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Introduction

By 2030, more than half of all jobs in the United States will require some level of
specialized training or certification beyond a high school diploma, yet thousands of students
graduate each year without the technical skills that industries demand (Advance CTE & ACTE,
2023). This gap between workforce needs and student preparation underscores the critical role of
Career and Technical Education (CTE) programs in bridging the divide. CTE is not just an
elective pathways; it is an essential part of building a competitive workforce and ensuring
students are ready for both college and career. However, without intentional investment in
high-quality, content-specific professional learning for teachers, many programs risk falling
behind industry standards. This reality makes professional development for CTE educators more
than just a professional requirement—it is a necessity for workforce alignment and student

SuUCCess.

Shaping Instructional Practice and Student Success

Professional learning has the power to influence both teacher practice and student
achievement. Research shows that when teachers engage in sustained, content-specific
development, they are more likely to transfer strategies into daily instruction (Darling-Hammond
et al., 2017). Teachers benefit most when they engage in sustained, content-specific learning
communities where they can share strategies, co-design lessons, and reflect on challenges
together (DuFour, 2004). In CTE, this influence is magnified. When teachers receive specialized
training that directly applies to their content area (for example, welding, culinary arts or
cosmetology), they’re better able to connect classroom learning, like explaining safety protocols,

technical processes, or fundamental concepts. Teachers are also better equipped to show students



real world applications of those concepts. By improving their own skills through focused
professional development, CTE teachers can do a better job of showing students how what they
are learning applies to real careers.

To see how this research translates into practice, my district launched a professional
development course this past summer tailored to support teachers in the Culinary pathway. The
course provided hands-on, comprehensive two day training covering culinary essential culinary
fundamentals while also developing effective teaching strategies. Teachers reported that the
training not only deepened their technical knowledge but also gave them strategies for
connecting lessons to industry expectations. For example, several teachers redesigned their
assessment rubrics to emphasize industry-aligned competencies such as food safety certification
and customer service skills. Others incorporated digital simulations to let students practice recipe
scaling and menu costing before entering the lab. As a result, students began the school year with
clearer expectations for both classroom performance and real-world workplace readiness.
Teachers noted that students were more engaged in the kitchen and demonstrated stronger
preparation for earning certifications like ServSafe. Feedback from participating teachers was
overwhelmingly positive, prompting the district to begin planning next year’s course and expand
offerings to include a professional learning program for Welding instructors. The goal is to

eventually offer this type of professional development to all pathways offered.

Collaboration as a Social Process of Growth

CTE teachers thrive when they work together to share strategies, reflect on practice, and
problem solve challenges. Professional learning opportunities rooted in teamwork encourage

peer-to-peer exchange and collective innovation. The collaboration that characterizes



professional learning communities is a systematic process in which teachers work together to
analyze and improve their classroom practice (DuFour, 2004). This collaborative approach also
supports the COVA Framework (choice, ownership, voice, and authentic learning) by giving
teachers agency in designing and implementing strategies that matter most in their classrooms
(Harapnuik, 2023).

Technology plays a critical role in expanding this teamwork. Digital platforms such as
Microsoft Teams, Zoom and Canvas discussion boards allow CTE teachers to collaborate across
campuses, districts, and even states. Digital tools make it possible for teachers to share lesson
plans, co-develop digital resources, and provide real time feedback. And can strengthen
professional learning by extending collaboration and application. Virtual professional learning
communities also ensure that collaboration continues beyond scheduled sessions, creating a
sustainable network of practice. When CTE teachers integrate technology or digital resources
into professional learning, they can not only access training but also sustain professional
dialogue that drive ongoing improvement. However, effective collaboration does not occur in
isolation. As CTE teachers work together, they inevitably face the challenge of balancing their
professional needs with the expectations of districts, states, and industry partners. This shift from
teamwork to negotiation highlights how collaboration must also account for larger systemic
demands.

Aligning Teacher Needs with System Demands

One of the unique challenges of professional learning in CTE is the need to balance
different priorities. Teachers need time, resources, and training that fits the realities of their
individual classrooms. At the same time, district, state and industry partners expect programs to

align with standards and workforce demands. This encourages collaborative problem solving.



Rather than imposing one-size-fits-all requirements, effective professional development
programs acknowledge this balancing act (Desimone & Garet, 2015). They offer flexible
frameworks that enable teachers to tailor new strategies to their specific content areas and
student populations. When professional learning follows this approach, it transforms from a
mandate or requirement into a collaborative partnership, becoming an investment that

simultaneously advances teacher development and student achievement.

Equity and Access in CTE Professional Learning

Another critical layer in the conversation about professional learning for CTE is equity
and access. Not all programs operate with the same level of support. Underfunded and rural
programs often face limited budgets for industry-grade equipment, staffing shortages, and fewer
opportunities for ongoing training, which can leave both teachers and students less prepared for
workforce demands. For example, the Rural IL CTE Project found that over 240 rural districts in
Illinois struggled with funding, technical support, and access to industry-aligned certifications,
resulting in fewer course options and sustainable pathways compared to urban schools (Rural IL
CTE Project, 2024). Flexible, technology-supported professional development, such as virtual
learning communities and asynchronous modules, can help reduce these barriers, allowing
teachers in resource-limited settings to collaborate, grow, and deliver high-quality instruction.
Prioritizing equity in professional learning ensures that all students, regardless of location or

resources, gain access to the skills and experiences needed for career and postsecondary success.



Making Professional Learning Visible

For professional learning to have lasting impact, educators and leaders must clearly
describe its connection to classroom practice and student outcomes. Tools such as Fink’s (2003)
3-column table help visualize how professional learning activities align with instructional
strategies and measurable student success. By explicitly describing these connections, teachers
and leaders make the outcomes of professional learning visible—not just as abstract theory, but
as concrete steps that improve student engagement, achievement, and readiness for the
workforce. Technology tools like digital portfolios and Google Workspace could be integrated
into the collaborative process to capture evidence of implementation and support ongoing
reflection.

In CTE, making professional learning visible means going beyond abstract goals and
explicitly showing how teacher growth connects to student outcomes. Fink’s (2003) 3-column
table provides a practical framework for mapping this process. For example, a welding teacher
who participates in a professional development session on updated safety protocols could use the
table to align the activity (training on new OSHA guidelines) with specific learning goals
(students mastering safety procedures) and measurable outcomes (increased pass rates on safety
certification exams). By documenting this alignment, both the teacher and administrators can see
how professional learning directly impacts classroom instruction and student achievement. This
visibility not only helps justify the investment in professional development but also creates a
clear feedback loop: teachers apply new strategies, assess student outcomes, and refine their
practice based on results. When scaled across programs, the 3-column table becomes a powerful
tool for ensuring that CTE professional learning translates into tangible, industry-relevant skills

for students.



Lessons Learned and Future Directions

Through my studies and experience, I've learned that effective professional learning for
teachers must be ongoing, collaborative, and content-specific. Short-term or generic sessions
may spark interest but rarely change practice. Teachers need sustained development directly tied
to their content area with opportunities to learn alongside peers. However, barriers like time
constraints, limited resources, and inconsistent support often prevent effective implementation.
Moving forward, I want to explore which CTE instructional strategies most strongly impact
student outcomes and examine practical solutions for overcoming these barriers, such as flexible
professional learning models, technology integration, and supportive learning communities that
provide both encouragement and accountability. I intend to submit this article to publications like
TCEA TechEdge Magazine, The Journal of Career and Technical Education, and The CTE
Journal. By sharing research and views addressing these opportunities and challenges, we can

create systems that truly empower CTE teachers and their students.
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