Make It Better

This year’s ACTE NextLevel Postsecondary CTE fellows are putting their institutional improve-
ment plans into action. From building structured pathways for new faculty to redesigning stu-
dent intake processes and reimagining employer partnerships, each fellow shares a "make it
hetter” plan tailored to their institution’s needs. Along the way, they reflect on the lessons, big
and small, that have shaped their thinking this year. Their stories continue on page 36.

MELISSA HIBBARD
Program Director,

Allied Health - Online
Miller-Motte College

The Expert-to-Educator Framework
CTE faces a unique challenge: prepar-
ing highly skilled industry professionals
to become equally effective educators.
While these instructors bring invaluable
real-world expertise into the classroom,
many begin teaching with little or no for-
mal preparation in instructional practice,
adult learning or online pedagogy. As a
result, new faculty often feel isolated,
overwhelmed, and underprepared de-
spite being experts in their profession.
Addressing this gap requires a shift in
how institutions approach faculty devel-
opment, not as a one-time onboarding
event but as a comprehensive, continu-
ous professional learning experience.
The Expert-to-Educator Framework
addresses this need by transforming fac-
ulty development from a transactional
onboarding process into an intentional
model of professional growth. Rather
than emphasizing compliance alone, the
framework is built upon three intercon-
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nected pillars: practical teaching skills,
faculty community and continuous pro-
fessional learning. Together, these pillars
create a sustainable foundation that
equips instructors with the knowledge,
support and confidence needed to suc-
ceed in today’s learning environments.

The program consists of a series of
modular learning experiences that provide
instructors with immediately applicable
strategies for teaching and learning. Topics
include creating engaging online class-
rooms, facilitating meaningful discussions,
providing high-quality feedback, conduct-
ing purposeful student outreach, integrat-
ing instructional technology, promoting
academic integrity, supporting diverse
learners and applying effective instruction-
al strategies for adult students. Professional
learning extends beyond initial training
through faculty learning cohorts, mentor-
ship opportunities, and a gamified badge
system that recognizes continued growth
and encourages lifelong learning.

The impact will reach beyond faculty
development to influence the entire stu-
dent experience. When instructors are
equipped with effective teaching strategies
and supported through ongoing profes-
sional learning, they are better positioned
to create engaging, consistent and sup-
portive learning environments.

Stronger instructional practices
can contribute to increased
student engagement, improved
persistence, and greater academic
success while simultaneously
strengthening faculty confidence,
satisfaction, and retention.

Evaluation of the initiative focuses on
measurable outcomes for both faculty and
students. Faculty metrics include partici-
pation in professional development, badge
completion, instructional observation scores,
satisfaction and retention. Student outcomes
include discussion participation, responsive-
ness to outreach efforts and course comple-
tion rates, among others. Collectively, these
data provide meaningful evidence of the rela-
tionship between intentional faculty develop-
ment and improved instructional quality.

Subject matter expertise alone does not
produce exceptional teaching. Effective
educators require instructional knowl-
edge, practical tools, meaningful support,
and opportunities for continuous growth.
By investing intentionally in the devel-
opment of CTE faculty, institutions can
strengthen teaching effectiveness, culti-
vate a collaborative culture of professional
learning, and ultimately improve student
outcomes. When faculty succeed, students
are better positioned to succeed as well.
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MISTY G. HULL

Dean of Academic

Success for Allied Health
Community College of Aurora

Naming the Skills
A student in one of our programs recently
used the open-response line on our new in-
take survey to tell us she was going through
a divorce and facing financial concerns. She
was afraid she would not secure enough
aid to complete her credential in time. She
is not an outlier. I lead a division where
students are already building the skills
employers want. What many of them lack
is the language to name those skills, and
sometimes the support to make it to gradu-
ation. This project addresses both.

The key idea is simple. Program
learning outcomes are written in ac-
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ademic language, but employers hire
in a different language entirely. I led a
skills mapping initiative across all of
CCA’s nearly 8o programs, translating
each program’s learning outcomes into
plain-language industry skills at every
credential level. The critical addition
was naming what employers actually
call each skill, the language a hiring
manager would search for on job boards,
so faculty could make that connection
explicit in their assignments.

Within my own division, that frame-
work grew into a broader pilot. I launched
an intake survey for incoming Allied
Health students that captures their em-
ployment goals, their confidence in their
credential, and the barriers that could
keep them from finishing. More than half
named financial concerns as a barrier, and
more than a third asked for a follow-up
from an advisor. Those responses route
directly to a program coordinator who
connects each student with support, in-

cluding the student above.

This is not only about naming career
skills. It is about building a holistic student
journey, one where students receive the
support they need to remain enrolled.

If my hypothesis holds true, the stu-
dent who wrote us that note will become
the proof of concept. This project started
as a way to translate what students learn
into the language employers already use,
so they would recognize their own quali-
fications and apply with confidence. But
she taught me that naming a skill only
matters if a student is still enrolled to use
it. That is the connection this project is
now built to make, for her and for every
student like her who might otherwise fall
through unnoticed.

We're always learning!

A strong mentor can change
the shape of a project, and of a
career.
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RUDOLPH CHAVEZ
Perkins CTE Coordinator
College of Southern Nevada

In Compliance

Meaningful change relies on updating

grant policies and procedures to ensure

compliance for federal grants. My role is to

work with our office staff, pre- and post-

award, on a smooth and compliant grant
process for the institution.

KIMBERLY LEA

Dean of Workforce Education
Palm Beach State College

Intentional Job Design Through

Employer Engagement

As the dean of workforce education at
Palm Beach State College, I have learned
that successful workforce education be-
gins long before students enter the class-
room. It begins with employers. Rather
than designing programs based on his-
torical practices or assumptions, colleges
must partner with industry to identify the
knowledge, skills and abilities required
for today’s jobs — and for those emerging
tomorrow. Intentional job design through
employer engagement ensures that educa-
tional programs remain relevant, responsive
and aligned with regional workforce needs.

The pace of technological

change has accelerated across
nearly every industry.
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We're always learning!
This year, I have learned
how to collaborate with
others to improve Perkins
implementation at the

College of Southern Nevada.

Meaningful partnerships involve
employers as co-creators of curriculum,
validators of competencies, providers of
work-based learning opportunities, and
advocates for student success. Through
structured engagement models like the
business and industry leadership teams at
Palm Beach State College, employers help
identify the competencies that matter most
and continuously validate whether instruc-
tional content reflects current workplace
expectations. This collaborative approach
creates stronger alignment between edu-
cation and employment while increasing
employer confidence in graduates.

Intentional job design also benefits
students. When employers actively shape
learning experiences, students gain ac-
cess to authentic projects, internships,
apprenticeships, industry-recognized
credentials and networking opportunities
that improve both confidence and employ-
ability. Faculty also benefit by maintaining
current knowledge of industry practices
and emerging technologies. Ultimately,
employers become long-term strategic
partners instead of occasional advisors.

1. Build relationships

before requesting support.

Successful partnerships begin with trust.
Visit employers, tour facilities, attend

industry association meetings and seek
to understand business challenges before
asking employers to serve on committees
or provide resources.

2. Create structured opportunities

for ongoing engagement.

Replace annual advisory meetings with re-
curring, focused conversations throughout
the year. Quarterly competency reviews,
curriculum validation sessions, and em-
ployer roundtables provide timely feedback
that keeps programs responsive to chang-
ing workforce needs.

3. Demonstrate the value

of the partnership.

Employers are more likely to remain
engaged when they see measurable out-
comes. Share graduate placement rates,
credential attainment, internship success
stories and examples of curriculum im-
provements that resulted directly from
employer recommendations.

Intentional employer engagement is no
longer optional for workforce education.
It is a strategic necessity. When education
and industry work together as equal part-
ners, students graduate with relevant skills,
employers gain a stronger talent pipeline,
and communities are more prepared to
meet economic demands.
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VANCE MILLER
Director of Adult Education
York County

School of Technology

What Is 'Better'?

Adult and continuing education programs
are uniquely positioned to serve both
learners and industry, yet there is often a
disconnect between training and rapidly
evolving workforce needs. Businesses

LIS

MICHAEL L. PATE

Professor and Graduate
Program Director
Utah State University

From Classroom to Career,

and Back Again

Meaningful change in Utah's CTE sys-
tem means moving beyond theoretical
alignment to create a self-sustaining
pipeline that links classroom learning
directly to economic mobility. It requires

struggle to keep employees up to date
without dedicating internal resources,
while education providers may lag behind
real-time industry changes.

My goal would be to position York
County School of Technology as a dynam-
ic workforce partner by creating direct
pipelines between education and employ-
ment, ensuring training remains current,
responsive, and aligned with industry
demands.

“Better” means becoming a proactive,
industry-integrated training hub wherein:

« Programs are continuously updated
based on real-time employer feedback.

addressing instructor shortages by
building structured pathways that inte-
grate industry-recognized credentials
and smooth student transitions from
secondary education into the workforce.
At Utah State University, this transfor-
mation is driven by a collaborative effort
between community partners and the
USU Career and Technical Education
Teaching Academy.

My role will be to build critical bridges
between Utah State University, the Utah
State Board of Education and local employ-
ers. Essential efforts will be to secure sus-
tainable funding — leveraging mechanisms
like Perkins V — to scale 40-hour industry
externships for high school CTE teachers.

LEARN MORE

The NextLevel Postsecondary CTE
Leaders Fellowship is a yearlong
experience that transforms CTE
professionals into stronger, more

effective leaders. NextLevelCTE.org
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Adult learners transition seamlessly
into employment.

Employers rely on us as their primary
training partner.

Customized, short-term training solu-
tions are readily available.

Industry and education collaborate reg-
ularly, not reactively.

I'would like to be in a position to of-
fer apprenticeship-type training but in a
short-term fashion. This way companies
are not losing their employees for long pe-
riods of time, and the employee is getting
trained in what is needed at that time.

By championing an industry and education
dynamic feedback loop, USU will help en-
sure CTE curriculum remains responsive
to emerging skill gaps, empowering practi-
tioners to drive true industry alignment.

We're always learning!

Through the leadership
seminar series, I've learned
how my perspective can keep
me from seeing the potential
for growth. This program has
reset my hope and energy to
lead with a student-centered,
data-guided and mission-
driven mindset.

continued on page 36
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Make It Better

continued from page 15

More from this year’s ACTE NextLevel Postsecondary CTE fellows
on the plans shaping their institutions.

RENATO FREITAS
Program Coordinator, How |
Reach Employment (HIRE)
Fort Myers Technical College

Bridging the Postsecondary

Transition Gap

Every year, thousands of neurodivergent
students face what educators call the tran-
sition cliff. While the K-12 system provides
legally mandated structures, these services
often prioritize classroom compliance over
long-term employability. When these indi-
viduals transition to postsecondary insti-
tutions, they acquire exceptional technical
trade skills. But a systemic gap remains.
Educational systems and local industries
operate in silos, leaving an incredibly dedi-
cated yet untapped talent pool disconnect-
ed from employers who face chronic labor
shortages.

The "workforce with unique ability”
pipeline is a strategic initiative designed
to turn this disjointed transition into a
cohesive, sustainable career path. By con-
structing a formalized pipeline between
Fort Myers Technical College and regional
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industry partners, this project aims to
shatter the barriers of employer hesitancy.

The project operates across three dis-
tinct phases. First, we assemble a dedicat-
ed task force of transition coordinators,
regional employers, and community voca-
tional resources to map high-vacancy,
entry-level corporate roles that align with
our students’ technical training. Second,
we launch employer "lunch and learn’
events to cultivate corporate disability
confidence while bringing students on-
site for job shadowing. Finally, we execute
supported internships backed by external
job coaches, resulting in accommodated
interviews for permanent positions.

For FMTC, this initiative elevates our
CTE programming from a model focused
merely on completion to one dedicated
to long-term economic self-sufficiency. It
embeds neurodiversity awareness directly
into local business cultures, transforming
regional hiring practices and turning cor-
porate partners into advocates for inclu-
sive workforce development.

To ensure strict accountability and
continuous improvement, the project will

track three critical performance indicators:

« Partnership scale: Securing formal com-
mitments from at least five major local
employer partners during the pilot phase.

« Employment conversion: Placing a pilot
cohort of 8-10 students into structured
internships, aiming for a minimum 75%
conversion rate into permanent roles.

Longitudinal retention: Tracking job
retention at the 90-day, one-year and
five-year milestones through structured,
monthly workplace health checks.

Ultimately, this Make It Better plan
positions postsecondary CTE as the vital
connective tissue that transforms students
with unique abilities into independent,
career-ready professionals, permanently
strengthening the local economy.

We're always learning!

The strongest framework for
change is a bridge built from
both the heart and the brain.
Developing this plan taught
me that advocacy for students
with disabilities cannot rely
solely on the moral argument
of 'doing the right thing'

To truly transform systems,
we must pair deep human
empathy with a rigorous
operational structure.
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FELITA L.
COBB-MURPHY

Associate Director for CTE
lllinois Community College Board

Meaningful Change

I envision a higher education and communi-
ty college system where meaningful change
creates lasting opportunities for every learn-
er. I believe that when we lead with purpose,
embrace innovation and invest in people, we
can build systems that support generational

MARYANN REID

Program Director
Purpose to Path

Redefining Workforce Success

What if the greatest workforce challenge
isn't a skills gap, but a purpose gap? Career
and technical education has an opportuni-
ty to move beyond traditional metrics like
enrollment, completion and placement.
While technical training remains essential,
students are seeking purpose, belonging,
mentorship and meaningful direction.
Faith-based CTE is helping define the next
generation of educational metrics by focus-
ing on the whole person.

Values-based education teaches char-
acter traits such as integrity, perseverance,
and responsibility, and the source of those
values can vary and often reflects changing
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growth and transform lives. Through this
fellowship and beyond, I will continue to be
a change agent — professionally and person-
ally — while maintaining a forward-thinking
mindset that inspires collaboration, creates
opportunity and reflects the kind of positive
change I hope to see in our institutions and
communities.

We're always learning!

My voice matters. I have come
to recognize the important role
[ play in creating educational

opportunities that positively impact

current and future generations.

cultural perspectives. With this in mind, I
launched a pilot program to learn more.

The Purpose to Path electrician
pre-apprenticeship pilot ran in June
and July of 2026 with a group of 18- to
24-year-olds. The pilot demonstrated how
small, scalable cohorts can strengthen
workforce development through men-
torship, employer engagement, character
formation and purpose-centered learning.
This approach introduces new metrics such
as student transformation, social capital,
entrepreneurship, regional transformation,
professional development and community
impact. These measures better reflect what
employers, students and communities val-
ue in an Al-driven market where technical
skills alone are not enough anymore.

Early pilot outcomes reinforce this
approach. Eighty-seven percent (87%) of
students reported significant professional
growth through increased skills and con-
fidence. Ninety-eight percent (98%) said
they had never personally known an em-

ployer in their community before partici-
pating and now had meaningful employer
relationships. All participants received
mentorship and direct employer contacts,
and 27% received invitations to interview
within 24 hours of graduation. These find-
ings show students don't need more infor-
mation; they need direction.

AsTlook ahead, important questions
remain: What are new metrics we can use to
measure student success? What do students
need to launch their lives — not just their
careers? How can we redefine traditional
measures such as enrollment, retention, and
completion to include transformation, rela-
tionships, and long-term impact?

From what I learned, the greatest mea-
sure of success may be the relationships stu-
dents build within their communities, where
employers can witness students in action
before their first day on the job. Purpose to
Path offers a new model that can meet the
needs of today’s employers while strengthen-
ing individuals, families and communities.
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Make It Better

JOY PAK

Operations Manager for Business
and Social Science Division
Harper College

Making Career Pathways Visible
Across Illinois, thousands of adult learn-
ers enroll at community colleges each

year with the goal of improving their lives
through education and meaningful em-
ployment. They bring determination and
valuable life experiences, but many face
significant barriers along the way that
make career advancement difficult. These
barriers include work schedules, caregiving
responsibilities, financial challenges, trans-
portation issues, limited access to technol-
ogy, and gaps in academic or English lan-
guage proficiency. The opportunities may
exist, but the pathway is not always visible.

Many adults have the motivation
and ability to succeed but need clearer
guidance and stronger institutional
support to transition into credentials
that lead to high-wage careers.
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MICHELLE SLICZNIAK

Operations Manager for CTE
Harper College

We Help Each Other

Meaningful change means supporting
more students and helping them suc-
cessfully enter the workforce through the

One promising solution is to strengthen
the connection between adult education
and workforce credential programs by
creating a structured career pathway
that includes career bridge workshops,
English instruction, coordinated re-
ferrals and data-informed continuous
improvement. Rather than expecting
students to navigate multiple offices,
websites and program requirements
independently, colleges can create
structured pathways that guide learners
from initial interest to enrollment and
completion.

Equally important is providing con-
textualized, careers-related English
instruction that prepares multilingual
learners for both college and the work-
place. Instructions focused on technical
vocabulary, workplace communication
and academic expectations can build
confidence before students begin cre-
dential coursework. Faculty can further
support student success by incorporat-
ing inclusive teaching practices, such as
clear assignment directions, vocabulary
previews, structured check-ins, and
timely referrals to tutoring, advising, and
student support services.

work we accomplish together. To achieve
this goal, I collaborate with colleagues
across institutions and within my depart-
ment, keep students at the center of every
decision I make, and lead with kindness,
professionalism, and a willingness to sup-
port both staff and students as they seek
guidance and assistance.

We're always learning!

[ have learned that without
collaboration, end goals cannot
be met. We all help each other
achieve our goals.

A coordinated referral process is anoth-
er essential piece. Adult education instruc-
tors and staff often know when a student is
ready to take the next step, but that readi-
ness can diminish if the handoff is informal
or unclear. A streamlined referral system
connecting students directly with admis-
sions, advising, financial aid, and program
faculty creates a smoother transition and
increases the likelihood that students
will enroll, persist, and complete their
programs. For the institution, this model
strengthens collaboration, creating a more
coordinated and equitable approach to
helping learners transition.

Continuous improvement depends
on meaningful data. Tracking class
participation, referrals, advising ap-
pointments, applications, enrollment,
retention, completion and student
feedback enables colleges to evaluate
the effectiveness of the pathway and
identify opportunities for improvement.
These measures align closely with Illi-
nois adult education priorities related
to postsecondary transitions, credential
attainment and employment outcomes,
allowing the model to be repeated, re-
fined and scaled for each term.
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JENNIFER CURTIS
Project Manager
Chandler-Gilbert
Community College

Building a High-Value
Micro-Credential Playbook

One of the most rewarding parts of my
work at Chandler-Gilbert Community
College is seeing students discover a
pathway to a career they never thought
was possible. I have also seen the frustra-
tion of students who are eager to begin
training but face long waitlists or edu-
cational pathways that cannot respond
quickly enough to changing workforce
demands. Those experiences have shaped
my vision for improving workforce edu-
cation and inspired my plan.

Community colleges play a
critical role in preparing students
for high-demand careers, but
today’s workforce is changing
faster than traditional educational
models were designed to
accommodate.

While degree and certificate pro-

grams remain essential, many students
need shorter, more flexible opportunities
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to build marketable skills and enter the
workforce sooner. At the same time,
employers need qualified talent now,
not several years from now. With the
opening of the Future48 Aerospace &
Defense Workforce Accelerator, Chan-
dler-Gilbert CC has an opportunity to
rethink how we prepare students for one
of Arizona’s fastest-growing industries.
Our Aircraft Maintenance Technology
program has a waiting list of more than
100 students. Rather than asking them to
wait, I believe we can create additional
entry points that allow students to begin
building valuable skills immediately and
secure a job.

My plan focuses on developing a
practical framework for designing work-
force-responsive credentials that can be
replicated across programs. Instead of cre-
ating stand-alone courses, the playbook
combines labor market data, employer
feedback, curriculum design, student sup-
port, marketing and stackable credential
pathways into a single planning model.
The goal is to create credentials that are
valuable to both students and employers
while providing clear pathways into certif-
icates and degree programs.

The first pilot will focus on aero-
space as we plan to implement short,
credit-bearing micro-credentials in areas
such as precision measurement and
avionics. Employers will help identify
workforce needs, review curriculum,

participate in instruction where appro-
priate, and create direct connections

to employment opportunities. Their
involvement ensures that what students
learn reflects the skills employers are
actively seeking. As the project man-
ager, my role is to bring these partners
together around a shared vision while
creating a process that is sustainable,
data-informed and scalable.

Although the project begins with
aerospace, I see it as a model that can
support high-value micro-credentials
across disciplines. More importantly, I
hope it helps create a culture in which
workforce programs can adapt quickly
to changing industry needs while giv-
ing students more flexible pathways to
meaningful careers.

We're always learning!

One of the most important
lessons I have learned this
year is the value of introducing
career exploration early in a
student's educational journey.
Providing K-12 students with
meaningful exposure to a variety
of career fields helps them better
understand the opportunities
available and connect their
interests and strengths to
potential career paths.
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TYLER LOVE

Professor and Director of CTE
Teacher Preparation Programs
The University of Maryland
Eastern Shore in Baltimore

High-Quality CTE Teacher &

Counselor Preparation
Educator and career counselor prepa-
ration is integral to high-quality CTE
instruction and career-connected learn-
ing. Since 2021, Maryland legislation has
required that all secondary students
have access to individualized career
counseling; this is not a novel concept.
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Dr.
Donald Maley (University of Maryland)
advocated for industrial arts and tech-
nology education courses as a vehicle
to develop students’ career awareness,
career exploration and occupational ori-
entation. Additionally, Dr. Robert Lent
(University of Maryland) has published
extensively on the benefits of career
counseling for over four decades.

What distinguishes current efforts
from those of Maley and Lent is legisla-
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tive support — now codified and backed
by state funding. Despite this mandate,
Maryland has not established any re-
quirements for P-12 career counselors.
Consequently, there are a wide range

of hiring, preparation and implementa-
tion models being applied with varying
results among Maryland’s 24 school
systems.

Recognizing these gaps, the Univer-
sity of Maryland Eastern Shore's CTE
programs office developed the first
and only state-approved career-con-
nected learning preparation certificate
programs, focused on the intersection
of WBL and career counseling. These
stackable undergraduate and graduate
certificate programs have helped foster
a collaborative statewide network for
developing essential career counseling
skills and sharing of resources. Given the
documented benefits of career-connect-
ed learning for all P-12 students, and
positive outcomes found to be associat-
ed with rigorous educator preparation
programs, a coherent research-based
preparation program for career counsel-
ors is warranted.

In some Maryland jurisdictions, local
workforce boards, the mayor’s office or
other outside agencies have been tasked

with hiring career counselors to work

in the school systems. Individuals not
employed by the school system or who
are not licensed educators often do not
qualify for tuition reimbursement or
professional development funding. This
can hinder access to high-quality prepa-
ration opportunities. UMES aims to ad-
dress this barrier without compromising
the quality of preparation. With external
funding support, we plan to provide an
intensive, face-to-face, short-term train-
ing experience that will quickly enhance
career counselors’ foundational knowl-
edge, practices, shared resources and
professional networks to enter the field
with increased confidence. Based on ex-
isting literature, it is plausible to predict
that this will improve career counselors’
sense of community and self-efficacy, as
well as retention and student outcomes.

We're always learning!

CTE can look drastically
different among states or even
among different institutions. I
have really enjoyed learning about
the innovative and inspirational
work of CTE colleagues from
around the country.

acteonline.org



KRISTIN HEATHCOCK
Dean of Associate in Science
Degree Programs

Hillsborough College

Continuous Growth
Community colleges are often tasked with
balancing innovation and sustainability
across a portfolio of workforce programs.
Shortly after becoming the dean overseeing
workforce programs at my campus, I was
charged with launching a new financial tech-
nology program. The opportunity seemed
straightforward: Strong industry demand,
enthusiastic partners and growing student
interest created a clear pathway to success.
At the same time, I began reviewing the
health of the other programs in my division.
Some had steady enrollment, others were
growing, and one faced significant chal-
lenges. Our aquaculture program serves
highly dedicated students, benefits from
strong industry engagement, and enjoys
partnerships with local universities, but

DANNY FISHER

Dean of Manufacturing,
Technology, and Trades
GateWay Community College

Tomorrow's Tech

In my role, I have the privilege of leading
workforce education programs that pre-
pare students for careers in advanced man-
ufacturing, skilled trades and the rapidly
growing semiconductor industry. As Arizo-
na experiences unprecedented investment
in semiconductor manufacturing, commu-
nity colleges have a unique opportunity to
partner with employers to develop innova-
tive training models that respond directly
to workforce needs.

[ believe education has a
responsibility to evolve as
industries evolve.
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enrollment has steadily declined, and ca-
reer salaries in the field remain relatively
low. Rather than viewing these challenges
as reasons to discontinue the program, we
chose to view them as an opportunity to re-
imagine it. This effort has become the focus
of my “make it better” plan.

Florida’s abundant freshwater and
marine resources provide a natural foun-
dation for workforce development in
water-related industries. Working closely
with faculty — whose expertise and pas-
sion have been instrumental — we began
exploring how the program might evolve
to better align with emerging workforce
needs. Identifying workforce demand is
not always as simple as filling existing job
openings. In this case, our challenge is to
anticipate future opportunities and deter-
mine where education can create value.

Our goal is ambitious: to transform a declin-
ing program into one that addresses emerging
workforce needs and attracts a new generation
of students. The process includes:

+ Engaging industry and community

« Identifying regional and statewide
workforce needs

Since 2020, more than $210 billion in
semiconductor investments have been an-
nounced across Arizona, including TSMC’s
historic $165 billion investment in Phoenix,
along with major expansions from Intel,
Ambkor and other industry leaders. These
investments are expected to create tens of
thousands of high-quality jobs.

Meeting this demand requires more than
expanding educational programs; it requires
unprecedented collaboration between in-
dustry, education and government. My plan
focuses on establishing the SEMI Equip-
ment Technician Certification as Arizonas
common, industry-recognized credential
for semiconductor equipment technicians.
By aligning community colleges, employ-
ers, workforce partners and state agencies
around a shared certification, we can pro-
vide employers with confidence in gradu-
ates’ skills while giving students a portable
credential that supports career mobility.

This work is anchored by the Future48
Semiconductor Workforce Accelerator on
GateWay Community College's Central

Developing curriculum aligned with
those needs

Securing institutional and state
approvals

Recruiting faculty with relevant
expertise

Launching and continuously refining
the new program

This work is not the responsibility of a
single individual. It requires collaboration
among faculty, administrators, industry
partners and community members. While
the outcome is still being shaped, the pro-
cess itself has reinforced an important les-
son: Workforce programs must continually
evolve to remain relevant. Sometimes mak-
ing things better means building something
entirely new from the strengths of what
already exists.

We're always learning!

[ have learned the importance
of addressing issues as they arise
rather than waiting until they fester.

City Campus. Developed through a part-
nership between the Arizona Commerce
Authority and Maricopa Community Col-
leges, the $20 million accelerator features
a full-scale mock semiconductor clean-
room, industry-standard equipment, and
hands-on training environments designed
with input from leading semiconductor
manufacturers. The accelerator will serve
as a regional hub for technician training,
certification testing, faculty development,
employer engagement and industry collab-
oration, creating a scalable model that can
be replicated nationwide.

Collaboration has become the hallmark
of Arizona’s workforce strategy. Success will
be measured through certification adoption,
employer participation, student certification
pass rates, program completion, employ-
ment outcomes and employer satisfaction.
Together, we can build a stronger semicon-
ductor workforce and create a model for col-
laboration that benefits students, employers
and communities across the nation.
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RACHEL YAGER
Founder & CEO, FortuneTimes
Group; Chief Innovation Officer,
RapidPathway

Charting the Course:
Meaningful Change in CTE

Meaningful change in CTE is not just
about better coursework; it is about fun-
damentally redefining the transition from
the classroom to the career. For the CTE
community, meaningful change looks like
a seamless, supported journey where stu-
dents build a professional identity before
they even graduate.

As the edtech innovator behind a
“make it better” plan, I act as an archi-
tect of this transition. I help educators to
move beyond passive instruction to build
the infrastructure that guides, tracks and
accelerates student success. My plan cen-
ters on the RapidPathway Student GPS, a
platform designed to accelerate CTE path-
ways through strategic Guidance, Plan-
ning and Support (GPS). The core of this
plan is an integrated academic and career

acteonline.org

learning framework. Rather than a static
curriculum, this provides students with a
dynamic road map toward self-discovery,
rigorous goal-setting and professional
preparation. By leveraging data, the plan
enables early, actionable insights, helping
students navigate the complex terrain be-
tween high school, college and the work-
force with clarity.

The impact of this approach is twofold.
For students, it transforms the waiting
room experience of high school into a pe-
riod of active identity formation. Through
behavioral nudges — like automated trig-
gers for early transfer credit approval — we
encourage habitual progress. Students be-
gin to shift their mindsets from completing
courses to building careers.

For administrations, this plan shifts the
operational burden, providing leadership
with critical, data-driven insights. By visu-
alizing where students are along their road
map, administrators can make strategic
decisions in pathway design and ensure
better cross-institutional alignment, ulti-
mately strengthening the entire program
ecosystem.

To validate the efficacy of the Student
GPS, I am tracking three primary out-
comes that serve as indicators of meaning-
ful progress:

1. Student engagement: We are monitor-
ing interaction levels with professional
identity resources to gauge early career
development and active participation.

2. Early transfer credit approval rates:
We are utilizing early transfer credit ap-
provals as a primary proxy for student
persistence and commitment to the
pathway.

3. Institutional alignment: We are mea-
suring improvements in connectivity be-
tween high schools, colleges and hiring
partners.

Meaningful change is not an accident;
it is the result of design. I am helping to
engineer a future where every CTE student
has a clear, actionable and supported path
to their professional potential. My role is
to bridge the gap between intent and out-
come, ensuring that CTE programs are as
dynamic as the careers.

We're always learning!

[ discovered that the most
sustainable way to foster long-
term growth is to embed new
processes into existing routines.

LEARN MORE

The NextlLevel Postsecondary CTE
Leaders Fellowship is a yearlong
experience that transforms CTE
professionals into stronger, more
effective leaders. Learn more about
the program. NextLevelCTE.org
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