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Your Student and Career and Technical Education (CTE): 
A Resource for Parents and Caregivers 

What is career and technical education? 
Career and technical education (CTE) provides high school and college students with knowledge, job skills, and 
real-world experiences that prepare them for a wide range of careers. 

CTE programs combine academic and technical education aligned with state education standards and workforce 
needs.1 Common components of CTE programs are described in this resource, along with terms parents and 
caregivers may encounter when learning about CTE. 

This resource was developed by Regional Educational Laboratory Midwest to help parents and caregivers become 
more familiar with CTE programs and be better equipped to support their students as they prepare for the future. 

CTE helps students become college and career ready 
Research has shown that participating in CTE benefits high school students. Compared with students 
who do not participate in CTE, CTE participants are:2 

y More likely to graduate from high school 

y More likely to enroll in two-year colleges 

y More likely to be employed after high school 

y As likely to enroll in four-year colleges 

Common components of CTE programs3 

Career clusters 
and career 
pathways 

Often structured into career clusters and career pathways, CTE programs in most states, districts, and schools are 
aligned with the National Career Clusters Framework. 4 

Career clusters  |  Broad groupings of related jobs and 
industries that share common skills and knowledge, 
like agriculture, advanced manufacturing, and financial 
services. Clusters are often further categorized by 
subclusters, such as accounting and insurance for the 
financial services cluster. 

Career pathways  |  A series of connected education   
and training programs within a career cluster or 
subcluster, which can include student supports and career 
guidance. Career pathways help students become college 
ready and obtain industry-recognized credentials and 
employment in their chosen field. 

Programs  
of study 

Often a series of courses, and sometimes experiences, for high school and college students in a CTE program. Programs 
of study can frequently lead to students receiving industry-recognized credentials, such as a nursing aide license or a 
teaching certificate. 

Work-based 
learning (WBL) 

Opportunities to learn in workplace settings or simulated work environments.5 WBL offers students a range of experiences 
that build upon one another to prepare students for success in the workplace,6 from career awareness and exploration 
activities (learning about work) to hands-on and on-the-job opportunities (learning at and through work). 

Career awareness and exploration  
(learning about work) 

- Career fairs 
- Guest speakers 
- Workplace tours 

- Job shadowing 
- Informational interviews 
- Career research projects  

at school 

Hands-on, on-the-job learning  
(learning at and through work) 

- Internships 
- School projects involving 

regular interactions with 
professionals 

- School-based enterprises 
(student-led businesses) 

- Apprenticeships 
- Work experience 
- On-the-job training 

https://ies.ed.gov/use-work/regional-educational-laboratories-rel/midwest
https://careertech.org/career-clusters/


Commonly used terms in CTE 

In addition to the core components of CTE, parents and caregivers may see the following terms often used in CTE programs   
and activities. 

Apprenticeships | Paid jobs that include a structured training program. Apprenticeships combine on-the-
job learning with related classroom instruction, leading to an industry-recognized credential. Apprenticeships 
are employer-driven and often registered with the U.S. Department of Labor or a State Apprenticeship Agency. 
Apprenticeships are typically long term (for example, lasting one year or more) and include mentorship, 
progressive skill development, and formal training plans. 

Career technical student organizations (CTSOs) | Often student led, CTSOs allow students to apply 
classroom learning in real-world contexts through leadership development, technical skill practice, and career-
related activities.7 

Concentrated coursework | CTE courses within a designated career cluster or career pathway, such as 
construction or advanced manufacturing. 

Dual enrollment (or college credit) opportunities | A feature of many CTE programs, dual enrollment 
opportunities allow high school students to earn high school and college credit simultaneously by completing 
courses that meet college requirements and align with their chosen career pathway.7

Internships | Structured, short-term opportunities that integrate classroom knowledge with practical 
application in a professional setting. Internships—which can be paid or unpaid—help students gain real-world 
experience, explore career paths, and build professional networks. They generally include supervision and 
learning objectives aligned with academic goals. 

Industry-recognized credentials | Certificates, certifications, or licenses recognized by professional or 
industry organizations that demonstrate an individual’s knowledge and skills in specific occupations.7

Pre-apprenticeships | Preparatory programs designed to help students enter and succeed in an 
apprenticeship program. These programs are generally short term and offer students foundational skills and   
career exposure. They often are connected to apprenticeships to provide a clear pathway to employment. 

Skills attainment | The knowledge and skills gained through CTE programs and coursework that can help 
students find employment. 

y Technical skills: Job-specific skills needed to perform a task or job function. 

y Employability skills: Sometimes called “durable” or “soft skills,”  these are the personal and interpersonal skills 
students need to succeed in the modern workplace.8



Learn more about CTE and work-based learning 

See the following links for more information on CTE and resources for families and caregivers. 

Video 

From Classroom to Career: 
Work-Based Learning for 

Indiana’s Students   
(REL Midwest) 

Video 

What is Career and 
Technical Education (CTE)?   

(REL Midwest) 

Blog Post 

Strengthening Career Pathways 
Through Work-Based Learning   

(REL Midwest) 

Resource 

National Career 
Clusters Framework 

(Advance CTE) 

Resource 

Engaging Families   
and Learners   

(Advance CTE) 

Resource 

CTE 101’s Terms & Acronyms   
(Association for Career 

and Technical Education) 
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This document was prepared under Contract 91990022C0011 by Regional Educational Laboratory Midwest, administered by 
the American Institutes for Research. The content does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the Institute of Education 
Sciences or the U.S. Department of Education, nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply 
endorsement by the U.S. Government. 
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