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Career and technical education (CTE) is widespread across the nation. More than 
98% of public school districts offer CTE programs, and 85% of high school graduates 
take at least one CTE course.1 Yet CTE implementation varies widely, ranging from 
one-off elective courses to four-year career-themed academies. Los Angeles Unified 
School District (LAUSD) is the second largest school district in the United States, with 
more than 165,000 high school students enrolled as of the 2021–22 school year. It 
offers a wide array of CTE programs that mirror the diversity seen across the nation. 

This report is the first in a series from an ongoing study that leverages the range of CTE program models 
in LAUSD to inform local and national CTE policy. It describes the landscape of LAUSD CTE programming 
offered to the cohorts of students who started high school in the 2020–21 and 2021–22 school years. The 
report includes findings related to program availability; student access, participation, and completion; and 
associated student outcomes. 

CTE Programming 
The two most common CTE programming models offered in LAUSD are: 

•	 Traditional CTE pathways. CTE pathways are a sequence of two or more CTE courses in the same 
program of study. 

•	 Linked Learning pathways. Linked Learning is an integrated, cohorted career pathway model that 
combines college preparatory academics, rigorous technical training through CTE course sequences, 
work-based learning, and student supports. Linked Learning pathways can become certified by the 
Linked Learning Alliance, indicating that all core components of the model are in place.

Based on the course data from the cohort of students who entered ninth grade in 2021–22, LAUSD offered 
265 full CTE pathways and 72 Linked Learning pathways (20 certified and 52 noncertified) across all 15 
California CTE industry sectors. 
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Access
LAUSD has a complex high school choice system with many districtwide options. However, the sheer size 
of LAUSD, which covers 710 square miles, and potential commute times limit students’ choices. To make 
a realistic assessment of students’ high school options, we created high school “choice sets” for students 
based on observed middle school feeder patterns. We found:

•	 Nearly all rising ninth graders had access to some CTE offerings in their high school choice sets, with an 
average of nine CTE pathways and two Linked Learning pathways across more than six industry sectors.

•	 Students attending higher need middle schools had access to more Linked Learning pathways but 
fewer CTE pathways than students attending lower need middle schools. 

•	 Despite this broad access to CTE pathway options, students who participated in focus groups said 
they were often unaware of CTE and Linked Learning pathways when they chose their high school.

Participation
Nearly two thirds (63%) of LAUSD students participated in at least one CTE course in high school. This 
group, which we refer to as “CTE takers,” includes students who took one or more traditional CTE course 
(49%) and students who took a CTE course flagged by the district as being part of a noncertified (9%) or 
certified (5%) Linked Learning pathway (Exhibit 1). Forty percent of CTE takers took CTE courses in multiple 
pathways, most commonly in two. We found: 

•	 CTE and Linked Learning pathway participation was relatively equitable across student race/ethnicity, 
gender, and disability status.

•	 English learners took CTE courses at lower rates than students overall but participated in Linked 
Learning pathways at comparable rates. Linked Learning pathways may have identified more effective 
strategies for ensuring inclusive access for English learners.

•	 Students with the lowest and highest prior achievement took CTE courses at lower rates than students 
in the middle of the achievement distribution. Scheduling posed a barrier for both of these groups: 
High-achieving students may need to choose between AP and CTE courses, and low-achieving 
students may need to retake core courses they did not initially pass.

Exhibit 1. CTE course participation by pathway type
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CTE pathway completion
To be counted as a CTE pathway completer by the California Department of Education, students must take 
at minimum a concentrator and a capstone course in the same program of study and earn a C− or better in 
the capstone course. We found:

•	 Only a fifth of students completed a CTE or Linked Learning pathway.

•	 Certified Linked Learning pathways had the highest completion rates (48%), followed by noncertified 
Linked Learning pathways (32%) and traditional CTE pathways (25%).

Outcomes
For our quantitative outcomes analysis, we divided each of the three categories of CTE takers—those 
who took traditional CTE courses, those who took CTE courses as part of a noncertified Linked Learning 
pathway, and those who took CTE courses as part of a certified Linked Learning pathway—into completers 
and non-completers, resulting in six categories of CTE takers and a seventh category of students who did 
not engage with CTE coursework during high school. 

These analyses adjusted for student and school background characteristics but did not fully account for 
selection bias. They are not causal estimates. We found:

•	 Pathway completers (both traditional CTE and Linked Learning) had consistently stronger 
outcomes compared with similar students who did not take any CTE courses. These outcomes 
included attendance, graduation, completion of a college preparatory curriculum (A-G coursework), 
and college enrollment. 

•	 Students who completed certified and noncertified Linked Learning pathways had the 
strongest outcomes. For example, high school graduates who completed a certified Linked Learning 
pathway were 16 percentage points more likely to complete a college preparatory curriculum and 24 
percentage points more likely to enroll in college than high school graduates who took no CTE courses. 
Among students who went directly to college after graduating, those who completed a certified Linked 
Learning pathway were 8 percentage points more likely to attend a 4-year institution than those who 
took no CTE courses.

•	 Outcomes for students who took some CTE courses but did not complete a pathway were 
mixed. They had higher graduation and college enrollment rates than the students with no CTE, but 
the differences were modest. These non-completers also had lower test scores and lower rates of 
completing a college preparatory curriculum, and were more likely to enroll in a 2-year versus a 4-year 
postsecondary institution if they did go to college. 

A subsequent report will present findings from an impact study that will compare the effect of participating in 
a robust, integrated pathway model like Linked Learning with the effect of participating in a more traditional 
CTE pathway on students’ high school experiences and outcomes.
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