
Summary

The COVID-19 pandemic posed challenges for the 
provision of Career and Technical Education (CTE) for 
Students with Disabilities (SWDs). Many schools were 
forced to rapidly pivot to providing remote or virtual 
learning rather than the hands-on learning common 
to CTE. Despite challenges, state policymakers, 
educators, workforce administrators and CTE person-
nel responded to pandemic exigencies, leveraged 
funding and developed strategies to promote and 
maintain CTE for SWDs. This brief describes adapta-

tions used by states to respond to challenges with 
CTE for SWDs during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
lessons learned provide policymakers with oppor-
tunities to incorporate these promising approaches 
beyond the pandemic to support the aims of the 
Strengthening Career and Technical Education for 
the 21st Century Act (Perkins V) and the Workforce 
Innovation and Opportunity Act, to address barriers 
to CTE and to meet the needs of youth with disabili-
ties to prepare them for the workforce.
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States implemented strategies to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on CTE 
service provision for SWDs and to expand CTE access for SWDs. As the 
U.S. recovers from the pandemic, states have an opportunity to:

1. �Strengthen interagency collaboration to maximize resources, address inequities
and streamline CTE service provision.

2. �Utilize federal funding to leverage and provide technology to expand access to CTE
for SWDs.

3. �Offer stackable credentials to facilitate employment opportunities.

4. �Increase CTE instructors’ capacity to serve students with disabilities through
professional development opportunities.

5. �Improve data collection efforts to identify and address CTE access challenges for
students with disabilities.



CTE programs are available in over 98% of public 
high school districts,2 providing a pathway for 
students, including SWDs, to prepare for college or 
careers.3 There is evidence to suggest that 
participation in CTE is associated with promising 
outcomes for SWDs.4, 5, 6 SWDs who participate in CTE 
have improved graduation rates7, 8 and employment 
outcomes.9, 10, 11, 12

Despite federal legislation and funding, many SWDs 
still face challenges accessing this education. CTE 
facilities may not be equipped to accommodate 
students with physical disabilities, and CTE 
programs may not offer settings and supports 
required by students’ Individualized Education 
Programs. Students with disabilities may also have 
difficulty with completing the assessment require-
ments needed to participate in or graduate from 
CTE programs.13 Additional challenges include 
inadequate training of CTE instructors on 
supporting SWDs and inflexible attendance 
policies.14

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic made it difficult 
for all students, especially those with disabilities, to 
access educational resources like CTE.15 The 
pandemic forced schools to rapidly pivot to 
providing remote or virtual learning to provide safe 
learning environments. This was especially chal-
lenging for CTE programs that: 1) typically provide 
learning in an on-site and in-person setting; 2) use 
special equipment or models to deliver instruction; 
and 3) rely on a required minimum of in-person 
hours to help students meet credentialing standards 
for certain industries.

As a result, the pandemic led to:

•  Postponed and/or cancelled work-based learn-
ing opportunities.16, 17, 18

•  Reduced opportunities to obtain the required 
in-person hours for credentialing that is 
necessary to enter the workforce or some 
career paths.19

•  Waived requirements for completing school 
during the pandemic, which allowed students 
to graduate without obtaining credentials 
needed to obtain jobs.

•  Inability to provide the hands-on instruction 
needed by many SWDs.

•  A lack of resources for educators and admin-
istrators to translate hands-on learning into a 
virtual environment.20

•  Difficulty modifying accommodations, Section 
504 plans and specially designed instruction 
or supports for virtual learning environments.21

Despite these challenges, educators, schools and 
policymakers have developed creative solutions to 
support SWDs during the COVID-19 pandemic. Poli-
cymakers can use the following strategies beyond 
the pandemic to enhance access and equity for CTE 
for SWDs.

Introduction

What is CTE?
Educational institutions, schools and programs that offer a sequence 
of academic and career-oriented courses, opportunities to gain work 
experience and that specialize in skilled trades, applied sciences, 
modern technologies and career preparation are referred to as Career 
and Technical Education programs. Some secondary schools have 
access to CTE through area CTE centers that provide a co-located site 
for students from one or more school districts. CTE provides oppor-
tunities for students to gain technical knowledge and academic and 
employability skills. These opportunities offer real-world work expe-
rience in high-skill, high-wage, in-demand careers. CTE is organized 
by career clusters, within which are career pathways. These pathways 
correspond to a collection of courses and training opportunities to 
prepare students for careers in in-demand industries.1



2. �Utilize funding opportunities to
leverage and provide technology
to expand access to CTE for SWDs.

States participating in Special Education-CTE- 
Vocational Rehabilitation Network meetings
held by the National Technical Assistance Center
on Transition: The Collaborative, reported that
networking and partnerships among state
agencies has improved during the COVID-19
pandemic. Due to the demands brought on by
the pandemic, agencies have gained a better
understanding of how they can connect, partner
and share resources to improve outcomes for
SWDs in CTE. For example, local education
agencies and Vocational Rehabilitation can
leverage their partnerships to provide more
Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS).22

These agencies also realized that partnerships
can be enhanced with other entities. Likewise,
Vocational Rehabilitation agencies have realized
that involving CTE can improve connections to
employers.23

State Examples

• �Wisconsin has a Community of Practice on
Transition that includes representatives of
Vocational Rehabilitation, education and
agencies serving individuals with disabilities.
Members share information and problem
solve around issues associated with transition
for students with disabilities. During COVID-
19, they held sessions focused on increasing
the enrollment of students with disabilities in
CTE.

• �Washington provides training and
resources for educators of students with
disabilities through the Center for Change
and Transition Services. The center offered
virtual coursework and resources during the
pandemic. Content includes topics such as
effective collaboration, fostering partnerships
between CTE and Special Education and
inclusion and remote learning to increase
equity and access.

The pandemic resulted in an immediate need
to use technology to provide SWDs with access
to remote learning opportunities. Educators,
schools and states met this need by both trans-
ferring CTE curricula to remote platforms and
by providing technology needed to access the
newly created resources.

Innovative solutions for supporting students and
delivering curricula remotely were developed
that could be utilized beyond COVID-19 such as:

• �Utilizing video tutorials or virtual meeting
platforms for group tasks or projects.

• �Making available apps and simulations to
help SWDs in CTE develop life skills and
critical thinking.

• �Increasing the use of immersive tech-
nology such as educational applications,
augmented and virtual reality24 and other
simulations.

• �Using commercial services to deliver job
exploration and job shadowing services
remotely.

• �Providing virtual field trips for career explo-
ration.

• �Supplying students with laptops and
tablets to increase access to digital and
online resources.

• �Opening school parking lots for Wi-Fi
accessibility.

• �Using school buses to provide students
with a hotspot for Wi-Fi access in combina-
tion with providing free school lunches.25

Policy Considerations

1. �Strengthen interagency 
collaboration to maximize
resources, address inequities and
streamline CTE service provision.

https://www.seattleu.edu/ccts/
https://www.seattleu.edu/ccts/
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1af_3VqXCYNJ4THL_RVrHgeZsNc0Y7tQ3
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1dKuWypbpwrmbUJ8Stg3XFDJqGQE2onaz
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1dKuWypbpwrmbUJ8Stg3XFDJqGQE2onaz
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1nHwpJeT8JwGQfY3klhVK_YqAMx6ESClJ


• �Funding from the American Rescue Plan
Act of 202126 provides support for remote
learning and an opportunity for schools to
expand access by purchasing equipment
(e.g., broadband, Wi-Fi hot spots, modems
and devices that connect to them) used
by students, educators and library staff
through the Emergency Connectivity Fund
until September 2030. For example, ARP
funding can be used to provide students with
simulation kits consisting of interactive tools
and materials that can be used to complete
projects at home to replicate hands on
learning.

• �The Elementary and Secondary School
Emergency Relief Fund can be used to
purchase educational technology including
connectivity, software, hardware and adaptive
equipment. ESSER funds also can be used
to purchase assistive technology or support
special populations including SWDs in new
learning environments. The Higher Education
Emergency Relief Fund (HEERF) also provides
funding for technology needed for distance
learning.

State Examples

• �Colorado created a website with COVID-19
resources and a statewide online loan library
with resources for assistive technology
devices for students with disabilities to access
remote course and program delivery.

• �Iowa created a website with resources for
remote learning for CTE educators and
students that includes interactive learning
objects, virtual labs and simulations.

• �Kentucky used federal Education Stabi-
lization Funds (Education Stabilization
Fund-Rethink K-12 Education Models) to move
CTE courses onto the KYONLINE education
network and was then also able to expand
offerings of CTE certificates to more K-12
schools.

• �Idaho used the Governor’s Emergency
Education Relief Program to provide grants to
districts for remote learning, adaptive tech-
nologies, expanded internet connectivity and
increased technological capacity to provide
all students with access to virtual CTE. Fund-
ing also was used for teacher professional
development for educators to deliver material
remotely.

• �North Dakota is offering competitive grants
to districts to develop new or renovate and
expand existing CTE facilities with funding
through the American Rescue Plan Act to
expand workforce development and training
opportunities. These grants also can support
traditional and remote learning methods of
instruction.

Existing mechanisms such as Perkins V grants 
also can be used for equipment to provide SWDs 
access to CTE. For example, mobile labs can be 
purchased to provide students with additional 
opportunities for hands-on learning and remove 
transportation barriers.

Funding for Technology

States have funded these initiatives through a 
variety of emergency and ongoing funds that 
provide opportunities to leverage technologies 
used during the pandemic to continue virtual 
access to services to innovate and improve deliv-
ery and engagement of SWDs in CTE beyond 
COVID-19. For example:

3. �Offer stackable credentials
to facilitate employment
opportunities.

Some states have developed badges, “stackable”
credentials or certificates that are linked, build
on one another and align with industry certifi-
cations. Stackable credentials allow students to
develop competencies, obtain certificates and
progress along career pathways.27

http://www.swaaac.org/covid19resources
http://www.swaaac.org/covid19resources
https://swaaac.squarespace.com/about-the-loan-library
https://swaaac.squarespace.com/about-the-loan-library
https://swaaac.squarespace.com/about-the-loan-library
https://www.sreb.org/cte-resources
https://www.sreb.org/cte-resources
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2020/07/S425B200043-Kentucky-Department-of-Education.pdf
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2020/07/S425B200043-Kentucky-Department-of-Education.pdf
https://www.wenatcheeworld.com/education/ctes-recent-85k-purchase-for-mobile-lab-will-make-ski-building-more-efficient-could-become/article_d69359ca-d5d2-11ea-8ed3-cf7fc211b5bf.html
https://cte.ed.gov/initiatives/stackable-credentials-tool-kit
https://cte.ed.gov/initiatives/stackable-credentials-tool-kit


Even prior to the pandemic, some CTE instruc-
tors may have had limited experience working
with SWDs33, 34, 35, 36, 37 or providing supports.
The pandemic posed further challenges for
CTE instructors serving SWDs. Many teachers
did not have experience with digital learning

tools or with providing online instruction prior 
to the pandemic.38, 39 In addition, many districts 
struggled to comply with Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act requirements and 
to provide instructional accommodations and 
services.40 In response, states provided guidance 
and professional development to support teach-
ers to address these challenges in the context 
of a virtual learning environment. Several states 
received technical assistance to develop inclusion-
ary practices to recruit and retain SWDs in CTE.

State Examples

•  Delaware is partnering with several orga-
nizations including the National Alliance for 
Partnership in Equity on a multi-year 
professional development and technical 
assistance model, PIPEline to Career Success 
for Students with Disabilities. This model 
brings teams of education, Vocational Reha-
bilitation and other stakeholders together to 
identify participation and performance gaps 
for students with disabilities and develop 
solutions. These solutions may include 
implementing tools used for instructional 
and curriculum modification such as apps or 
other technologies to offer accommodations, 
providing hybrid and hands-on learning or 
incorporating Universal Design for Learning 
to support SWDs.

•  Tennessee offered educators a standard 
certificate program for participating in 
training on special education and work-
based learning in CTE. As a result, state 
administrators reported CTE teachers were 
more proactive in accommodating SWDs.41 

These activities led to an increase in SWDs 
participating in work-based learning.

•  The Washington Office of Superintendent of 
Public Instruction has a wide range of 
resources available to educators (including 
CTE educators), a resource list of professional 
development opportunities to support SWDs 
and a newly developed Handbook
on Inclusionary Practices.42

The U.S. Department of Labor's Employment and 
Training Administration defines a credential 
as “stackable” when, “a credential is part of a 
sequence of credentials that can be accumulated 
over time to build up an individual’s qualifica-
tions and help them to move along a career 
pathway or up a career ladder to different and 
potentially higher-paying jobs.”28

Each stackable credential may provide increased 
flexibility and multiple entry and exit points 
for students whose educational pathways are 
interrupted.29, 30 These credentials can be espe-
cially useful for students with mental health or 
other conditions that result in multiple absences, 
which might otherwise require them to drop out 
of a full certificate or degree program.

Stackable credentialing has also helped students 
— both with and without disabilities — continue 
progressing along career pathways amid COVID-
19. For example, a student may be able to obtain 
partial credentialing for employment despite 
being unable to demonstrate skills, access 
hands-on learning or sit for exams needed for 
full credentialing due to the constraints of the 
pandemic.31 Stackable credentials and appren-
ticeships also provide individuals who lost jobs 
during the pandemic with expedited learning 
opportunities to re-enter the workforce. A toolkit 
for colleges considering a stackable credentials 
approach32 is available from the Perkins Collabo-
rative Resource Network.

State Example

• �Idaho educators use an industry relevant
badging/micro-certification platform called
“SkillStack®” to validate student skills utilizing
industry and disciplinary defined standards.

4. �Increase CTE instructors’ capacity
to generally serve students with
disabilities through professional
development opportunities.

http://napequity.org
http://napequity.org
https://napequity.org/projects/pipeline-career-success-students-disabilities/
https://napequity.org/projects/pipeline-career-success-students-disabilities/
https://www.tn.gov/education/career-and-technical-education/work-based-learning/wbl-certification.html
https://www.tn.gov/education/career-and-technical-education/work-based-learning/wbl-certification.html
https://www.k12.wa.us/sites/default/files/public/specialed/inclusion/Online-PD-Support-SWDs.xlsx
https://s3.amazonaws.com/PCRN/docs/Stackable_Credentials_Tool_Kit.pdf
https://skillstack.idaho.gov/


5. �Improve data collection efforts to special populations and SWDs. Data reviews 
and disaggregated data provide an opportunity 
to monitor enrollment, identify gaps in access 
or equity, implement improvement plans as 
needed and operationalize goals for SWDs in 
CTE even beyond the pandemic. By improving  
collection of enrollment and performance data 
disaggregated by special populations and 
specific disability populations, states can better 
identify which SWDs benefit most from CTE 
and which CTE programs are most effective for 
these youth.

State Examples

•  Delaware has several initiatives to use data 
to identify and address gaps for SWDs in 
educational performance and outcomes, 
including CTE career pathways. Delaware 
analyzes enrollment, performance and 
participation data to examine gaps in 
equity, understand how gaps may have 
occurred and hold local education agen-cies 
accountable through collaboration and 
monitoring as part of a continuous 
improvement process. Data reviews of

identify and address CTE access
challenges for students with
disabilities.

Several several states supported SWDs during 
the COVID-19 pandemic by using and reviewing 
data disaggregated by disability subgroups to 
increase SWDs' access to and participation in 
CTE.43 Data reviews across CTE, special education 
and VR identified disparities among disability 
subgroups in CTE enrollment and concentration 
among SWDs. In addition, interagency commit-
tees reviewed data to monitor and verify that 
referral processes were intact during remote 
learning and to implement a system to increase 
access and equity.

States and districts must set performance 
indicators in secondary and postsecondary CTE 
in their Perkins V state plans. States are held 
accountable through a new provision in Perkins V 
that requires states to make continued progress 
in performance of all students in CTE, including

The Strengthening Career and Technical Educa-
tion for the 21st Century Act (Perkins V; P.L. 
115-224),44 is designed to align secondary and 
postsecondary education systems and workforce 
development systems through coordination 
and collaboration. Perkins V emphasizes that 
special populations, including SWDs, need 
to be prepared for employment in high-skill, 
high-wage, in-demand occupations, or for post-
secondary education that leads to a recognized 
credential. Perkins V requires states to develop 
plans for recruiting special populations into CTE 
programs and measuring their progress. States 
were allocated $1.3 billion in federal funding to 
support secondary and postsecondary CTE in 
Fiscal Year 2021.45 New to Perkins V is a special 
set-aside where states must allocate 0.1% or 
$50,000 (whichever is the lesser amount) of 
State Leadership funds in Perkins V for recruiting 
special populations into CTE programs.46 States 

also are required to identify and address ineq-
uities in access and participation through the 
Perkins V Comprehensive Local Needs Assess-
ment.

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
(WIOA; P.L. 113-128)47 supports CTE for SWDs by 
requiring greater coordination and collaboration 
between workforce development and CTE 
through aligned definitions and other provisions. 
WIOA is designed to help individuals seeking 
employment — including those with barriers to 
employment, such as youth with disabilities — 
access education, training and supports needed 
to obtain high-quality jobs and careers.

Perkins V and WIOA have encouraged states to 
leverage CTE for youth with disabilities. Both 
pieces of legislation share similar goals related to 
SWDs, such as expanding workforce preparation 
activities and improving student attainment of 
recognized postsecondary credentials.48

Understanding CTE Requirements within Perkins V and WIOA



Conclusion

States developed a range of solutions and 
strategies during the pandemic that can help policy-
makers accomplish the aims of Perkins V and WIOA 
and enhance opportunities for SWDs to access CTE. 
Strengthened interagency collaboration between 
VR, CTE and Special Education can maximize 
resources and streamline service provision. States 
can leverage technology to facilitate virtual learning 
and improve access to and utilization of CTE among 
SWDs. States can utilize new and existing funding 
streams to leverage technology, provide professional 
development and implement policy considerations 
described in this brief.
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