and
out of school.

Challenges and Considerations

Challenge 1: Balancing the conflicting demands of a middle school master schedule is
difficult due to many varied reasons.

With the goal of exposing students to career paths through exploration and career field—
specific CTE courses across the complex middle grades schedule, the main challenge stems from
fitting in CTE required and elective opportunities alongside core coursework. Schools struggle
to balance conflicting demands of the middle school master schedule with increasing
opportunities for CTE course offerings, especially if state requirements for CTE grow over time.
Schools also struggle with scheduling the range of offerings due to the number of students to
enroll and course demand, as well as with the scheduling limitations due to academic
interventions that impact equal access to the opportunities.

Consideration 1: Support schools in integrating CTE content into core subjects and
extracurricular activities to ensure student opportunities and/or require a core
exploration course as part of the middle grade core curriculum.

To ensure sufficient time in the middle school master schedule for career exploration and CTE
content, more districts could employ the following strategies:

e Employ unique organization and master schedule structuring of the school days and
calendar year, such as hexter course rotation described previously. Prioritize required
CTE courses such as the information technology course in grade 6 and the career
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exploration course in order to meet the NDE strategic plan’s goals set for 2026, and
then employ a system of introductory opportunities for students to rank their choices,
encouraging exploration of areas of interest.

e Integrate CTE content into core subjects that require minimum specialized equipment
and build toward more complex curriculum across grades and as student transition to
high school. Offer training and support to teachers in core content areas on how to
effectively integrate the CTE content.

« Integrate CTE coursework or experiences as part of extracurricular activities, co-
curriculars, CTSOs, or clubs and other out-of-school options.

o Require a career exploration course as part of the core curriculum. As previously
discussed (figure 1 of section Il), with only 22 percent of Nebraska students in grades 6—
8 enrolled in a middle school career development course, this course is being
underutilized as a strategy to introduce general career exploration early to students.
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VI. Equitable Access

In previous sections, we discussed the most important components of middle school CTE design
and delivery that emerged during our analysis: courses, programs, and contextualized learning;
career development components; licensure and staffing; and middle school scheduling. In this
section, we address a cross-cutting question that has implications for all of the components:
How are state and local leaders ensuring that all middle school students have access to high-
quality CTE programming?

Equitable Access in Nebraska

As the analyses of course data show, students in Nebraska participate in middle school CTE in
large numbers across many different courses and programs. To fully grasp what those numbers
mean from an equity-based perspective, it is essential to examine them in the context of the
middle school student population in Nebraska.

According to the most recent student membership data from NDE corresponding to AY
2022/23, there were 71,449 students enrolled in grades 6 through 8 in Nebraska.® In that same
year, there were 194,708 unique CTE course enrollments in grades 6 through 8. This translates
into a rate of 2.7 CTE courses per student, suggesting that there are many opportunities to take
CTE in the middle grades in Nebraska. However, because course enrollment data are
aggregated at the course level and are not unduplicated by student, it is not possible to tell how
extensively these participation figures cover the entire middle school population across the
state. For example, some students may take several courses in middle school while others take
none. Thus, these aggregate figures may mask demographic disparities in student participation
trends that would be more clearly visible with student-level data.

Even without student-level data, however, local and state leaders can still glean valuable
insights from data on the demographic makeups of the courses offered in each district. In AY
2023/24, for example, CTE course taking among 7th and 8th grade students in the five largest
Nebraska school districts differed from the statewide norm in several ways. Male students were
overrepresented in CTE courses in these districts (60% of all enrollments) compared to their
share of the statewide population of 7th and 8th grade CTE course takers (55%). These districts
also enrolled higher proportions of Black students (12% versus 6%) and Hispanic students (25%
versus 19%) than the statewide average, but a lower proportion of American Indian/Alaska
Native students (1% versus 9%). In the five smallest districts, males were even more
overrepresented than females in 7th and 8th grade CTE courses, with males making up

62 percent of these enrollments. The five smallest districts also enrolled larger shares of White
students (92%) in 7th and 8th grade CTE courses than the statewide average (82%).
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Regardless of district size, the average demographic composition of these courses varied in
notable ways by course type. Among the 20 courses with the largest enrollments statewide,
introductory courses in the Skilled and Technical Science, Communication and Information
Systems, and Business career fields tended to have the largest gender-based disparities in
participation. For example, the proportion of males enrolled in Middle School Introduction to
Web Design was 23 percentage points larger than that of females. The difference was 12
percentage points larger in Middle School Exploring Skilled and Technical Science — 8th, and
9 percentage points larger in Middle School Introduction to Computer Science and Middle
School Introduction to Business Technology. By contrast, courses in Human Services and
Education, such as middle school Family and Consumer Science courses, tended to be more
balanced in terms of gender composition.

Race-based disparities in enrollment were both more pronounced and more variable than
gender-based ones. For example, among the same top 20 courses in terms of enroliment,
Middle School FCS/Human Services, Other was 90 percent White, the largest share of any single
race. Food Science, on the other hand, was only 40 percent White. Robotics—a course that,
when implemented well, may open doors to competitions and project-based learning
opportunities for students—was 86 percent White, 14 percent Hispanic, 6 percent Black, and 4
percent Native American. Middle School Career Development, the generalized exploratory
course that can be taught by teachers of all CTE career fields, was offered in 46 percent of
Nebraska school districts, but the gender and racial/ethnic makeup of enrollment in this course
largely mirrored that of the average career-field introductory course.

Educator perceptions of equitable access

In focus groups and interviews with local practitioners, many felt that their schools and districts
were mindful of equity concerns related to student access to middle school CTE. There were
frequent mentions of efforts to ensure that CTE courses are accessible to every student,
including special education students, English language learners, and those from diverse
backgrounds such as students from refugee communities. As one CTE coordinator put it, “We
are a high percentage of EL district. We have a high percentage of special education students.
And [we’re] working toward meeting individual needs of all of our students. Trying to meet the
needs of the edges, not just the middle.”

Some of these efforts emphasize flexibility in scheduling and reflect the belief that CTE in the
middle grades should be a time to explore different courses and programs. In Lincoln Public
Schools, leaders take a flexible, non-linear approach, allowing students multiple chances in
middle school to choose a course that is grade and developmentally appropriate for them. Even
if a student does not take a particular CTE course one year (e.g, Technology 6), that student
should still have the opportunity to take it in following years (e.g, Technology 7). Schools that
have the capacity to differentiate middle school CTE course content by various grade levels,
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such as offering Exploring Skilled and Technical Sciences 6, 7, and 8, can provide students with
multiple on-ramps into CTE even if they missed out in previous years.

As part of WestEd’s survey of CTE educators at the Nebraska Career Education Conference,
respondents were asked to react to a series of statements related to access and equity in
middle school CTE, indicating how true they felt each of the statements was in their school or
district. Their responses largely corroborated many of the observations from the focus groups
and interviews presented in this and other sections of the report (see table 2). The large
majority of respondents (89%) believe that all students have equal opportunities to take CTE
in middle school, regardless of individual characteristics or family background. A similarly
high, albeit slightly lower, proportion (78%) believe that this applies equally to students who
belong to special populations, such as students enrolled in special education and students
who are learning English.

However, respondents were less willing to indicate that some of the specific research-based
practices associated with improving equitable access were present in their school or district.
For example, only about half (53%) of respondents believe that students are provided with the
right information to make informed choices about enrolling in middle school CTE coursework,
and many fewer report regularly engaging with parents to help them understand which middle
school CTE options are available to students (25%) and what the value of those options are
(32%). Two-thirds of respondents report that all middle school students in their school/district
are required to take a career development or similar course/rotational, but only 29 percent
report using data such as course enrollment trends to understand which students participate in
middle school CTE, suggesting that those most involved in middle school CTE provision could be
unaware of gaps in access if they exist at their site. Transition supports from elementary school
to middle school and from middle school to high school are another area that practitioners may
have difficulty assessing in the absence of reliable data to track student progress.

Additionally, although recruiting students into middle school CTE courses does not appear to be
a challenge, slightly more than a third (36%) of respondents reported that all students have the
opportunity to take part in CTSOs in middle school. Given the importance of CTSOs to CTE
recruitment, this sentiment suggests that CTSOs could expand their reach in middle schools,
where they may not be as visible as they are at the high school level. This opportunity was
reflected in one conversation with ESU representatives, who cited CTSOs as strong mechanisms
for inclusivity and equity that play a key role in engaging all students in CTE experiences. Finally,
the majority of respondents believe that scheduling barriers are an issue when it comes to
ensuring all students have access to middle school CTE, a finding that strongly correlates with
previous sections and our conversations with practitioners across the state.
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Table 2. Percentage of educators who responded True or Very true to the statements
about student access to middle school CTE at their school or district

T

All students have equal opportunities to take CTE in middle school, regardless of individual 89%
characteristics or family background. (n=38)

Students who belong to special populations, such as students enrolled in special education
and students who are learning English, have the same opportunities to take CTE in middle 78%
school as their peers who have not been identified for additional services. (n=37)

All middle school students are required to take a career development or similar 66%
course/rotational. (n=38)

It is difficult to recruit students into middle school CTE courses. (n=37) 16%

We use data such as course enrollment trends to understand which students participate in 29%
middle school CTE. (n=38)

Scheduling barriers are not an issue when it comes to ensuring all students have access to 43%
middle school CTE. (n=37)

Students are provided with the right information to make informed choices about enrolling 539%
in middle school CTE coursework. (n=38)

All students have the opportunity to take part in CTSOs in middle school. (n=36) 36%

Students are provided with the right supports to navigate the transition from elementary 62%
school to middle school. (n=37)

Students are provided with the right supports to navigate the transition from middle 78%
school to high school. (n=37)

Middle schools and high schools work together to align CTE course offerings and programs 59%
of study. (n=37)

We regularly engage with parents to help them understand which middle school CTE 259%
options are available to students. (n=36)

We regularly engage with parents to help them understand the value of the middle school 329%
CTE options available to students. (n=36)

Source: WestEd CTE Educator Survey, 2024
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Barriers to access and strategies for overcoming them

Across all data sources examined for this report, the chief barriers to accessing middle school
CTE can perhaps be summarized with one word: capacity—capacity in terms of teacher
availability, capacity in terms of room within the schedule, and capacity in terms of competing
demands on students’ time. Survey respondents identify scheduling conflicts as the most
frequently cited barrier to equitable access to CTE (69%), followed closely by insufficient staff to
meet student demand (50%) and required intervention time for students in need of additional
academic/behavior support (47%) (see figure 2). In a sense, these barriers all intersect with
each other in some ways. We heard in multiple focus groups that students who otherwise
might have benefited from CTE must forgo a CTE course that was crowded out by other
priorities, be it elective or required coursework. Since CTE and career development are often
seen as separate from the core curriculum, academics and related programming frequently
take precedence over CTE choices, including in the minds of parents who may encourage their
students to take other electives that are perceived to be more rigorous.

When asked to provide examples of concrete steps taken to overcome barriers to CTE access in
middle school, responses ranged from “a required career academy class” to “exploratory courses
instilled in the schedule” and “FFA and FCCLA allow for middle school membership.” Another
respondent reported, “All middle school students are required to take the two CTE courses while
in middle school.” Several respondents mentioned some variation of “innovative scheduling
practices,” but did not elaborate on what that looked like in their context. See more detail about
some of the scheduling barriers in section V, “Middle School Scheduling.”
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Figure 2. Educator perspectives on the greatest barriers to equitable access to middle
school CTE for all students at their school or district

70%

59%

60%

50%

50% 47%
40%
30% 25% 26%

20%

10%

0%
Required intervention Scheduling conflicts Insufficient staff to  Insufficient resources  Insufficient data to

time for students in ~ with other electives provide enough (e.g., equipment, understand trends in
need of additional (e.g., music, art) courses/sections to materials) to establish equitable access and
academic/behavioral meet student demand or continue programs participation
support

Source: WestEd CTE Educator Survey, 2024

Note: See Appendix E for a full description of Figure 2.

Evaluating access, supporting success

One way to understand barriers to access is through regular evaluation of program strengths
and opportunities. However, when asked how they evaluate the success of their CTE
programs, few survey respondents indicate that they use a formal review process conducted
at the school or district level. In general, educators tend to rely on student demonstration of
standards-based competencies, suggesting a fair degree of teacher discretion in judging how
well CTE courses are serving middle school students. Absent a more structured, incentivized
process for reviewing program outcomes, grounded in common, disaggregated student
success data, equity gaps in how middle school CTE is truly impacting the students who
participate may go undetected.

Responses to other items in the survey suggest that there are opportunities for the state or
regional support offices, such as the ESUs, to support teachers in their implementation of
middle school CTE programs. When asked to describe their school’s or district’s approach to
selecting instructional materials, most respondents (60%) indicated that teachers develop
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instructional materials themselves, occasionally in combination with other school-, district-, or
state-provided materials. By far the most common response (n=17) was that teachers develop
materials themselves without the assistance of another entity. These responses are in line with
what we heard in conversations with local practitioners, who did not tend to view the state as a
first resource. They also resonate with some feedback we received around the lack of guidance
educators feel in implementing career development programming. In the absence of such
guidance, some particularly enthusiastic or experienced educators may take it upon themselves
to lead implementation efforts in their schools, which likely results in wide variation in how
students experience middle school CTE and exposure to careers across the state. This is an
equity concern in the sense that access to high-quality middle school CTE programming in some
locales may hinge on the efforts of an especially invested teacher. Also, on a number of
occasions, especially in conversations with rural practitioners, concern was expressed about
single-teacher programs, which are vulnerable to teacher turnover.

Perspectives on equity and access

The challenges facing Nebraska related to equitable middle school CTE access are shared by
many states. National experts stressed that many states are just beginning to think about issues
of equity at the middle school level, and there is no clear consensus around the right approach
to designing programming to maximize inclusion of all students. Still, there are research-based
design principles that can point the way. For instance, in one interview with ACTE, we heard the
importance of making career exploration available to everybody. Students should not have to
choose between career exploration and other electives like band or foreign language. In high
school, students should be able to choose their pathway for themselves—which could be in a
CTE program of study or not—but in middle school, all students should have the opportunity to
explore a plethora of careers. For students who do not have exposure to a wide variety of
careers, this outcome is important. Studies show that students tend to only consider careers
they know about through their community or have seen for themselves, so broadening their
knowledge about the breadth of career opportunities is essential, especially for historically
underrepresented student groups.

National experts also echoed the importance of developing robust data systems and
processes for monitoring student access to and success in middle school CTE. Nationwide,
there is a general lack of data on access to and success in CTE programming in the middle
grades. Without disaggregated data, it is difficult to identify inequities that begin before
students even set foot in high school—for example, when identifying whether students of
color are on track to participate in high-demand, high-wage pathways from which they have
historically been excluded.

To aid districts that may not currently have the expertise or structures in place to regularly
assess trends in equitable access and success, the state can provide supports in the form of a
written guide for conducting an “equity audit” of their CTE data. If desired, NDE could also
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embed this process within existing LEA reporting cycles, for example as part of annual
accountability reporting or the comprehensive local needs assessment process. The written
guide could be accompanied by worksheet templates populated with sample data and
demonstration webinars to make reporting expectations explicit, transparent, and replicable.
NDE could leverage ESU staff to host roadshows across the state in an effort to give local
leaders the opportunity to see live demonstrations and ask questions. Central to this work
would be codifying a set of standardized definitions of the data elements to be included in the
equity audit: for example, what constitutes participation in a career development experience;
what constitutes mastery of a career readiness standard; and which specific student groups
should be identified in the analysis.

Finally, there is a clear tension in the field between exposing students to careers through career
field—specific content in the middle grades versus introducing them to a broader range of
academic and career possibilities through a more generalized career exploration and
development model. Given that the majority of Nebraska students take middle school CTE
through a career field—specific course, there may be an opportunity for the state to rethink how
career development can be delivered in a more holistic fashion that does not limit students’
exposure to the full array of potential careers and does not set students on a pathway for
narrow preparation in a defined career field. This tension is clearly on the minds of many
educators in Nebraska. As one individual put it, “l worry that we're shortchanging [students] a
little bit. ... | want them to explore.”
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VIl. Recommendations

As NDE strives to expand and improve quality career development and CTE programming in the
middle grades, we offer to state and local leaders the following set of recommendations
informed by the analyses conducted for this report. Although each recommendation could be
implemented on its own, their collective power lies in envisioning them as an ecosystem—one
in which middle school programming, career development components, career readiness
standards, licensure, and equity-centered measures purposefully interconnect. Nebraska
educators yearn for guidance and support to strengthen middle grade career development. We
offer these recommendations as an opportunity for NDE to present clear messaging through a
coherent portfolio of resources and tools, professional development, and promising practices
toward preparing Nebraska students for a future of education and career success.

1. Codify a definition for career development. In response to feedback from Nebraska
educators, develop a state definition for career development and support systemic
career development as a process that spans across all grade levels and content areas,
inclusive of a range of student experiences such as career exploration, work-based
learning, and CTE courses and pathways. Develop a set of core foundational
components, such as a career development continuum or individualized career plans,
that collectively help to convey and illustrate a coherent vision of how to implement
career development programming.

2. Develop indicators for the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards. Grade level or
grade band indicators will provide teachers with clarity about specific student
performance to measure and whether a student has attained competency of a standard.
Indicators will help educators operationalize the standards and cross-walk them with
content area standards.

3. Support educators to integrate career development content into core academic
courses. Develop sustained professional learning opportunities, including communities
of practice, for all teachers to deepen their understanding about the applicability of
career development in the instruction of core academic courses and to engage with the
core foundational career development resources. Support local districts and ESUs to
offer professional development workshops where teachers share how they’ve integrated
career development into their lesson plans (e.g., share how a math teacher explains how
algebra can be used in various careers or how a history teacher assigns a project on the
evolution of a particular profession).

4. Bolster supports for middle grade career development, prioritizing making information
and resources about career development more accessible to practitioners.
Communicate messaging about how middle grade career development is important—
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how it is positioned between elementary school and high school career development and
uniquely able to leverage the developmentally appropriate stage of early adolescence
through career exploration and/or introductory CTE courses. Improve access to
resources with sustained professional learning, which ESUs can plan and deliver, and
update the NDE career development web pages. Consider working with a web page
designer to organize information and resources with a clear hierarchy and logical
navigation pathways or engaging a user focus group of practitioners to help identify
challenges and offer feedback.

5. Remove middle school and high school silos of CTE programming, and instead, view
as a grade 6—-12 approach. This includes support for aligning middle school and high
school CTE courses to remove duplication of content and offering opportunities to
accelerate the start of a CTE sequence in grade 8 for high-demand career areas.
Additionally, clarify the distinctions between introductory CTE courses that meet the
first-level requirement in a CTE sequence versus introductory CTE courses that are
offered in a rotation of exploration courses.

6. Increase flexibility in licensure for middle grade teachers. Relax the endorsement
requirements for middle grade teachers to align with the content knowledge needed to
teach middle grade career exploration courses and middle grade introductory CTE
courses. As one step toward making these courses more available and accessible to all
students, consider broadening the pool of teachers of core academic subjects who can
teach these courses.

7. Provide districts and schools with approaches for local planning and implementation of
career development in order to reach the goal stated in NDE’s strategic plan: “One
hundred percent of Nebraska schools will provide all students with a program for career
awareness, exploration, and preparation by 2026.” Leverage CTE programming as one
model for developing college and career success and suggest a range of activities—
exposure to career areas and industries, participation in career and technical student
organizations, work-based learning, and college and career planning, to name just a
few—to provide students with a holistic career development education.

8. Establish processes and guidance for LEAs to conduct an annual “equity audit” of data
on students’ access to and success in CTE coursework and career development
experiences. NDE can formalize a standard process whereby districts annually
disaggregate, analyze, and report on trends in student enrollment and success in middle
school coursework. Reporting processes should include a component wherein districts
outline an action plan for how they will address identified equity gaps. NDE could further
incentivize this process by offering small competitive grants—from Perkins discretionary
funds, for example—to districts with the most compelling ideas for improving access and
success in their programs.
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Appendix A. Methodology

Approach

Beginning in March 2024, WestEd launched a six-month process to conduct the statewide
landscape analysis described in this report. The WestEd team began this process by soliciting
the input of NDE leadership and staff at the instrument development phase to ensure that the
research protocols were aligned with the goals of the project. Specifically, WestEd met with
partners at the NDE Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education (CTAE) as well as a cross-
divisional team of NDE leaders to gather feedback on the development of focus group and
interview protocol, survey items, and document review procedures. This phase coincided with
the launch of a targeted outreach campaign to local interest holders across the state, including
Nebraska CTE leaders, teachers, and administrators at the school, district, and ESU levels.
WestEd hosted two informational webinars to provide these local practitioners with
opportunities to learn more about the project and share their input on the research priorities.
Next, the research team synthesized the feedback received from all key interest groups to draft
the data collection instruments used in this analysis. This process resulted in four original
instruments developed for this project:

o State Leaders Survey: A survey of state leaders who oversee CTE and career
development programming in their states

« Practitioner Focus Group/Interview Protocol: A focus group/interview protocol
guestion bank for facilitating semi-structured conversations with local practitioners

o National Expert Interview Protocol: A national expert protocol for interviewing
thought leaders in the field who work in CTE research and policy roles at national
organizations

o CTE Educator Survey: A survey of current middle school and high school educators
employed as CTE teachers, counselors, and administrators at school and district sites
across Nebraska

Throughout the months of April and May, these instruments were refined in preparation for
their use in data collection activities with the various interest holder groups described below. In
addition, two guiding frameworks helped ground the project team’s approach to the research:
WestEd’s co-developed Middle School Career Development Continuum, which outlines a
structured progression from self-awareness to career preparation, and the Institute of
Education Sciences—sponsored Equity Framework for CTE Research, which emphasizes
maintaining a focus on equity throughout the research process and advocates for a systems
approach that acknowledges historical inequities within vocational education. The research
team drew on both of these frameworks to inform the development of research questions, the
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approach to interest holder engagement and participant recruitment, the drafting of the
research protocols, and the analysis and reporting of results.

Data Collection

Interest holder groups

WestEd worked with NDE to identify three distinct interest holder groups whose perspectives
were important for understanding the middle school CTE landscape in Nebraska.

National experts. This group included individuals who work in CTE research and policy roles at
national organizations as well as state leaders who oversee CTE and career development
programming in their states. Conversations with these individuals helped identify other state and
national models with which to compare Nebraska’s approach to middle school CTE and helped
inform the background research WestEd conducted for the report. WestEd engaged with experts
from Education Strategy Group, the Education Commission of the States, the Association for
Career and Technical Education, and the State Leaders of Career Development Network.

Nebraska state-level policy staff. This group included members of the CTAE and others across
the NDE division’s team. These individuals provided their expert insight to guide the direction of
the research and helped the WestEd team gain a deeper understanding of current Nebraska
programming, policies, and resources. Examples of the individuals with whom WestEd engaged
include the State Director of the CTAE; the NDE’s School Counseling Specialist; the CTE Data,
Research, and Evaluation Specialist; and divisional leaders from the offices of Special Education,
Teaching, Learning, and Assessment, and others.

Local practitioners. This group included district administrators, school leaders, teachers,
counselors, ESU staff, and other educators and support staff working at the local or regional
level to implement CTE programming at their sites. In addition to providing their feedback at
informational sessions during the development phase, these individuals served as the project’s
key sources of insight on how Nebraska schools and districts structure middle school CTE.
Examples of these local practitioners include district CTE directors or coordinators, school
principals, and school counselors.

Interest holder engagement and recruitment

The WestEd team began outreach to local practitioners from LEAs and ESUs across the state
based on an initial contact list provided by NDE. Prospective participants were offered the
opportunity to attend one of two informational webinars to learn more about the project, share
their feedback asynchronously with the WestEd team, and indicate their interest in participating
in focus groups during a six-week data collection phase from May through early June. WestEd

—53 -



WestEed 9.

The Landscape of Middle School Career and Technical Education in Nebraska e

used snowball sampling to recruit additional individuals throughout this period, obtaining
contacts through referrals from the informational webinars and focus group participants.

WestEd’s aim was to engage a spectrum of districts and ESUs in the research to capture varied
experiences and perspectives. The research team considered factors such as geographic
location, demographic composition, size, and urbanicity. For example, recruitment efforts
included outreach to large, medium-sized, and small districts, attempting to ensure that school
size— and district size-related dynamics were adequately represented in discussions. Criteria
related to urbanicity meant engaging with districts and ESUs from urban, suburban, and rural
settings, each presenting distinct educational landscapes and resource availability. Recognizing
that socioeconomic status significantly impacts educational outcomes, outreach included
districts with predominantly economically disadvantaged student populations, as well as those
serving more affluent communities.

The research team also attempted to include districts serving significant populations of Native
students, acknowledging the unique cultural and educational considerations that are essential
to providing inclusive and effective educational strategies for this population. Finally,
recruitment efforts targeted leaders in various roles, including administrators, principals,
counselors, and teachers, recognizing that each role offers unique insights into the needs and
challenges of their respective educational environments.

Applying these criteria helped the researchers obtain a diverse sample of local practitioners
representing nine school districts and three ESUs. Table A-1 below details the individual
districts and ESUs and the roles represented in those discussions.

Table A-1. Nebraska interest holder engagement districts and ESUs

District or ESU Name Urbanicit Geographic
(# Students in the District) v Location

Demographics’

Bancroft-Rosalie Community Schools 67% free/reduced lunch

Rural East
(311 students) 36% non-White
Bluffs Middle School/Scottsbluff - West SEL N e
(3,519 students) 51% non-White

7 “Free/reduced lunch” refers to the percentage eligible for free and reduced school lunch and “non-White” refers to students
identified as a race or ethnicity other than Caucasian.
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Urbanicity

Geographic

Location
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Demographics’

Grand Island Public Schools (9,900
students)

Humboldt Table Rock Steinauer Public
Schools (300 students)

Johnson-Brock Public Schools (363
students)

Lincoln Public Schools (41,850
students)

Millard Public Schools (23,637
students)

Omaha Public Schools (51,754
students)

O’Neill Public Schools (829 students)

Papillion-La Vista Community Schools
(12,038 students)

ESU 2

ESU 6

ESU 7

Suburban

Rural

Rural

Urban

Suburban

Urban

Rural

Suburban

Suburban/rural

Suburban

Rural

Source: NDE’s Nebraska Education Profile at https://nep.education.ne.gov/

Central

Southeast

Southeast

East

East

East

Central

East

East

East

East

72% free/reduced lunch
65% non-White

27% free/reduced lunch
7% non-White

29% free/reduced lunch
3% non-White

47% free/reduced lunch
38% non-White

26% free/reduced lunch
27% non-White

50% free/reduced lunch
35% non-White

52% free/reduced lunch
22% non-White

26% free/reduced lunch
27% non-White
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Practitioners

The list below is a sample of the roles represented in these discussions in districts and schools
across the state.

e Superintendent

e School Principal

o CTE Coordinator

e CTE Administrator

o Director of Secondary Education

o Career Academy Coordinator and Professional Developer
o Chief of Secondary Education

o Professional Development Consultant

o Career Education Administrator

o CTE Curriculum Specialist

e Teaching and Learning Consultant — Career Education

e Curriculum Coordinator for Family and Consumer Sciences and Health Sciences
e Family and Consumer Sciences Teacher (7-12)

o Skilled and Technical Science Teacher

e Business Teacher

Data collection activities

Five principal data collection activities took place over the course of this project.

Focus groups and interviews. Virtual focus group and interviews took place during May and
June with the local practitioners and national experts recruited from initial outreach efforts.
Conversations followed semi-structured discussion protocols developed by the WestEd team
and aligned to the goals of the project, as described above. Protocols were differentiated based
on the composition of the group to ensure discussion questions remained targeted and
relevant. All participants consented to the use of Zoom’s transcription service to generate a
confidential audio record of the conversation (conversations were not video recorded). The
research team used the transcripts for further analysis and fact-checking of claims; no
identifying information about the participants was used in the report. In total, 25 individuals
participated in a focus group or interview session with the WestEd team.
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State Leaders Survey. WestEd administered the State Leaders Survey in May to the
membership of the State Leaders of Career Development Network. The survey remained open
for approximately three weeks, yielding responses from CTE leaders in 11 states.

CTE Educator Survey. The CTE Educator Survey was launched to coincide with the Nebraska
Career Education Conference, June 3-5, 2024. The survey was promoted by NDE at a
conference presentation, and information on how to complete the survey was included in the
materials for conference participants, prepared by NDE. Additionally, NDE sent follow-up
requests to complete the survey through state CTE teacher and counselor listservs. The survey
remained open for approximately three weeks, yielding 56 usable responses.®

Extant data and document review. In addition to original data collection from the listed
interest holder groups, WestEd also reviewed and analyzed extant data and program
documentation from NDE. The sources used for the extant data and document review fell into
two categories: (1) publicly available data from NDE websites, including the Nebraska Education
Profile, the Course Codes and Clearing Endorsements, and web pages maintained by the CTAE
related to the state’s CTE and career development programming; and (2) aggregate data on
middle school CTE course enrollments made available to the WestEd team by CTAE staff. The
researchers also engaged with relevant personnel at the state level, such as the School
Counseling Specialist, to confirm understanding of data retrieved from these activities and ask
follow-up questions as needed.

Literature review and policy/practice scan. The research team also conducted a review of
relevant literature and scan of policies in states beyond Nebraska, with a focus on neighboring
states in particular. The policy scan included independent reviews of policies and models surfaced
through other data collection activities, such as conversations with national experts. For example,
WestEd consulted the examples provided by respondents to the State Leaders Survey and
investigated resources shared during expert interviews. Finally, this strand of data collection also
included time spent following up on specific practices cited in conversations with local interest
holders, for example, through verification of public documentation on a district website.

Table A-2 summarizes the interest holder groups that WestEd engaged with, the approximate
number of participants from each group who provided data for the analysis, and the aligned
data collection activities.

8 Responses were deemed usable if the respondent consented to participate and completed more than the demographic
questions related to their role, setting, and school/district characteristics.
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Table A-2. Interest holder groups, approximate number of participants, and aligned
data collection activities

Interest Holder Group Number of Participants Aligned Data Collection Activities

State Leaders Survey; Focus
National experts 17 Groups and Interviews; Literature
Review and Policy/Practice Scan

Focus Groups and Interviews;
Extant Data and Document
Review; Literature Review and
Policy/Practice Scan

Nebraska state staff 20

Focus Groups and Interviews; CTE
Local practitioners 81 Educator Survey; Literature
Review and Policy/Practice Scan

Analysis and Reporting

WestEd used a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods to analyze the data
included in this report. To code and interpret data obtained through focus groups and
interviews, the research team used a process of thematic analysis to group participant
responses into categories corresponding to the focus areas of the report and identify key
themes. The themes and supporting observations were then synthesized across interest holder
groups by multiple members of the research team to arrive at the findings presented here. To
analyze data obtained through surveys, the research team calculated descriptive statistics (e.g.,
means and standard deviations) of categorical items and summarized open-ended responses to
identify the most commonly held perceptions among respondents. Descriptive analyses were
also used to glean insights from extant data on course enrollments and CTE programs. The
research team triangulated findings from each of these activities and organized findings by
focus area, which formed the narrative structure of the report. A first draft of the report was
submitted to NDE to elicit feedback from CTAE leadership and staff. Over the following month,
the report and all supporting materials in the appendices were finalized and submitted to NDE.

A Note on Representativeness and Generalizability

The research team strived to incorporate as many interest holder perspectives and voices in the
analyses as was possible within the six-month project period. From the initial engagement and
recruitment phase, continuing into the instrument development and data collection phases,
researchers focused on purposeful inclusion of individuals and sites that reflected the
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geographic and demographic diversity of Nebraska. In particular, WestEd considered
characteristics related to school/district demographic composition, size, location, urbanicity,
and programmatic diversity, as well as the role groups of the research participants (e.g.,
teachers, district administrators, site leaders). For example, researchers attempted to recruit
participants from a mix of urban, suburban, and rural districts and from districts located in
different regions of the state. Researchers were also mindful of these characteristics when
analyzing and interpreting the data, for example, by taking into consideration the participant’s
role group affiliation when examining sentiments from other participants on the same topic.
Throughout this process, leadership in the CTAE provided invaluable access to many of the
individuals with whom WestEd spoke, in addition to providing helpful guidance on interest
holder engagement and outreach strategy.

Despite the intentionality of these efforts, the research team urges caution when interpreting
the findings of this landscape analysis, as they may not represent the full diversity of Nebraska
middle school CTE interest holder experiences and viewpoints. Report findings are not intended
to be generalizable beyond the individuals and interest holder groups with whom WestEd
spoke, though reasonable inferences may be made based on the patterns in the data. At the
same time, although acknowledging these limitations to the analysis, WestEd considers each
individual’s contribution to the research to be a valid and meaningful data point, even if those
data points, taken together, cannot perfectly capture all perspectives in a statistically
representative sense. In short, the findings presented in this report reflect the real sentiments
of the interest holders with whom WestEd spoke. The research team is grateful for their
willingness to share their perspectives.
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Appendix B. Middle School
Career Development Continuum

Please see an abbreviated, four-page version of the continuum.®

In-School: Standards-Based Curriculum

44444224234
44444444
dd4ddds

Career Preparation

Self Awareness | Learning about ONESELF

Build awareness of strengths, interests and values and connect this information to
future purpose and career through reflection and related metacognitive activities.

Classroom and School

e Curriculum and tools to identify strengths, interests and values and
connections to career

o Personalized learning experiences and activities to unlock students’
strengths and potential

o Building students’ sense of themselves as “college and career bound”

9 Adapted from the San Diego and Imperial Counties Regional Consortium’s Middle School Career Development Continuum,
2018.
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Career Awareness | Learning ABOUT a wide variety of careers

Build awareness of the variety of careers available and the preparation required to
obtain a career; broaden student options.

Classroom and School

Career contextual instruction

Exposure to career pathways

Projects

Building skills and habits of mind needed for HS, college, career, and life
success, including social-emotional and “21st Century” skills

Building a “love of learning”

Building respect for all work

Career Exploration | Learning ABOUT work and exploring,
research and planning for career

Explore career and post-secondary options for the purpose of motivating
students and to inform their decision making in secondary school through
postsecondary education.

Classroom and School

Courses, experiences, and clubs

Pathway exploration

Integrated curriculum

Classroom simulations

Career-focused projects, assignments and assessments

Building skills and habits of mind needed for HS, college, and career, and
life success, including social-emotional and “21st Century” skills
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Career Preparation | Learning THROUGH work

Apply learning through practical experience that develops knowledge and skills
necessary for success in careers and postsecondary education.

Classroom and School

o Core academic preparation

o Career technical courses and programs

o Career-related project-based learning

e College and career portfolio that carries forward from year to year

« Building skills and habits of mind needed for HS, college, career, and life
success, including social-emotional and “21st Century” skills

In-School: Career Research & Planning Activities

4444344333
44344444
ddd A

Career Preparation

Self Awareness | Learning about ONESELF

Build awareness of strengths, interests and values and connect this information to
future purpose and career through reflection and related metacognitive activities.

Classroom and School

e Curriculum and tools to identify strengths, interests and values and
connections to career

o Career Interest/strength/values assessment

o Personalized learning experiences and activities to unlock students’
strengths and potential

Family Engagement

o Exposure of parents and guardians to the concept of career and educational
options through self-awareness
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Career Awareness | Learning ABOUT a wide variety of careers

Build awareness of the variety of careers available and the preparation required to
obtain a career; broaden student options.

Classroom and School
About Careers

o Web Research

o Use of valid, reliable, and reputable career interest/strength/values
assessments, supported by qualified career advising

e Exposure to career pathways

About Postsecondary Education

e College awareness and building expectations about future college
attendance

Family Engagement

o Parent/guardian career workshops and review of career pathway maps,
with focus on engaging parents/guardians meaningfully through their own
experiences and completion of career assessments as appropriate

o Labor market information provided to parents to help guide and support
students in the exploration of their interests

Career Exploration | Learning ABOUT work and exploring,
research and planning for career

Explore career and post-secondary options for the purpose of motivating
students and to inform their decision making in secondary school through
postsecondary education.

Classroom and School
About Careers

o Career plan development
e Financial literacy
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About Postsecondary Education

e College exploration

Family Engagement

« Parent/guardian review of career pathway maps to facilitate children’s
pathway selection; guidance on how to coach their children

o Labor market information provided to parents and guardians to help guide
and support students in the exploration of their career pathway interests.

e Guidance to parents and guardians on college and career resources

Career Preparation | Learning THROUGH work

Apply learning through practical experience that develops knowledge and skills
necessary for success in careers and postsecondary education.

Classroom and School
About Careers

o Career plan development
e Financial literacy
o College and career portfolio that carries forward from year to year

About Postsecondary Education

o Introduction to education planning
e College exploration

Family Engagement

o Engagement of parents and guardians in decisions about career pathway
selection

o Participation of parents and guardians in pathway activities

e Guidance to parents and guardians on how to coach their children in
preparation for postsecondary

« Engagement of parents and guardians in decisions about postsecondary
options in view of children’s career interests
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Out-of-School: Work-Based Learning

4444422234
44444444
444444

Career Preparation

Self Awareness | Learning about ONESELF

Build awareness of strengths, interests and values and connect this information to
future purpose and career through reflection and related metacognitive activities.

Experiences might include:

e Industry tours

Guest speakers

Adult role models

Role model observation
Progression of responsibility
Service activities

Career Awareness | Learning ABOUT a wide variety of careers

Build awareness of the variety of careers available and the preparation required
to obtain and succeed in a career; broaden student options.

Experiences might include:

e Guest speakers

e Industry tours

o Career Fairs

« Visit parents at work
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@ ........................................................................................................................................
Career Exploration | Learning ABOUT work and exploring,
research and planning for career

Explore career and post-secondary options for the purpose of motivating
students and to inform their decision making in secondary school and
postsecondary education

Experiences might include:

e Informational interview

Job shadow

Virtual exchange with a partner

Professional mentor through a industry focused student organization
Civic engagement/community service

Career Preparation | Learning THROUGH work

Apply learning through practical experience that develops knowledge and skills
necessary for success in careers and postsecondary education.

Experiences might include:

o Integrated project with multiple interactions with professionals
Student-run enterprise with partner involvement

Virtual experiences with industry

Projects with partners through industry focused student organization
Service learning and social enterprises with partners
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Out-of-School: Postsecondary Engagement

4444422234
44444444
ddddd

Career Preparation

Self Awareness | Learning about ONESELF

Build awareness of strengths, interests and values and connect this information to
future purpose and career through reflection and related metacognitive activities.

Experiences might include:

o Experiencing self as “belonging” among those who attend college, by seeing
and speaking with peer role models in college

e Guest speakers from postsecondary

e Links to community-based organizations and clubs that expose students to
postsecondary opportunities in areas of interest

Career Awareness | Learning ABOUT a wide variety of careers

Build awareness of the variety of careers available and the preparation required
to obtain and succeed in a career; broaden student options.

Experiences might include:

e Guest speakers from postsecondary
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{\-/'} Career Exploration | Learning ABOUT work and exploring,

research and planning for career

Explore career and post-secondary options for the purpose of motivating
students and to inform their decision making in secondary school through
postsecondary education.

Experiences might include:

e Guest speakers from postsecondary
o Interviews with college students
e College tours

Career Preparation | Learning THROUGH work

Apply learning through practical experience that develops knowledge and skills
necessary for success in careers and postsecondary education.

Experiences might include:

o Guest speakers from postsecondary

o Interviews with college students

e College tours

o College fairs, including interviews with college admissions officers
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Appendix C. Comparison of Neighboring
States’ Selected Middle Grade Career
Development Components

Career exploration
and development
in grades 7 and 8.
Districts design a
series of high-

Districts receive
support to connect
workplace skills to
curriculum, including
middle school career

It is strongly
recommended that

Policy for : sh- d schools develop
middle grade quality activities in :Xwallgterggsc)snan students’ Individual
T None None None which students P . Plan of Study (IPS)
r e e A [, programs as part o " erade 8 and
GRS a statewide &

requirement

learn foundational
CTE through course
rotation, and learn
21st-century skills.

[IA Code §256.11]

initiative, MO Career
Pathways. The state
provides regional
career advisors for
support.

review the IPS twice
per year through
grade 12.
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Personal
learning plan

Career
readiness
standards for
middle school

The Individual
Career & Academic
Plan (ICAP) is
required in grades
9-12, with the
option to begin in
middle school

See Colorado
Middle School ICAP
Quality Indicators.

See Colorado High
School College and
Career Readiness
Standards (with
ICAP indicators).

No

Career and
Vocational
Education
Standards require
schools and districts
to promote career
development and
readiness skills in
which benchmarks
are identified for
grade bands 1-5, 6—
8, and 9-12.

Students in grades
9-12 must have a
personal learning
plan, but districts
have flexibility to
decide on its format
and content.

None.

The South Dakota
School Counseling
Framework includes
one career
development
standard, which is
that school
counselors should
help students with
their career/college
competencies.

ICAP is required in
grades 8-12. ICAP
must include a plan
for career
development, with
emphasis on CTE,
in collaboration
with parents and
teachers.

See lowa CTE
Middle School
Standards.

The state has CTE
Common Universal
Standards and CTE
standards (6 career
areas).

See lowa 21st-
Century Skills for
K=12 (includes
employability
skills).

ICAP is required in
grades 8-12.

See Career
Development Grade
Level Standards K—
12.

The state also has
middle grade
standards in the
Missouri
Comprehensive
Guidance and

Counseling Program.

WestEed .
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An IPS is required in
grades 8-12 in
collaboration with
student, school
staff, and parents.
Districts have
flexibility to decide
on format and
content.

The state provides
Kansas College and
Career Readiness
Standards (based
on the Common
Core State
Standards).

The state has no
specific middle
school career
exploration or
development
standards.
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Perkins V
funds for
middle grade
career
exploration

Accountability
for middle
school career
exploration

Perkins V funds
require districts to
offer middle school
career exploration
opportunities.

Colorado does not
include career
exploration metrics
in its state or
federal
accountability
systems.

Perkins V outlines
middle school
career exploration
as part of the CTE
delivery model.
Perkins V funds are
used for grants to
provide
professional
development for
career guidance and
academic
counselors only.

Perkins V funds also
provide work-based
learning
experiences for
students.

Wyoming does not
include middle
school career
exploration in its
ESSA (Every Student
Succeeds Act) plan.

Perkins V requires
districts with middle
school CTE to
include career
exploration of all 16
career clusters.

South Dakota does
not include middle
school career
exploration in its
ESSA plan

Districts that meet
minimum
standards and CTE
licensure
requirements have
access to Perkins V
funds for middle
school career
exploration and
development
programming.

lowa does not
include middle
school career
exploration in state
or federal
accountability
systems.

Perkins V has an
ICAP requirement
for middle school.
Perkins V funds are
used to ensure that
counseling programs
include middle
school career
exploration and
activities for
students to develop
their ICAP. Perkins V
funds are used for
comprehensive
career guidance and
professional
development,
including extensive
training and
mentoring for new
counselors.

Missouri does not
include middle
school career
exploration in its
ESSA plan.

The Missouri School
Improvement
Program measures
grade 8 ICAP
development.
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Perkins V funds are
used for middle
school, high-quality
CTE pathway
teachers and those
teaching
introductory
courses, but not
middle school
career exploration.

Kansas does not
include middle
school career
exploration in its
ESSA plan.

The IPS is one
criterion a district
must meet for
accreditation.
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Career
exploration
definition
(Building,
Emerging,
Advanced)

State-
provided
professional
development
for middle
school career
exploration

State-level
data
collection of
middle grade
career
exploration

Building

None.

However, the state
provides an online
course in
Meaningful Career
Conversations for
K-12 educators and
counselors.

None

Emerging

None.

None

Emerging

None.

However, SDMyLife
is an online
program that assists
students in career
development and
provides resources
for teachers to
support students.

None

Building

School counselors
and educators
have access to
professional
development on

career exploration.

IA collects district
data on ICAP
requirements
completion.

Advanced

Counselors receive
comprehensive
career guidance and
professional
development,
including extensive
training and
mentoring for new
counselors.

The state provides
MO Connections, an
online platform for
grades 6-8 career
exploration and
regional career
advisors.

MO collects data on
ICAP development
as part of Success-
Ready Students
metric for school
improvement
program. Data can
be disaggregated.

Emerging

None.

Kansas State
Department of Ed
administers an
annual survey to
understand local
barriers in IPS
implementation.
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CO has middle
grade chapters in
TSA, FCCLA, FFA,
SkillsUSA, and FBLA.

CTSOs

WY has middle
grade participation
in FBLA, FCCLA, FFA,
and SkillsUSA.

MO has middle
grade chapters in
HOSA, FBLA, TSA.

KS has middle grade
chapters in FFA and
FBLA.

IA has middle
grade chapters in
FFA and FCCLA.

SD has middle grade
chapters in HOSA
and FCCLA.

Sources: Individual state departments of education websites, in conjunction with state profiles from American Student Assistance and Education Strategy Group (2024),
Extending the runway: A national analysis of middle school career exploration. https://www.asa.org/extending-the-runway/
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Appendix D. Resources for
Further Reading

Equity

Increasing Female Enrollment in Technology and Engineering Classes: An All-Female Class®
Authors: Walsh, T., & Wright, G. A.

Publication date: April 2020

Resource type: 6-page journal article
https://research.ebsco.com/c/e732ru/viewer/pdf/aczuf7t3vz

This article describes the observational findings that one middle grade CTE teacher of
technology and engineering (TE) reached when he taught single-gendered classes of his CTE TE
courses, informed by the literature in gender research. Among his findings was an increase in
enrollment of female students, as well as higher performance rates of female students in
single-gender classes versus female students in mixed-gender classes.

Frameworks

Career Readiness Metrics Framework

Authors: AdvanceCTE

Publication date: September 2021

Resource type: 27-page tool

https://careertech.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/CR Metrics Framework 2021 0.pdf

The Career Readiness Metrics Framework is a career readiness continuum that identifies seven
metrics of career readiness, each with specific indicators appropriate to students’ education
experience through middle school, high school, and postsecondary. In addition to the
continuum, the author provides a detailed definition of each indicator and specific strategies
for state leaders to consider for supporting districts in their implementation of middle school
and high school career development.

10 For resources that may not be retrievable in the public domain, contact the authors of this WestEd report for assistance.
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Broadening the Path: Design Principles for Middle Grades CTE

Authors: AdvanceCTE & ACTE

Publication date: March 2020

Resource type: 28-page guide
https://careertech.org/resource/broadening-the-path-design-principles-for-middle-grades-cte/

This guide begins with a theory of action for middle grade CTE and then recommends 10 design
principles to guide development and implementation of middle grade CTE programming and
policy. The guide also includes a self-assessment tool for state and local leaders to assess their
middle grade CTE programming and policies against the 10 design principles.

Individualized Career Plan

High-Quality Advising: Building Systems for Implementing Individualized Career Plans
Authors: Institute of Education Services (Regional Educational Laboratory Southwest)
Publication date: February 2024

Resource type: Infographic
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Region/southwest/Resource/107738

This infographic is focused on individualized career plans (ICPs) and briefly explains the
researched-based information about the role of ICPs, types of student outcomes associated
with ICPs, components of high-quality ICP programs, and how ICPs are implemented.

Middle Grade CTE Practices

Best Practices in Middle School Career and Technical Education Expansion

Authors: Hanover Research

Publication date: December 2020

Resource type: 22-page report
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/sde/cte/best-practices-in-middle-school-career-and-technical-
education-expansion.pdf

This two-part report was developed for an unnamed state education agency interested in
expanding middle grades CTE across the state. The first section is a literature review of middle
grade CTE programming and implementation strategies such as AdvanceCTE and ACTE’s 10 design
principles (2020). Many of these foundational strategies will be familiar to state education leaders
steeped in middle grade CTE. The literature review discusses the relevance of middle grade CTE to
career exploration, equity, and rural areas. Although the discussion about equity does not
address gender inequities, a topic of interest to NDE, it does emphasize the importance of data
collection to identify equity gaps. The discussion about expanding middle grade CTE in rural areas
may be of particular interest to NDE. In the second part of the report, three states—North
Carolina, Georgia, and Tennessee—are profiled for their middle grade CTE practices.
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Extending the Runway: A National Analysis of Middle School Career Exploration
Authors: American Student Association & Education Strategy Group
Publication date: March 2024

Resource type: 41-page report

https://www.asa.org/extending-the-runway/

This report provides detailed, action-oriented opportunities for state and local leaders to (1)
make middle school career exploration a priority, (2) ensure students have meaningful career
exploration opportunities, (3) ensure district and school leaders have the capacity to access and
utilize state-developed resources, (4) braid funds to innovate and sustain programming, and (5)
use data collection and accountability systems. Additionally, the report’s website includes
individual state profiles, demonstrating the approaches that each state is taking to support its
districts and schools in delivering quality middle grade career exploration programming.

State Policy

Lessons on Expanding Quality CTE and Work-Based Learning

Authors: Keily, T., Erwin, B., & Peisach, L.

Publication date: March 2024

Resource type: 14-page policy brief
https://www.ecs.org/lessons-on-expanding-quality-cte-and-work-based-learning/

This policy brief from the Education Commission of the States is based on interviews with state
leaders and policymakers from six states about obstacles to and promising practices for
equitable student access to CTE and work-based learning, measures and evaluation of program
quality, and the importance of interest holder engagement. Based on lessons learned, the
authors provide considerations and questions for state policymakers interested in
strengthening CTE and WBL policies and programs.

Staffing

Staffing Outside the Box: Strategies for Addressing CTE Teacher Shortages

Authors: ACTE & eDynamic Learning

Publication date: 2024

Resource type: 8-page report
https://www.acteonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/ACTE-eDynamicLearning-
StaffingOutsideTheBox-August2024.pdf

This short publication responds to the shortage of CTE teachers available to teach high school
CTE programs. It offers three strategies—bringing industry experts into the classroom, sharing
faculty, and offering virtual instruction—to address shorter-term CTE teacher shortage issues.
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State-by-State Resource Repository

Middle Grades CTE Repository

Authors: AdvanceCTE & ACTE

Publication date: Unknown (data collection conducted in 2020)
Resource type: Spreadsheet
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1BjJmSrB7FwS TY-
n3uBfP9vVKNQieCQQIrCVXrGjB6V0/edit?gid=0#gid=0

This repository captures state-by-state resources (hyperlinked) for middle grade CTE
programming. The spreadsheet is based on the AdvanceCTE framework discussed in its paper
Broadening the Path: Design Principles for Middle Grades CTE (2020), and organized according
to seven core programmatic elements: (1) Standards, Curriculum, and Assessment; (2)
Course/Activity Structure and Scheduling; (3) Career Advisement; (4) Experiential Learning; (5)
Teachers and Leaders; (6) Data and Measurement; and (7) Policy. It should be noted that since
2020, many states have advanced their efforts in middle grade CTE programming, and thus,
some links may be broken or content may be outdated.

Work-Based Learning

State Work-Based Learning Toolkit Innovation Tracker

Authors: AdvanceCTE, Education Strategy Group, & New Skills Ready Network

Publication date: Unknown

Resource type: Spreadsheet
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/11mhHPPROgaDCc4r2LFxHj79YtodjcYRG/edit?pli=18&
gid=439499513#gid=439499513

This spreadsheet captures state-by-state information about whether the state has adopted or
recommends a WBL toolkit that might include a WBL definition, evaluation/assessment forms,
employer resources, and a student learning plan. Additionally, a brief description is offered
about each state’s toolkit type (e.g., “extensive guide,” “handbook for districts,” “website
learning manual”), and a column indicates, presumably, whether there is WBL data collection
by the state.
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Appendix E. Descriptions of
Figure 1 and Figure 2

Figure 1. Total career development and CTE course enroliment in
grades 6-8, by career field (AY 2023/24)

Overview and Presentation

The bar graph shows the total student enrollment of career development and CTE courses by
career field of Nebraska students in grades 6 through 8 during the 2023/24 academic year.

Table E1. Numerical Values Presented in the Graph

Career Development or CTE Course by Career Field Grade 6-8 Enrollment

Agriculture 7,740
Business 32,768
Career Development 45,071
Communication 20,881
Other 153

Health 12,519
Human Sciences/Family and Consumer Sciences 39,920
Skilled and Technical Sciences 33,609

See Figure 1.

Source: 2023/24 NDE Course Enrollment Data
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Figure 2. Educator perspectives on the greatest barriers to equitable
access to middle school CTE for all students at their school or district

Overview and Presentation

The bar graph shows by percentages Nebraska educators’ perceived barriers to equitable
access to middle school CTE for all students at their school or district.

Table E2. Numerical Values Presented in the Graph

Perceived Barriers to Equitable Access to Middle School CTE

Required intervention time for students in need of additional academic/behavioral 47%

support

Scheduling conflicts with other electives (e.g., music, art) 59%

Insufficient staff to provide enough courses/sections to meet student demand 50%

Insufficient resources (e.g., equipment, materials) to establish or continue programs 25%

Insufficient data to understand trends in equitable access and participation 26%
See Figure 2.

Source: WestEd CTE Educator Survey, 2024
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