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Coalition for Multiple Pathways to a Diploma 
Recommendations for Creating CTE Programs that Benefit Students 

with Disabilities and English Language Learners  
 

Background 

Early this fall, the New York State Education Department (SED) formed a CTE Advisory Panel (the Panel) 

to develop recommendations for improving Career and Technical Education (CTE) K-12 instruction and 

to address deficiencies in CTE learning options available throughout New York State. As part of its 

mandate, the Panel is examining the creation of a CTE graduation pathway that leads to college and 

career readiness. The Panel consists of K-12 and higher education practitioners, business leaders, and 

school district representatives. There has been minimal participation from groups representing students 

with disabilities on the Panel and the Panel does not include representation from advocacy groups 

working with English Language Learners (ELLs). Given the diverse set of challenges these students face, 

the Coalition for Multiple Pathways to a Diploma is concerned that the failure to include groups 

representing students with disabilities and ELLs will lead to a CTE diploma pathway that is not accessible 

to all students. 

At present, four-year graduation rates for students with disabilities and ELLs are below 50 percent, and 

over thirty percentage points lower than the rate for the entire state.1 Yet, quality CTE programs can 

provide significant benefits to students with disabilities and ELLs. For example, research shows that 

students with disabilities in secondary CTE programs are less likely to drop out and more likely to be 

employed, to have paid competitive jobs, and to work full time after high school (Cobb et al. 1999; 

Colley and Jamison 1998).23 Given the potential benefit CTE programs offer to students with disabilities 

and ELLs, it is important that a CTE diploma pathway be made accessible to these student populations. 

Below we identify current and potential barriers to CTE instruction for students with disabilities and ELLs 

as identified by national experts and NYS educators and advocates, followed by our recommendations 

for creating CTE programs that will benefit these students. We also, where possible, provide examples of 

programs or policies that exemplify our recommendations with respect to students with disabilities and 

ELLs. Although we address barriers for students with disabilities and ELLs separately, we recognize that 

these groups are not mutually exclusive and that there are students who may face barriers to instruction 

based on both their disability and ELL status. 
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Barriers to CTE Instruction for Students with Disabilities and ELLs 

Despite the potential benefits of CTE instruction for both students with disabilities and ELLs, we are 

concerned that historical barriers remain to effective CTE instruction for both groups, and that 

additional ones may emerge as NYS develops new CTE programming and introduces a CTE graduation 

pathway. A review of national CTE programs, policies, and research, as well as discussions with NYS CTE 

educators and advocates, has uncovered the following existing and potential challenges to CTE 

instruction for students with disabilities and ELLs: 

Students with Disabilities 

 Program Access: Students with disabilities have historically been isolated from quality CTE 

programs that are based on higher standards, supported by research, and promote college 

access. 

o Admissions: Students with disabilities remain concentrated in traditional vocational 

programs and to a lesser extent in more contemporary CTE programs, which are more 

competitive and serve potentially college-bound students in high-tech and emerging 

fields (Silverberg et. al. 2002; Haber and Sutherland 2005).45 Students with disabilities 

select into or are steered toward vocational education as a default to traditional 

academic education, due to prior unsuccessful performance or low expectations. Thus, 

often, students with disabilities do not choose vocational education in order to prepare 

for a specific career. Instead, they, or the adults around them, have an internalized 

perception that removes college as an option based on poor educational experiences or 

performance (Lewis, 2000). 

o Access to Curriculum: Based on the experiences of advocates serving students with 

disabilities in NYS, there is concern that students with disabilities have not received 

adequate exposure to the general education curriculum because these students have 

been concentrated in traditional vocational rather than the more rigorous CTE 

programs, which tend to be more integrated with the general education curriculum and 

assess students using college and career readiness standards. 

o Physical Access: The diversity in physical infrastructure throughout the state may cause 

some districts to face difficulties in placing students with disabilities in certain types of 

CTE programs, potentially reducing access to CTE programs or compromising the safety 

of students with physical disabilities (Smith et al. 2003).6  

o Access for All Students: Based on the experiences of advocates and educators serving 

students with disabilities, students in rural areas and specialized settings (e.g., approved 
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non-public schools and public school programs for students on the autism spectrum or 

who are intellectually disabled) have historically had limited access to CTE programs. 

 IEP Development and Transition Planning 

o Collaboration: Based on the experiences of NYS CTE professionals and a review of the 

literature on CTE (Smith et al. 2003),7 gaps remain in information-sharing and 

collaboration between IEP development teams and CTE instructors, which can lead to a 

lack of understanding of how CTE instructors and special education staff can best 

integrate and accommodate students with disabilities in the classroom.  

o Accommodations: Anecdotal evidence in NYS suggests that inconsistencies remain in 

the provision of reasonable accommodations and modifications in CTE programs. 

 Inequities in the Workplace: Workplace discrimination (Draper et. al. 2011)8 and inaccessibility 

(Gewurtz and Kirsh 2009)9 continue to pose barriers for people with disabilities nationwide. 

Such inequities may hinder access to appropriate on-site employer training, an essential 

component of successful CTE programs. 

English Language Learners 

 Language Access: Based on the experiences of advocates and educators serving ELLs in NYS, 

many ELLs still lack interpretation and translation services in CTE instruction. In the absence of 

translation and interpretation services, ELLs risk being denied access to CTE programs. For those 

ELLs who are enrolled in CTE programs, but are not provided translation or interpretation 

services, their safety may be compromised, particularly in high-risk fields with extensive safety 

protocols. 

 Language Development: Many CTE programs fail to integrate opportunities for ELLs to develop 

English language skills (Smith et al. 2003).10 In addition, based on the experiences of educators 

serving ELLs in NYS, many CTE staff are not familiar with how to integrate language development 

into their curricula. 

 Bilingual CTE programs: CTE programs currently are not provided in the home languages of 

students in areas of linguistic concentration. 

 Collaboration: Based on the experiences of CTE professionals, large gaps remain in information-

sharing and collaboration between staff serving ELLs and CTE instructors. Often, no structural 

opportunities exist for collaboration between CTE and academic staff. These gaps can lead to a 
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lack of understanding of how CTE instructors and academic staff can best integrate and 

accommodate ELLs in the classroom.  

 Cultural Competency: Many CTE instructors are not aware of cultural differences and how those 

differences impact the way ELLs students view and engage with CTE instruction (Smith et al. 

2003).11 

Students with Disabilities and English Language Learners  

 Assessments: According to annual results released by NYSED, students with disabilities and ELLs 

continue to underperform as compared to their counterparts on Regents assessments (NYSED 

2012).12 As we move closer to the implementation of Common Core standards and PARCC 

assessments, we are concerned that newly created CTE assessments will focus more on high-

stakes, standardized testing, leaving students with disabilities and ELLs who struggle to express 

their aptitude through these types of assessments unable to show mastery of CTE standards. 

Recommendations 

As the State examines potential opportunities to improve the current offering of CTE programs and 

introduce a CTE diploma pathway, we encourage the State to take the above identified barriers into 

consideration and further explore their salience. In addition, we suggest that any proposed policies take 

into account the following recommendations to ensure that CTE becomes a viable pathway towards a 

high school diploma for ALL students who choose that route: 

General Recommendations 

 Continue to address CTE as part of the broader conversation on multiple pathways to 

graduation. 

 Ensure that CTE programs lead to a credential that is attractive to employers or indicates 

college-readiness. 

 Provide multiple options for assessing students in CTE programs, including assessments that do 

not rely on high-stakes standardized testing. For example, the Agricultural Education Technical 

Assessment System in NYS allows for student projects to demonstrate technical competencies in 

agriculture-related subjects. 

 Make sure that CTE curriculum aligns with Common Core Standards in a meaningful way. 

 Continue to fund CTE programs statewide and ensure that a reasonable share of those funds go 

toward recruiting, retaining, and accommodating students with disabilities and ELLs.  

 Increase data transparency on CTE programs, specifically enrollment patterns of special 

populations and measures of achievement. 

 Ensure that employer workplace training programs are available to all students. 
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Recommendations for Students with Disabilities 

 Make sure that admission practices do not prevent or deter students with disabilities from 

accessing quality CTE programs. 

o Example: In Massachusetts, school districts that are selective in terms of admission to 

CTE programs are regularly monitored to ensure students who are members of special 

populations are provided with equal access to programs and activities. 

 Ensure that all CTE spaces and activities are ADA, IDEA, and 504 compliant, and safe. 

o Example: Arkansas oversees a state fund that provides adaptive equipment for students 

enrolled in CTE programs. These state funds provide specialized equipment and 

software that enable students such as those with physical disabilities to succeed in CTE. 

 Mandate and increase opportunities for the IEP development team, special education 

instructors, and CTE instructors to communicate on IEP and transition issues. 

o Example: In Georgia, the Career Technical Instruction Program (CTI) is designed to 

support students with disabilities enrolled in career, technical and agricultural education 

programs. The CTI program designates a special education educator to collaborate with 

the CTE instructor on the curricular demands of the program, thus giving students with 

disabilities equal access to CTE programs in the least restrictive environment by using 

varied instructional strategies. 

 Develop programs that take into account the workforce needs of people with disabilities and 

their strengths. 

o Example: Illinois developed a task force to determine the workforce needs of people 

with disabilities. 

 Ensure that CTE programs provide the opportunity for students with disabilities to master the 

general education curriculum to the maximum extent appropriate. 

 Ensure that CTE programming is accessible to students in specialized and rural settings. 

 Provide professional development opportunities for CTE staff in two key areas:                                 

(1) understanding disabilities and differentiated instruction strategies for students with 

disabilities; and (2) the availability and use of adaptive technology in the CTE classroom. 

Recommendations for English Language Learners 

 Makes sure schools provide ELLs and their families with interpretation and translation services, 

as needed, with respect to the CTE curriculum and safety protocols. 

o Example: In Montana, CTE materials must be available to communities of non-English 

speakers in their languages, if applicable. 

 Develop CTE programs that incorporate the learning of English language skills into the CTE 

curriculum. 

o Example: Sheltered instruction (which integrates language and content instruction) is a 

big tenet of CTE instruction in New Mexico and Texas. Techniques can include 

scaffolding, adapting texts, integrating language and content concepts, emphasizing key 
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vocabulary, connecting new learning to prior knowledge, and providing opportunities 

for interaction.  

 Develop bilingual CTE programs in areas of linguistic concentration to broaden access. 

 Mandate and increase structural opportunities for ELL, content, and CTE staff to collaborate on 

ELL issues and instruction. 

 Provide professional development opportunities for CTE staff in two key areas: (1) how to 

integrate support for language development into CTE curriculum; and (2) cultural competency to 

improve communication with and understanding of ELL students and their families. 


