Transcript – CTE in the Middle Grades (August 2, 2019)

Investing in middle school CTE is not a new trend.  States and local school districts have long been incorporating career exploration into their middle school curricula.  However, with the 2018 reauthorization of Perkins V, states have clear permission to include middle school in their Perkins supported talent development pipelines.  
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Congress intentionally aligned Perkins V with the Every Student Succeeds Act, which defines the middle grades as any grades 5-8.  The law requires that states provide career exploration and career development activities through an organized, systematic framework designed to aid students, including in the middle grades, before enrolling and while participating in a career and technical education program, in making informed plans and decisions about future education and career opportunities and programs of study.  

As your state prepares to implement Perkins V, I challenge you to ask yourself: What’s our strategy for middle school programs and what’s our vision for how middle school fits into your entire CTE and talent development system?  It might require some tough decisions, but the time to be creative is now.

Today you’ll hear from two states who have invested in building out their middle school programs.  As you listen, think about how this work and the information they provide might look in the context of your state and your Perkins V state plan.

In Nebraska, middle school career and technical education exposes students to college and career options and equips them with the transferrable skills they need to plan for and succeed in high school and beyond. Programs add relevance to students learning experiences by exposing them to real world options and connecting academics to career and postsecondary pathways. 
As our graduation rate for CTE concentrators is nearing one hundred percent, we know the CTE programming beginning in middle school also serves as a key dropout prevention strategy, helping students overcome many of the challenges they face as they transition into high school, such as disengagement or lack of preparation. 
To help address the content and nature of middle school CTE delivery, a strategic statewide middle school CTE task force, consisting of agency staff, middle school teachers, administrators, and school counselors was formed. Based on their recommendations, the middle school CTE courses offered in our state are introductory in nature, cutting across several of Nebraska’s career fields, and have been designed to intentionally integrate our career readiness standards through exploratory experiences, and to allow students to develop technical knowledge and skills. 
Our middle school courses intentionally align and lead into our state model programs of study. We have developed a set of course based middle school standards that provide the structure for instructional delivery, guidance to educators and integrates the four components of the Nebraska Career Education model: Developmentally appropriate career exploration activities, rigorous and relevant coursework, business/industry partnerships, and workplace experiences. 
Our hope is that this approach to delivering middle school CTE is an effective tool in increasing student engagement and interest by allowing students to meet the standards in ways that are interesting and relevant to them. 
Nebraska Middle School CTE is seamless through our free curriculum and professional development for integrating our ENGAGE career readiness and exploration curriculum. ENGAGE is a project-based course designed to help middle school students explore career options using the Nebraska career education model and apply the Nebraska career readiness standards. 
Expanded learning opportunities have been provided to students in Nebraska through creative nonprofit partnerships and after school programming and encouraging involvement in career and technical student organizations. 
As educational leaders in the state, we serve as champions for leading educational equity for all students, by increasing access and removing barriers to participation and success. We found middle school CTE to be an effective tool to prepare students for high school CTE programs and beyond, keep students engaged, and equip students with lifelong career planning skills. 
Middle school Career & Technical Education (CTE) has the power to expose students to college and career options and to build skills they need to plan for and succeed in high school and beyond.  Middle school CTE adds relevancy to students’ learning experiences by exposing them to real-world options and connecting academics to career and college options.  
The Strengthening Career & Technical Education for the 21st Century Act (aka Perkins V) allows for funding to be spent as low as 5th grade.  The expansion of this funding to the lower grades really provides both opportunities and challenges for the CTE community as we figure out how to create and fund high quality CTE experiences in the middle school 
It is important to define the goals of middle school CTE, to ensure access for all students to programs in the middle schools and to ensure that middle school programs align appropriately with continued programs in the high schools.
Utah has a long history of providing middle school students with college and career exploration. For over thirty years, Utah has required all 7th and 8th grade students to take a College and Career Awareness course. It allows students to actually explore what it is they are interested in and be able to leave the middle school either (a) knowing what they want to be and how to get there, (b) knowing what they don’t want to do, or (c) having an idea and being able to explore those options available to them.
The research is clear – middle school IS the time when students can benefit most from career exploration. They build self-awareness, learn about potential careers, and begin to develop a plan for reaching future goals. Middle school CTE is a very effective tool to prepare students for high school CTE programs and beyond. Students are engaged in this learning and excited to move into pathways that are of interest to them.
Please reach out to the Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education if you have any questions.
