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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Work-based learning opportunities such as internships, pre-apprenticeships, and cooperative 
education programs enable young people to gain work experience while in high school. Work-
based learning enables young people to develop employability and technical skills that can help 
them succeed beyond high school, including through building positive relationships with adults, 
developing social capital, and building their networks.1 High-quality work-based learning also allows 
students to experience new environments, learn new skills, build a career identity, and better chart a 
path to and through postsecondary education that aligns to their career goals.2

Several pieces of federal legislation, including the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the 
Strengthening Career and Technical Education for the 21st Century Act (Perkins V), and the 
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), encourage and incentivize states to implement 
work-based learning policies and programs at the secondary level (see Appendix A for more detail 
about these laws and definitions of key terms). These federal laws allow for considerable discretion 
in states’ work-based learning programs, and, as a result, states have taken a wide range of 
approaches to implementing work-based learning in high schools.

We set out to understand states’ approaches to work-based learning in high school, conducting 
desk research and soliciting feedback from state-level experts on work-based learning programs 
in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. We assessed each state’s policies against a rubric we 
designed based on research on high-quality work-based learning programs. Our detailed analysis 
of each state’s policies can be found in the accompanying report. This document serves to highlight 
the key themes and recommendations identified through that analysis. 

It’s important to note that neither our research nor the rubric we use to assess states’ policies 
account for COVID-19 and the shift to virtual work-based learning opportunities that many states 
have undertaken or are in the process of developing. Virtual internships and other virtual work-
based learning opportunities not only allow states and districts to continue to offer work-based 
learning in the midst of public health crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, but also enable states to 
expand access to groups of students who may not be able to take advantage of in-person work-
based learning opportunities. They are important components of high-quality work-based learning 
programs and deserve further research and analysis. 

Our review of states’ work-based learning policies surfaced  
six key themes:

1  State approaches to work-based learning policies tend to fall into two broad buckets: 
centralized and decentralized. States that have strong local control orientations tend to 
approach work-based learning in a decentralized way, with the state providing some guidance 
and frameworks but leaving the details of implementation up to local school districts and 
individual schools. Others take a more centralized approach, with programs designed at the 
state level and implemented similarly across districts and schools.

https://bellwethereducation.org/publication/working-learn-and-learning-work-state-state-analysis-high-school-work-based-learning
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2 A majority of states have broad eligibility requirements for participation in work-based 
learning; however, very few states commit to ensuring that every student can access 
a variety of work-based learning experiences. The majority of states have broad eligibility 
criteria for work-based learning opportunities. Even where work-based learning is offered 
exclusively through career and technical education (CTE) programming, in most states, all 
or most students (as opposed to just CTE concentrators) are eligible to enroll in work-based 
learning courses. However, broad eligibility is not the same as widespread access. Very few, 
if any, states have explicitly committed to ensuring that all students have access to work-
based learning. In other words, broad eligibility is just the first step. States must also provide 
enough opportunities to meet student demand. 

3 Very few states have developed explicit policies or programs to support high-need high 
school students and remove barriers to equitable access and success in work-based 
learning. All states have nondiscriminatory practices in place that meet federal requirements, 
and many have supports for certain groups of students, such as pre-employment transition 
services for students with disabilities, which may include work-based learning. However, very 
few states have programs or policies in place with the explicit goal of supporting high-need 
students and removing barriers to equitable access and success in work-based learning.

4 States commonly leverage federal funds focused on workforce supports to fund high 
school work-based learning, while a few states also provide dedicated state funding, 
incentives, and other infrastructure supports specific to work-based learning.  
Perkins V is a major source of funding for states’ CTE programs, through which many work-
based learning programs are implemented. However, Perkins V funds are not primarily 
or exclusively used to create or expand work-based learning. Some states have created 
additional funding streams or grant programs exclusively to help districts implement 
work-based learning programs. States also operate tax credit programs that encourage 
businesses to host students in work-based learning programs. 

5 Very few states do a good job of communicating available high school work-based 
learning opportunities. Nationwide, just seven states have comprehensive, statewide 
communications infrastructure in place to ensure all stakeholders — students, families, 
school-based staff, and employers — have access to information about work-based learning 
opportunities. In many states, forging partnerships with employers and communicating 
among stakeholders is the responsibility of school- or district-level work-based learning 
coordinators. Some states have developed websites that allow employers to post 
opportunities at their companies and students to search opportunities that align with their 
interests and career goals, or states have leveraged the support and expertise of statewide 
intermediaries or coordinating bodies to enhance communications efforts.

6 Many states have not yet set clear quality and accountability expectations or 
developed systems to collect and use data on high school work-based learning for 
program improvement. While most states collect at least some work-based learning data 
(through CTE program data collection, course codes, etc.), few have robust processes in 
place to ensure they are capturing the full breadth of work-based learning in which students 
participate. Even fewer currently use those data to inform programmatic improvements.  
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States vary in their progress toward implementing work-based learning programs. There’s no 
one-size-fits-all approach to these programs, and states can address different elements of quality 
programs at different points in their implementation. The recommendations below are organized 
along a continuum of implementation; however, we recognize that no state fits perfectly into one of 
these categories. Instead, these recommendations are meant to help state leaders think about how 
to prioritize the various elements of high-quality work-based learning programming.

States still in the early stages of developing work-based learning 
policies and programs should:

• Focus first on clearly defining what work-based learning means in their state and identifying a 
set of work-based learning opportunities the state will offer its students 

• Decide what quality looks like for both the school-based and employer-based components of 
work-based learning experiences and develop clear guidelines and expectations

• Develop guidelines or expectations that promote widespread access to work-based learning 
opportunities for all students 

• Develop explicit programming or supports to ensure high-need student groups have equitable 
access to work-based learning opportunities. Take into consideration how all students — 
rural versus urban communities, students with disabilities, students from all socioeconomic 
backgrounds, etc. — can take advantage of work-based learning opportunities

• Develop explicit programming or supports to ensure a diverse pool of employers can provide 
work-based learning opportunities

• Ensure adequate funding for all parties involved — students, schools, and employers

• Establish a strong communication infrastructure to share available opportunities 

States that have work-based learning policies in place but aren’t sure 
how well those policies are working for students should:

• Ensure the state has a clear definition of quality and supporting guidelines and expectations, 
and revise existing definitions as needed

• Create a system to assess and track the quality measures developed 

• Ensure widespread and equitable access for all students, creating or strengthening supports 
for high-need student groups as needed 
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• Develop processes and structures to collect data on programs, including the number of 
programs in operation, the types of experiences they provide, the number of students 
participating, and students’ outcomes. These data should be disaggregated by demographics 
including student race/ethnicity, geography, and income to allow the state to identify gaps in 
equitable access or outcomes

• Ensure adequate funding for all parties involved — students, schools, and employers

• Establish a strong communication infrastructure to share available opportunities

States that have developed work-based learning programs  
with strong quality standards and data collection processes in  
place should:

• Ensure that data are used for quality improvement

• Ensure that program implementation is broad enough in schools and districts throughout the 
state to allow widespread, equal access for students

• Use data to identify gaps in quality program implementation and barriers to access, and revise 
policies to address those gaps and barriers

• Ensure adequate funding for all parties involved — students, schools, and employers 

• Develop new or strengthen existing coordination mechanisms (e.g., intermediaries, public-
private partnerships, websites, etc.) to strengthen statewide work-based learning infrastructure  

• Establish a strong communication infrastructure to share available opportunities

States that have strong standards in place and/or are doing  
well on these metrics but don’t have widespread access or 
participation should:

• Use data to understand where there are gaps in access and participation and identify barriers

• Ensure policies and funding streams encourage and incentivize universal access

• Explore and pilot opportunities to adapt work-based learning to virtual environments to 
expand access (e.g., to rural communities with few local employers) and address barriers (e.g., 
transportation, COVID-19)

• Strengthen and expand existing coordination mechanisms (e.g., intermediaries, public-private 
partnerships, websites, etc.) to strengthen statewide work-based learning infrastructure   

• Establish a strong communication infrastructure to share available opportunities
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BACKGROUND
High school work-based learning programs support young 
people in gaining the skills and experiences that help 
facilitate their transition from high school into college 
and career. Broadly, “work-based learning” includes all 
programming and coursework that provides high school 
students with an opportunity to gain real-world, job-
embedded experiences. These experiences range from 
cooperative education and internship programs that partner 
with local businesses, enabling students to spend part of the 
school day in the workplace, to in-school opportunities such 
as school-based enterprises. States can, and do, define 
work-based learning differently to include many different 
types of opportunities. Fundamentally, as the name implies, 
work-based learning is the opportunity for a student to learn 
through work. 

Work-based learning enables young people to develop 
employability and technical skills that can help them 
succeed beyond high school. High-quality work-based 
learning experiences help students build positive 
relationships with adults, develop social capital, and build 
their networks, which can help open doors for employment 
opportunities.3 These experiences additionally allow 
students to experience new environments, learn new 
skills, build a career identity, and better chart a path to 
and through postsecondary education that aligns to their 
career goals.4 But work-based learning also has benefits for 
employers and communities. Businesses and organizations 
partnering in work-based learning programs gain early 
access to potential employees, cultivate a pipeline of talent 
who have training and knowledge specific to their industry, 
and have the opportunity to bring new perspectives and 
voices into the company.5 Work-based learning programs 
that are closely tied to the labor and economic needs of the 
local community can reduce unemployment and help attract 
new business and industry.6

Work-based learning opportunities have long been a 
component of postsecondary education and career training 
programs. Registered apprenticeships are generally open 
to those 18 and older (and occasionally to youth 16 and 
older, but often require a GED or high school credential).7 
Employers offer internships for college juniors and seniors 
more commonly than for high school-aged students.8 And 
clinical placements are regularly required for individuals 

Work-based 
learning is the 
opportunity for a 
student to learn 
through work.

seeking a credential in a 
particular occupational 
field, such as health 
care.9 Yet as “career 
pathways” — continuums 
of education and training 
that provide a seamless 
transition across 
secondary education, 
postsecondary education, 
workforce institutions, 
and employers — have 
emerged and gained traction,10 work-based learning is 
becoming increasingly embedded in high schools as a 
way to test what a student might like prior to choosing a 
postsecondary path. 

Work-based learning has received a fair amount of 
attention in recent years, at the federal, state, and local 
levels. In 2018, Congress passed the Strengthening 
Career and Technical Education for the 21st Century Act, a 
reauthorization of the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical 
Education Act of 2006. This law, commonly referred to 
as Perkins V, provides nearly $1.3 billion annually to the 
career and technical education (CTE) programs at the 
secondary and postsecondary level, through which many 
states offer work-based learning.11 Governors across 
the country have emphasized the need for high-quality 
apprenticeship and work-based learning programs to 
develop a strong workforce.12 Similarly, state legislatures 
have passed a flurry of legislation in recent years to 
strengthen and expand work-based learning programs 
and policies,13 ranging from requiring school report cards 
to include data on the percentage of students who 
participate in work-based learning in Illinois,14 to providing 
access to grant funds to implement new or expand existing 
work-based learning programs in Nevada,15 to expanding 
work-based learning outreach and coordination efforts in 
Washington.16 

Private companies and organizations are also engaged 
in expanding work-based learning opportunities to high 
schoolers. In 2013, JPMorgan Chase invested $75 million 
in the New Skills for Youth initiative, which, in partnership 
with the Council of Chief State School Officers and the 
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National Association of State Directors of Career Technical 
Education Consortium, worked to expand high-quality, 
career-focused education programs.17 In 2015, the company 
launched the New Skills for Work initiative to help cities 
build local workforce training systems. The company 
initially invested $250 million in this initiative,18 and in 2019, 
made an additional $350 million investment.19 The National 
Governors Association’s Policy Academy on Scaling Work-
Based Learning provides grants and support to states to 
scale high-quality work-based learning programs for youth 
and young adults.20

It is in this context that we set out to better understand 
how states are approaching work-based learning: how they 
conceptualize and define work-based learning at the high 
school level; how they are moving work-based learning into 
younger grades rather than the traditional postsecondary 
focus; how they implement programming, including student 
eligibility, funding, and support infrastructure; and how they 
hold programs accountable for quality.

OUR APPROACH
To help us assess states’ approaches to high school  
work-based learning opportunities, we developed a rubric 
consisting of 15 criteria organized into six categories (see 
Figure 1 and Appendix B). We relied heavily on existing 
research on quality work-based learning programming to 
develop this rubric, including reports such as the Education 
Commission of the States’ (ECS) “Work-Based Learning 
Model Policy Components,”21 ExcelinEd’s “Developing High-
Quality State Work-Based Learning Programs: Playbook 
for State Policymakers,”22 and the College and Career 
Readiness Center’s “Work-Based Learning Definitions: 
Themes From States and National Organizations.”23 
There are also a handful of 50-state scans that look at 
various elements of states’ work-based learning policies 
that informed our work. The National Skills Coalition, for 
example, conducted a 50-state review to identify where 
states have work-based learning policies in place that 
include paid employment.24 ECS has reviewed state-level 
policies related to apprenticeships.25

Following our development of a rubric, we conducted 
a desk research review of information that states have 

made publicly available on their agency websites, as well 
as information contained on other affiliated or partner 
organization websites. We used an expansive definition 
of work-based learning, which included a wide range of 
paid or unpaid opportunities designed to engage high 
school students, help them explore multiple education and 
career opportunities, and attain credentials that are valued 
in the workforce. These opportunities most commonly 
take the form of internships, apprenticeships (including 
registered apprenticeships — which are typically targeted 
at adults but sometimes include youth ages 16 and up 
— pre-apprenticeships, and youth apprenticeships), and 
cooperative education programs that integrate classroom 
learning with workplace learning (see Appendix A for 
definitions of these terms). We did not include activities like 
job shadows or guest speakers that lacked a student work 
component and are intended more to help students learn 
about work, rather than learn through work. 

Because it can be difficult to get a full picture of work-
based learning implementation based solely on reports, 
documents, and information contained on agency and 
partner websites, we sent our initial evaluation, along with 
our rubric, to leaders in each state (e.g., CTE program 
directors, work-based learning coordinators), asking for 
their feedback and clarification. We heard back from leaders 
in 43 states and adjusted our state-level descriptions and 
evaluations as needed. The state summaries provided in 
our report offer as full a picture of each state’s approach 
to work-based learning as possible. They are, however, 
a snapshot of a moment in time. Many states are actively 
making revisions and improvements to their work-based 
learning programs. Where it was clear that work was 
in process or continuing, we did our best to note those 
planned developments.

DISCUSSION OF KEY THEMES 
Our review of work-based learning policies in 50 states 
and the District of Columbia revealed that states are in 
very different places in their implementation of programs 
and policies. There was considerable variation in where 
states fell on our rubric (see Figure 2). Even so, a number of 
themes emerged from our analysis.

 

https://bellwethereducation.org/publication/working-learn-and-learning-work-state-state-analysis-high-school-work-based-learning
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Category Criteria Description

Existence of 
WBL policy WBL definition Does the state have a formal definition of WBL that includes opportunities for high 

school students?

Content of 
WBL policies

WBL as part of HS 
graduation requirements

Does state policy allow or require internships or other WBL opportunities to count for 
credit toward graduation?

WBL eligibility Are all high school students eligible for WBL opportunities, or is eligibility restricted 
to students enrolled in specific programs?

Equity of access

Are there state policies designed to support access for underserved groups of 
students (e.g., preference for low-income students or students enrolled in low-
performing schools, explicit supports for students with disabilities, transportation 
stipends, etc.)?

Addressing policy barriers Does state policy address key barriers to WBL?

WBL funding

Financial incentives Are there financial incentives (e.g., tax credits) for employers that offer WBL 
opportunities to high school students?

Dedicated federal funding Does the state use its Perkins funding to support WBL?

Dedicated state funding Is there a dedicated source of state funding for WBL?

WBL support 
infrastructure

Statewide support 
infrastructure, intermediary, 
and/or public-private 
partnerships

Is there a system or organization designed to facilitate WBL opportunities and/or 
are there public-private partnerships that support access to paid or for-credit WBL 
opportunities for high school students?

WBL communications 
infrastructure

Are there systems in place to communicate among schools, students, employers, 
and other stakeholders about WBL opportunities?

WBL quality 
infrastructure

Experience quality Is there a statewide framework in place that defines quality expectations for WBL 
experiences and holds employers accountable to those expectations?

Program quality Is there a statewide framework in place that defines quality expectations for WBL 
programs and holds schools/districts accountable to those expectations?

WBL 
accountability

Data collection Is there a process in place to track student participation in WBL opportunities and 
their outcomes? 

Use of data to drive equity Does the state disaggregate WBL data by student demographics and  
experience type?

Use of data to drive quality Does the state use disaggregated data as a component of its quality framework?

Figure 1. Work-based learning (WBL) policy evaluation rubric
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Category Criteria Red Yellow Green

Existence of 
WBL policy WBL definition 1 5 45

Content of 
WBL policies

WBL as part of HS 
graduation requirements 0 51 0

WBL eligibility 1 12 38

Equity of access 32 14 5

Addressing policy barriers 8 29 14

WBL funding

Financial incentives 24 22 7

Dedicated federal funding 22 0 29

Dedicated state funding 27 19 5

WBL support 
infrastructure

Statewide support 
infrastructure, intermediary, 
and/or public-private 
partnerships

24 20 7

WBL communications 
infrastructure 10 34 7

WBL quality 
infrastructure

Experience quality 30 20 1

Program quality 19 26 6

WBL 
accountability

Data collection 9 22 20

Use of data to drive equity 15 25 11

Use of data to drive quality 34 15 2

Figure 2. Summary of state ratings
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State approaches to work-based learning 
policies tend to fall into two broad 
buckets: centralized and decentralized. 

While there is considerable diversity in how states approach 
their work-based learning policies and programs, their 
approaches tend to fall into two broad buckets: centralized 
and decentralized. States with centralized approaches 
define at the state level the requirements for work-based 
learning programs, including student eligibility requirements, 
data collection procedures, and other elements of program 
implementation such as requirements for school- or district-
level work-based learning coordinators. Both New York 
and Washington, for example, have state-level processes 
in place that require schools to submit their work-based 
learning programs for approval or endorsement by the state 
Department of Education (in New York) or another state-
level entity (in Washington). States with strong local control 
orientations tend to take a more decentralized approach, 
providing broad program contours and suggestions at 
the state level, but leaving the actual implementation 
decisions to local school districts. In Illinois, for example, 
multiple agencies are involved in implementing, overseeing, 
and/or providing guidance for work-based learning 
efforts, including the State Board of Education, the State 
Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity, 
and the Governor’s Cabinet on Children and Youth. 
There is some state-level guidance available, but few 
requirements. The State Department of Commerce and 
Economic Opportunity and the State Board of Education 
partnered with Education Systems Center at Northern 
Illinois University to develop an implementation toolkit 
for work-based learning.26 The toolkit offers guidance for 
districts on topics such as staffing considerations and staff 
professional development, engaging employer hosts and 
forming partnerships, and assessing student participants. 
Local school districts and communities use this guidance 
to develop their own plans and programs. District 214 in 
Arlington Heights, Illinois, for example, developed its own 
workplace learning toolkit.27 The community of Greater 
Peoria, Illinois, took a slightly different approach, launching 
the Greater Peoria Essential Abilities and Knowledge 

certification program. This program will help individuals 
develop the skills and competencies they need to be 
successful in today’s economy through work-based learning 
and other opportunities.28

While we don’t take a stand on whether one approach is 
superior — and there likely isn’t a “right” way to approach 
work-based learning that would work in all state contexts — 
it is important to note that the more decentralized a state’s 
approach is, the harder it is to evaluate at a state level. With 
a decentralized approach, requirements such as student 
eligibility or data collection can vary substantially across 
districts within the same state, making it difficult to draw 
conclusions about program design and implementation 
statewide.   

We also noted that, in many states — whether the state 
takes a centralized or decentralized approach — there 
often appears to be a lack of coordination between work-
based learning opportunities provided by schools and 
districts (e.g., courses that include internships or co-ops) 
and more traditional apprenticeship programs (including 
registered apprenticeships, youth apprenticeships, and pre-
apprenticeships). In many states, apprenticeships are run 
out of a department other than the department of education 
with businesses taking the lead on program development. It’s 
not always clear from state documentation whether or how 
district-run work-based learning courses and apprenticeship 
programs intersect for students. This can mean that students 
miss out on opportunities if there is not a streamlined source 
of information about all programs. 

Finally, regardless of how centralized a state’s approach 
is, we noted that many have adopted a “work-based 
learning coordinator” model, where a school or district staff 
member manages all aspects of the work-based learning 
program. The coordinator’s responsibilities often include 
identifying potential employer partners and fostering those 
relationships, overseeing students participating in work-
based learning activities, and managing communication and 
expectations among various stakeholders.
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A majority of states have broad eligibility 
requirements for participation in work-
based learning; however, very few states 
commit to ensuring that every student 
can access a variety of work-based 
learning experiences.

Work-based learning experiences are frequently embedded 
in districts’ CTE or “career pathways” programming. As a 
result, it was often difficult for us to disentangle questions 
of eligibility for CTE programming from eligibility for work-
based learning opportunities. While some states, like 
Massachusetts and Maine, have separate CTE high schools, 
most states implement CTE programming in their traditional, 
comprehensive high schools. In some states, all students 
clearly have access to CTE courses. Delaware, for example, 
requires all students to take at least three CTE courses in 
a pathway in order to graduate.29 We can extrapolate from 
that requirement that CTE courses are widely available in 
Delaware’s high schools. In other states, the extent to which 
students are eligible to participate in CTE programming, 
and thus, eligible to participate in work-based learning, is 
less clear. Despite the often-confusing or unclear overlap 
between CTE programs and work-based learning, it appears 
that the majority of states — 38 — have broad eligibility 
for which students can participate in work-based learning. 
Even where work-based learning is offered exclusively 
through CTE programming, most states allow all students (as 
opposed to just CTE concentrators) to enroll in CTE-based 
work-based learning courses. 

Some states, however, do set eligibility requirements on 
work-based learning opportunities that limit the number 
and type of students who can participate. Most commonly, 
work-based learning opportunities are part of advanced-
level CTE courses, requiring students to have taken one 
or more prerequisite courses prior to enrolling in a work-
based learning course. Additionally, some states set age 
(typically 16+) or grade (typically 11th or 12th) requirements to 
ensure compliance with state labor laws. Other states have 
changed labor or insurance regulations at the state level 
to make work-based learning for younger students more 
possible. Ohio’s minor labor laws, for example, explicitly 
exempt students participating in CTE, STEM, dual credit, or 
apprenticeship programs.30 

States must 
not stop with 
broad eligibility. 
Widespread 
access is critical.

While we only assessed eligibility in our rubric, states must 
not stop with broad eligibility. Widespread access is critical. 
In fact, while 38 states have broad eligibility requirements, 
that does not mean that all — or even most — students in 
those states can actually enroll in a work-based learning 
opportunity if they want to. There’s no comprehensive data 
on the number or type of work-based learning experiences 
offered in high schools to help us understand how these 
opportunities are distributed across high schools within a 
given state or community. However, national data on CTE 
program offerings shows us that about three-fourths of CTE 
programs offer on-the-job training, internships, practicums, 
clinical experiences, or cooperative education, while just 
31% offer apprenticeships or pre-apprenticeship programs.31 

These data suggest that access to work-based learning is 
not universal. No state ensures that there are enough work-
based learning opportunities available to meet the needs 
of every student. While eligibility may be close to universal 
in some states, access to available programming is not 
universal — the demand for 
programming far outpaces 
the supply of opportunities. 
States can take the lead 
in ensuring every student 
who wants to participate 
in a work-based learning 
program has the ability to 
do so, whether they are 
enrolled in a CTE program 
or not.

Very few states have developed explicit 
policies or programs to support high-need 
high school students and remove barriers 
to equitable access and success in work-
based learning.

Creating broad eligibility and ensuring universal access 
to work-based learning opportunities is critical. However, 
states must also develop structures to help high-need 
students both access and succeed in a work-based 
learning experience. 



PAGE 12 OF 29WORKING TO LEARN AND LEARNING TO WORK: A STATE-BY-STATE ANALYSIS OF HIGH SCHOOL WORK-BASED LEARNING POLICIES

©2021 American Student Assistance. All rights reserved.

Very few states have developed explicit policies or 
programs to support high-need students in accessing 
work-based learning opportunities. All states include 
nondiscrimination language in their work-based learning 
policies and, as required by Perkins V and WIOA, 
identify opportunities for schools to use federal funds to 
support high-need groups of students. States also offer 
programming to specific groups of students that may 
include a work-based learning component. For example, 
states offer pre-employment transition services for students 
with disabilities through their vocational rehabilitation 
services and include supports such as job exploration and 
counseling, workplace readiness training, and instruction in 
self-advocacy. Under WIOA, these services may also include 
work-based learning opportunities such as internships.32 
Other programs, such as Jobs for America’s Graduates 
(JAG), a nonprofit organization that supports at-risk youth to 
graduate from high school and transition into postsecondary 
or career opportunities,33 may also connect students with 
work-based learning opportunities. But few states have 
developed policies or programs that are designed with 

the specific goal of 
ensuring high-need 
student groups can 
access and succeed 
in work-based 
learning opportunities. 

Georgia’s Great 
Promise Partnership, 
for example, is 
a public-private 
partnership that 
supports at-risk 
students to stay in 

and complete high school while simultaneously developing 
real-world job skills and experiences through work-based 
learning opportunities.34 In Illinois, state law requires the 
Department of Children and Family Services to provide 
eligible youth an apprenticeship stipend to cover the costs 
associated with entering an apprenticeship, including costs 
such as tuition for classes, work clothes, or occupation-
specific tools.35 Other states provide paid internship 
opportunities, which can help ensure that students who may 
otherwise need an after-school job are able to participate in 
work-based learning.36 Most states, however, fall far short of 
these types of supports for high-need students.

States commonly leverage federal funds 
focused on workforce supports to fund 
high school work-based learning, while 
a few states also provide dedicated 
state funding, incentives, and other 
infrastructure supports specific to work-
based learning.

States tap several different state and federal funding 
streams to fund work-based learning. In most states, schools 
can access categorical and/or foundational per-pupil 
funding to help cover some of the costs of operating work-
based learning courses. For example, they can use these 
funds to reimburse teachers for the costs associated with 
traveling to students’ worksites. These funds also frequently 
cover liability insurance for students. States additionally 
use federal funding to support work-based learning, most 
commonly through Perkins V or WIOA. Perkins V funds 
career and technical education programs of study and 
career pathways programs, which often include work-based 
learning.37 WIOA funds employment and training services for 
adults, dislocated workers, and youth.38 

All of these funding sources help support the 
implementation of work-based learning. A handful of 
states have taken the additional step of creating dedicated 
funding streams solely or primarily focused on creating 
and expanding work-based learning opportunities. In 
Washington, the 2019 Workforce Education Investment 
Act authorized $25 million in dedicated state funding to 
operate initiatives that support and scale work-based 
learning and other career-connected learning opportunities, 
as well as $11 million in capital and transportation funding 
to support these initiatives.39 In Texas, the Texas Workforce 
Commission provides funds to local education agencies 
and apprenticeship committees to support the costs of job-
related classroom instruction in registered apprenticeship 
training programs.40 The FY2020 operating budget of the 
Texas Workforce Commission includes $5.7 million for 
apprenticeships (which are available to young people ages 
16 and over).41 South Carolina provides dedicated funding 
to districts to support work-based learning. With these 
funds, districts can hire a work-based learning coordinator, 
integrate academic and CTE programming, provide staff 
development related to work-based learning, transport 
students, and more.42 In Rhode Island, the state’s three-
year action plan, PrepareRI, is supported by a $2 million 

States must develop 
structures to help 
high-need students 
both access and 
succeed in a work-
based learning 
experience. 
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grant from JPMorgan Chase and a $1.5 million grant from 
American Student Assistance. Real Skills for Youth is a state-
funded work-based learning and career exploration program 
through the Governor’s Workforce Board that is part of 
PrepareRI and currently funded by the state at about $2.5 
million per year; it coordinates paid work-based learning 
experiences for high school juniors.43 

In addition to funding that supports districts or schools 
directly, tax credits or other incentives can offset costs on 
the employer side and encourage businesses to partner 
with schools to offer work-based learning opportunities. 
Many states offer tax credits to businesses that offer 
registered apprenticeships.44 A few states have programs 
that include a broader set of work-based learning 
experiences. Delaware’s Learning for Careers Initiative 
provides grant funding to engage Delaware’s business 
community in a planning process that results in the creation 
or expansion of paid work experiences for youth and 
adult learners in the state.45 And New Jersey’s Career 
Accelerator Internship Program provides participating 
employers with up to 50% of wages paid to new interns, up 
to $3,000 per student.46

Beyond funding, states vary widely in terms of their 
infrastructure to support work-based learning. As noted 
above, many states have adopted a “work-based learning 
coordinator” model and tasked those coordinators 
with communicating among stakeholders about work-
based learning programs and opportunities. Several 
states also have websites to help match young people 
with apprenticeship opportunities; however, very few 
of these websites include broader work-based learning 
opportunities. North Carolina’s Navigator is an example of a 
platform that allows employers to post work-based learning 
opportunities and enables educators to search and track 
those opportunities across the state.47 

While work-based learning infrastructure remains in the 
early stages in most states, one common approach is 
the development of an intermediary or public-private 
partnership. Washington state’s Career Connect Washington 
(CCW), for example, is a statewide initiative and public-
private partnership that facilitates work-based learning 
opportunities through a system of regional networks, 
intermediaries, and local coordinators.48 In Massachusetts, 

the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s 
Connecting Activities initiative establishes public-private 
partnerships through 16 local MassHire Workforce Boards 
to provide work-based learning experiences for students.49 
In Delaware, the Delaware Technical Community College 
(DTCC) serves as the lead agency for work-based learning in 
the state. DTCC’s Office of Work-Based Learning serves as 
an intermediary between education agencies and business 
and industry partners to facilitate and scale work-based 
learning opportunities across the state.50 

Very few states do a good job of 
communicating available high school 
work-based learning opportunities.

Nationwide, just seven states have comprehensive, 
statewide communications infrastructure in place to ensure 
all stakeholders — students, families, school-based staff, and 
employers — have access to information about work-based 
learning opportunities. In many states, forging partnerships 
with employers and communicating among stakeholders 
is the responsibility of school- or district-level work-based 
learning coordinators. This approach to communications 
relies heavily on the capacity and networks of a single 
person, rather than leveraging the collective capacity 
and networks of stakeholders statewide. Websites such 

Statewide intermediaries or 
coordinating bodies can be 
critical to developing a statewide 
communications initiative, 
providing additional support and 
expertise to ensure stakeholders 
have access to the information 
they need to develop, implement, 
and/or participate in high-
quality work-based learning 
opportunities.
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as Nevada’s Life Works51 or Rhode Island’s Work-Based 
Learning Navigator52 allow employers to post opportunities 
at their companies and students to search opportunities 
that align with their interests and career goals. Statewide 
intermediaries or coordinating bodies can be critical to 
developing a statewide communications initiative, providing 
additional support and expertise to ensure stakeholders 
have access to the information they need to develop, 
implement, and/or participate in high-quality work-based 
learning opportunities.

Many states have not yet set clear quality 
and accountability expectations or 
developed systems to collect and use data 
on high school work-based learning for 
program improvement.

Although many work-based learning programs are 
developed and implemented at the local level, states have 
an important role to play in setting quality expectations, 
collecting data, and holding schools and employers 
accountable.53 States are at varying places in their 
development of quality expectations. Many states offer lists 
of roles and responsibilities for various parties, including the 
teacher or work-based learning coordinator, the employer 
partner, and the student, that can provide a framework for 
program design and establish expectations. For example, 
Iowa’s work-based learning guide states that work-based 
learning teacher-coordinators are responsible for program 
planning, development, and related classroom instruction; 
on-the-job instruction and coordination; guidance and 
advice; program administration and management; 
community and public relations; and development in 

their professional roles and activities. Employers “provide 
instruction in the specific tasks students are expected to 
complete on the job, as well as information about safety and 
the general operation of the business.”54 This delineation 
of expectations is an important first step. However, states 
should also define what high-quality implementation of 
these responsibilities looks like. Many fewer states have 
taken that step. Georgia has developed 11 standards for 
high-quality work-based learning. Each standard has an 
accompanying rubric to evaluate the extent to which a given 
program meets the standard.55 

An even smaller number of states has developed processes 
to hold either schools or employers accountable to quality 
expectations. Just six states have developed a quality 
framework and accompanying accountability for the school-
based elements of a work-based learning program (e.g., 
standards for the instructor or coordinator, expectations 
about student evaluation, etc.); just one has done so 
explicitly for worksite experiences (e.g., setting standards for 
what a quality worksite mentor looks like, etc.). 

Washington’s Career Connect Washington (CCW) initiative 
offers an example of a robust quality and accountability 
system for work-based learning programs. Any community 
and technical college, training center, university, or K-12 
school (in partnership with a higher education institution) 
in Washington can offer a work-based learning program, 
called Career Launch.56 In order to operate a Career Launch 
program, however, the sponsoring organization must 
complete an application, undergo a rigorous review process, 
and receive an endorsement from CCW.57 Endorsements 
last for three years, at which time programs must undergo 
a subsequent review to renew their endorsement. This 
process ensures that there is a clear definition of quality 
programming at the state level and that all programs are 
held to the same set of expectations. The endorsement 
renewal makes sure that programs continue to meet quality 
expectations year after year.  

Without these kinds of clear and consistent expectations, 
the quality of both schools’ work-based learning programs 
and the experiences provided by participating employers 
likely varies considerably both within a district and across 
the state.

States have an important 
role to play in setting quality 
expectations, collecting data, and 
holding schools and employers 
accountable.
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Beyond setting clear expectations for program design 
and quality, many states could improve the data they 
collect, analyze, and report on work-based learning. The 
vast majority of states collect and disaggregate data on 
CTE programming in order to meet the data reporting 
expectations outlined in Perkins V. These data often include 
work-based learning opportunities, especially in states 
where work-based learning courses have unique course 
codes that enable states to collect participation data and 
disaggregate it by student demographics. However, many 

states offer work-
based learning 
opportunities outside 
of CTE programming 
that are not measured 
in this CTE data 
reporting, meaning 
that CTE-based work-
based learning data 
tell just a portion of 
the story. 

Just 20 states collect comprehensive data on work-based 
learning participation, including student outcomes. Eleven 
states are able to disaggregate that comprehensive data 
to identify trends in work-based learning participation. Just 
two states have processes in place to use disaggregated 
data to inform work-based learning program improvement 
at a state level. South Carolina, for example, produces 
an annual work-based learning report that uses data 
to identify gaps in and barriers to work-based learning 
programming statewide. The state uses these data to 
inform policy and program changes to strengthen the 
state’s approach to work-based learning.58 Washington’s 
Career Connect Washington captures data for all of its 
Career Launch programs and uses those data to identify 
gaps in programming, inform its overarching strategy, and 
provide additional support, resources, and assistance to 
individual programs as needed.59 

Without strong data collection, reporting, and analysis 
processes, it is impossible for states to identify trends in 
work-based learning participation and outcomes or to 
understand how current policies and practices may create 
opportunities or challenges for certain communities, 
districts, student groups, or employers affecting participation 
and outcomes.

CONCLUSION AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS 
The discussion of key themes above, alongside our analysis 
and ratings of 50 states and the District of Columbia, are 
meant to support states in understanding strengths and 
areas for growth and improvement, both in their current 
work-based learning policies and programs and in the 
field more broadly. In an effort to honor states’ work on 
various individual components of the rubric and to avoid 
overgeneralization, we did not provide an overall rating of 
each state, nor did we develop “tiers” or other categories 
to lump states together based on their work to date on 
work-based learning. That said, states’ efforts generally 
fall along a continuum. Those at the very early stages of 
developing work-based learning policies and programs may 
benefit from focusing on different growth areas than those 
who have several years of implementation experience. The 
recommendations below should help state leaders think 
about how to prioritize the various elements of high-quality 
work-based learning programming.

However, before states undertake any action to strengthen 
their work-based learning programs, leaders must first 
decide to make work-based learning a priority and commit 
to creating, expanding, and improving opportunities for 
students in high school. Without this commitment from state 
leadership, states will struggle to provide all secondary 
students with equitable access to high-quality work-
based learning opportunities. Once states have made 
this commitment, they should think through the following 
programmatic elements and support structures.

These recommendations align closely to the 15 criteria 
included in our rubric, and together, can offer states a road 
map for implementing robust, high-quality work-based 
learning that prepares young people for success beyond 
high school, strengthens the talent pipelines of local 
businesses, and addresses the economic and workforce 
needs of entire communities. 

Many states could 
improve the data 
they collect, analyze, 
and report on work-
based learning.
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Focus first on clearly defining what work-based learning means in  
their state and identifying a set of work-based learning opportunities  
the state will offer its students

1

Recommendations for states still in the early 
stages of developing work-based learning 
policies and programs

Decide what quality looks like for both the school-based and employer-based 
components of work-based learning experiences and develop  
clear guidelines and expectations

2

Develop guidelines or expectations that promote widespread access to work-
based learning opportunities for all students 3

Develop explicit programming or supports to ensure high-need student 
groups have equitable access to work-based learning opportunities. Take into 
consideration how all students — rural versus urban communities, students 
with disabilities, students from all socioeconomic backgrounds, etc. — can take 
advantage of work-based learning opportunities

4

Develop explicit programming or supports to ensure a diverse pool of  
employers can provide work-based learning opportunities5

Ensure adequate funding for all parties involved — students, schools,  
and employers6

Establish a strong communication infrastructure to share available  
opportunities 7
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Ensure the state has a clear definition of quality and supporting  
guidelines and expectations, and revise existing definitions as needed1

Recommendations for states that have work-
based learning policies in place but aren’t sure 
how well those policies are working for students

Create a system to assess and track the quality measures developed2

Ensure widespread and equitable access for all students, creating or strength-
ening supports for high-need student groups as needed 3

Develop processes and structures to collect data on programs, including 
the number of programs in operation, the types of experiences they provide, 
the number of students participating, and students’ outcomes. These data 
should be disaggregated by demographics including student race/ethnicity, 
geography, and income to allow the state to identify gaps in equitable access 
or outcomes

4

Ensure adequate funding for all parties involved — students, schools,  
and employers5

Establish a strong communication infrastructure to share available  
opportunities6
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Ensure that data are used for quality improvement1

Recommendations for states that have 
developed work-based learning programs with 
strong quality standards and data collection 
processes in place

Ensure that program implementation is broad enough in schools and  
districts throughout the state to allow widespread, equal access  
for students

2

Use data to identify gaps in quality program implementation and barriers to 
access, and revise policies to address those gaps and barriers3

Ensure adequate funding for all parties involved — students, schools,  
and employers4

Develop new or strengthen existing coordination mechanisms  
(e.g., intermediaries, public-private partnerships, websites, etc.)  
to strengthen statewide work-based learning infrastructure

5

Establish a strong communication infrastructure to share available  
opportunities6
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Use data to understand where there are gaps in access and participation and 
identify barriers1

Recommendations for states that have strong 
standards in place and/or are doing well on 
these metrics but don’t have widespread  
access or participation

Ensure policies and funding streams encourage and incentivize universal access2

Explore and pilot opportunities to adapt work-based learning to virtual 
environments to expand access (e.g., to rural communities with few local 
employers) and address barriers (e.g., transportation, COVID-19)

3

Strengthen and expand existing coordination mechanisms (e.g., intermediaries, 
public-private partnerships, websites, etc.) to strengthen statewide work-based 
learning infrastructure  

4

Establish a strong communication infrastructure to share available  
opportunities5
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Term Definition

Apprenticeship Apprenticeships combine paid on-the-job training with classroom instruction to prepare workers for highly 
skilled careers. Workers benefit from apprenticeships by receiving a skills-based education that prepares 
them for good-paying jobs. Apprenticeship programs help employers recruit, build, and retain a highly 
skilled workforce.60

Career and 
technical 
education (CTE)

Organized educational activities that: offer a sequence of courses that provide individuals with academic 
content and relevant technical knowledge and skills needed to prepare for further education and careers 
in current or emerging professions; include competency-based, work-based, or other applied learning; 
are coordinated between secondary and postsecondary education programming; and may include career 
exploration as early as the middle grades.61

CTE concentrator A secondary student who has completed at least two courses in a single career and technical education 
program or program of study.62 

CTE program  
of study

A coordinated, nonduplicative sequence of academic and technical content at the secondary and 
postsecondary level that (A) incorporates challenging state academic standards; (B) addresses both 
academic and technical knowledge and skills, including employability skills; (C) is aligned with the needs of 
industries in the economy of the state, region, tribal community, or local area; (D) progresses in specificity 
(beginning with all aspects of an industry or career cluster and leading to more occupation-specific 
instruction); (E) has multiple entry and exit points that incorporate credentialing; and (F) culminates in the 
attainment of a recognized postsecondary credential.63

Cooperative 
education 

A method of education that, through a written cooperative arrangement between a school and an employer, 
allows students to receive instruction including academic courses and related CTE instruction by alternating 
study in school with a job in any occupational field.64

Every Student 
Succeeds Act 
(ESSA)

ESSA is the reauthorized version of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, signed into law in 2015. 
ESSA’s purpose is to “provide all children significant opportunity to receive a fair, equitable, and high-quality 
education, and to close educational achievement gaps.”65 ESSA provides authority to states and school 
systems to develop and adopt innovative approaches to accountability for school performance.66

Internship A short-term (typically one to three months) experience where students gain entry-level general work 
experience. They tend to be longer than externships but shorter and less structured than apprenticeships.67 
Generally train students to develop overall workplace skills rather than to train for a specific profession, like 
with an apprenticeship. 

Pre-
apprenticeship

Pre-apprenticeship is a program or set of strategies designed to prepare individuals for entry into registered 
apprenticeship programs or other job opportunities. Pre-apprenticeships may last from a few weeks to a few 
months and may or may not include wages or stipend.68 They typically involve a formal partnership with at 
least one registered apprenticeship program sponsor and offer a pathway into a registered apprenticeship.69 
Typically, both youth and adults can access pre-apprenticeships.

Appendix A: Definitions
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Term Definition

Registered 
apprenticeship 
program (RAP)

A registered apprenticeship program is a proven model of apprenticeship that has been validated by the 
U.S. Department of Labor or a state apprenticeship agency. RAPs enable and energize more employers to 
participate and provide them access to larger talent pools that have been trained for entry-level to management 
positions, thereby meeting industry demands and reducing unemployment rates across the country.70

School-based 
enterprise

A simulated or actual business or industry conducted by a school (e.g., school store, restaurant).71

Strengthening 
Career and 
Technical 
Education for the 
21st Century Act 
(Perkins V)

Perkins V is the reauthorized version of the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act of 2006, 
signed into law in 2018. Perkins V’s purpose is to “develop more fully the academic knowledge and 
technical employability skills of secondary education students and postsecondary education students 
who elect to enroll in career and technical education programs and programs of study.” Perkins V aims to: 
support the development of high standards to prepare students for occupations; integrate academic and 
career and technical education; increase state flexibility to design and implement programming; conduct 
and disseminate research on best practices; provide technical assistance; support partnerships among 
institutions; provide individuals with education and training opportunities across their lifetimes; and increase 
employment opportunities for unemployed and underemployed populations.72

Work-based 
learning

Sustained interactions with industry or community professionals in real workplace settings or simulated 
environments at an educational institution that foster in-depth, firsthand engagement with the tasks required 
in a given career field, that are aligned to curriculum and instruction.73

Work-based 
learning 
continuum

A progression of activities designed to engage students across the K-12 spectrum in age-appropriate, work-
related activities. Students in younger grades engage in activities such as career fairs, guest speakers, or 
field trips to learn about work, while secondary students engage in internships, apprenticeships, and other 
activities with a worksite component.74

Workforce 
Innovation and 
Opportunity Act 
(WIOA)

WIOA is a federal law enacted in 2014. It is designed to help job seekers access employment, education, 
training, and support services to succeed in the labor market and to match employers with the skilled workers 
they need to compete in the global economy. It includes a number of provisions, including training for adult 
and dislocated workers, Job Corps, adult education and literacy, vocational rehabilitation services, youth 
programs, and support for individuals with disabilities.75

Youth 
apprenticeship

These apprenticeship programs are tailored to high school-aged students and combine academic and 
technical classroom instruction with work experience through a registered apprenticeship program. They 
provide the foundation for students to choose among multiple pathways after high school — enroll in college, 
enter an apprenticeship program, begin full-time employment, or a combination.76

Appendix A: Definitions (continued)
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Category Criteria Description Red Yellow Green

Existence of 
WBL policy

WBL definition Does the state have a formal 
definition of WBL that includes 
opportunities for high school 
students?

The state does not have a 
definition of WBL.

The state defines WBL in 
broad terms but does not 
specify what activities qualify 
as WBL.

The state has a definition of 
WBL that has a defined set 
of activities/experiences that 
qualify as WBL.

Content of 
WBL policies

WBL as part of 
HS graduation 
requirements

Does state policy allow or 
require internships or other WBL 
opportunities to count for credit 
toward graduation?

WBL does not count for credit 
toward graduation.

WBL counts as credit toward 
graduation but is not required 
for all students.

WBL is required for graduation 
from HS.

WBL eligibility Are all high school students 
eligible for WBL opportunities, or 
is eligibility restricted to students 
enrolled in specific programs?

The state imposes eligibility 
requirements beyond age/
grade-level requirements that 
limit WBL opportunities to 
certain groups of students or 
students enrolled in certain 
courses (like CTE).

The state does not impose 
eligibility restrictions other than 
age/grade level, but allows for 
local eligibility requirements 
that may be more limiting.

The state has broad eligibility 
for WBL experiences, with no 
restrictions other than age 
(16+) or grade level most often 
correlating with age.

Equity of 
access

Are there state policies 
designed to support access for 
underserved groups of students 
(e.g., preference for low-income 
students or students enrolled 
in low-performing schools, 
explicit supports for students 
with disabilities, transportation 
stipends, etc.)?

The state does not have 
policies or support structures 
in place to help underserved 
student groups access WBL 
opportunities beyond the 
minimum requirements laid 
out in Perkins V and WIOA.

The state has policies or 
support structures in place 
to support at least one group 
of underserved students to 
access WBL opportunities.

The state has policies or 
support structures in place 
to support multiple groups 
of underserved students to 
access WBL opportunities.

Addressing 
policy barriers

Does state policy address key 
barriers to WBL?

State does not provide a 
centralized resource with 
information or guidance 
about relevant laws, policies, 
or barriers and has taken no 
active steps to address known 
barriers.

State provides a centralized 
resource with information 
or guidance about relevant 
laws and policies (e.g., safety, 
liability, child labor laws, 
workers’ compensation).

State has a comprehensive 
plan and/or has taken active 
steps to address one or more 
of the most common barriers 
to WBL such as safety, liability, 
child labor laws, or workers’ 
compensation.

Appendix B: Detailed work-based learning evaluation rubric
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Category Criteria Description Red Yellow Green

WBL funding Financial 
incentives

Are there financial incentives 
(e.g., tax credits) for employers 
that offer WBL opportunities to 
high school students?

The state does not provide 
financial incentives for 
employers to offer WBL 
opportunities.

State policy provides financial 
incentives to some types of 
participating employers and/or 
for some types of WBL.

State policy provides financial 
incentives to all participating 
employers for all types of 
WBL.

Dedicated 
federal 
funding

Does the state use its Perkins 
funding to support WBL?

The state did not select 
participation in WBL as a 
performance quality indicator 
in its Perkins V plan. 

N/A The state selected 
participation in WBL as a 
performance quality indicator 
in its Perkins V plan.

Dedicated 
state funding

Is there a dedicated source of 
state funding for WBL?

There is no dedicated source 
of state funding for WBL.

There are grant opportunities 
or other sources of funding for 
WBL that are time-bound or 
less consistent.

There is a line item in the 
state’s budget or other 
consistent source of state 
funding dedicated to WBL.

WBL support 
infrastructure

Statewide 
support 
infrastructure, 
intermediary, 
and/or 
public-private 
partnerships

Is there a system or organization 
designed to facilitate WBL 
opportunities and/or are there 
public-private partnerships that 
support access to paid or for-
credit WBL opportunities for high 
school students?

There is no system or 
organization in place to 
facilitate cross-sector 
partnerships related to WBL.

There are systems or 
organizations operating at the 
local level to support certain 
schools or communities in 
developing WBL opportunities, 
and/or the statewide 
infrastructure lacks capacity to 
support a meaningful number 
of students to access WBL.

There is a statewide support 
infrastructure (an organization 
or system) that facilitates 
cross-sector partnerships that 
result in WBL opportunities for 
high school students.

WBL 
communications 
infrastructure

Are there systems in place to 
communicate among schools, 
students, employers, and 
other stakeholders about WBL 
opportunities?

The state lacks clear 
guidance, expectations, 
or systems to facilitate 
communication about WBL 
among stakeholders.

The state has communications 
processes in place (e.g., 
a website aggregating 
registered apprenticeships 
or a set of expectations 
for local WBL coordinators 
to communicate among 
stakeholders), but lacks a 
unified, statewide approach 
to communicating among 
stake-holders about WBL 
opportunities.

There is a statewide 
communications infrastructure 
in place to ensure students 
and families have access 
to information about WBL 
opportunities (e.g., statewide 
website, regional lists of 
opportunities up-dated 
annually, etc.).
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Category Criteria Description Red Yellow Green

WBL quality Experience 
quality

Is there a statewide framework 
in place that defines quality 
expectations for WBL 
experiences and holds 
employers accountable to those 
expectations?

The state lacks guidance 
or policies about employer 
expectations, or the policies 
aren’t intended to measure 
the quality of the student 
experience.

The state may provide 
guidance such as sample 
rubrics or checklists against 
state and federal laws that 
address some elements of the 
student experience, but there 
is no accountability for their 
implementation.

The state has a clear 
definition or framework 
outlining the components of 
quality WBL experiences, and 
a process in place to assess 
WBL placements and hold 
them accountable.

Program 
quality

Is there a statewide framework 
in place that defines quality 
expectations for WBL 
programs and holds schools/
districts accountable to those 
expectations?

The state does not define 
or assess the quality of WBL 
programs OR The state 
has outlined WBL program 
development plans in its 
Perkins and MOA plans but 
has not created structures 
beyond those plans to define 
or assess the quality of WBL 
programs. 

The state has a framework 
or provides guidance for 
assessing the quality of WBL 
programs that goes beyond 
the program development 
plans outlined in Perkins or 
MOA plans, but the state 
does not hold WBL programs 
accountable for quality.

The state has a clear 
definition or framework to 
describe the components of 
quality WBL programming that 
goes beyond the program 
development plans outlined 
in Perkins or MOA plans, and 
a process in place to assess 
programs and hold them 
accountable.
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Category Criteria Description Red Yellow Green

WBL 
accountability

Data 
collection

Is there a process in place to 
track student participation in 
WBL opportunities and their 
outcomes? 

The state has not selected 
WBL participation as a 
program quality indicator in 
its Perkins plan 
AND
The state does not have 
a data collection system 
in place to track key 
demographic information 
about student participation in 
WBL or their outcomes.

The state has selected WBL 
participation as a program 
quality indicator in its Perkins 
plan but implements WBL 
outside CTE
AND/OR
The state has a process in 
place to track data around 
WBL, but it does not include 
student participation rates as 
well as the outcomes (such as 
grades or employer ratings) 
within their WBL experiences.

The state has selected WBL 
participation as a program 
quality indicator in its 
Perkins plan and implements 
WBL only through CTE 
programming
AND/OR
The state has a data collection 
system in place for WBL 
that tracks key demographic 
information about students 
and their outcomes.

Use of data to 
drive equity 

Does the state disaggregate WBL 
data by student demographics 
and  
experience type?

The state’s data collection 
system does not disaggregate 
WBL outcomes by student 
subgroups or by type of 
program, or the state does not 
collect data specific to WBL.

The state’s data collection 
system disaggregates WBL 
for only a few subgroups of 
students or only a subset 
of WBL program types, or 
appears to be a one-time 
effort.

The state’s data collection 
system disaggregates 
WBL by gender, ethnicity, 
income, geography, and 
type of experience (e.g., 
industry sector, internship 
vs. apprenticeship, etc.) at a 
minimum.

Use of data to 
drive quality 

Does the state use disaggregated 
data as a component of its quality 
framework?

The state is not using 
disaggregated data to inform 
WBL program improvement 
efforts. 

The state is using 
disaggregated data to inform 
WBL program improvement for 
certain programs or in certain 
schools or regions. 

The state is using 
disaggregated data to inform 
comprehensive, statewide 
WBL program improvement.
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