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Article

Preparing youth with disabilities for successful post-school 
outcomes has been emphasized in special education legis-
lation for years. This began with the identification of model 
programs in transition (Education of the Handicapped Act, 
1986), moved to the mandate for an individualized educa-
tion program (IEP) transition component and transition 
planning (Individuals With Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act [IDEA], 1990), and includes the current 
transition mandate (IDEA, 2004). Unfortunately, recent 
data indicate that students with disabilities are not achiev-
ing postsecondary education and employment at the same 
rate as their peers without disabilities. According to the 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2018), for individuals 
aged 16 and older, only 18.7% of the individuals with dis-
abilities were employed compared with 65.7% of the indi-
viduals without disabilities. Outcomes in postsecondary 
education also lag with only 76.0% of youth with disabili-
ties in high school expecting to enroll in some type of post-
secondary education or training compared with 94.0% of 
their peers without disabilities (Lipscomb et al., 2017). 
Hinz, Arbeit, and Bentz (2017) reported that 48.0% of 

youth with disabilities enrolled in a 4-year college/univer-
sity, 26.0% enrolled in 2-year college, and 1.0% enrolled in 
technical school.

To address these discrepancies in post-school out-
comes for students with disabilities, researchers in the 
field of secondary special education and transition have 
identified evidence-based practices designed to teach 
academic and transition skills to support post-school 
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attainment (Test, Fowler, et al., 2009), as well as identi-
fied predictors of post-school success (Mazzotti et al., 
2016; Test, Mazzotti, et al., 2009). Among these predic-
tors of post-school success is secondary career and tech-
nical education (Career Technical Education [CTE]; 
Harvey, 2002). Although research has indicated that par-
ticipation of students with disabilities in secondary CTE 
increases the likelihood of positive outcomes after high 
school, access to secondary CTE programs for students 
with disabilities remains limited (Dougherty, Grindal, & 
Hehir, 2018). In addition, research focused on students 
with disabilities and participation in CTE is not prevalent 
in special education, secondary transition, or CTE litera-
ture. As such, it is important to explore partnerships 
between researchers and practitioners in secondary spe-
cial education and transition and secondary CTE to 
determine the effectiveness of secondary CTE programs 
for students with disabilities. Therefore, in this position 
paper, we recommend secondary special education, CTE, 
and other relevant stakeholders (e.g., vocational rehabili-
tation [VR]) increase collaborative efforts to improve 
implementation and delivery of CTE for students with 
disabilities. In doing so, we map a pathway to forge new 
collaborative efforts and professional relationships in 
policy, practice, personnel preparation and professional 
development, and research.

This article was developed jointly by members of the 
Council for Exceptional Children’s Division of Career 
Development and Transition (DCDT), which supports pro-
fessionals who work to expand and improve career devel-
opment and transition services for persons with disabilities, 
and members of the CTE community, who belong to the 
Association for Career and Technical Education (ACTE). 
As such, we address secondary CTE’s effectiveness as a 
secondary special education and transition service, summa-
rize the interconnections among relevant federal legislation, 
and conclude with recommendations for the field. This arti-
cle is based on the position that more intense collaboration 
should occur between special education and CTE education 
professionals to support and improve secondary CTE for 
students with disabilities. In addition, professional groups, 
such as DCDT and ACTE, as well as policy makers, need to 
promote collaborative efforts in this area.

The Promise of CTE to Facilitate 
Secondary Special Education and 
Transition Services

CTE, authorized under the Carl D. Perkins Act (Perkins IV, 
2006), has had tremendous impact in supporting secondary 
and postsecondary education occupational skills training 
(Imperatore & Hyslop, 2017) and has a long-standing his-
tory of providing educational services to students with dis-
abilities (e.g., U.S. Office of Education, 1965). Brolin and 

Loyd (2004) indicated that “the inclusion of vocational ser-
vices as a component of the IEP” is essential for students 
with disabilities included in CTE general education pro-
gramming (p. 20). In fact, early correlational research indi-
cated that enrollment in secondary CTE coursework was 
predictive of positive outcomes in postsecondary education 
and employment for students with disabilities. For example,  
Jeon, Kern, and Passmore (2010) found that CTE provided 
advantages in employment outcomes among a national 
sample of 8,934 youth aged 12 to 16 years. Likewise, stu-
dents with disabilities participating in secondary CTE had 
positive outcomes in employment (Harvey, 2002). Further 
research has found that CTE, particularly CTE concentra-
tion, leads to post-school full-time employment for students 
with disabilities (Lee, Rojewski, & Gregg, 2016). Most 
recently, Theobald, Goldhaber, Gratz, and Holden (2017) 
found that students with disabilities who were CTE concen-
trators (i.e., took 4+ CTE courses in high school) were 
more likely to graduate on time and were significantly more 
likely to be employed after graduation compared with those 
who did not concentrate in secondary CTE programs. 
Clearly, research indicates that secondary CTE participa-
tion provides educational and post-school employment ben-
efits for students with disabilities.

Although CTE is critically important in meeting 
workforce development and skill demands of jobs in the 
21st century, participation of students with disabilities in 
secondary CTE in the professional literature often 
remains elusive (Casale-Giannola, 2012). Reports find a 
higher concentration of students with disabilities partici-
pating in CTE (Dougherty et al., 2018; Gray & Lewis, 
2018). However, participation varies across states and 
regions. Recent 2015 to 2016 national data indicated sec-
ondary CTE participants who are students with disabili-
ties participate at rates ranging from 7%–8% (e.g., Idaho) 
to 26%–28% (e.g., Pennsylvania) across states (Harvey 
& Trainor, 2019). Furthermore, results of a more recent 
systematic literature review of top-tier CTE journals 
showed that few studies included students with disabili-
ties (Dougherty & Lombardi, 2016). Of those that did, 
data were not disaggregated by disability (Lombardi, 
Dougherty, & Monahan, 2018), making it difficult to dis-
cern if in fact CTE was effective. Clearly, students with 
disabilities participation in secondary CTE programs are 
not well reflected in the literature. It is therefore critical 
that research studies that examine access to, and progress 
in, secondary CTE programs for students with disabili-
ties are prioritized to understand how secondary CTE 
policy and practice can better serve students with dis-
abilities and ensure successful transition. It is important 
to note that CTE may not be appropriate for all students 
with disabilities but should be considered for students 
with disabilities who will benefit from occupationally 
specific training.
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Related Federal Legislation

Critical pieces of legislation (e.g., IDEA, Perkins) have 
paved the way for students with disabilities to access CTE. 
To facilitate collaboration among secondary special educa-
tion and secondary CTE professional communities, it is 
important that all parties understand key legislation that 
affects students with disabilities in CTE. Each piece of leg-
islation provides (and in many cases mandates) opportuni-
ties for collaborative services for students with disabilities.

The IDEA

IDEA (2004) mandates secondary students with disabilities 
16 years or older (younger where deemed appropriate) have 
transition services included in their IEP that specifies post-
secondary goals appropriate to education and training, 
employment, and, if appropriate, independent living skills. 
Postsecondary goals are based on the student’s individual 
needs and on their strengths, interests, and preferences (20 
U.S.C. §1400-14). Federal regulations define transition ser-
vices as a “coordinated set of activities for a child with a 
disability that are a results-oriented process and meet aca-
demic and functional needs” (34 CFR § 300.43 [a]. 20 
U.S.C. 1401[34]). Secondary CTE is one pathway students 
with disabilities can choose to become career ready.

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
(WIOA)

WIOA (2014) supports workforce development for students 
with disabilities, and all in- and out-of-school youth, through 
Title I funded youth activities and services as part of job 
training and career development (Cushing, Therriault, & 
English, 2017). WIOA services focus on local in-demand 
jobs, associated occupational skill training, and high school 
completion. Some specified services to be provided as a 
result of WIOA include job exploration, work-based learning 
experiences, counseling, workplace readiness training, and 
self-advocacy skills, services also included as part of CTE 
programs. These efforts support education, training, and ser-
vices to assist students with disabilities in gaining necessary 
skills for success in the jobs of the 21st century as required by 
employers. Collaboration among agencies and educational 
entities (e.g., special education, secondary CTE) is a signifi-
cant part of the legislation, especially related to secondary 
CTE and students with disabilities (Advance CTE, 2018).

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)

Recent educational reform efforts have centered on college 
and career readiness (CCR) in American public education 
with the explicit intent that all students, including students 
with disabilities, be prepared for college and careers after 
high school (ESSA, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 

2009). The most recent reauthorization of the ESSA (US 
DOE, 2015) emphasizes CCR by mandating states develop 
challenging academic standards and requiring states to 
develop indicators of students’ success (Advance CTE, 
2017). Many states include in their ESSA accountability 
systems “college and career readiness” indicators that may 
measure secondary CTE program completion, credential 
attainment, and work-based learning, all critical transition 
services to support the needs of students with disabilities as 
they prepare for post-school success (Cushing et al., 2017). 
ESSA provides states “an opportunity to develop a more 
coherent college and career readiness approach” (Tomasello 
& Brand, 2018, p. 1) in their state ESSA plans.

Strengthening Career and Technical Education 
for the 21st Century Act

In the recent reauthorization of the Perkins Act known as 
Strengthening Career and Technical Education for the 21st 
Century Act (2018), the law (PL 115-224 [commonly 
referred to as Perkins V] and the Carl D. Perkins Career and 
Technical Education Act of 2006 as Amended Through PL 
116-6, 2019) continues its emphasis on developing career 
and college readiness in secondary, postsecondary, and 
adult students, including students with disabilities. One of 
the law’s purposes is “increasing the employment opportu-
nities for populations who are chronically unemployed or 
underemployed, including individuals with disabilities . . . ” 
(PL 115-224—H.R. 2353).

Provisions throughout the law specifically affect stu-
dents with disabilities:

•• The requirement to use state leadership funds on 
individuals in state institutions (such as correctional 
institutions, juvenile justice facilities, or institutions 
for students with disabilities) has been expanded to 
“up to 2 percent,” and a new set-aside has been added 
requiring states to spend funds on recruiting special 
populations into CTE programs.

•• As part of the local application process, local entities 
must complete a comprehensive local needs assess-
ment that includes an access and equity gap analysis 
for special populations, including students with dis-
abilities. Local applicants must also evaluate their 
ability to prepare special populations for high-skill, 
high-wage, or in-demand industry sectors or occupa-
tions in competitive, integrated settings that will lead 
to self-sufficiency.

•• Local Perkins grant recipients can use funds to coor-
dinate with other education and workforce develop-
ment programs and initiatives, including career 
pathways and sector partnerships developed under 
WIOA and transition-related services aligned with 
IDEA.
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•• The legislation allows for educators to receive pro-
fessional development related to students with 
disabilities.

The legislation also provides definitions that align with 
those in WIOA concerning workforce development, includ-
ing career pathways, in-demand industry sectors or occupa-
tions, and recognized postsecondary credentials, and with 
ESSA, including dual or concurrent enrollment, evidence-
based practices, and universal design for learning. These 
shared definitions can become the building blocks for future 
collaboration and research efforts. In addition, Perkins V 
requires reporting about the number of students within spe-
cial populations, including students with disabilities, who 
achieve concentrator status, defined as completing “at least 
two courses in a single CTE program or program of study” 
(PL 115-224—H.R. 2353).

Summary of Legislation

This legislation provides incentives for coordination of ser-
vices for students with disabilities. IDEA provides second-
ary students with disabilities, where appropriate, the option 
to participate in CTE as part of secondary general education 
(34 CFR § 300.39). Perkins V supports secondary CTE as a 
transition service for students with disabilities by specify-
ing that special populations participating in CTE need to be 
prepared for employment in related occupations and/or 
postsecondary education. Secondary CTE is one pathway 
for students with disabilities to prepare to be college and 
career ready for 21st century jobs (Dieterich & Smith, 
2015). Goals of and definitions within IDEA and Perkins V 
also align with ESSA and WIOA. As such, legislation is in 
place to support partnerships among secondary CTE, spe-
cial education, and VR transition professionals, yet such 
collaborative efforts are not common place in transition 
practice and should be more fully developed (Povenmire-
Kirk et al., 2015).

Relevance to ACTE and DCDT

Given the positive impact secondary CTE can have on the 
education and post-school employment outcomes for stu-
dents with disabilities, it is important for secondary CTE 
and special education stakeholders to support collaborative 
research, policy, and practice. As the CTE community 
strives to empower educators to deliver high-quality sec-
ondary CTE programs that ensure all students are posi-
tioned for career success, collaboration with DCDT can 
strengthen the training, services, and resources available for 
the CTE community. Similarly, special education profes-
sionals can leverage secondary CTE resources to ensure the 
special education community is fully aware of secondary 
CTE’s benefits to students with disabilities and of strategies 

for incorporating CTE within secondary transition. It is up 
to professional development organizations, such as ACTE 
and DCDT, to help their members and partners capitalize on 
these opportunities and move policy to practice. This can be 
accomplished through collaborative efforts proactively 
focused on inclusive policy and practice, personnel prepara-
tion and professional development, and comprehensive 
research for all stakeholders (Sprunger, Harvey, & Quick, 
2018). The increasing gap in post-school outcomes between 
students with disabilities and those without, the various leg-
islative mandates, in addition to the lack of identified 
research regarding students with disabilities and secondary 
CTE, provides the opportunity for collaborative problem-
solving between special education and CTE (National 
Center for Special Education Research, Institute of 
Education Sciences, 2017). This article’s position is that 
more intense collaboration should occur between special 
education and CTE professionals to support and improve 
secondary CTE for students with disabilities. In addition, 
professional groups, such as the DCDT and the ACTE, as 
well as policy makers, need to promote efforts for collab-
orative efforts in this area. Following are recommendations 
to bring the fields together for the purpose of improving 
outcomes for students with disabilities.

Recommendations

There is great potential to use secondary CTE as a vehicle 
to improve employment and postsecondary outcomes for 
students with disabilities. In this section and in Table 1, we 
propose recommendations for how this might be accom-
plished. Kochhar-Bryant and Greene (2009) indicated that 
secondary CTE is a viable pathway to post-school success 
for students with disabilities. As such, secondary CTE 
should be considered an essential component in assisting 
students with disabilities in meeting the workforce demands 
of jobs in the 21st century (Imperatore & Hyslop, 2018). 
Therefore, we propose the following recommendations for 
policy and practice.

Policy Recommendations

1. Ensure all national, state, and local policies require 
access to and equity in secondary CTE for students 
with disabilities. The 2018 ACTE Quality CTE 
Program of Study Framework (Imperatore & 
Hyslop, 2018) includes three key critical elements: 
(a) the program of study is promoted to all potential 
participants and their parents/guardians (as appro-
priate), in a manner that is free from bias, inclusive, 
and non-discriminatory; (b) students are actively 
recruited from populations that have been tradition-
ally underrepresented, including by gender, race, 
and ethnicity, and/or special population status; and 
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(c) career guidance is offered to all potential and 
current programs of study participants in a manner 
that is free from bias, inclusive, and non-discrimina-
tory. For example, having explicit local education 
agency (LEA) policy making sure that appropriate 
CTE personnel and school counselors are invited to 
IEP meetings where secondary CTE placement is 
being considered.

2. Develop policies that enable collaborative 
partnerships.
a. State agencies, LEAs, and workforce partner-

ships should better leverage the existing fed-
eral legislation—WIOA, Perkins, IDEA, and 
ESSA—to ensure cross-collaborative efforts 
to deliver services. For example, WIOA pro-
vides supports for in-school and out-of-school 
youth; policies should include VR personnel 
in the planning process for students with dis-
abilities in CTE who are eligible for WIOA 
services.

b. State agencies should specify cooperative 
partnerships between professional agencies in 
secondary CTE, special education, workforce 
development, and VR to develop innovative 
ways to implement evidence-based and promis-
ing practices to ensure students with disabili-
ties access and persist through secondary CTE 
programs of study (i.e., become CTE concen-
trators). For example, this can be done through 
proactive partnerships to support CTE concen-
tration to include work-based learning oppor-
tunities for students with disabilities in CTE 
where special education, CTE, VR, and WIOA 

with business and industry professionals sup-
port transition from school to work.

c. State agencies and local administrators should 
maximize use of different funding sources 
within and across agencies to deliver services. 
For example, a transition specialist funded by 
WIOA could be assigned to a high school to 
support secondary CTE professionals in the 
delivery of work-based learning opportunities 
and/or to support special education in devel-
oping students with disabilities self-advocacy 
skills.

3. Create polices to ensure data, accountability sys-
tems, and needs assessments are aligned.
a. State agencies should align data across sys-

tems using common indicators of employment 
outcomes across multiple reporting agencies, 
such as IDEA post-school indicators, Perkins 
V placement indicators, and local employ-
ment data. Historically, employment indica-
tors across these reporting agencies have not 
aligned, creating a hindrance for postsecond-
ary outcome follow-up and/or follow-along 
research efforts (Harvey & Kotamraju, 2017).

b. State agencies should use definitions included 
in Perkins V, especially those related to sec-
ondary CTE concentrators, to forge better rela-
tionships among education entities, workforce 
development providers, and business and indus-
try. For example, partnerships should align with 
CCR goals and training outcomes (e.g., ESSA, 
WIOA), as well as stakeholder engagement in 
business and industry (e.g., Perkins V).

Table 1. Summary of Recommendations.

Policy
1. Ensure all national, State, and local policies require access and equity to secondary CTE for all students with disabilities.
2. Develop policies that enable collaborative partnerships.
3. Create polices to ensure data, accountability systems, and needs assessments are aligned.
4. Align practice with standards in CTE for quality, access, and equity.
Personnel Preparation and Professional Development
1. Ensure understanding of secondary CTE and special education legal requirements.
2. Ensure knowledge of good pedagogy.
3. Involve secondary CTE professionals in transition planning/IEP development.
4. Ensure communication among professionals is provided in a systematic and timely manner.
5.  Ensure secondary CTE and special education professionals are prepared to teach 21st century employability skills to students with 

disabilities.
6.  Ensure secondary CTE and special education professionals are prepared to coordinate work-based learning experiences for 

students with disabilities.
Research
1. Conduct collaborative research.
2. Conduct high-quality research.
3. Publish findings of research in peer-reviewed journals.

Note. CTE = Career Technical Education; IEP = individualized education program.
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c. States should continue efforts to build account-
ability systems (e.g., state longitudinal data 
systems) connecting education and employ-
ment data to better ensure education programs 
are providing valid and reliable data that can be 
used to improve programs to prepare students 
for positive post-school outcomes. For exam-
ple, state data collection should account for 
common measures in accountability mandates 
(e.g., IDEA, 2004; Perkins V, 2018) and make 
sure that there is alignment for LEA reporting 
purposes and non-duplication of effort.

Practice Recommendations

1. Align practice with standards in CTE for quality, 
access, and equity.State agencies and district lead-
ers should ensure secondary CTE program deliv-
ery is aligned with quality standards in CTE that 
address access and equity for students from spe-
cial populations, including students with disabili-
ties. For example, ACTE’s 2018 Quality CTE 
Program of Study Framework is a set of evidence-
based standards that programs can use to self-
assess their CTE quality and direct program 
improvement efforts. In addition, the National 
Alliance for Partnership in Equity (NAPE) 
Program Improvement Process for EquityTM and 
NAPE’s Equity Gap Analysis provide more infor-
mation on conducting equity gap analyses.

2. Create and use industry-aligned curriculum and 
industry-recognized credentials to support the con-
tinuum of available careers.
a. For the benefit of students with disabilities and 

all students, state and local leaders should lever-
age mechanisms such as Perkins V comprehen-
sive local needs assessment and CTE program 
of study approval processes to validate that sec-
ondary CTE programs of study are aligned to 
skills needed by industry and to industry-recog-
nized credentials that lead to employment and/
or further education and training.

b. State and local education–industry partner-
ships should create micro-credentials that 
focus on developing and validating specific 
competencies within a larger skill set for indi-
viduals who cannot meet the requirements for 
a particular credential. For example, industry 
and education could collaborate to develop 
a micro-credential that validates oil change 
and tire rotation skills in the auto industry, 
for individuals who are unable to earn the full 
Automotive Service Excellence (ASE) cre-
dential. This micro-credential should still be 

useful in gaining employment or could serve 
as a stepping stone to additional credentials 
that will be valuable in the workplace.

3. Ensure stakeholder understanding of appropriate 
accommodations and support for students with dis-
abilities across legislation and in business and 
industry.
a. State and local administrators should ensure 

all stakeholders (i.e., CTE, special education, 
VR) understand: (a) differences across federal 
legislation when it comes to populations that 
are entitled or eligible for accommodations and 
support; and (b) the definition of accommoda-
tions established in business and industry (i.e., 
accommodations identified in Section 504/
ADA and case law). For example, states should 
provide cross-agency professional develop-
ment to facilitate collaborative efforts support-
ing appropriate accommodations aligned with 
legislative mandates and student needs.

b. State and local agencies should determine 
appropriate accommodations and supports to 
ensure students with disabilities can access sec-
ondary CTE programs and are appropriately 
placed regarding industry occupational skills 
requirements and safety standards. For exam-
ple, professional development aligned with 
industry standards and safety requirements for 
employment should be provided as front-end 
analysis in establishing appropriate accommo-
dations and supports for students with disabili-
ties enrolled in secondary CTE.

c. State and local CTE and special education 
administrators should ensure that IEP transition 
goals for students with disabilities enrolled in 
secondary CTE align with occupational skills 
and industry credentials that enable students to 
continue their education or enter employment 
relevant to their CTE area of study and local 
workforce needs.

4. Ensure dual/concurrent enrollment, articulation, 
and early college programs incorporate students 
with disabilities.
a. Secondary CTE educators and career develop-

ment professionals should encourage students 
with disabilities to become concentrators in 
CTE programs focused on specific occupational 
skill development leading to career pathways 
with employment in the student’s community. 
For example, these professionals should work 
with school counselors concerning CCR and 
focus on appropriate career pathways for stu-
dents with disabilities and should include VR 
and WIOA professionals where appropriate.
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b. Local administrators and career development 
professionals (e.g., school administrators, 
guidance counselors, and/or career counsel-
ors) should support students with disabilities 
in exploring dual credit/enrollment courses 
that align with postsecondary college creden-
tials, such as dual credit, concurrent enroll-
ment, and/or early college experiences for 
participants in secondary CTE. This can be 
accomplished by including dual credit and/or 
concurrent enrollment opportunities in the IEP 
for students with disabilities enrolled in CTE 
where articulation agreements exist and are 
relevant/applicable.

5. Ensure industry partnerships and work-based learn-
ing include students with disabilities.
a. Confirm state and local policies support includ-

ing students with disabilities in industry part-
nerships and work-based learning experiences 
provided by the LEA.

b. Prepare and support students with disabilities 
and employer partners at the local level before, 
during, and after work-based learning experi-
ences. For example, CTE, school-to-work, 
career counselors, special education, VR, and 
WIOA professionals should coordinate sup-
ports and follow-up as appropriate. This should 
be included in the IEP transition plan.

Personnel Preparation and Professional 
Development Recommendations

Research indicates secondary CTE educators need addi-
tional training and professional development in working 
with students with disabilities in CTE settings (Cotton, 
Koch, Harvey, & McCallister, 2016). Perkins V addresses 
the need for professional development for CTE profession-
als on helping students with disabilities succeed in second-
ary CTE. Similarly, Schmalzried and Harvey (2014) 
suggested that special educators need to understand second-
ary CTE and provisions in Perkins V regarding special pop-
ulations, including students with disabilities. Therefore, we 
offer six recommendations for providing collaborative per-
sonnel preparation and professional development.

1. Ensure understanding of secondary CTE and spe-
cial education legal requirements. Dieterich and 
Smith (2015) indicated IDEA requires students 
with disabilities to receive specially designed 
instruction to include accommodations and adapta-
tions as part of program services for participation in 
secondary CTE programs. Special education pro-
fessionals require an understanding of secondary 
CTE and the supports/services mandated in the 

legislation. Likewise, CTE professionals need to 
understand the provision of services as required by 
IDEA. To accomplish this, teacher preparation pro-
grams and school administrators should plan pre-
service training and professional development 
activities for CTE and special education profes-
sionals that address legislative mandates for CTE 
and special education and how these mandates 
affect delivery of educational services to meet the 
needs of students with disabilities.

2. Ensure knowledge of quality pedagogy. It is essen-
tial special education, and CTE instructors, espe-
cially those coming from industry into education, 
know, understand, and implement quality teaching 
pedagogy. Pre-service training programs and pro-
fessional development activities for secondary CTE 
professionals must address strategies to support 
students with disabilities through instruction, 
assessment, and experiential learning (e.g., differ-
entiated instruction). Likewise, special education 
teacher preparation programs and professional 
development must emphasize CCR, IEP and transi-
tion planning, career pathways, and occupationally 
specific programs.

3. Involve secondary CTE professionals in transition 
planning/IEP development. Secondary CTE 
involvement provides the IEP team with informa-
tion concerning specific occupation credentials, 
articulated programs of study with career pathways, 
local labor market needs, and skill requirements for 
employment, along with support for job placement. 
Many states, such as Pennsylvania, require second-
ary CTE to be represented in IEP team meetings 
where CTE program placement is being considered 
for students with disabilities (Pennsylvania Code: 
Title 22 Education, Chapter 339). The IEP transition 
goals for students with disabilities participating in 
secondary CTE should be associated with the edu-
cation, training, and employment needs of students 
with disabilities, including specifically designed 
instructional services. These should align with state 
content standards, occupational pathways, and 
industry expectations for employment and/or post-
secondary education (Peterson et al., 2013). To 
accomplish this, IEP teams should work together to:
a. Ensure annual IEP goals align with individual 

academic and career plans, including postsec-
ondary goals, and address specific skills needed 
to be successful in college and careers (e.g., 
industry standards, career readiness skills);

b. Invite secondary CTE professionals to par-
ticipate in IEP meetings when students with 
disabilities are being placed or are currently 
participating in secondary CTE programs;
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c. Understand the requirements of secondary CTE 
programs of study before recommending CTE 
placements. For example, students with disabil-
ities may need to be able to pass occupational 
safety requirements, such as OSHA require-
ments, as part of CTE program placement deci-
sion-making; and

d. Ensure students with disabilities have prerequi-
site skills to earn industry-based certifications 
needed for employment in the occupational 
area and/or micro-credentials that validate 
skills in specific competencies that align with 
industry standards.

4. Ensure communication among professionals is pro-
vided in a systematic and timely manner. 
Collaboration and communication are expressed 
areas of concern by secondary CTE and special edu-
cation professionals alike (Harvey, Test, & Rowe, 
2017). Schmalzried and Harvey (2014) recom-
mended ongoing communication and collaboration 
concerning students with disabilities enrolled in sec-
ondary CTE settings. Haber and Sutherland (2008) 
suggested to facilitate communication administra-
tors should:
a. Develop adequate systems that support fluid 

communication so improved communication 
is more feasible (e.g., mail: weekly/bi-weekly 
progress report);

b. Define expectations of all parties involved in 
education planning for students with disabili-
ties; and

c. Share progress monitoring data on an ongoing 
basis to determine the adequacy and effective-
ness of services and supports provided.

5. Ensure secondary CTE and special education pro-
fessionals are prepared to teach 21st century 
employability skills to students with disabilities. 
Twenty-first century employability skills training 
needs to be more prominent in secondary CTE cur-
ricula, particularly for students with disabilities. 
Employers are reluctant to hire some students with 
disabilities (Nota, Santilli, Ginevra, & Soresi, 2014). 
However, most employers are willing to work with 
students with disabilities as long as the student can 
demonstrate employability skills (Ju, Roberts, & 
Zhang, 2013). With appropriate training, secondary 
CTE professionals can provide occupational and 
employability skills training, including soft skills/
social skills training, as part of the curriculum 
(Cotton et al., 2016). Teachers who assist students 
with employability skills development enable the 
student to function successfully and become 
accepted in school and within the community 
(Lorger, Schmidt, & Vukman, 2015). To adequately 

prepare professionals to teach 21st century skills, 
local CTE and special education administrators 
should:
a. Collaborate on PD efforts in this area (e.g., 

workshops, study groups, curriculum develop-
ment teams); and

b. Explore implementing programs that sup-
port self-determination, self-advocacy, and 
social skills development with research to sup-
port their effectiveness (e.g., Project Search; 
WAGES curriculum).

6. Ensure secondary CTE and special education pro-
fessionals are prepared to coordinate work-based 
learning experiences for students with disabilities. 
Work-based learning is integral to secondary CTE 
program delivery and includes developing students’ 
academic, technical, and employability skills in a 
workplace setting. Work-based learning provides 
students with career exploration through discovery 
of job settings, work styles, and natural availability 
of supports and improves post-school outcomes for 
students with disabilities (Cease-Cook, Fowler, & 
Test, 2015). To support CTE and special education 
professionals in coordinating work-based learning, 
special education and secondary CTE professionals 
should:
a. Collaborate on professional development 

efforts focused on work-based learning (e.g., 
workshops, study groups, and curriculum 
development teams);

b. Collaborate to develop work-based learning 
sites that accommodate students with disabili-
ties;

c. Work together to identify students’ strengths, 
interests, and needs, including through sharing 
data to ensure successful work-based learning 
opportunities.

d. Engage with VR transition professionals to sup-
port design and deliver of work-based learning 
experiences for students with disabilities.

e. Work with students with disabilities and indus-
try partners to prepare both parties for work-
based learning experiences and to support them 
before, during, and after the work-based learn-
ing experience, including through reflection 
and evaluation. This can be done with support 
from special education, VR, and WIOA where 
appropriate.

Research Recommendations

Conducting high-quality research is an important step in 
moving the field toward a better understanding of what 
works for students with disabilities in secondary CTE. 
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Much of the recent literature regarding students with dis-
abilities and secondary CTE is qualitative or correlational 
in nature. Very few experimental studies have been iden-
tified examining the effects of secondary CTE on student 
outcomes (Test, Fowler, et al., 2009). Dating back to 
1980, Rowe et al. (2019) identified 32 correlational stud-
ies, 37 studies reporting descriptive data, and 16 qualita-
tive studies that focus specifically on CTE or aspects of 
CTE and students with disabilities. Only eight used an 
experimental or quasi-experimental design. There is a 
need for more comprehensive analyses on secondary CTE 
for students with disabilities, particularly related to tran-
sition and postsecondary outcomes, to inform policymak-
ers, educators, and other stakeholders, including parents 
and families, about the benefits of CTE for students with 
disabilities. This section includes three recommendations 
for research.

1. Conduct collaborative research. First, researchers 
in CTE and special education should collaborate to 
develop research studies that leverage expertise 
across both domains (Stone, Alfeld, Pearson, 
Lewis, & Jensen, 2007). Professional groups such 
as DCDT, ACTE, and the Association for Career 
and Technical Education Research can facilitate 
these collaborations. Second, state agencies for 
CTE and special education can collaborate to con-
duct data analysis or research studies using com-
mon indicators. To facilitate this, state agencies 
should develop memoranda of understanding for 
data sharing and ensure data analysts have time 
and resources to conduct more in-depth, collabora-
tive analyses.

2. Conduct high-quality experimental research. 
There is a strong need for experimental studies to 
examine effects of secondary CTE on student out-
comes. Experimental research will also help 
establish much needed CTE/special education 
evidence-based practices. There also continues to 
be a need to better understand the relationships 
between components of secondary CTE, such as 
work-based learning, and in-school and post-
school outcomes of students with disabilities, as 
well as other contextual variables that influence 
access and persistence through secondary CTE 
for students with disabilities that will require rig-
orous methods of analysis. Researchers can con-
duct high-quality research (see Institute for 
Education Sciences, What Works Clearinghouse, 
2017 Procedures and Standards Handbook 
Version 4.0) by:
a. Using multiple rigorous designs that meet the 

current standards of practice for conducting 
high-quality research;

b. Examining the effectiveness of secondary CTE 
overall, and components of CTE, by sub-groups 
of all disability categories; and

c. Conducting longitudinal studies on the effects 
of secondary CTE on both in-school and post-
school outcomes to identify practices that are 
effective for improving student outcomes over 
time.

3. Publish findings of research in peer-reviewed jour-
nals. Published literature is the primary source for 
identifying evidence-based practices in the field. 
Faculty in higher education should work with col-
leagues, graduate students, and others (i.e., business 
and industry, professional organizations, faculty at 
other institutions) to:
a. Encourage publications regarding CTE and stu-

dents with disabilities; and
b. Pursue publication, regardless of the outcome 

of the study, to support the field in better 
understanding what works and what does not 
work in CTE for students with disabilities. For 
example, one outlet, the “Open Science” move-
ment (Cook, Lloyd, Mellor, Nosek, & Therrien, 
2018), should provide researchers with the 
opportunity to publish “pre-prints” that would 
be readily available to the general public, as 
well as report findings from high-quality stud-
ies with a variety of outcomes.

Conclusion

In this position paper, we outlined specific collaborative 
efforts and provided examples for special education sec-
ondary transition and CTE professionals involved in transi-
tion and workforce development for students with 
disabilities regarding policy, personnel preparation and pro-
fessional, development, and research. Recommendations 
are offered jointly for members of professional organiza-
tions in special education and CTE. Ultimately, the purpose 
was to broadcast and amplify the critical need for better 
articulated policy, pro-active professional development and 
personnel preparation with intensive collaboration for CTE 
and special education professionals, and more rigorous 
research to identify effective practice to better meet the 
needs of students with disabilities in CTE.
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