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Providing Students with Alternate Paths to Graduation  

D i s t r i c t s  c a n  i n c r e a s e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  s t u d e n t s  
t o  g r a d u a t e  b y  o f f e r i n g  m u l t i p l e ,  a l t e r n a t e  p a t h s  
t o  g r a d u a t i o n .  I n d e e d ,  “ m u l t i p l e  p a t h w a y s  e n a b l e  
d i s t r i c t s  t o  d i v e r s i f y  a n d  e x p a n d  s t u d e n t s ’  
l e a r n i n g  o p t i o n s  a s  t h e y  p u r s u e  a  h i g h  s c h o o l  
d i p l o m a . ” 1 I n  t h i s  r e p o r t ,  “ m u l t i p l e  p a t h w a y s ”  
r e f e r s  t o  o f f e r i n g  a  v a r i e t y  o f  c u r r i c u l a r  a n d  
i n s t r u c t i o n a l  w a y s  f o r  s t u d e n t s  t o  m e e t  t h e  
V i r g i n i a  r e q u i r e m e n t s  f o r  a  s t a n d a r d  d i p l o m a  
b e y o n d  t r a d i t i o n a l  a c a d e m i c  m o d e l s .  
 
M u l t i p l e  p a t h w a y s  p r o v i d e  o p t i o n s  f o r  a l l  s t u d e n t s  
t o  m e e t  t h e  r i g o r o u s  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  a  s t a n d a r d  d i p l o m a .  N o t a b l y ,  t h i s  r e p o r t  f o c u s e s  o n  p r o v i d i n g  
s t u d e n t s  w i t h  a l t e r n a t i v e  o p t i o n s  t o  g a i n  c r e d i t s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  i n s t i t u t i n g  a l t e r n a t i v e  s t a n d a r d s  o r  
e x p e c t a t i o n s .  P r e v e n t i n g  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  d r o p p i n g  o u t  o f  h i g h  s c h o o l  r e q u i r e s  h o l d i n g  a l l  s t u d e n t s  t o  
r i g o r o u s  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  a n d  r e s e a r c h  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  d e v e l o p i n g  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  s e t  o f  e x p e c t a t i o n s  
r a i s e s  s i g n i f i c a n t  e q u i t y  i s s u e s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  O h i o  o f f e r e d  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  g r a d u a t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t  
o p t i o n  i n  2 0 1 8 ,  w h i c h  r e s u l t e d  i n  a  c o r r e l a t i o n  o f  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  a l t e r n a t i v e  r e q u i r e m e n t s  w i t h  
r a c e  a n d  S E S ,  w h e r e  i t  w a s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  s t u d e n t s  m e e t i n g  t h e  a l t e r n a t e  l o w e r  
s t a n d a r d s ,  c r e a t i n g  t w o  s e t s  o f  e x p e c t a t i o n s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  s t u d e n t  d e m o g r a p h i c s . 2 T h i s  e m p h a s i z e s  
t h e  c r i t i c a l  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  h i g h  e x p e c t a t i o n s  w h i l e  o f f e r i n g  s t u d e n t s  o p t i o n s  t o  m e e t  
t h o s e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  t h a t  f i t  t h e i r  n e e d s .  
 
W h i l e  e f f e c t i v e l y  p r e v e n t i n g  s t u d e n t  d r o p  o u t  a n d  i n c r e a s i n g  g r a d u a t i o n  r a t e s  r e q u i r e s  a  h o l i s t i c  
a p p r o a c h  o f  h o l d i n g  a l l  s t u d e n t s  t o  r i g o r o u s  r e q u i r e m e n t s  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  i n d i v i d u a l  s u p p o r t , 3 t h i s  
r e p o r t  f o c u s e s  o n  s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  d e l i v e r i n g  c r e d i t  p a t h w a y s  f o r  h i g h  s c h o o l  s t u d e n t s  a l r e a d y  a t - r i s k  
o f  d r o p p i n g  o u t .  N o t a b l y ,  s c h o o l s  s h o u l d  e m p l o y  t h e s e  s t r a t e g i e s  a s  p a r t  o f  a  l a r g e r  i n i t i a t i v e  t o  
i d e n t i f y  a n d  s u p p o r t  a t - r i s k  s t u d e n t s .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  a s  t h e  V D O E ’ s  G r a d u a t i o n ,  D r o p  O u t ,  
C o l l e g e ,  C a r e e r ,  a n d  C i v i c  R e a d i n e s s  ( C C C R )  t o o l  e m p h a s i z e s ,  d i s t r i c t s  s h o u l d  d e t e r m i n e  
s p e c i f i c  s t a f f  t o  t r a c k ,  m o n i t o r ,  a n d  a n a l y z e  g r a d u a t i o n  d a t a  a s  p a r t  o f  t h i s  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  
a p p r o a c h .  
 
E f f e c t i v e  a l t e r n a t i v e  p a t h w a y s  s h a r e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  b r o a d  a t t r i b u t e s ,  i n  w h i c h  t h e y : 4 
 

 
 
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  F i g u r e  A  ( o n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  p a g e )  o f f e r s  r e s e a r c h - b a s e d  s u g g e s t i o n s  f o r  d i s t r i c t s  a n d  
s c h o o l s  t o  p r o v i d e  a l t e r n a t i v e  p a t h w a y s  t o  e a r n i n g  a  d i p l o m a ,  i n c l u d i n g  t a k i n g  i n v e n t o r y  o f  a v a i l a b l e  
p a t h w a y s ,  c o m m u n i c a t i n g  p a t h w a y  o p t i o n s  a n d  e n s u r i n g  t h e i r  a c c e s s i b i l i t y ,  a n d  p a r t n e r i n g  w i t h  
o t h e r  d i s t r i c t s ’  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  t o  e x p a n d  s t u d e n t s ’  o p t i o n s .    
 
 
 
 
 

Lead to a high school 
diploma awarded from a 

public school district

Serve students who are high 
school-aged, or students in 

pursuit of a high school 
diploma 

Provide students with 
academic offerings that vary 

from a traditional school 
structure

Operate as part of an 
existing school (e.g., not as a 

separate school) allowing 
students to transition into—

and out of—academic 
offerings

A s  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  s u p p o r t  
i m p r o v e d  g r a d u a t i o n  r a t e s ,  t h e  V i r g i n i a  

D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t i o n  p r o v i d e s  s c h o o l  
l e a d e r s  w i t h  a  G r a d u a t i o n ,  D r o p  O u t ,  C C C R  

T o o l  t h a t  i n c l u d e s  s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  c o h o r t  
p l a n n i n g ,  d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n  a n d  a n a l y s i s ,  C T E ,  

a n d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  T h r o u g h  t h e  G C I ,  o r   
G r a d u a t i o n  a n d  C o m p l e t i o n  I n d e x ,  a  

d i s t r i c t ’ s  d a t a  f o r  s t u d e n t s  e a r n i n g  a  f u l l  
d i p l o m a  i m p a c t  a c c r e d i t a t i o n  r a t i n g s  a n d  i s  

p u b l i s h e d  o n  t h e  d i s t r i c t ’ s  r e p o r t  c a r d .  

https://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/graduation/standard.shtml
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Figure A: Recommendations for Offering Alternative Pathways 

 
Source: The Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy5 

T h e  f o l l o w i n g  s u b s e c t i o n s  o f f e r  c r e a t i v e  s o l u t i o n s  f o r  p r o v i d i n g  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  a l t e r n a t i v e  p a t h w a y s  
a n d  o p t i o n s  t o  m e e t  t h e  g r a d u a t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t s  o f  a  s t a n d a r d  d i p l o m a  i n  w a y s  t h a t  w o r k  w i t h  t h e i r  
n e e d s  a n d  s t r e n g t h s .  
 

I nnovat i ve  Course  Schedu l i ng  and Cred i t  De l i very  Approaches  
O n e  s t r a t e g y  f o r  o f f e r i n g  a l t e r n a t i v e  p a t h w a y s  t o  r e c e i v e  g r a d u a t i o n  c r e d i t s  i s  
t h r o u g h  f l e x i b l e  s c h e d u l i n g  a n d  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  d e l i v e r y  s t r u c t u r e s . 6 A l t e r n a t i v e  
s c h e d u l i n g  m o d e l s  o f f e r  s t u d e n t s  f l e x i b i l i t y  t o  r e c e i v e  c r e d i t s  t o w a r d s  g r a d u a t i o n  
w h e n  t r a d i t i o n a l  m o d e l s  p r o v e  c h a l l e n g i n g  o r  d o  n o t  m e e t  s t u d e n t  n e e d s .  S c h e d u l i n g  
o p t i o n s  t h a t  a l l o w  s t u d e n t s  t o  a t t e n d  c l a s s e s  o n  t h e  w e e k e n d  o r  i n  t h e  e v e n i n g  e n a b l e  
s t u d e n t s  w i t h  j o b s  o r  f a m i l y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  t o  s t i l l  g a i n  c r e d i t s  a n d  m e e t  g r a d u a t i o n  
r e q u i r e m e n t s . 7 F o r  e x a m p l e ,  N e w  Y o r k  C i t y  P u b l i c  S c h o o l s  o f f e r s  Y o u n g  A d u l t  B o r o u g h  C e n t e r s  
( Y A B C s ) ,  w h i c h  p r o v i d e  s t u d e n t s  a t - r i s k  o f  d r o p p i n g  o u t  w i t h  f l e x i b l e  c r e d i t  s c h e d u l i n g  o p t i o n s .  
S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h e s e  s c h o o l s  h o l d  c l a s s e s  p a r t - t i m e  a n d  i n  t h e  e v e n i n g  t o  s u p p o r t  s t u d e n t s  w h o s e  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  p r e v e n t  t h e m  f r o m  a t t e n d i n g  s c h o o l  d u r i n g  t r a d i t i o n a l  d a y t i m e  h o u r s .  Y A B C s  s e r v e  
s t u d e n t s  a t  s i g n i f i c a n t  r i s k  o f  n o t  g r a d u a t i n g  w h o  a r e  b e t w e e n  t h e  a g e s  o f  1 7 . 5  a n d  2 1 ,  a r e  i n  t h e i r  
f i f t h  y e a r  o f  h i g h  s c h o o l ,  a n d  h a v e  e a r n e d  a t  l e a s t  1 7  c r e d i t s .  Y A B C s  a l s o  o f f e r  a  “ S h a r e d  I n s t r u c t i o n ”  
e v e n i n g  p r o g r a m ,  w h e r e  s t u d e n t s  a t t e n d i n g  t r a d i t i o n a l  h i g h  s c h o o l s  c a n  t a k e  e v e n i n g  c l a s s e s  a t  a  
Y A B C  t o  c a t c h  u p  o n  c r e d i t s .  U p o n  c o m p l e t i n g  t h e i r  r e m a i n i n g  c r e d i t s  a t  t h e  Y A B C  a n d  p a s s i n g  s t a t e  
e x a m s ,  s t u d e n t s  g r a d u a t e  w i t h  a  d i p l o m a  f r o m  t h e i r  h o m e  h i g h  s c h o o l . 8 

•One barrier to taking advantage of non-traditional education programming is limited information about 
what is available. As a first step to creating multiple pathways to a diploma, districts can take inventory of 
all of their existing options for students, such as alternative education, career/vocational technical 
education, service learning, dual enrollment, online learning, etc. Included in the list should be the 
requirements, prerequisites, and/or referral and enrollment practices associated with each program. To 
maximize the benefit to students, this list should include options that may reside outside the district, such 
as the local regional vocational technical school district. This exercise will not only broaden students’ and 
families’ awareness of their options, but it will also help districts to identify gaps in their programming.

Map out all of the options available to students in your district.

•Once a district has mapped out its pathway options, this information should be made public and easy to
find. Students and their families are the primary audience, but other interested parties—including other
districts—should be able to locate the information as well. In addition to posting pathways materials on the
district’s website, the district should also provide a contact for questions and requests for additional
information, and have an outreach strategy to ensure that this information is available for students and
their families, school and district leaders, and educators. Districts that have cultivated exemplary non-
traditional academic programs should actively seek opportunities to share their knowledge and experience
with districts that are seeking to expand their offerings.

Make information about pathways to a diploma easily accessible.

•Rarely can one district’s educational options be all things to all students. However, coordinating work on
multiple academic options and developing equitable agreements that enable students to venture outside
their home district may provide a more comprehensive set of options, as well as help share costs. In
addition, the use of data across district lines can improve possibilities for regionalization of services.
Current service delivery models in alternative education already exist in Massachusetts based on these
principles.

Expand options for students through partnerships with other districts, institutions of
higher education, and non-profit organizations.
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I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  p r o v i d i n g  c o u r s e s  a t  a l t e r n a t i v e  t i m e s ,  s c h o o l s  a n d  d i s t r i c t s  c a n  a l s o  
o f f e r  o n l i n e  c o u r s e s  t o  h e l p  s t u d e n t s  g a i n  c r e d i t s  a n d  l e a r n  e s s e n t i a l  c o n t e n t  a t  a  p a c e  
a n d  s c h e d u l e  t h a t  w o r k s  f o r  t h e i r  n e e d s .  S c h o o l s  c a n  o f f e r  o n l i n e  c o u r s e s  a s  a  w a y  f o r  
s t u d e n t s  t o  r e c o v e r  c r e d i t s  ( i . e . ,  d u e  t o  f a i l e d  o r  i n c o m p l e t e  c o u r s e s )  o r  a s  a n  o p t i o n  
f o r  w h e n  t r a d i t i o n a l  c o u r s e s  a n d  s c h e d u l e s  d o  n o t  m e e t  s t u d e n t s ’  n e e d s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  
c o m m e r c i a l  o n l i n e  c r e d i t  r e c o v e r y  p r o g r a m s  t a r g e t  c o u r s e  c o n t e n t  a n d  i n d i v i d u a l i z e  
i n s t r u c t i o n  f o r  c r e d i t  r e c o v e r y  p u r p o s e s . 9 T h e s e  c o u r s e s  “ t a i l o r  l e a r n i n g  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  s t u d e n t s ,  b y  
u s i n g  f l e x i b l e  p a c i n g  a n d  s c h e d u l e s ,  e x t r a  p r a c t i c e ,  f r e q u e n t  a s s e s s m e n t ,  a n d  r o b u s t  m o n i t o r i n g  a n d  
r e p o r t i n g  o n  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  a n d  p r o g r e s s . ” 10 U s i n g  o n l i n e  p l a t f o r m s  i n c r e a s e s  f l e x i b i l i t y  a n d  
e f f i c i e n c y  f o r  s c h o o l s  a n d  s t u d e n t s .  R e s e a r c h  i n  C h i c a g o  P u b l i c  S c h o o l s  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  w h i l e  f a c e -
t o - f a c e  c r e d i t  r e c o v e r y  m a y  h a v e  s h o r t - t e r m  b e n e f i t s  o v e r  o n l i n e  c r e d i t  r e c o v e r y ,  “ t h e r e  w e r e  n o  
d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  o n l i n e  a n d  f a c e - t o - f a c e  A l g e b r a  I  c r e d i t  r e c o v e r y  i n  e n d - o f - h i g h  s c h o o l  
o u t c o m e s , ”  i n c l u d i n g  m a t h  c r e d i t s  a n d  g r a d u a t i o n  r a t e . 11 S t u d e n t s  c a n  c o m p l e t e  o n l i n e  c o u r s e s  
e i t h e r  d u r i n g  t h e  s c h o o l  d a y  i n  a  s c h o o l - b a s e d  l a b ,  o r  a t  h o m e  o n  t h e i r  o w n  t i m e . 12  
 
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i n  M i c h i g a n ,  s t u d e n t s  h a v e  t h e  f l e x i b i l i t y  t o  e a r n  c r e d i t s  o n l i n e  r a t h e r  t h a n  i n  
t r a d i t i o n a l ,  s e a t - b a s e d  f a c e - t o - f a c e  i n s t r u c t i o n .  S t u d e n t s  i n  G r a d e s  5 - 1 2  m a y  t a k e  u p  t o  t w o  c o u r s e s  
o n l i n e  p e r  y e a r ,  w h i l e  d i s t r i c t s  m u s t  r e c e i v e  a  w a i v e r  f r o m  t h e  s t a t e  t o  p r o v i d e  i n s t r u c t i o n  e i t h e r  
f u l l y  o n l i n e  o r  t h r o u g h  b l e n d e d  l e a r n i n g  t h a t  c o m b i n e s  f a c e - t o - f a c e  w i t h  o n l i n e  l e a r n i n g .  O n l i n e  
s c h o o l i n g  c a n  o f f e r  m o r e  f l e x i b i l i t y  f o r  s t u d e n t s  w h o  m a y  f i n d  t r a d i t i o n a l  s c h o o l  s c h e d u l e s  
c h a l l e n g i n g  d u e  t o  p e r s o n a l  a n d  f a m i l y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  a n d  j o b s . 13  
 
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  d i s t r i c t s  m a y  a l s o  c o n s i d e r  o p t i o n s  f o r  p r o v i d i n g  s t u d e n t s  c r e d i t  f o r  
w o r k  e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h u s  a l l o w i n g  s t u d e n t s  w h o  m u s t  h o l d  a  j o b  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  
t o  s t i l l  p r o g r e s s  t o w a r d s  g r a d u a t i o n .  I d e a l l y ,  s t u d e n t s  r e c e i v e  c r e d i t  f o r  w o r k - b a s e d  
l e a r n i n g  t h a t  c o n n e c t s  t o  a c a d e m i c  c o n t e n t  a n d  t h e  s t u d e n t ’ s  f u t u r e  g o a l s . 14 F o r  
e x a m p l e ,  t h e  A r t s  &  T e c h n o l o g y  H i g h  S c h o o l  i n  W i l s o n v i l l e ,  O r e g o n ,  o f f e r s  a  “ W o r k  
E x p e r i e n c e ”  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  s t u d e n t s  t o  e a r n  c r e d i t  w h i l e  w o r k i n g  o u t s i d e  o f  s c h o o l .  
S t u d e n t s  e a r n  h a l f  a  c r e d i t  f o r  9 0  h o u r s  o f  d o c u m e n t  w o r k  i n  a n y  p a i d  p o s i t i o n  w h e r e  t h e y  l e a r n  
a c a d e m i c  o r  c a r e e r - r e l a t e d  s k i l l s ,  a n d  c a n  e a r n  u p  t o  t w o  c r e d i t s  t o t a l .  T h e  p r o c e s s  f o r  q u a l i f y i n g  
f o r ,  c o m p l e t i n g ,  a n d  p r e s e n t i n g  a  W o r k  E x p e r i e n c e  i n c l u d e s : 15 

•  I n i t i a l  m e e t i n g  w i t h  s t u d e n t  a n d  A T H S  C o u n s e l o r  o r  P r i n c i p a l ;  

•  S t u d e n t  c o m p l e t e s  W o r k  E x p e r i e n c e  c r e d i t  a p p l i c a t i o n ;  

•  T h e  e m p l o y e r  i s  c o n t a c t e d  b y  s c h o o l  s t a f f  t o  v e r i f y  e m p l o y m e n t ;  

•  S t u d e n t  t u r n s  i n  w o r k  h o u r s  e a c h  m o n t h  t o  t h e  A T H S  s t a f f  ( C o p y  o f  W - 2  s h o w i n g  h o u r s  o r  
t i m e s h e e t ) ;  

•  W h e n  a  s t u d e n t  h a s  l o g g e d  9 0  h o u r s ,  t h e  e m p l o y e r  i s  c o n t a c t e d  t o  c o m p l e t e  a  s t u d e n t  e v a l u a t i o n ;  

•  A T H S  s t a f f  r e v i e w s  e v a l u a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  s t u d e n t ;  

•  T h e  s t u d e n t  p r e p a r e s  f o r  p r e s e n t a t i o n  ( u p d a t e s  r e s u m e ,  w r i t t e n  
r e f l e c t i o n ) ;  a n d  

•  S t u d e n t  p r e s e n t a t i o n  t o  A T H S  s t a f f .  
 
A  r e v i e w  o f  a l t e r n a t i v e  p a t h w a y s  t o  e a r n  a  h i g h  s c h o o l  d i p l o m a  i n  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  h i g h l i g h t s  f o u r  
s c h o o l s  t h a t  o f f e r  s t u d e n t s  o p t i o n s  t o  e a r n  c r e d i t s  t o w a r d s  g r a d u a t i o n  t h a t  v a r y  f r o m  t r a d i t i o n a l  
i n s t r u c t i o n a l  m o d e l s ,  c o m b i n e  f l e x i b l e  s c h e d u l i n g ,  o n l i n e  l e a r n i n g ,  a n d  c r e d i t  f o r  w o r k  e x p e r i e n c e s  
w i t h  “ s t a n d a r d s - b a s e d  i n s t r u c t i o n  t h a t  i s  c u s t o m i z e d  t o  s t u d e n t s ’  l e a r n i n g  s t y l e s  a n d  r e s p o n s i v e  t o  
s t u d e n t s ’  n e e d s  a n d / o r  i n t e r e s t s . ” 16 F i g u r e  B  ( o n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  p a g e )  p r e s e n t s  t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  
i n s t r u c t i o n a l  d e l i v e r y  s c h e d u l i n g  m o d e l s  a n d  a p p l i e d  l e a r n i n g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  e a c h  s c h o o l  o f f e r s  a s  
p a r t  o f  a  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  a p p r o a c h  i n c l u d i n g  a c a d e m i c  r e m e d i a t i o n  a n d  s u p p o r t s ,  n o n - a c a d e m i c  
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s u p p o r t s  a n d  s e r v i c e s ,  t r a n s i t i o n a l  s u p p o r t ,  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ,  a n d  a d d i t i o n a l  s c h o o l  s t a f f  a n d  
a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  f l e x i b l e  a c a d e m i c  i n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  a p p l i e d  l e a r n i n g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s . 17  

 

Figure B: Sample Alternative Scheduling and Applied Learning Models in Four Massachusetts Schools 

SCHOOL NAME ACADEMIC INSTRUCTION DELIVERY APPLIED LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 

Creamer Center 

• Day program: Classroom-based academic 
instruction  

• Evening program: Classroom-based academic 
instruction  

• Credit recovery program for 9th and 10th 
graders 

• Summer work opportunities for students 

Gateway to College 
Program at Massasoit 

Community College 

• Classroom-based academic instruction  

• Summer Session 

• Community service/ internship requirement 
(40 hours) 

Drury High School 
Learning Lab 

• Online, standards-based coursework on a 
wide array of topics that is supported via one 
licensed teacher and one paraprofessional 

• Support via Drury High School’s internship 
coordinator 

CTE at Somerville High 
School 

• Classroom-based academic instruction 
provided as part of the comprehensive high 
school  

• CTE students use electives to engage in 
vocational coursework aligned with the 
Chapter 74 framework 

• Internships with local employers  

• Community projects with local community-
based organizations  

• A co-operative education program that 
provides students with paid work 
opportunities 

Source: The Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy18 

Engag ing  Students  through  CTE  
D i s t r i c t s  a n d  s c h o o l s  c a n  e f f e c t i v e l y  m o t i v a t e  s t u d e n t s  t o  
g r a d u a t e  a n d  d e c r e a s e  a  s t u d e n t ’ s  c h a n c e s  o f  d r o p p i n g  o u t  
o f  h i g h  s c h o o l  b y  o f f e r i n g  C T E  p a t h w a y s . 19 T h e  A s s o c i a t i o n  
f o r  C a r e e r  a n d  T e c h n i c a l  E d u c a t i o n  ( A C T E )  e m p h a s i z e s  t h a t  
i n  c o m p a r i s o n  t o  t h e  n a t i o n a l  a v e r a g e  g r a d u a t i o n  r a t e  o f  8 0  
p e r c e n t ,  t h e  g r a d u a t i o n  r a t e  f o r  s t u d e n t s  w h o  c o n c e n t r a t e  i n  
C T E  p r o g r a m s  i s  9 3  p e r c e n t . 20 C T E  p a t h w a y s  c a n  i m p r o v e  
g r a d u a t i o n  r a t e s  b y  m o t i v a t i n g  a n d  e n g a g i n g  s t u d e n t s  i n  r e a l -
w o r l d  c o n t e n t  i n  c o u r s e s  t h a t  e n a b l e  s t u d e n t s  t o  m e e t  
g r a d u a t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t s  a n d  o f f e r  s k i l l s  t h a t  t r a n s l a t e  t o  
r e l e v a n t  c a r e e r s .   
 
C T E  p r o g r a m s  c a n  e n g a g e  d i s e n g a g e d  s t u d e n t s  a t  r i s k  o f  
d r o p p i n g  o u t  t h r o u g h  h a n d s - o n ,  r e l e v a n t  c o n t e n t  t h a t  “ i n s p i r e [ s ]  t h e m  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  c l a s s r o o m . ” 21 
I n d e e d ,  “ A s  C T E  c o u r s e s  f o c u s  o n  t h e  l i n k  b e t w e e n  t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n t e n t  a n d  i t s  c a r e e r - b a s e d  
a p p l i c a t i o n s ,  s c h o o l  m a t e r i a l  h a s  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o  b e c o m e  m o r e  e n g a g i n g  t h r o u g h  h a n d s - o n  
e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d  a p p l i e d  c o n t e x t u a l  l e a r n i n g . ” 22 T h r o u g h  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  C T E  p a t h w a y s  a n d  o p t i o n s ,  
s t u d e n t s  w i l l  b e  a b l e  t o  s e e  h o w  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  s c h o o l  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  j o b - r e a d y  s k i l l s  o n c e  t h e y  
g r a d u a t e  b y  a c t i v e l y  l e a r n i n g  s k i l l s  t h e y  c a n  r e a d i l y  u s e  o n  t h e  j o b . 23 F i g u r e  C  ( o n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  p a g e )  
p r e s e n t s  r e a s o n s  w h y  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  C T E  c o u r s e s  c a n  e n g a g e  s t u d e n t s  w h o  m a y  o t h e r w i s e  b e  a t  
r i s k  o f  d r o p p i n g  o u t .  
  

T h e  V i r g i n i a  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  
E d u c a t i o n  p r o v i d e s  s c h o o l  l e a d e r s  

w i t h  a  G r a d u a t i o n ,  D r o p  O u t ,  
C C C R  T o o l  t h a t  i n c l u d e s  

“ u t i l i z e [ i n g ]  s t u d e n t  a c a d e m i c  a n d  
c a r e e r  p l a n  d a t a  t o  p r o v i d e  
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  i n  a d v a n c e d  

c o u r s e w o r k ,  c o m p l e t i o n  o f  C T E  
c r e d e n t i a l ,  w o r k - b a s e d  l e a r n i n g  

e x p e r i e n c e s ,  a n d  s e r v i c e  l e a r n i n g  
e x p e r i e n c e s , ”  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  

c r e a t i n g  m o n i t o r i n g  r e p o r t s .  
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Figure C: How CTE Participation Improves Student Outcomes 

    

C T E  c o u r s e s  b u i l d  n o n -
c o g n i t i v e  s k i l l s  s u c h  a s  

c r i t i c a l  t h i n k i n g ,  
c o l l a b o r a t i o n ,  a n d  

p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g ,  w h i c h  
s t u d e n t s  c a n  a p p l y  t o  

o t h e r  a r e a s  o f  h i g h  
s c h o o l .  

C T E  c o u r s e s  a r e  
e d u c a t i o n a l l y  

e n g a g i n g  t o  s t u d e n t s .  

C T E  c o u r s e s  a r e  
r e l e v a n t  t o  r e a l - w o r l d  

s k i l l s  a n d  
o p p o r t u n i t i e s .  

B u i l d i n g  C T E  s k i l l s  
i n c r e a s e s  o v e r a l l  

a c a d e m i c  s e l f -
e s t e e m  a n d  

p e r s i s t e n c e .  

Source: American Educational Research Journal24 

R e c e n t  s t u d i e s  s h o w  t h a t  C T E  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i m p r o v e s  a  s t u d e n t ’ s  c h a n c e s  o f  g r a d u a t i n g ,  b o t h  o v e r a l l  
a n d  o n - t i m e ,  a n d  r e d u c e s  a  s t u d e n t ’ s  c h a n c e s  o f  d r o p p i n g  o u t  o f  h i g h  s c h o o l . 25 A  2 0 1 6  s t u d y  o f  C T E  
i n  A r k a n s a s  w i t h  o v e r  1 0 0 , 0 0 0  s t u d e n t s  f o u n d  t h a t  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  m o r e  e x p o s u r e  t o  C T E  c o u r s e s  
w e r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  g r a d u a t e  f r o m  h i g h  s c h o o l  ( b y  2 1  p e r c e n t a g e  p o i n t s ) ,  e n r o l l  i n  a  t w o - y e a r  
c o l l e g e ,  g a i n  e m p l o y m e n t ,  a n d  h a v e  h i g h e r  w a g e s  c o m p a r e d  t o  o t h e r w i s e  s i m i l a r  s t u d e n t s . 26 T h e  
s t u d y  a l s o  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  C T E  c o u r s e s  a r e  c u m u l a t i v e ,  w h e r e  t h e  m o r e  c o u r s e s  a  
s t u d e n t  t a k e s ,  t h e  g r e a t e r  t h e  a c a d e m i c  o u t c o m e s .  F i g u r e  D  p r e s e n t s  t h e  b e n e f i t s  t h a t  s t u d e n t s  i n  
A r k a n s a s  w h o  t a k e  o n e  C T E  c o u r s e  a b o v e  t h e  a v e r a g e  ( 4 . 9  c o u r s e s )  a c h i e v e .   
 

Figure D: Impacts of Additional CTE Course Above Average 

 
 

    
3 

percentage points 

1 
percentage point 

2 
percentage points 

$28 
per quarter 

More likely to graduate 
from high school 

More likely to enroll in a 
two-year college 

More likely to be employed 
after high school 

Better compensated in the 
year after high school 

Source: Dougherty27 

R e s e a r c h  a l s o  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  h i g h  s c h o o l  C T E  b e n e f i t s  l o w - i n c o m e  s t u d e n t s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  w i t h  t h e  
A r k a n s a s  s t u d y  f i n d i n g  t h a t  l o w - i n c o m e  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  a  C T E  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  ( i . e . ,  t a k i n g  a  s e q u e n c e  
o f  t h r e e  o r  m o r e  c o u r s e s  i n  a n  o c c u p a t i o n a l l y  a l i g n e d  “ p r o g r a m  o f  s t u d y ” )  w e r e  “ 2 5  p e r c e n t a g e  
p o i n t s  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  g r a d u a t e  t h a n  l o w - i n c o m e  n o n - c o n c e n t r a t o r s ,  w h i l e  h i g h e r - i n c o m e  
c o n c e n t r a t o r s  a r e  o n l y  1 7  p e r c e n t a g e  p o i n t s  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  g r a d u a t e  t h a n  t h e i r  n o n - c o n c e n t r a t o r  
p e e r s . ” 28  
 
I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  p r o m o t i n g  c a r e e r  e x p l o r a t i o n  a n d  p l a n n i n g  p r i o r  t o  a n d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  h i g h  s c h o o l  g r a d e s ,  
d i s t r i c t s  c a n  d i s c o u r a g e  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  d r o p p i n g  o u t  o f  h i g h  s c h o o l  b y  o f f e r i n g  a n d  e n r o l l i n g  s t u d e n t s  
i n  C T E  c o u r s e s  i n  t h e i r  j u n i o r  a n d  s e n i o r  y e a r s .  A  2 0 1 8  s t u d y  u s i n g  d a t a  f r o m  t h e  E d u c a t i o n a l  
L o n g i t u d i n a l  S t u d y  f o u n d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  t a k i n g  C T E  c o u r s e s  i n  h i g h  s c h o o l  i s  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  a s s o c i a t e d  
w i t h  l o w e r  c h a n c e s  o f  h i g h  s c h o o l  d r o p o u t  a n d  h i g h e r  c h a n c e s  o f  o n - t i m e  g r a d u a t i o n .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  

J u s t  o n e  a d d i t i o n a l  C T E  c l a s s  a b o v e  t h e  a v e r a g e  m e a n s  a  s t u d e n t  i s . . .  
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t h e  s t u d y  f o u n d  t h a t  t h e  t i m i n g  o f  C T E  c o u r s e s  a f f e c t s  a  s t u d e n t ’ s  c h a n c e s  o f  g r a d u a t i n g ,  w h e r e  
t a k i n g  a  g r e a t e r  n u m b e r  o f  C T E  c o u r s e s  i n  G r a d e s  1 1  a n d  1 2  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  c o r r e l a t e s  w i t h  a  l o w e r  
c h a n c e  o f  d r o p p i n g  o u t . 29 
 
O n e  s t r a t e g y  f o r  p r o v i d i n g  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  g r e a t e r  a c c e s s  t o  C T E  i s  t h r o u g h  v i r t u a l  a n d  a u g m e n t e d  
r e a l i t y . 30 “ W h e n  C T E  p r o g r a m s  e m b r a c e  t h e s e  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  t e a c h i n g  a n d  l e a r n i n g  p r o c e s s ,  s t u d e n t s  
a r e  n o t  o n l y  m o r e  e n g a g e d  a n d  m o t i v a t e d ,  b u t  a r e  a l s o  d i r e c t l y  e x p o s e d  t o  t r a i n i n g  t h a t  w i l l  s e t  t h e m  
o n  t h e  p a t h  t o  j o b  a n d  c a r e e r  s u c c e s s . ” 31 V i r t u a l  r e a l i t y  C T E  u s e s  s p e c i a l  v i r t u a l  r e a l i t y  g l a s s e s  o r  a  
h e a d - m o u n t e d  d i s p l a y  t o  i m m e r s e  s t u d e n t s  i n  t h e  l e a r n i n g  e x p e r i e n c e ,  w h i l e  a u g m e n t e d  r e a l i t y  C T E  
p r o v i d e s  a n  i n t e r a c t i v e  l e a r n i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  t h r o u g h  d i g i t a l  c o n t e n t .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  “ w h i l e  n o t  m e a n t  
t o  b e  a  s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  w o r k i n g  w i t h  r e a l  m a t e r i a l s ,  a  v i r t u a l  e n v i r o n m e n t  g i v e s  s t u d e n t s  h a n d s - o n  
p r a c t i c e  w i t h  a  s k i l l  o r  t e c h n i q u e  u n t i l  t h e y  f e e l  c o n f i d e n t  a n d  c o m f o r t a b l e  p e r f o r m i n g  i t . ” 32 I n  a r e a s  
w i t h o u t  a c c e s s  t o  C T E  l a b s ,  m a t e r i a l s ,  o r  w o r k  s i t e s ,  v i r t u a l  a n d  a u g m e n t e d  r e a l i t y  i n c r e a s e  s t u d e n t  
a c c e s s  t o  s k i l l s  a n d  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h a t  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  f u t u r e  c a r e e r s .  N o t a b l y ,  C T E  p r o g r a m s  t h a t  
e f f e c t i v e l y  i n t e g r a t e  v i r t u a l  a n d  a u g m e n t e d  r e a l i t y  t o  e n g a g e  s t u d e n t s  u s e  a c t i v e  a n d  p r o j e c t - b a s e d  
l e a r n i n g ,  e m p h a s i z e  a u t h e n t i c  l e a r n i n g  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  t e a c h  s k i l l s  r e l e v a n t  t o  i n - d e m a n d  j o b s  a n d  
c a r e e r s ,  a n d  e n g a g e  t h e  l o c a l  b u s i n e s s  c o m m u n i t y . 33 
 
A s  C T E  c a n  e f f e c t i v e l y  m o t i v a t e  s t u d e n t s  t o  s t a y  i n  s c h o o l  a n d  g r a d u a t e ,  
d i s t r i c t s  s h o u l d  e s t a b l i s h  p o l i c i e s ,  p a t h w a y s ,  a n d  c o u r s e s  t h a t  e n a b l e  
s t u d e n t s  t o  m e e t  g r a d u a t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t s  t h r o u g h  C T E  c l a s s e s .  
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  C T E  p r o g r a m s  s h o u l d  o f f e r  i n d u s t r y - r e c o g n i z e d  
c r e d e n t i a l s  a n d  e n c o u r a g e  s t u d e n t s  t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  f i e l d  
o r  p a t h w a y . 34  
 

A s  t h e  V D O E ’ s  G r a d u a t i o n ,  D r o p  O u t ,  C C C R  t o o l  e m p h a s i z e s  d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n  a n d  a n a l y s i s ,  
d i s t r i c t s  s h o u l d  a l s o  c o l l e c t  C T E  d a t a  a n d  a n a l y z e  h o w  C T E  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  m a y  i m p a c t  c r e d i t s  
e a r n e d ,  g r a d u a t i o n  r a t e s ,  a n d  t h e  G C I .  D i s t r i c t  d a t a  t e a m s  c a n  a l s o  u s e  t h i s  d a t a  t o  i d e n t i f y  

b a r r i e r s  t o  s t u d e n t  C T E  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  a n d  c r e d i t - e a r n i n g .  
 

Supplemental Resources  

T h e  f o l l o w i n g  r e s o u r c e s  p r o v i d e  a d d i t i o n a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  o n  e f f e c t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s  a n d  p r o c e d u r e s  f o r  
d i s t r i c t  a n d  s c h o o l  l e a d e r s  t o  c r e a t e  a l t e r n a t i v e  o p t i o n s  f o r  m e e t i n g  g r a d u a t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t s  
b e y o n d  t h o s e  a l r e a d y  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h i s  i n f o - b r i e f .  
 

F igure  G :  Resources  on  Data  Ana lys i s  and  Asses sment  

RESOURCE PUBLISHER SHORTENED URL QR CODE 

“Across the Stage: Doing What it Takes to 
Help Every Student Graduate from High 

School”35 

American Federation of  
Teachers 

https://qrgo.page.link/RbKxe 

 

“Multiple Pathways to Student Success”36 
California Department of 

Education 
https://qrgo.page.link/H3mCE 

 

“About the Linked Learning Approach”37 Linked Learning Alliance https://qrgo.page.link/Q7G92 

 

C l i c k  h e r e  t o  s e e  t h e  
p r o c e s s  d i s t r i c t  l e a d e r s  

i n  M i c h i g a n  u s e  t o  
d e t e r m i n e  c o u r s e  c r e d i t s  

f o r  C T E  c o u r s e s .  

https://qrgo.page.link/RbKxe
https://qrgo.page.link/H3mCE
https://qrgo.page.link/Q7G92
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Guidelines_for_Awarding_Credit_in_CTE_468150_7.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Guidelines_for_Awarding_Credit_in_CTE_468150_7.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Guidelines_for_Awarding_Credit_in_CTE_468150_7.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Guidelines_for_Awarding_Credit_in_CTE_468150_7.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/Guidelines_for_Awarding_Credit_in_CTE_468150_7.pdf
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RESOURCE PUBLISHER SHORTENED URL QR CODE 

“Increase Opportunity for Student 
Success through Multiple Pathways to 

Graduation”38 
Aurora Institute https://qrgo.page.link/BX8Rx 

 

“Building Multiple Pathways to a High 
School Diploma: A Cost Study of Non-

Traditional Academic Options”39 

The Rennie Center for 
Education Research & 

Policy 
https://qrgo.page.link/pFp22 

 

“Credit Recovery”40 
Education Partnerships, 

Inc. 
https://qrgo.page.link/ZkYgA 

 

“Online Credit Recovery: Benefits and 
Challenges”41 

NCPEA Education 
Leadership Review of 

Doctoral Research 
https://qrgo.page.link/WNRfC 

 

“CTE Pathway Option for a Standard High 
School Diploma”42 

Florida Department of 
Education 

https://qrgo.page.link/3JMFs 

 

“Building Effective Data Strategies in 
Career and Technical Education”43 

MDRC https://qrgo.page.link/HS3Sh 

 

“Dropout Prevention Gives Students 
Reason to Stay”44 

District Administration https://qrgo.page.link/CkXYZ 

 

Source: QR Code Generator45 

  

https://qrgo.page.link/BX8Rx
https://qrgo.page.link/pFp22
https://qrgo.page.link/ZkYgA
https://qrgo.page.link/WNRfC
https://qrgo.page.link/3JMFs
https://qrgo.page.link/HS3Sh
https://qrgo.page.link/CkXYZ
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4 F i g u r e  c o n t e n t s  q u o t e d  v e r b a t i m  f r o m :  “ B u i l d i n g  M u l t i p l e  P a t h w a y s  t o  a  H i g h  S c h o o l  D i p l o m a :  A  C o s t  S t u d y  o f  N o n -
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h t t p s : / / o r e g o n g e a r u p . o r g / s i t e s / o r e g o n g e a r u p . o r g / f i l e s / r e s e a r c h - b r i e f s / c r e d i t r e c o v e r y . p d f  
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