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Across the country, schools are working to help students see stronger connections 

between what they learn in school and the opportunities available to them after 

graduation. Many students are asked to make decisions about courses, pathways, 

credentials, and postsecondary plans before they have had enough exposure to 

careers, enough time to reflect on their interests, or enough guidance to understand 

how academic learning connects to future opportunity.

Career-connected learning is one response to 
this challenge. At its strongest, it is not a single 
course, program, or pathway. It is a school 
design approach that helps students build 
awareness, explore possibilities, apply academic 
learning, develop transferable skills, and prepare 
for both college and career over time.

This Pathways to Prosperity Model Blueprint 
(Blueprint) was developed to help schools 
and systems learn from the Career Academy 
Network of Public Schools (CANOPS) and 
consider how similar practices might be adapted 
for their own contexts. CANOPS is a public 
charter school system in South Bend, Indiana, 
that serves students across grades K–12. Its 
model is organized around three connected 
pillars: College and Career Preparation, 
Professional Learning Communities, and 
Experiential Learning. Together, these pillars 
connect academics, career development, adult 
collaboration, student support, community 
partnerships, and real-world application across 
the K–12 experience. This Blueprint does not ask 
schools to exactly replicate CANOPS. Instead, 
it is designed to help leaders and educators 
understand the design logic behind the model: 
what the pillars are, why they matter, how 

they work together, and what implementation 
requires. The Blueprint also describes what 
schools should consider as they adapt the work 
for their own students, communities, and organi-
zational capacity.

At the center of the model is a simple, but 
powerful idea:

Students are better prepared for the future 

when schools intentionally connect aca-

demic learning, career exploration, adult 

support, and real-world application across 

the full K–12 experience.

This means career preparation does not begin 
in high school. It begins when young children 
start building language for interests, strengths, 
work, community roles, and problem-solving. It 
deepens in middle school as students explore 
identity, options, relevance, and emerging 
interests. It becomes more concrete in high 
school as students participate in pathways, earn 
credentials, experience work-based learning, 
and prepare for postsecondary transitions.

The Blueprint is organized to help schools 
understand and implement that progression.
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Why This Blueprint Was Developed
The Pathways to Prosperity project was created through a Charter School Program model 
and dissemination grant to document and share the CANOPS approach with other school and 
network leaders, teachers, and teams interested in implementing career-connected learning in 
their schools, charters or otherwise.

The purpose of the Blueprint is to make the model usable beyond the original CANOPS context. 
It is intended to help schools understand not only what CANOPS does, but also why the model is 
designed the way it is and which implementation decisions school leaders might need to make.

This document is not a research report, although it is informed by research on career acade-
mies, career development, experiential learning, and school improvement. Nor is it a prescriptive 
checklist. Schools differ in grade span, staffing, partnerships, schedules, resources, student 
needs, and local workforce context, so a structure that works well in one setting might need to 
be adapted in another.

Rather, the Blueprint is intended to bridge the space between a promising model and  
practical implementation.

It is designed to help readers

•	 understand the core components of a 
coherent K–12 career-connected learning 
model; 

•	 see how career preparation develops 
differently across elementary, middle, and 
high school; 

•	 identify the leadership, staffing, schedul-
ing, partnership, and professional learning 
conditions that support implementation; 

•	 recognize common implementation risks 
before they become major barriers; 

•	 consider how to implement one, two, or all 
three pillars in ways that fit local context; 
and 

•	 use the CANOPS model as an exemplar 
while making thoughtful design decisions 
for their own schools. 

The central question guiding this Blueprint is “What can schools learn from CANOPS about 
building coherent systems that help students connect learning to real opportunity?”

Who This Blueprint Is For
Career-connected learning cannot be implemented well by one role alone. Accordingly, the 
Blueprint is written for the range of roles that make up an implementation team, including district 
leaders, charter network staff, school administrators, teachers, counselors, pathway directors, 
student support leaders, workforce partnership staff, and cross-functional design teams who are 
exploring or strengthening career-connected learning.
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Different readers may use the Blueprint in different ways.

•	 Network and district leaders may use it 
to think about vision, pathway architecture, 
labor market alignment, partnerships, staff-
ing, funding, data systems, and scaling.

•	 School leaders may use it to think about 
master schedules, teacher collaboration, 
professional learning, student advising, 
equitable access, implementation monitor-
ing, and schoolwide coherence.

•	 Teachers and instructional teams may 
use it to think about academic integration, 
experiential learning, student reflection, 
project quality, standards alignment, and 
classroom-level implementation.

•	 Counselors, advisors, and student 
support teams may use it to think about 
reflection routines, pathway guidance, 
transition planning, family communica-
tion, and supports that help all students 
access opportunities.

•	 Pathway, career and technical educa-
tion (CTE), workforce, and partnership 
leaders may use it to think about pathway 
quality, employer engagement, credentials, 
dual credit, internships, work-based learn-
ing, and postsecondary alignment.

The Blueprint is designed for schools serving different grade spans. Some readers may work in 
elementary schools and focus primarily on awareness and early exploration. Others may work 
in middle schools and focus on identity development and pathway exposure. Others may work 
in high schools and focus on pathways, credentials, dual credit, and postsecondary transitions. 
Schools and networks serving multiple grade spans should use the document as a progression 
rather than a set of disconnected sections.

How to Use This Blueprint
This Blueprint is designed to be used over a period of time to support planning, implementation, 
reflection, and refinement of career-connected learning.

Some may read the document from beginning to end to understand the full model. Others may pick and 
choose specific sections as they work on a particular pillar, grade span, or implementation challenge.

To get the most from the Blueprint, readers may want to

•	 begin with the introductory sections to 
understand the overall design logic; 

•	 review the three-pillar overview to see how 
the model works cohesively as a system; 

•	 read the pillar section(s) most relevant to 
their current priorities; 

•	 use grade-span sections to locate K–5, 
6–8, and 9–12 guidance; 

•	 pay attention to implementation insights 
and Watch Fors to anticipate common 
challenges; 

•	 use the system maps and tables to support 
team discussion;

•	 return to the document over time as imple-
mentation matures; and

•	 use implementation checks to help teams 
move from noticing a potential problem to 
understanding what it may mean.
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The document uses several recurring features to support usability.

Implementation Insights  
highlight lessons that experienced leaders 

often learn through implementation.

Watch Fors  
identify early signs that a system may be 

drifting or may need recalibration.

What This Might Look Like  
examples help readers picture 

implementation in practice.

System Maps  
summarize how each pillar functions across 

network, school, instructional team, and 
student levels.

The Blueprint also uses grade-span markers to help readers locate guidance for different devel-
opmental stages:

K–5 sections focus on awareness, curiosity, foundational skills, and early connections between 
learning and the world of work.

6–8 sections focus on exploration, identity development, relevance, reflection, and preparation 
for more informed pathway participation.

9–12 sections focus on pathway participation, applied learning, credentials, work-based learning, 
and postsecondary transition.

The Blueprint is not intended to tell schools to do everything at once. Schools may begin with 
one pillar, one grade span, one pathway, or one implementation focus area. What matters is that 
early decisions are coherent and connected to a longer-term vision.

Implementation is developmental for adults too. Schools often move through phases as they 
build shared understanding, test structures, refine practice, and sustain systems over time.

The simple improvement cycle shown in Figure 1 can guide teams in how to use the Blueprint.
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Figure 1. Continuous Improvement Cycle for Using the Blueprint

1 2 3 4 5

Identify 
Focus Area

Define goals based  
on analysis

Implement Key 
Practices

Pilot new strategies 
or tools

Collect 
Evidence

Gather observations 
and data

Reflect
Analyze outcomes 

and impact

Adjust 
and Refine

Pivot and optimize 
approaches

This cycle applies whether a team is strengthening elementary career awareness, improving 
professional learning communities (PLCs), designing public exhibitions, refining pathway gover-
nance, or expanding work-based learning.

At a Glance
At a Glance boxes appear at the beginning of each pillar to help readers quickly locate the 
sections most relevant to their needs. Use them as a navigation guide when you are looking for 
grade-span guidance, implementation strategies, monitoring tools, common risks, or role-spe-
cific responsibilities.

If you are trying to...	 Start here

Understand the overall model	 Model at a Glance

Build career awareness in K–5	 Pillar 1, K–5

Strengthen pathway selection/advising	 Pillar 1, 6–12

Improve adult coordination around students	 Pillar 2

Strengthen project/work-based learning	 Pillar 3

Assess current implementation	 Implementation Checks + System Maps

Plan next-stage implementation	 Implementation Phases
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The Challenge That the CANOPS Model Addresses
Many students move through school with ambition but without enough information, guidance, or 
structured experience to make informed decisions about their futures. They might know they want to 
be successful, help their families, attend college, earn a good living, or contribute to their communi-
ties. But they may not know about the careers that exist, the education or training different careers 
require, how school subjects connect to work, or how to navigate the choices in front of them.

This challenge often begins long before high school. Children start forming ideas early about what 
kinds of work are familiar, what futures seem possible, and whether certain fields feel like they are 
“for people like me.” Career development scholars have long described childhood and adoles-
cence as periods when young people build self-concept, explore possibilities, and begin connect-
ing their developing sense of self to future work (Porfeli & Lee, 2012; Super, 1957). Gottfredson’s 
theory of circumscription and compromise also suggests that children might begin ruling out 
options early based on social messages about gender, status, or belonging, which makes broad 
exposure especially important in the elementary and middle grades (Gottfredson, 1996).

By middle school, this challenge becomes more urgent. Students are developing stronger identities, 
interests, preferences, and assumptions about their own abilities. At the same time, many are begin-
ning to make choices about courses, programs, or pathways that could shape later opportunities. 
Research and policy guidance increasingly identify the middle grades as a critical window for career 
exploration, especially when students have opportunities to build self-awareness, learn about 
careers, connect academic learning to real-world problems, and reflect with adults on what they are 
discovering (ACTE, 2018; Education Strategy Group & American Student Assistance, 2024).

Schools also face structural challenges that make career-connected learning difficult to imple-
ment well. Academic programs might emphasize covering content without enough hands-on 
application. Career exposure might occur through isolated events rather than a developmental 
sequence. Student supports might focus on immediate needs without helping students connect 
those supports to long-term planning. High school pathways might exist without enough early 
career exploration or advising to help students choose well.

When these aspects of schooling are disconnected, students might experience school as a set 
of separate requirements rather than a coherent preparation for life after graduation.

The challenge this model addresses can be summarized simply:

Too many students are asked to make important decisions about their futures before 

schools have given them enough exposure, application, reflection, and guidance to make 

those decisions well.
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The CANOPS model responds to this challenge by treating career preparation not as a high school 
add-on, but as a K–12 developmental system. Students begin with awareness and career language 
in the elementary grades, deepen exploration and identity development in the middle grades, and 
move into pathways, credentials, work-based learning, and postsecondary planning in high school.

What Career-Connected School Design  
Means Across K–12
Career academies have traditionally been associated with high school programs that organize 
learning around career themes or pathways while maintaining rigorous academic expectations. 
High-quality career academies often include career-themed coursework, employer partnerships, 
work-based learning, academic and technical integration, and support for postsecondary planning.

Those features remain important, especially in grades 9–12. But a K–12 career-connected model 
asks schools to think more developmentally.

The K–12 career-connected school design is built on a simple idea: Students need different kinds 
of experiences at different developmental stages. Children in K–5 need exposure, language, 
curiosity, and early connections between learning and the world around them. Middle school 
students need exploration, identity development, relevance, and guided reflection. High school 
students need pathways, applied experiences, credentials, work-based learning, and transition 
planning (see Table 1).

Table 1. Progression of Developmental Focus Across Grade Spans

Grade Span Developmental 
Focus

What Students 
Need

Research Rationale

K–5 Awareness Exposure, 
language, 
curiosity, early 
reflection

Career development research 
suggests that children begin 
forming ideas about work, 
identity, and possible futures 
early. Early exposure can 
broaden students’ sense of what 
is possible and counter narrow 
assumptions about who belongs 
in certain careers.
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Grade Span Developmental 
Focus

What Students 
Need

Research Rationale

6–8 Exploration Identity 
development, 
options, rele-
vance, guided 
reflection

Middle school is a key period for 
identity development. Students 
are beginning to ask who they 
are, what they are good at, and 
which futures feel possible. 
Career exploration at this stage 
helps students try on possibil-
ities before eliminating options 
too early.

9–12 Preparation Pathways, 
applied experi-
ences, creden-
tials, transition 
planning

High school students benefit 
from more concrete experiences 
that connect coursework, 
credentials, workplace exposure, 
and postsecondary planning. 
Research on career readiness 
links teenage career exploration, 
workplace experiences, and 
future planning with better adult 
employment outcomes.

Postsecondary 
Transition

Next steps Adaptability, 
continued 
learning

The goal is not a fixed career 
decision at graduation. It is 
readiness to navigate transitions, 
continue learning, and adjust 
plans as opportunities and 
interests evolve.

•	 In elementary school, career-connected learning does not mean asking young children 
to choose a career. It means helping students build curiosity, language, confidence, and 
awareness. Students begin to learn that adults solve problems, use tools, help commu-
nities, create products, analyze information, communicate ideas, and continue learning 
throughout their lives. Career awareness becomes a way to connect academic learning to 
the world around them.

•	 In middle school, career-connected learning becomes more exploratory and reflective. 
Students are developing identity and beginning to notice their own interests, strengths, 
motivations, and preferred ways of working. This is a powerful time to help students 
explore options before they narrow them. Middle school experiences should help students 
ask better questions about themselves and their futures, not pressure them into fixed 
decisions too early.
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•	 In high school, career-connected learning becomes more concrete. Students participate in 
pathways, advanced coursework, dual credit, credentials, internships, work-based learning, 
capstones, and transition planning. The goal is not narrow job training. The goal is dual read-
iness: Students should leave high school with academic preparation, technical and transfer-
able skills, clearer postsecondary options, and confidence navigating future transitions.

A K–12 career-connected model can therefore be understood as a developmental continuum 
(see Figure 2).

Figure 2. College and Career Readiness Continuum,  
Kindergarten to Postsecondary

Awareness Exploration Pathways Postsecondary 
Transition

K–5 6–8 9–12 After Graduation

The K–12 career academy model works best when schools view these stages as connected. 
Elementary school awareness creates language and curiosity. Middle school exploration helps 
students build identity and informed interest. High school pathways give students opportunities 
to apply learning, earn meaningful credentials, and prepare for next steps.

A nuanced progression matters because students rarely make strong decisions from a single 
event, interest survey, or pathway fair. They need repeated opportunities to explore, apply, 
reflect, revise, and plan with adult support over time.

The Blueprint is designed to help schools respond to that challenge through coherent implemen-
tation across three connected pillars that are found in the CANOPS model: 

•	 College and Career Readiness 

•	 Professional Learning Communities

•	 Experiential Learning 

Together, these three pillars help schools connect academic learning, adult collaboration, student 
support, career exploration, and real-world application for a more purposeful K–12 experience.
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What the Research Tells Us About Quality
Career academies have been part of American education for decades. They have been implemented in 
a variety of forms, including school-within-a-school models, magnet programs, wall-to-wall academies, 
and full school designs organized around career pathways. Across these variations, high-quality career 
academies typically combine rigorous academics, career-related coursework, smaller learning environ-
ments, student supports, and partnerships with employers or community organizations to help students 
connect school learning to postsecondary and workforce opportunities (Stern et al., 2000; What Works 
Clearinghouse, 2015). 

Research suggests that career academies can produce meaningful benefits when they are implemented 
with quality and coherence. The What Works Clearinghouse found that career academies had potentially 
positive effects on school completion for high-school-aged students at risk of dropping out (What Works 
Clearinghouse, 2015). A long-term random assignment evaluation by MDRC found sustained labor market 
gains for career academy participants, including higher average monthly earnings, hours worked, and 
hourly wages over the eight years following students’ expected graduation (Kemple & Willner, 2008).

Research on career readiness more broadly reinforces the importance of giving students structured 
opportunities to explore careers, reflect on their interests, and experience workplaces before making 
major postsecondary decisions. Research conducted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) found that young people thinking about their futures, exploring careers, and experi-
encing workplaces is associated with better-than-expected employment outcomes in adulthood. The same 
OECD research also found that variation in career readiness is strongly associated with disadvantages, 
underscoring the importance of schools systematically addressing unequal access to career information, 
guidance, and experiences (Mann et al., 2020).

The lesson from this research is not that schools should simply add career-themed courses, credentials, 
or pathways. It is that outcomes depend on intentional design sustained over time. Career academies are 
strongest when academic learning, career themes, employer and postsecondary partnerships, student 
supports, work-based learning, and teacher collaboration function as connected parts of a coherent 
school model rather than as isolated programs (Kemple, 2001; National Career Academy Coalition, n.d.; 
Stern et al., 2010).

High-quality career academies and career-connected schools typically include

•	 rigorous academic instruction connected to 
real-world application; 

•	 career themes or pathways connected to 
meaningful postsecondary and workforce 
opportunities; 

•	 partnerships with employers, higher education 
institutions, and community organizations; 

•	 work-based or experiential learning; 

•	 structured student support and advising; 

•	 teacher collaboration around student needs; 
and 

•	 ongoing attention to implementation quality. 

These features are consistent with the National Career Academy Coalition’s National Standards of 
Practice, which emphasize a defined mission and goals, academy structure, host district and high school 
support, faculty and staff collaboration, professional development, curriculum and instruction, employer 
and community partnerships, and ongoing assessment and improvement (National Career Academy 
Coalition, n.d.).
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Implementation Architecture: How the  
Model Comes to Life
Effective career-connected school design is not implemented through just one program or initia-
tive. It emerges when multiple parts of a school system work together toward a shared design.

Implementation happens across multiple levels (see Table 2).

Table 2. Implementation Levels of Career-Connected School Design

Implementation Level Who Is Involved Focus of Work

Network / District District leaders, charter 
network staff, pathway 
directors

Vision, partnerships, poli-
cies, resource alignment

School Leadership Principals, assistant princi-
pals, leadership teams

School structures, schedul-
ing, staffing, coordination

Classroom and Student 
Experience

Teachers, counselors, 
pathway teams

Instructional practices, 
student advising, experien-
tial learning

The levels summarized in Table 2 are connected. Network or district leaders create conditions 
for implementation. School leaders translate those conditions into structures and routines. 
Teachers, counselors, and pathway teams bring the model to life through instruction and 
student experience.

When these levels are aligned, students experience a coherent journey in which academic 
learning, career exploration, adult support, and real-world application reinforce one another. 
When they are not aligned, career-connected learning can become a collection of discon-
nected activities.

Distributed leadership is essential. Career-connected school design cannot depend on one enthu-
siastic champion. Sustainable implementation requires shared ownership across system leaders, 
school leaders, teachers, counselors, support staff, students, families, and community partners.
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The Three Pillars of the CANOPS Model
The CANOPS model is organized around three connected pillars. Each pillar serves a distinct 
function, but the strength of the model comes from how the pillars work together across the 
K–12 student experience.

Figure 3: The Three Pillars of the CANOPS Model

Designing Schools for 
Real Opportunity

Experiential Learning
Real-world learning experiences that 
connect academic content to authentic 
work, projects, and problem-solving.

College and Career Readiness
Coherent pathways that prepare 
students for postsecondary educa-
tion and meaningful careers, with-
out forcing a false choice.

Professional Learning Communities 
for Student-Centered Support
Adult collaboration and student 
supports that ensure every 
learner can access, persist in, and 
succeed along a pathway.

In the CANOPS model, College and Career Readiness helps students build direction and 
informed choice. Professional Learning Communities for Student-Centered Support help adults 
coordinate instruction, support, and continuous improvement. Experiential Learning gives 
students meaningful opportunities to apply academic learning in authentic contexts and demon-
strate what they know.

A school may choose to begin with one pillar, but the long-term strength of the model comes 
from how the pillars reinforce one another. Career readiness becomes more meaningful when 
students experience applied learning. Experiential learning becomes stronger when adults 
collaborate through PLCs. PLCs become more purposeful when they are focused on the full 
student experience, rather than only on isolated academic data.
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The following sections describe each pillar in depth. Each description includes design principles, 
implementation guidance, grade-span considerations, enabling conditions, common risks, and 
indicators of implementation health.

Pillar 1: At a Glance
Looking for...	 Start here

K–5, 6–8, or 9–12 guidance?	 Developmental Progression  
	 Across Grade Bands

How to build the system?	 How the Pillar Operates

What conditions need to be in place?	 What Supports the Pillar

How to know whether implementation is healthy?	 How the Pillar Improves Over Time

What to watch for?	 Implementation Check

Who owns what?	 System Map

Pillar 1: College and Career Readiness
The Developmental System for Informed Choice and Future Readiness

Understanding the Pillar

Pillar Overview

The College and Career Readiness pillar focuses on implementing a developmental system that 
helps students build awareness, confidence, academic skill, career understanding, and informed 
choice over time.

When this pillar is implemented effectively, students are not asked to choose between being 
college ready or career ready. They need both. Students need rigorous academic preparation; 
technical and career-connected skills; opportunities to explore real work; and structured support 
to understand how their interests, strengths, and learning connect to future possibilities.

Why College and Career Readiness Must Begin Early

This pillar helps schools move from

college and career readiness as a 
coherent K–12 learning journey.

career pathways as a set of 
high school programs to

That distinction matters.
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When career preparation begins too late, students may select pathways based on limited expo-
sure, peer influence, scheduling convenience, or incomplete understanding of what careers and 
postsecondary options actually require. When preparation begins early and is developed inten-
tionally across grade levels, students are more likely to make decisions based on experience, 
reflection, adult guidance, academic understanding, and awareness of future opportunity.

The goal is not early specialization or tracking. The goal is informed choice.

College and career readiness is not owned only by counselors, pathway teachers, or CTE staff. 
It requires shared responsibility across network leaders, school leaders, teachers, advisors, 
families, employers, postsecondary partners, and community organizations.

A developmental approach helps prevent these problems by giving students repeated opportuni-
ties to explore, reflect, and revise their thinking over time.

In the elementary grades, students build curiosity and career language. In the middle grades, 
students begin connecting interests, strengths, and identity to possible futures. In high school, 
students apply learning through pathways, credentials, dual credit, work-based learning, and 
transition planning.

This progression helps students understand that future readiness is not a single decision. It is a 
series of experiences that helps them learn who they are, what they are good at, what they care 
about, and which opportunities are available to them.

Implementation Insight

Pathways are the outcome of a college and career readiness system, not the starting point.

Schools often focus first on which pathways to offer. That matters, but it is not enough. Students 
also need a college and career readiness system that provides them with opportunities for 
exposure, reflection, advising, family communication, academic integration, and adult guidance to 
help them make sense of the pathway options.

Without that system, pathway choice can become a scheduling event instead of a  
readiness milestone.

Table 3 clarifies the difference between a fully developed college and career readiness system 
and a narrower approach that focuses only on visible pathway structures.



Pathways to Prosperity Model Blueprint:
A K–12 Implementation Guide for Career-Connected School Design

PAGE 

19

Table 3. What High-Quality College and Career Readiness Is and Is Not

College and Career Readiness Is… College and Career Readiness Is Not…

A K–12 developmental progression A high school-only initiative

Preparation for both college and career A choice between college or career

Built through exposure, reflection, advis-
ing, and application

A one-time pathway selection process

Connected to academic instruction Separate from core learning

Supported by adults across the system Owned only by counselors or pathway staff

Informed by labor market data and 
student interest

Built only around popularity or convenience

Flexible and developmental Early tracking into fixed career identities

Continuously reviewed and refined Static once pathways are launched

The distinctions summarized in Table 3 matter because schools can unintentionally adopt the 
visible structures of career pathways without building the developmental supports students 
need to navigate those pathways successfully. A school may offer pathways, courses, projects, 
or career-themed experiences, but students may lack the guidance, reflection, and academic 
connections needed to understand what those opportunities mean for their futures.

In a poorly developed college and career readiness system:

•	 pathways may exist without strong advising;

•	 students may complete projects without 
meaningful reflection;

•	 career exploration may occur during 
isolated events only;

•	 pathway participation may not connect 
clearly to postsecondary opportunities; and

•	 students may struggle to explain why 
they selected a pathway or what they are 
learning from it.

Strong implementation requires schools to ask not only, “What pathways do we offer?” but 
also, “How are students being prepared to understand, access, persist in, and benefit from 
those pathways?”
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Developmental Progression Across Grade Bands

Strong college and career readiness systems evolve as students develop. The goals, structures, 
and supports should become increasingly sophisticated across grade levels while maintaining a 
coherent progression over time.

The developmental progression is important because informed choice requires repeated expo-
sure, reflection, application, and adult guidance, not a single decision point in high school.

K–5: Awareness, Curiosity, and Career Language

In the elementary grades, the goal is not specialization or pathway selection. The goal is 
helping students

•	 build curiosity about the world of work,

•	 develop awareness of different roles and 
industries,

•	 connect learning to real-life application,

•	 begin identifying interests and strengths, 
and

•	 see themselves as capable learners and 
future contributors.

At this stage, students benefit from broad exposure to a wide range of careers, industries, and 
community roles.

One approach that schools may consider is using a shared career interest framework, such as 
RIASEC (Realistic Investigative Artistic Social Enterprising Conventional), to ensure students 
experience a balanced range of career types. The RIASEC framework organizes interests and 
work activities into six broad areas:

•	 Realistic—Building, fixing, working with 
tools or materials

•	 Investigative—Researching, analyzing, 
questioning, solving complex problems

•	 Artistic—Creating, designing, expressing 
ideas

•	 Social—Helping, teaching, supporting, 
serving others

•	 Enterprising—Leading, persuading, orga-
nizing, starting new ventures

•	 Conventional—Organizing, managing infor-
mation, following systems and procedures

In the CANOPS model, students are introduced to careers connected to all six RIASEC areas 
across the elementary grades. For example, kindergarten students may explore careers such as 
firefighter, doctor, artist, elementary teacher, baker, and farmer. By 5th grade, students may be 
exploring careers such as horticulturalist, climate change analyst, reporter, photographer, dieti-
tian, cosmetologist, and theme park engineer.
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The purpose of a shared career interest framework like RIASEC is not for students to choose 
careers early, but rather to build language, curiosity, and a broader sense of possibility from an 
early age.

Elementary implementation of a shared career interest framework might include

•	 career-connected read-alouds and class-
room discussions;

•	 guest speakers and community visits;

•	 role-play and simulation activities;

•	 project-based learning connected to 
community problems;

•	 maker activities connected to engineering, 
design, healthcare, entrepreneurship, or 
environmental science; and

•	 classroom reflection routines connected to 
interests and strengths.

Rather than having students simply memorize job titles, these sorts of frameworks help students 
begin to understand that careers involve

•	 solving problems,

•	 helping people,

•	 creating ideas,

•	 communicating,

•	 designing,

•	 analyzing,

•	 building, and

•	 leading.

One important implementation consideration is ensuring that career awareness becomes embed-
ded into instruction rather than functioning as an occasional event or career day. For example:

•	 mathematics instruction may include 
content related to architecture, engineer-
ing, construction, measurement, or financial 
literacy connections;

•	 literacy instruction may incorporate 
careers connected to communication, 
journalism, technical writing, storytelling, or 
public service;

•	 science investigations may connect to 
healthcare, environmental science, agricul-
ture, or technology; and

•	 collaborative projects may introduce 
leadership, design, entrepreneurship, or 
community planning concepts.

Elementary students also benefit from recurring opportunities to reflect on

•	 what they enjoy,

•	 what they are curious about,

•	 how they contribute to teams,

•	 what kinds of problems interest them, and

•	 which skills they are developing.

These early reflection routines help establish the self-awareness students will build on later.
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What This Might Look Like

Grade 4 Community Garden Project

A 4th grade team designs a community garden project connected to science, mathematics, and 
writing standards.

Students research plant growth, calculate space and materials, interview local gardeners, and 
present design ideas to families and community volunteers. Throughout the project, teachers 
help students identify careers connected to environmental science, construction, design, nutri-
tion, and community planning.

Students complete simple reflection prompts such as

•	 Which part of this project interested  
you most?

•	 Which role did you enjoy during teamwork?

•	 What kinds of adults do similar work?

•	 Which skills did you use that might matter 
outside of school?

The goal of this sort of project is not to have students select a career, but to help them connect 
learning, interests, and real-world contribution.

6–8: Exploration, Identity, and Informed Interest

In the middle grades, career readiness becomes more exploratory and reflective. 

Students are increasingly ready to

•	 investigate industries and pathways in 
greater depth;

•	 explore emerging interests and strengths;

•	 connect academic skills to future opportunities;

•	 reflect on identity, motivation, and goals; and

•	 understand how different pathways 
connect to postsecondary options.

Middle school implementation should help students move beyond exposure toward informed 
exploration.

This might include

•	 interdisciplinary projects connected  
to career themes,

•	 pathway exploration courses,

•	 career interest inventories and  
reflection journals,

•	 job shadowing or workplace visits,
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•	 student exhibitions connected to  
community issues,

•	 advisory discussions focused on strengths 
and future planning, and

•	 exploratory electives tied to high- 
demand sectors.

One important lesson across many implementation efforts is that middle school students 
often need help interpreting their experiences. Exposure alone does not automatically lead to 
self-awareness or informed planning.

Students benefit from recurring opportunities to ask questions like the following:

•	 What kinds of work feel meaningful to me?

•	 What environments help me succeed?

•	 Which skills am I developing?

•	 Which roles do I naturally take during 
collaboration?

•	 What kinds of problems interest me most?

In CANOPS, students use digital RIASEC journals beginning in the upper elementary and middle 
grades to document evolving interests, reflect on experiences, and identify patterns over time. 
Other schools may use different tools, but the key design principle is the same: Students need a 
recurring structure for making meaning from career-connected experiences.

Middle school teams should also carefully monitor whether pathway exploration remains broad 
and inclusive. Schools can unintentionally narrow student thinking too early when students begin 
associating certain pathways with specific peer groups, achievement levels, gender stereotypes, 
or perceived academic identities.

Implementation Insight

Many schools underestimate how much advising and reflection infrastructure students need during 
the middle grades.

Without structured opportunities to process experiences with trusted adults, career exploration 
can become fragmented or superficial. Students may participate in projects and exploratory activ-
ities without ever connecting those experiences to interests, strengths, identity, postsecondary 
possibilities, or future planning.

Strong systems build recurring reflection and advising into the student experience, not just isolated 
career activities.
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9–12: Pathway Participation, Postsecondary 
Readiness, and Transition Planning

In high school, students begin applying earlier exploration through pathway participation, 
advanced coursework, dual credit, credentials, work-based learning, and transition planning.

At this stage, students should experience pathways as coherent learning journeys that are

•	 connected to both academic and technical 
skill development,

•	 aligned with postsecondary opportunity, and

•	 supported by advising and adult mentorship.

Strong implementation helps students understand how pathway coursework, core academics, 
transferable skills, credentials, internships, and postsecondary planning all connect to  
future readiness.

This might include

•	 students completing industry- 
connected projects,

•	 pathway-aligned internships or  
clinical experiences,

•	 dual enrollment opportunities connected  
to pathway fields,

•	 student portfolios and capstone 
presentations,

•	 industry certifications,

•	 pathway advisory boards,

•	 structured transition planning  
conferences, and

•	 college and career advising cycles.

In CANOPS, high school students choose two pathways to explore rather than being locked 
into a single specialization too early. Pathways include fields such as agriculture, criminal justice, 
cybersecurity and information assurance, education, engineering, exercise science, healthcare, 
marketing and sales, precision machining, social and community service, and welding.

Each pathway can provide opportunities for dual credit, industry certifications, internships, 
job shadowing, employer-sponsored projects, or work-based learning. In some cases, core 
academic requirements may be met within pathway coursework. For example, a biomedical 
pathway may include biology or health science coursework that supports both graduation 
requirements and pathway preparation.

One important implementation consideration is ensuring that pathways remain rigorous and 
opportunity-connected rather than becoming isolated elective sequences.
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Students should experience pathways as preparation for

•	 postsecondary education,

•	 living-wage careers,

•	 long-term adaptability, and

•	 continued learning,

not as narrow job training disconnected from broader academic and life readiness.

Strong systems also help students understand that pathways are not permanent identities. 
Students should graduate with technical skills, transferable skills, self-awareness, postsecond-
ary options, and the confidence to navigate future transitions, not the feeling that they are locked 
into a single future outcome.

Watch For

Career pathway systems may need recalibration if

•	 pathways function independently from  
core academics;

•	 pathway rigor varies significantly  
across programs;

•	 students select pathways based primarily 
on peer influence or scheduling;

•	 pathways lack meaningful work-based 
learning or postsecondary alignment;

•	 advising systems focus on scheduling 
rather than future planning;

•	 students cannot explain how pathway 
experiences connect to future goals;

•	 pathway participation is inequitable across 
student groups; or

•	 pathway expansion outpaces staffing or 
partner capacity.

These signs often indicate that the system is offering pathway access without fully supporting 
pathway quality or informed student participation.

How the Pillar Operates

Building a Coherent College and Career Readiness System

Strong college and career readiness systems do not rely on a single program, course sequence, 
or pathway fair. They are built through coordinated structures that help students continuously 
connect academic learning, career awareness, self-reflection, advising, pathway exploration, 
postsecondary planning, and real-world application over time.

This section focuses on the structures, routines, and adult practices that help schools move from 
isolated career activities toward a coherent developmental system.
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Career Awareness and Exploration Structures

Career exploration works best when it is

•	 recurring,

•	 developmental,

•	 integrated into instruction,

•	 supported by reflection, and

•	 reinforced by adults across the system,

rather than treated as an occasional event.

Strong implementation often includes

•	 recurring career-connected learning 
experiences,

•	 structured advisory routines,

•	 pathway exploration opportunities,

•	 interdisciplinary projects,

•	 student reflection tools,

•	 exposure to multiple industries and  
roles, and

•	 opportunities for students to revisit and 
refine interests over time.

Students benefit from seeing career exploration as an ongoing process of learning about them-
selves and the world, rather than as choosing a future career as early as possible.

Schools may organize these structures differently depending on grade span, staffing, and sched-
uling flexibility. What matters most is that students experience repeated opportunities to explore, 
reflect, connect, revise, and plan throughout their K–12 journey.

Implementation Insight

Before they can make informed pathway decisions, students often need significantly more 
exposure than adults expect.

One-time career interest surveys or isolated pathway fairs rarely provide enough context for 
meaningful decision-making. Strong systems give students multiple opportunities across several 
years to experience different fields, to interact with adults and peers, to apply skills in authentic 
settings, to reflect on interests and strengths, and to revisit earlier assumptions.

This repeated exposure helps students make choices based on experience rather than on 
stereotypes, peer influence, or incomplete information.

Reflection and Advising Systems

Advising is one of the most important, and most underestimated, parts of career-connected 
school design.
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Exposure alone does not help students interpret strengths, interests, motivations, future goals, 
or postsecondary possibilities. Students need structured opportunities to process experiences 
with trusted adults over time.

Strong systems often include

•	 advisory periods,

•	 student reflection journals,

•	 career interest inventories,

•	 student-led conferences,

•	 portfolio reviews,

•	 pathway planning conversations,

•	 goal-setting routines, and

•	 transition planning meetings.

The purpose of these structures is not simply to help students choose a pathway. It is to help students

•	 build self-awareness,

•	 recognize patterns in their interests  
and strengths,

•	 connect experiences across classes  
and projects,

•	 understand how opportunities connect to 
future options, and

•	 develop confidence in making decisions 
over time.

One thing that leaders should carefully consider is who owns advising responsibilities within  
the system.

Strong implementation typically requires making advising a shared responsibility across counsel-
ors, teachers, pathway instructors, advisory staff, administrators, and families rather than resting 
entirely on counseling departments alone.

What This Might Look Like

Advisory Conference Before Pathway Selection

Before pathway exploration conferences, an 8th grade advisory team reviews student reflection 
journals to identify patterns in students’ interests, strengths, and questions.

Students prepare short presentations describing

•	 projects they found most engaging,

•	 skills they believe they are developing,

•	 collaborative roles they tend to take,

•	 pathways or industries they want to explore 
further, and

•	 questions they still have about future 
opportunities.
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Advisors use these reflections to guide conversations with students and families about high school 
course selection and pathway exploration. Rather than steering students toward a “correct” path-
way, adults help students interpret patterns emerging across multiple experiences over time.

Academic Integration

College and career readiness should not live only in pathway or elective courses.

Strong systems help students see how mathematics, literacy, science, social studies, commu-
nication, and problem-solving connect to real-world application and future opportunities 
across all classrooms.

This does not require every lesson to include an explicit career connection. However, students 
benefit when teachers regularly help them understand

•	 how academic skills transfer beyond school,

•	 how different industries use those skills, and

•	 how learning connects to authentic prob-
lems and applications.

For example:

•	 mathematics teachers may connect statis-
tics to healthcare, finance, engineering, or 
data science.

•	 English language arts teachers may incor-
porate technical communication, presenta-
tions, research, and professional writing.

•	 science teachers may connect investiga-
tions to healthcare, environmental science, 
manufacturing, or agriculture.

•	 social studies teachers may explore 
public policy, entrepreneurship, community 
systems, or civic leadership.

One important implementation challenge is avoiding superficial career references that feel 
disconnected from instruction.

Students quickly recognize when career connections feel artificial or forced. Strong implementa-
tion requires adults to thoughtfully integrate application and relevance into instruction rather than 
adding isolated “career moments.”

Schools may also need collaborative planning structures that enable academic teachers, path-
way instructors, counselors, and experiential learning teams to coordinate expectations and 
reinforce transferable skills consistently across classrooms.
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Watch For

Career-connected learning may be drifting toward fragmentation when

•	 career exploration happens primarily  
during special events,

•	 pathway learning operates separately  
from core academics,

•	 students experience inconsistent messag-
ing across adults,

•	 advisory structures focus mostly  
on scheduling,

•	 reflection routines disappear during  
busy periods,

•	 students cannot explain how academic 
learning connects to future opportunities, 
or

•	 only pathway teachers discuss career 
readiness or transferable skills.

These are often signs that career preparation is happening in separate, disconnected pieces 
rather than being built into instruction, advising, and student support across the school. 

Pathway Design and Governance

High-quality pathways require disciplined design and ongoing governance.

A common design flaw is launching pathways based on the wrong reasons, for example:

•	 they are popular,

•	 funding becomes available,

•	 equipment has been secured,

•	 staff have personal interest, or

•	 peer schools offer them.

Strong systems instead use a more disciplined process that considers a range of factors, including

•	 labor market demand,

•	 postsecondary alignment,

•	 credential value,

•	 partner depth,

•	 staffing capacity,

•	 student interest,

•	 long-term sustainability, and

•	 equity of access.

Pathways should connect students to meaningful postsecondary and workforce opportunities, 
not simply create additional electives.

Strong implementation often includes

•	 labor market analysis,

•	 advisory boards with industry and  
postsecondary partners,

•	 regular pathway review cycles,

•	 clearly defined pathway outcomes,

•	 sustainability planning before  
expansion, and

•	 documented criteria for adding, refining,  
or sunsetting pathways.
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Leaders should also recognize that pathway expansion creates operational complexity. Each 
new pathway may require staffing expertise, equipment and materials, scheduling coordination, 
partnership development, internship opportunities, credential alignment, dual credit agreements, 
and student support systems.

Core Leadership Tension: Choice With Guardrails

One of the most important leadership decisions is how to balance student choice with system 
coherence and pathway quality.

Too little choice can limit student agency and reduce relevance. Too much choice, especially 
without sufficient exposure or advising, can overwhelm students and dilute pathway quality. 
Strong systems provide “choice with guardrails,” which includes

•	 broad early exploration,

•	 structured advising,

•	 repeated reflection opportunities,

•	 meaningful but manageable pathway 
options, and

•	 clear postsecondary connections.

Leaders should carefully consider the following questions when thinking of how many pathway 
choices to offer students:

•	 How much exposure do students need 
before selecting pathways?

•	 Which pathways can the school realistically 
sustain with quality?

•	 How will families understand pathway 
opportunities and implications?

•	 Which advising structures help students 
make informed decisions?

•	 How will the school monitor whether 
pathway choices remain equitable and 
opportunity-connected?

•	 How will pathway quality be reviewed and 
refined over time?

The goal is not to offer every possible pathway. The goal is to offer coherent, high-quality 
opportunities students can meaningfully navigate and understand. In many cases, fewer coherent, 
well-supported pathways produce stronger student experiences than large numbers of discon-
nected offerings.

One important leadership tension is balancing student choice with pathway quality and sustainability.
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Implementation Insight

Strong pathways are usually built through depth, not volume.

Schools sometimes feel pressure to continuously add pathways to increase student choice. 
However, pathways without strong staffing, partner alignment, advising, and postsecondary 
connections often struggle to sustain quality over time.

Students benefit more from pathways that offer authentic application, strong adult support, 
meaningful credentials, postsecondary connection, work-based learning, and coherent sequenc-
ing than from large numbers of loosely developed options.

What Supports the Pillar

Conditions That Make College and Career Readiness Work

College and career readiness requires more than good intentions or strong individual programs. 
It depends on system conditions that help students experience career development as coherent, 
supported, and connected across grade levels.

Leadership and Staffing Structures

Strong implementation requires clarity about who owns different parts of the system.

Depending on school size and context, this may include

•	 network or district leaders responsible for 
pathway strategy and alignment;

•	 school leaders responsible for schedules, 
staffing, advising, and coherence;

•	 counselors or advisors responsible for 
student planning and reflection;

•	 pathway teachers responsible for pathway 
coursework and applied learning;

•	 core academic teachers responsible for 
integrating career relevance into instruction;

•	 work-based learning coordinators respon-
sible for employer connections and place-
ments; and

•	 data or operations staff responsible for 
tracking participation, persistence, credits, 
credentials, and outcomes.

A common implementation risk is assuming career preparation can be managed informally by a 
few passionate staff members. That may work in early implementation, but it becomes difficult to 
sustain as pathways grow, partnerships expand, and student needs become more complex.
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To ensure that planning and implementation duties are distributed appropriately across staff, 
leaders should clarify the following:

•	 Who coordinates pathway planning?

•	 Who monitors advising quality?

•	 Who tracks student participation  
and access?

•	 Who manages partner relationships?

•	 Who reviews labor market alignment?

•	 Who ensures academic and pathway 
integration?

•	 Who communicates with families?

Without clear ownership, implementation often becomes personality-dependent and vulnerable 
to staff turnover.

Scheduling and Operational Conditions

College and career readiness must be supported by the school schedule.

Implementation may require time for

•	 advising or reflection,

•	 pathway exploration,

•	 interdisciplinary planning,

•	 student conferences,

•	 family meetings,

•	 work-based learning,

•	 dual credit coursework,

•	 internship coordination,

•	 capstone or portfolio development, and

•	 partner engagement.

Schools should consider how the master schedule supports or constrains pathway quality:

•	 Are students able to access both rigorous 
academics and pathway coursework?

•	 Do teachers have planning time to coordi-
nate academic and pathway connections?

•	 Do students have time to reflect on experi-
ences and revise plans?

•	 Can work-based learning fit within the 
school day or week?

•	 Are dual credit courses scheduled in ways 
that support access?

•	 Does the schedule unintentionally prevent 
some students from participating?

Scheduling is often where the model succeeds or breaks down. Leaders may have strong path-
way designs on paper, but if the schedule does not support student access, adult collaboration, 
and advising time, implementation will remain uneven.

Professional Learning and Capacity Building

Educators need support to implement college and career readiness well.
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Professional learning may need to address

•	 the developmental progression of  
career exploration,

•	 the use of career interest tools such  
as RIASEC,

•	 advising and reflection routines,

•	 the integration of career connections into 
academic instruction,

•	 pathway design and labor market alignment,

•	 support for students in decision-making 
without premature tracking,

•	 family communication about pathways and 
postsecondary options, and

•	 equity monitoring across pathways and 
advanced opportunities.

One-time training is rarely enough. Adults need ongoing opportunities to practice, reflect, review 
student evidence, and calibrate expectations.

For example, teachers may need support learning how to make career connections feel authen-
tic rather than forced. Advisors may need support facilitating student reflection. School leaders 
may need support interpreting pathway participation data and making governance decisions.

Professional learning should help adults understand not only what to do, but also why it matters.
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FAMILY AND COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP STRUCTURES
Families play an important role in helping students interpret pathway options and  
future opportunities.

Strong implementation includes intentional family communication around

•	 pathway structures,

•	 graduation requirements,

•	 credential opportunities,

•	 dual credit,

•	 internships and work-based learning,

•	 postsecondary options,

•	 labor market trends, and

•	 advising and planning processes.

Schools often discover that families need support understanding

•	 how pathways connect to college readiness,

•	 how pathway flexibility works,

•	 what credentials mean,

•	 how students can change direction over time, and

•	 how pathways support long-term opportunity.

Community and industry partnerships are also essential for sustaining authentic path-
way experiences.

Partnerships may support

•	 guest speakers,

•	 mentorships,

•	 internships,

•	 advisory boards,

•	 industry projects,

•	 equipment and resource support,

•	 curriculum feedback, and

•	 postsecondary transitions.

Strong systems move beyond one-time guest experiences and build recurring relation-
ships that deepen authenticity and opportunity over time.
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ACCESS FOR ALL STUDENTS
College and career readiness must be designed for all students, not only for those who 
already know what they want to do or who already appear academically successful.

Strong implementation requires leaders to monitor access to

•	 career exploration,

•	 advising,

•	 pathway coursework,

•	 advanced academics,

•	 dual credit,

•	 credentials,

•	 internships,

•	 work-based learning,

•	 transportation-supported opportunities, and

•	 family-facing information.

Schools should regularly examine whether certain students are being steered away 
from particular pathways, are being excluded from advanced opportunities, or are 
receiving less robust advising.

Students with disabilities, English Learner (EL) students, first-generation college-going 
students, students from families with low income, and students who are still devel-
oping academic confidence may need additional support to access the full range of 
opportunities.

Support might include

•	 scaffolded advising conversations;

•	 multilingual family communication;

•	 accommodations for work-based learning;

•	 transportation planning;

•	 flexible scheduling;

•	 collaboration among pathway teachers, counselors, English Learner staff, and 
special education staff; and

•	 active monitoring of who participates in advanced courses, credentials,  
and internships.

The goal is not just pathway access. The goal is meaningful participation and  
successful completion.
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How the Pillar Improves Over Time

Monitoring, Refining, and Sustaining the System

Strong college and career readiness systems are not static. They require ongoing review, refine-
ment, and adjustment as labor market needs, staffing capacity, partnership opportunities, and 
students’ interests evolve.

Indicators of Implementation Health

Schools should monitor multiple types of indicators to understand whether college and career 
readiness is working as intended. These indicators can help leaders see whether students are 
experiencing a coherent developmental system or a collection of disconnected activities.

Student Experience Indicators

•	 Students participate in career  
exposure activities. 

•	 Students complete reflection journals  
or portfolios. 

•	 Students engage meaningfully in  
pathway exploration. 

•	 Students persist in selected pathways  
over time. 

•	 Students can explain why they selected  
a pathway. 

•	 Students express confidence in their 
postsecondary planning. 

Adult Practice Indicators

•	 Teachers integrate career connections  
into instruction. 

•	 Advisors use reflection tools to guide 
student planning. 

•	 Teachers and counselors review student 
interests over time. 

•	 Families receive clear pathway information. 

•	 Staff monitor equity of access and 
participation. 

•	 Adults coordinate academic and pathway 
expectations. 

System Indicators

•	 Pathways align with labor market and 
postsecondary opportunities. 

•	 Advisory structures are scheduled  
and protected. 

•	 Advisory boards meet and inform  
pathway quality. 

•	 Students have access to dual credit, 
credentials, and work-based learning. 

•	 Pathways are reviewed, refined, or sunset-
ted based on evidence. 

•	 Data systems track participation, comple-
tion, and outcomes. 

Together, these indicators help leaders determine whether the system is helping students 
build awareness, make informed choices, access meaningful opportunities, and prepare for 
life after graduation.
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Implementation Check: What to Watch For

Use these signals as prompts for reflection, not as a compliance checklist. A signal does not 
necessarily mean the pillar is failing; it identifies a place where teams may need to investigate, 
strengthen a structure, or adjust implementation.

Pillar 1 Implementation Check: College and Career Readiness

What to watch for What it may signal What to do next

Pathways are being added 
faster than the school can 
sustain them

Expansion is outpacing 
staffing, partnerships, 
scheduling, advising, or 
other capacity

Pause expansion and 
review current pathway 
quality, capacity, and 
sustainability before adding 
more

Advising is mostly about 
schedules and course 
selection

Students may be making 
pathway choices without 
enough exposure, reflec-
tion, or guidance

Strengthen advising 
routines, reflection, 
and pathway-planning 
conversations

Career exposure happens 
mainly through career days 
or isolated events

Career readiness is not 
yet embedded across the 
student experience

Build recurring exposure 
and reflection into instruc-
tion, advising, projects, and 
grade-level experiences

Academic teachers do not 
see career preparation as 
part of their role

Career-connected learning 
may be operating sepa-
rately from core academics

Create planning and profes-
sional learning that helps 
teachers make authentic 
academic-to-career 
connections

Families receive information 
late or find it difficult to 
understand

Families may not be able 
to help students navigate 
pathways, credentials, dual 
credit, or postsecondary 
options

Simplify and begin family 
communication earlier; 
create recurring opportu-
nities for families to under-
stand options

Access or participation 
differs substantially across 
student groups

Some students may be 
missing higher-value 
pathways or advanced 
opportunities

Review access, partici-
pation, persistence, and 
completion patterns; 
identify and remove barriers

Credentials do not have 
clear postsecondary or 
labor-market value

Students may be accumu-
lating credentials without 
meaningful future benefit

Review credential value with 
employers, postsecondary 
partners, and current 
labor-market information
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What to watch for What it may signal What to do next

Partners are used mainly as 
guest speakers

Partnerships may be visible 
but not yet contributing to 
pathway quality or student 
opportunity

Develop deeper roles for 
partners in projects, advis-
ing, work-based learning, 
pathway review, and 
transitions

Student reflection is incon-
sistent or superficial

Students may be having 
experiences without making 
meaning from them

Build recurring reflection 
routines into advising, 
projects, portfolios, and 
pathway decisions

Pathway review depends on 
individual staff or informal 
relationships

Quality may be personali-
ty-dependent and vulnera-
ble to turnover

Establish clear review 
criteria, regular data cycles, 
shared ownership, and 
explicit decisions about 
expanding, redesigning, or 
discontinuing pathways

Implementation Phases

College and career readiness develops over time. Schools do not need to implement every 
element at once, but they do need to build intentionally. Table 4 summarizes the focus areas and 
leadership priorities related to college and career readiness at each phase of implementing a 
career academy.

Table 4. Implementation Phases for Building a College and Career 
Readiness System

Phase Focus Leadership Priorities

Early 
Implementation

Build shared under-
standing and initial 
structures

Define K–12 progression, identify advising 
routines, map existing career exposure, 
begin partner conversations

Developing 
Implementation

Strengthen coherence 
and consistency

Align career exploration with instruction, 
improve reflection structures, monitor 
pathway participation, engage families
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Phase Focus Leadership Priorities

Maturing 
Implementation

Deepen quality and 
sustainability

Review pathway alignment, expand dual 
credit and credentials, strengthen advisory 
boards, monitor equity and outcomes

Sustained 
Implementation

Institutionalize and 
refine

Codify pathway governance, formalize 
review cycles, onboard new staff, sustain 
partnerships, use outcome data for 
improvement

This progression helps leaders avoid trying to do everything at once while still building toward a 
coherent system.

Sustainability and Scaling Considerations

Sustainability depends on whether college and career readiness becomes embedded in the 
school’s core systems.

Leaders should consider whether college and career readiness is reflected in

•	 strategic plans,

•	 school improvement goals,

•	 master schedules,

•	 advising systems,

•	 staffing plans,

•	 professional learning calendars,

•	 partnership agreements,

•	 data review cycles,

•	 family communication routines, and

•	 budget decisions.

Scaling should be disciplined. Before expanding pathways to or replicating the model for addi-
tional campuses, leaders should ask the following:

•	 Do we have the staffing capacity to  
sustain quality?

•	 Do we have enough partner depth?

•	 Do students understand and value the 
current pathway options?

•	 Are current pathways producing meaning-
ful outcomes?

•	 Are access and completion patterns 
equitable?

•	 Are advising and reflection structures 
strong enough?

•	 Can new staff be onboarded effectively?

•	 Are pathway decisions governed by clear 
criteria rather than by individual preference?

To develop and expand strong college and career readiness systems, leaders should align 
quality, capacity, and opportunity.
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System Map: College and Career Readiness System

Network /  
District Level

School  
Leadership

Instructional  
Teams

Students

Design pathway architecture | Conduct labor market analysis | Develop partnerships | Launch 
advisory boards | Align pathways with postsecondary opportunities | Make expansion decisions

Create advising structures | Build schedules that support pathway access | Staff pathway and advising 
roles | Communicate with families | Monitor student access | Coordinate program implementation

Connect academic instruction to career contexts | Facilitate reflection | Support goal setting | 
Reinforce pathway connections | Provide career exposure activities | Identify student support needs

Explore careers | Reflect on interests | Build awareness | Select pathways | Earn credits and 
credentials | Prepare for next steps

Student Outcomes (Culmination of System Alignment) Core Non-Negotiables (Alignment Rules)

Clarity

Informed  
choice 

Postsecondary  
readiness

Engagement

Pathway  
persistence

College and career  
opportunities

Career development begins before high school. 

Exploration follows a developmental progression. 

Academic learning connects to career contexts. 

Pathways are selected through disciplined design. 

Expansion matches capacity and sustainability. 

01

02

03

04

05
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Pillar 2: At a Glance
Looking for...	 Start here

What strong PLCs should look like?	 What High-Quality PLCs Look Like in a 
	 Student-Centered Support System

K–8 or 9–12 guidance?	 Grade Span Sections

How PLCs should function in practice?	 How the Pillar Operates

What conditions need to be in place?	 What Supports the Pillar

How to know whether implementation is healthy?	 How the Pillar Improves Over Time

What to watch for? 	 Implementation Check

Who owns what? 	 System Map

Pillar 2: Professional Learning Communities for 
Student-Centered Success
The Adult Learning Infrastructure Behind Coherent Career- 

Connected Schools

Understanding the Pillar: Why Collaborative Adult Learning Matters

Pillar Overview

Professional learning communities, or PLCs, are the adult learning that helps CANOPS ensure 
that students receive timely instruction, support, enrichment, and access to the full career-con-
nected learning experience.

In many schools, PLCs are understood simply as teacher meetings. When implemented effec-
tively, they are much more than that. PLCs are structured, protected collaboration time in which 
educators examine evidence of student learning and student experience, identify what students 
need next, coordinate instructional and support responses, and follow up to determine whether 
those responses worked.

In career-connected schools, PLCs for student-centered success play an especially important 
role because the student experience is more complex than in standard academic models. In 
addition to coordinating standards, assessments, and interventions, teachers and leaders are 
also coordinating projects, pathways, exhibitions, career connections, student reflection, trans-
ferable skills, work-based learning, and postsecondary readiness. PLCs create the structure for 
adult learning and collaboration through which staff make sure students do not fall through the 
cracks as the pathway opportunities expand.
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This pillar helps schools move from

PLCs as meetings focused mainly 
on logistics or data review to

PLCs as the adult response system 
behind student-centered support.

That distinction matters. PLCs are most powerful when adults use protected collaboration time 
to review evidence of student learning and experience, identify what students need next, to 
coordinate instruction, intervention, enrichment, and advising, and follow up to see whether the 
response worked. Without that focus and structure, student support can become fragmented. 
Academic interventions may happen separately from classroom instruction. Support staff may 
not be part of planning conversations. Pathway teachers and academic teachers may operate in 
separate lanes. Students may receive inconsistent expectations or uneven access to enrichment, 
intervention, advising, and applied learning opportunities.

In the CANOPS model, strong PLCs help adults collectively ask:

What do students need next, and how will we respond together?

PLCs for student-centered success create the conditions for shared ownership of student 
learning and student experience.

THE FOUR GUIDING QUESTIONS
At the center of effective PLC practice for school leaders, educators, and staff are four 
guiding questions (DuFour et al., 2016):

1.	 What do we want students to know and be able to do?

2.	 How will we know if they learned it?

3.	 What will we do if they already know it?

4.	 What will we do if they have not learned it?

These questions keep PLCs focused on student learning rather than logistics alone. In the 
CANOPS model, these questions are not only instructional questions. They are also student 
support questions. PLCs use them to determine which students need reteaching, scaffold-
ing, language support, accessibility support, behavioral support, additional time, enrichment, 
advising, or help staying engaged in pathway and experiential learning.

In a career-connected school, the four questions above still apply, but the evidence adults 
examine expands. Teams may look not only at assessment scores, but also at student work, 
project products, reflection artifacts, presentation performance, pathway participation, 
engagement patterns, intervention data, and evidence of transferable skills.
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For example, in addition to the four questions above, a PLC in a career-connected school 
might also ask the following:

•	 Are students mastering the academic standards connected to this project?

•	 Can students explain the real-world problem they are trying to solve?

•	 Are students demonstrating collaboration and communication skills?

•	 Which students are becoming more engaged during applied learning?

•	 Which students need additional intervention before the public exhibition?

•	 How do we know students understand the career or pathway connection?

•	 What enrichment opportunities are appropriate for students who already demonstrate 
mastery?

These sorts of deep, student-centered questions are what makes PLCs in a career-con-
nected school different from generic collaborative meetings.

Implementation Insight

Career-connected PLCs study the full student experience, not just assessment results.

Academic mastery remains essential, but leaders should also help teams examine engagement, 
project quality, reflection, participation, presentation, pathway persistence, and intervention 
patterns. These forms of evidence often reveal student strengths and needs that traditional 
assessments alone may not capture.

Why PLCs Matter in Career-Connected Learning

Career-connected learning increases instructional complexity. In CANOPS, PLCs are where 
adults translate evidence into a coordinated response for students.

For example, CANOPS teachers are often coordinating a range of instructional approaches and 
student supports, including

•	 standards-based instruction,

•	 interdisciplinary projects,

•	 pathway coursework,

•	 public exhibitions,

•	 student reflection,

•	 career exploration,

•	 transferable skill development,

•	 intervention and enrichment,

•	 work-based learning, and

•	 postsecondary readiness.

But these elements do not align automatically.
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For example:

1 DuFour et al. (2016).

•	 A student may show leadership during 
applied work, but still need reading or 
writing support to explain their reasoning.

•	 A student may be on track academically, 
but need help with attendance, confidence, 
or persistence in pathway coursework.

•	 A group of students may struggle with 
presentation expectations before a  
public exhibition.

•	 English Learners may understand technical 
content, but need language scaffolds to 
communicate their process.

•	 Students with disabilities may need 
accommodations that preserve rigor while 
improving access to projects, pathways, 
and demonstrations of learning.

Students who already show mastery may need enrichment that deepens applied learning rather 
than simply more work. PLCs help adults make sense of these connections. They give educators 
time to align expectations, study student learning, refine instruction, coordinate supports, and 
improve implementation over time. 

What High-Quality PLCs Look Like in a Student-Centered  
Support System

Strong PLCs are protected adult collaboration structures that help schools respond to student 
needs in a coordinated way. In the CANOPS model, PLCs are not only about improving instruc-
tion. They are also where adults review evidence, identify what students need next, coordinate 
academic and nonacademic supports, plan enrichment, and follow up to see whether those 
responses are working.

Table 5. What High-Quality PLCs Are and Are Not1

Professional Learning 
Communities Are…

Professional Learning  
Communities Are Not…

Protected time for collaborative 
instructional improvement

General staff meetings

Focused on evidence of student 
learning and experience

A place only for announcements or logistics

Structured around clear ques-
tions, protocols, and follow-up

Open-ended conversations without action

Connected to standards, projects, 
pathways, and student support

Limited to pacing guides or test scores
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Professional Learning 
Communities Are…

Professional Learning  
Communities Are Not…

A system for shared 
accountability

Dependent on individual teacher preference

A structure for intervention and 
enrichment planning

A place where data are reviewed but nothing changes

A way to improve coherence 
across classrooms

A compliance activity

Strong PLCs are defined by whether adult collaboration leads to better student learning, stron-
ger student experiences, and more coordinated support. A PLC is working well when adults 
leave with a clearer understanding of what students need, who will respond, what will happen 
next, and how the team will know whether the response helped.

Core Non-Negotiables

To function as the adult response system behind student-centered support, PLCs need clear 
implementation expectations. The six core non-negotiables below follow the basic cycle of effec-
tive PLC work: protect the time, structure the meeting, review evidence, identify student needs, 
coordinate the response, and follow up.

1.	 Weekly Protected PLC Time: Teams need dedicated collaboration time built into the schedule. 
When PLC time is optional, inconsistent, or regularly interrupted, adults lose the shared space 
needed to coordinate instruction, intervention, enrichment, advising, and student support.

2.	 Clear Meeting Structure: PLCs should use agendas, documentation, facilitation norms, 
and agreed-upon protocols so meetings remain focused on student learning and student 
support. Structure helps teams move from conversation to decisions.

3.	 Evidence of Student Learning and Experiences Reviewed Regularly: Teams should 
examine evidence such as assessments, student work, project artifacts, reflection journals, 
attendance, engagement, intervention data, presentation rubrics, pathway participation, 
advising notes, and other evidence connected to the current student need. 

4.	 Precise Identification of Student Needs: Teams should identify what students need at a 
specific level, rather than relying only on broad grade range needs or general impressions. 
The supports that students need may include academic reteaching, enrichment, language 
support, accessibility support, behavioral support, advising, project scaffolding, or help 
staying on track in a pathway.

5.	 Coordinated Adult Response Required: PLCs must lead to clear changes in adult practice. 
This may include changes in instruction, intervention, enrichment, advising, grouping, project 
design, feedback, family communication, student support, or coordination with counselors, 
special education staff, English Learner staff, interventionists, or other support personnel.

6.	 Follow-Up on Whether the Response Worked: Teams should return to prior decisions and 
examine whether the planned response improved student learning, participation, confidence, or 
access. If the response did not work, the PLC should adjust the plan rather than simply moving on.
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Watch For

PLCs may need recalibration when

•	 meetings are dominated by logistics,

•	 teams review data, but do not change 
instruction,

•	 student work is rarely examined,

•	 action steps are vague or unassigned,

•	 intervention conversations happen outside 
the PLC structure,

•	 project quality varies widely across 
classrooms,

•	 pathway teachers operate separately from 
academic teams, or

•	 students experience inconsistent expecta-
tions across classes.

These are signs that PLCs may be happening on the calendar, but are not yet helping adults 
coordinate the instruction, intervention, enrichment, and support that students need.

Developmental Role Across Grade Bands

The purpose of PLCs remains consistent across K–12: Adults collaborate to improve student 
learning. However, the focus of collaboration changes as students develop and as the model 
becomes more complex across grade spans.

K–8: Grade-Level PLCs and Developmental 
Consistency

In elementary and middle grades, PLCs are often organized by grade level or interdisciplinary 
team. These teams are well positioned to coordinate the full student experience because they 
see patterns across academic learning, engagement, behavior, reflection, and support needs.

K–8 PLCs often focus on

•	 standards alignment;

•	 foundational literacy and numeracy;

•	 student work analysis;

•	 intervention and enrichment planning;

•	 career awareness and exploration 
integration;

•	 project planning and reflection routines;

•	 student engagement patterns; and

•	 coordination with special education, 
English Learner, and Title I staff.
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In K–5, teams might ask the following:

•	 Are students building foundational skills 
consistently across classrooms?

•	 How are career-connected projects 
supporting academic vocabulary and 
background knowledge?

•	 Which students need additional support 
before the next project or exhibition?

•	 Are reflection routines helping students 
identify interests and strengths?

In 6–8, teams might ask the following:

•	 Are students seeing meaningful connec-
tions across classes?

•	 Which students are becoming more 
engaged during applied learning?

•	 How are students responding to pathway 
exploration activities?

•	 Are reflection structures helping students 
build self-awareness?

•	 Are interdisciplinary projects maintaining 
academic rigor?

Strong K–8 PLCs help prevent career-connected learning from becoming isolated activities. 
They ensure that exposure, exploration, instruction, intervention, and reflection are connected 
across the grade-level experience.

What This Might Look Like

Seventh Grade PLC Uses Project Evidence to Adjust Support

A 7th grade PLC reviews student reflection journals, project artifacts, and presentation evidence 
after an interdisciplinary environmental design project.

Teachers notice that several students who rarely participate in traditional classroom  
discussion took strong leadership roles during field research and design work. The team also 
notices that students struggled to explain the reasoning behind their design recommendations 
during presentations.

As a result, the team decides to

•	 build in additional structured peer critique,

•	 add short oral defense practice before the 
next exhibition,

•	 provide sentence stems for explaining 
evidence and reasoning, and

•	 offer leadership roles to students who showed 
increased engagement during the project.

The PLC uses reflection artifacts, student work, and presentation evidence—not just assessment 
scores—to adjust instruction and support.
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9–12: Content-Area and Pathway-Aligned PLCs

In high school, PLCs often become more specialized. They may be organized by content 
area, pathway team, grade-level cohort, or interdisciplinary project team. Many schools need 
more than one collaborative structure because high school implementation involves academic 
departments, pathway instructors, counselors, work-based learning coordinators, and post-
secondary partners.

High school PLCs often focus on

•	 standards mastery,

•	 common assessment analysis,

•	 pathway rigor,

•	 dual credit readiness,

•	 certification preparation,

•	 project and exhibition quality,

•	 student persistence and attendance,

•	 internship or work-based learning readiness,

•	 postsecondary planning indicators, and

•	 intervention and enrichment aligned with 
pathway participation.

High school teams might ask the following:

•	 Are students demonstrating readiness for 
dual credit or certification assessments?

•	 Are pathway projects aligned with academic 
standards and industry expectations?

•	 Which students are falling behind in path-
way completion?

•	 Which students need academic support to 
remain on track for credentials?

•	 Are students demonstrating professional-
ism, communication, and independence?

•	 Are work-based learning placements 
reinforcing classroom learning?

•	 Are pathway experiences accessible 
across student groups?

Strong high school PLCs help prevent pathways from becoming disconnected electives. They 
create the collaborative structure needed to maintain rigor, relevance, and coherence across 
academic and pathway learning.

How the Pillar Operates

What Adults Actually Collaborate Around

Strong PLCs in career-connected schools study the whole student experience (as shown in Table 6).
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They do not abandon traditional PLC work around standards, assessment, intervention, and 
enrichment. Instead, they broaden the evidence base to include the kinds of learning career-con-
nected schools value: application, reflection, collaboration, presentation, persistence, and 
pathway readiness.

Table 6. Common Areas of Collaboration in CANOPS PLCs

Area of Collaboration Questions Teams Might Ask

Academic Standards What do students need to know and be able to do? Which 
standards need reteaching or enrichment?

Student Work What does the work show about student understanding? 
Where are students struggling to apply concepts?

Project Quality Is the project aligned with standards, authentic application, 
and career or pathway goals?

Student Engagement Which students are becoming more engaged or less engaged 
during applied learning? What patterns do we notice?

Transferable Skills What do strong collaboration, communication, professional-
ism, and problem-solving look like across classrooms?

Reflection and Identity 
Development

Are students building self-awareness and connecting experi-
ences to interests and strengths?

Pathway Alignment Are pathway experiences connected across classes, grades, 
and postsecondary expectations?

Intervention and 
Enrichment

Which students need additional academic, advisory, behav-
ioral, or project support?

Exhibition and 
Presentation Readiness

Are students prepared to explain their learning, process, and 
growth to an authentic audience?

Equity and Access Which students are participating fully in pathways, projects, 
advanced coursework, and applied opportunities?

This broader PLC focus helps schools avoid separating academic achievement from engage-
ment, identity development, and future readiness.

PLCs as Student Support Hubs

In the CANOPS model, PLCs are one of the primary places in which adults notice student needs 
early and coordinate responses accordingly.
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This does not mean PLCs replace counseling, special education, English Learner services, inter-
vention programs, or school leadership teams. Instead, PLCs connect those supports to what 
students are experiencing in classrooms, projects, pathways, and experiential learning.

For example, a PLC might identify that a student needs

•	 reteaching on a specific standard,

•	 additional time or a different instructional 
approach,

•	 language support for a presentation or 
written explanation,

•	 accommodations or scaffolds for a project,

•	 behavioral or attendance support,

•	 advising related to pathway persistence,

•	 enrichment because they have already 
demonstrated mastery, or

•	 help accessing a career-connected 
opportunity.

The key is that student support is not treated as separate from instruction. Adults use PLCs to 
ask what students need, who will provide it, when it will happen, and how the team will know 
whether it worked.

From Evidence to Response: How PLCs Coordinate Student Support 

PLCs should be closely connected to intervention and enrichment systems.

When PLCs are implemented effectively, teams identify which students

•	 have not yet mastered a standard;

•	 need more time or a different instructional 
approach;

•	 need language, accessibility, or  
behavioral support;

•	 are ready for enrichment; and

•	 might need support to stay engaged in 
pathway or project work.

K–8 PLCs might use standard-level data to regroup students for intervention. High school PLCs 
might identify students who need support to remain on track in a pathway, dual credit course, 
certification sequence, or graduation requirement.

Intervention should not be separate from the instructional model. If students struggle in an 
experiential project, pathway course, or public presentation, PLCs should help adults determine 
whether the issue is academic, instructional, relational, logistical, or connected to confidence 
and support.
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WHAT HAPPENS IN AN EFFECTIVE PLC MEETING
A strong PLC meeting is structured, evidence based, and action oriented.

A typical meeting might include the following steps:

1.	 Clarify the Learning Goal—Which standard, skill, competency, or project outcome 
is the team focused on?

2.	 Review Evidence—Which data or student work will the team examine? This might 
include assessment results, student writing, project drafts, reflection journals, 
presentation rubrics, attendance trends, or intervention data.

3.	 Identify Patterns—What are students understanding? Where are they struggling? 
Which students need intervention or enrichment? What differences are showing up 
across classrooms or student groups?

4.	 Determine Instructional Response—What will teachers do next? What will be 
retaught, extended, scaffolded, revised, or coordinated?

5.	 Assign Action Steps—Who will do what before the next meeting?

6.	 Follow Up—Did the previous action improve student learning or participation?

The meeting should produce a clear instructional or support response: what will 
change, who will act, and how the team will follow up. If no adult practice changes as a 
result of the meeting, the PLC is not yet functioning as an improvement structure.

Implementation Insight

PLCs should produce instructional movement.

A common mistake is treating the review of data as improvement. But data review alone is not 
enough. Teams might spend significant time looking at numbers, charts, or student work without 
deciding what will change next. Strong PLCs move from evidence to action that results in adjust-
ments to instruction, intervention, project design, grouping, feedback, scaffolding, or enrichment. 

Evidence PLCs Use to Identify Student Needs

Because career-connected learning includes multiple forms of student growth, teams should 
examine multiple types of evidence.

These forms of evidence might include

•	 common assessments,

•	 standards mastery data,

•	 student work samples,

•	 project drafts and final products,
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•	 student reflection journals,

•	 presentation rubrics,

•	 exhibition feedback,

•	 collaboration or teamwork rubrics,

•	 attendance trends,

•	 student engagement surveys,

•	 intervention group movement,

•	 pathway enrollment and persistence data,

•	 credential or dual credit progress,

•	 work-based learning feedback, and

•	 advisory notes or portfolio artifacts.

The goal is not to collect every possible data point. The goal is to select evidence that helps 
adults answer the most important current question about student learning and experience.

What This Might Look Like

Ninth Grade PLC Prepares Students for Public Exhibition

A 9th grade pathway PLC reviews student performance evidence before a public exhibition to 
identify where students need additional support.

The PLC team notices that several students understand the technical content but are struggling 
to communicate their reasoning clearly. Rather than treating this as a presentation problem only, 
the team identifies a literacy and communication need.

Teachers decide to

•	 provide models of strong technical 
explanations,

•	 add structured peer critique,

•	 teach sentence frames for evidence-based 
reasoning,

•	 build in rehearsal time, and

•	 invite an industry partner to provide feed-
back on clarity and professionalism.

Accordingly, the PLC connects academic support, pathway expectations, and exhibition readiness.

PLCs and Interdisciplinary Coordination

Career-connected learning often requires teachers to coordinate across subjects and roles. This 
is especially true for interdisciplinary projects, pathway experiences, and public exhibitions.

Schools might need to decide the following:

•	 Which teams meet weekly?

•	 When do interdisciplinary teams meet?

•	 How do pathway teachers connect with 
academic teachers?
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•	 How are counselors or advisors included?

•	 How do intervention staff participate?

•	 Which meetings focus on instruction, and 
which focus on logistics?

Not every PLC needs to do everything. Strong systems often use different meeting structures for 
different purposes.

For example:

•	 grade-level PLCs might focus on student 
support and intervention,

•	 content PLCs might focus on standards 
and common assessments,

•	 pathway teams might focus on pathway 
coherence and industry alignment,

•	 project teams might meet during exhibition 
or project cycles, and

•	 leadership teams might review trends 
across PLCs.

The key is clarity. Adults need to know which collaborative structure owns which part of the work.

What Supports the Pillar: Conditions That Make PLCs Work

PLCs do not become effective simply because time appears on the calendar. They require 
leadership, facilitation, schedules, data systems, professional learning, and trust.

Leadership and Facilitation Structures

PLC quality depends heavily on facilitation quality and leadership consistency.

Effective facilitators help teams

•	 stay focused on student learning,

•	 use evidence productively,

•	 manage time,

•	 ensure all voices are heard,

•	 document action steps,

•	 return to prior commitments, and

•	 avoid drifting into logistics or venting.

Depending on the school structure, PLC facilitators might be

•	 grade-level leads,

•	 department chairs,

•	 pathway leads,

•	 instructional coaches,

•	 assistant principals, or

•	 teacher leaders.

Principals and school leaders play a critical role in protecting the integrity of PLCs. Their respon-
sibilities often include

•	 protecting PLC time in the master 
schedule,

•	 clarifying expectations for PLC work,
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•	 reviewing agendas and minutes,

•	 observing PLC meetings periodically,

•	 following up on action items,

•	 supporting facilitators,

•	 aligning professional development with 
PLC needs, and

•	 ensuring PLCs remain connected to 
schoolwide goals.

Network or district leaders might support PLC quality by

•	 establishing shared PLC expectations,

•	 providing facilitator training,

•	 aligning assessment and data systems,

•	 supporting cross-school calibration,

•	 monitoring implementation consistency, and

•	 creating opportunities for PLC leaders to 
learn from one another.

Implementation Insight

Templates do not create strong PLCs. Facilitation does.

Agendas, minutes, and protocols are helpful, but they cannot substitute for skilled facilitation, 
trust, clarity, and leadership follow-through. Schools generally need to invest in developing their 
PLC facilitators before their PLCs can result in deep collaborative practice.

Scheduling and Organizational Conditions

PLC time must be protected and predictable.

Strong PLC implementation usually requires

•	 at least one hour of weekly PLC time,

•	 common planning time built into the master 
schedule,

•	 clarity about which teams meet and why,

•	 participation from relevant support staff,

•	 structures for interdisciplinary coordination 
when needed,

•	 protected time for project and exhibition 
planning, and

•	 time for follow-up and intervention planning.

Scheduling decisions matter.

If PLCs are scheduled at times when key staff cannot attend, the work becomes fragmented. 
If interventionists, English Learner staff, or special education teachers are excluded, student 
support planning becomes less coherent. If pathway and academic teachers never collaborate, 
pathways can drift away from academic rigor.

Leaders should examine whether the schedule enables the kind of collaboration the model requires.
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Data and Documentation Systems

PLCs need access to useful evidence.

This may require systems for tracking

•	 standards mastery,

•	 common assessment results,

•	 student work,

•	 intervention groups,

•	 attendance,

•	 engagement,

•	 pathway participation,

•	 reflection artifacts,

•	 project completion,

•	 credential progress,

•	 dual credit progress, and

•	 exhibition feedback.

Documentation should support improvement, not become compliance work.

Useful PLC documentation typically includes

•	 meeting focus,

•	 evidence reviewed,

•	 student patterns identified,

•	 instructional decisions made,

•	 students needing intervention or 
enrichment,

•	 assigned action steps, and

•	 follow-up from previous meeting.

The purpose of the PLC documentation is to make adult decisions visible and follow- 
through possible.

Professional Learning and Capacity Building

Adults need support, including professional learning, to use PLC time well.

To support adults in implementing and sustaining effective PLCs, professional learning may need 
to address

•	 facilitation skills,

•	 data analysis,

•	 student work protocols,

•	 standard-level analysis,

•	 common assessment development,

•	 project calibration,

•	 interdisciplinary planning,

•	 intervention design,

•	 feedback and revision cycles,

•	 analysis of student access, participation, 
and outcomes, and

•	 psychological safety and team norms.

Schools implementing career-connected learning may also need professional learning focused 
on how PLCs support experiential learning and pathways. Teachers may need practice exam-
ining project artifacts, reflection journals, performance tasks, and transferable skill rubrics—not 
just assessment scores.
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New teacher onboarding should include guidance on PLC expectations and routines. Without 
that sort of onboarding support, PLC culture can weaken as staff change.

Student Support Integration

Strong PLCs include the adults who support diverse learners, such as

•	 special education teachers,

•	 Teachers of Record,

•	 English Learner staff,

•	 Title I interventionists,

•	 counselors,

•	 social workers,

•	 advisors, and

•	 instructional coaches.

These staff help PLC teams interpret student needs more fully and design supports that are 
connected to classroom instruction.

For example:

•	 English Learner staff may help teach-
ers scaffold academic language for 
presentations.

•	 Special education staff may help adapt 
project expectations without reducing rigor.

•	 Interventionists may identify patterns 
across small-group instruction and class-
room performance.

•	 Counselors may bring insight into student 
engagement, confidence, or attendance 
concerns.

Integrating a range of staff helps PLCs turn data into coordinated instructional and support 
responses, rather than simply reporting what the data show.

How the Pillar Improves Over Time

Monitoring, Refining, and Sustaining PLC Quality

Strong PLCs mature over time. Early implementation often focuses on schedules, routines, 
and basic data use. More mature implementation focuses on deeper instructional refinement, 
coordinated student support, interdisciplinary coherence, pathway alignment, and continuous 
improvement of the student experience.

Indicators of Implementation Health

Schools should monitor multiple types of indicators to understand whether PLCs are functioning 
as adult response systems that improve student learning and student support. These indicators 
can help leaders determine whether PLCs are changing what adults do for students or are 
simply operating as scheduled meetings.

Student Learning and Experience Indicators

•	 Students grow in standards mastery. •	 Students receive and move through inter-
vention or enrichment supports as needed. 
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•	 Students improve on common assess-
ments or shared performance tasks. 

•	 Students show increased engagement in 
projects or pathways. 

•	 Students demonstrate stronger reflection 
and presentation quality. 

•	 Students persist in pathways and show 
readiness for next steps. 

Adult Practice Indicators

•	 Teachers review evidence of student 
learning and experience regularly. 

•	 Teams identify specific instructional or 
support responses. 

•	 Teachers examine student work, project 
artifacts, and reflection evidence. 

•	 Teams calibrate rigor, expectations, and 
supports. 

•	 Teachers follow up on prior action steps. 

•	 Teams coordinate instruction, intervention, 
enrichment, advising, and student support. 

System Indicators

•	 PLC time is protected in the schedule. 

•	 Meeting agendas, decisions, and action 
steps are documented. 

•	 Facilitators are trained and supported. 

•	 Support staff participate in relevant PLCs. 

•	 PLCs align with school improvement 
priorities. 

•	 Leaders monitor PLC quality, follow-
through, and impact on student experience. 

Together, these indicators help leaders determine whether PLCs are functioning as improvement 
structures that change adult practice and strengthen student support, rather than simply as 
meeting structures.

Implementation Check: What to Watch For

Use these signals as prompts for reflection, not as a compliance checklist. A signal does not 
necessarily mean the pillar is failing; it identifies a place where teams may need to investigate, 
strengthen a structure, or adjust implementation.

Pillar 2 Implementation Check: PLCs for Student-Centered Support

What to watch for What it may signal What to do next

Meetings are mostly about 
announcements, logistics, 
or operations

Protected PLC time is being 
used for management 
rather than instructional and 
student-support decisions

Separate operational 
business from PLC time and 
refocus agendas around 
student learning, experi-
ence, and response
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What to watch for What it may signal What to do next

Teams review data but adult 
practice does not change

Data review has become an 
end in itself rather than a 
trigger for action

Require each discussion to 
end with a specific instruc-
tional or support response, 
owner, and follow-up

Facilitators have not been 
trained or supported

PLC quality may depend too 
heavily on individual skill or 
personality

Develop facilitators around 
questioning, evidence 
use, decision-making, 
team dynamics, and 
follow-through

Leaders do not monitor PLC 
quality

Meetings may occur consis-
tently while practice varies 
widely across teams

Periodically review agendas, 
decisions, action steps, and 
evidence of follow-through; 
coach teams that need 
support

Agendas, decisions, or 
action steps are vague

Teams may leave without 
clarity about what will 
change for students

Use a simple meeting 
protocol that records the 
need identified, response 
selected, person responsi-
ble, and follow-up date

Counselors, special educa-
tors, EL staff, intervention-
ists, or other support staff 
are routinely absent

Teams may be making deci-
sions with an incomplete 
understanding of student 
needs

Include relevant support 
staff when their expertise is 
needed and clarify how they 
contribute to the team’s 
response

Teachers do not feel safe 
raising problems or examin-
ing practice

PLCs may avoid the difficult 
conversations required for 
improvement

Strengthen team norms, 
facilitator skill, and leader 
behavior that support 
productive disagreement 
and learning

Interdisciplinary collabora-
tion happens only through 
informal relationships

Coordination may disappear 
when staffing changes or 
workloads increase

Protect formal opportunities 
for interdisciplinary and 
cross-pathway planning

Academic and pathway 
teachers rarely plan 
together

Students may experience 
pathway learning and core 
academics as separate 
systems

Build shared planning 
around standards, projects, 
transferable skills, student 
work, and support needs
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What to watch for What it may signal What to do next

Teams collect large 
amounts of data without a 
clear question

Data volume may be 
obscuring rather than 
sharpening the problem

Begin with a focused 
question and review only 
the evidence needed to 
understand it and decide on 
a response

PLC documentation is 
primarily completed for 
compliance

Teams may be docu-
menting meetings rather 
than improving student 
experiences

Reduce unnecessary 
paperwork and use docu-
mentation only when it 
helps teams remember 
decisions, monitor action, 
and assess impact

Implementation Phases

Implementing effective PLCs takes time. Schools do not need to implement every element at 
once, but they do need to build intentionally. In early phases, leaders may focus on protecting 
time, establishing routines, and helping teams use evidence consistently. Over time, PLCs should 
become more than a meeting structure. They should become a coordinated adult response 
system that helps teams identify student needs, adjust instruction, plan intervention and enrich-
ment, and improve the full student experience.

Table 7 summarizes the focus areas and leadership priorities at each phase of building PLCs as 
part of the CANOPS model.

Table 7. Implementation Phases for Building PLCs as an Adult 
Response System

Phase Focus Leadership Priorities

Early 
Implementation

Establish time, structure, 
and shared expectations

Protect weekly PLC time, identify 
facilitators, introduce guiding ques-
tions, adopt basic documentation

Developing 
Implementation

Strengthen evidence use 
and instructional response

Review student work, develop 
common assessments, track inter-
vention groups, follow up on action 
steps

Maturing 
Implementation

Deepen coherence across 
projects, pathways, and 
supports

Calibrate project quality, analyze 
engagement and reflection, coordi-
nate interdisciplinary work
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Phase Focus Leadership Priorities

Sustained 
Implementation

Use PLCs as a continuous 
improvement engine

Support facilitator development, 
monitor PLC quality, onboard new 
staff, use PLC evidence to refine 
schoolwide systems

This progression helps leaders avoid expecting advanced PLC practice before basic conditions 
are in place. It also clarifies that PLC implementation is not only about improving meetings. The 
goal is to build a reliable structure through which adults coordinate what students need and 
improve how the school responds over time.

Sustainability and Scaling Considerations

PLCs are sustainable when they become part of the school’s operating system.

To help ensure sustainability, leaders should consider whether PLC expectations are reflected in

•	 the master schedule,

•	 staff roles,

•	 facilitator selection,

•	 professional learning plans,

•	 new teacher onboarding,

•	 data systems,

•	 intervention systems,

•	 project planning cycles,

•	 school improvement goals, and

•	 evaluation and coaching conversations.

As schools scale career-connected learning, PLCs become even more important. Growth 
increases complexity. More pathways, projects, partners, and student experiences require 
stronger adult coordination.

Before expanding implementation, leaders should ask the following:

•	 Are current PLCs producing instructional 
action?

•	 Are facilitators prepared to lead deeper 
collaboration?

•	 Are academic and pathway teachers 
collaborating effectively?

•	 Do support staff participate in student 
support planning?

•	 Are PLCs helping teachers improve project 
quality and rigor?

•	 Is the school using evidence beyond test 
scores to understand student experience?

•	 Are new staff being onboarded into PLC 
culture and expectations?

Strong PLC systems help career-connected schools coordinate adult practice so students 
receive coherent instruction, support, and opportunities as the model grows.
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System Map: Professional Learning Communities for 
Student-Centered Success

Network /  
District Level

School  
Leadership

PLC / 
Instructional Teams

Students

Set PLC expectations | Build data systems | Provide training | Align protocols | Support 
facilitators | Monitor implementation | Align professional learning to PLC priorities

Protect PLC time | Build schedules that support collaboration | Monitor meeting quality | Support 
facilitators | Ensure follow-up on action steps | Include support staff when relevant | Connect PLC 
work to school improvement priorities

Review standards and competencies | Analyze student work and assessment evidence | Calibrate 
project quality | Identify student needs | Plan intervention and enrichment | Review reflection and  
engagement evidence | Coordinate action steps and follow-up

Receive timely support | Access enrichment | Experience consistent expectations | Stay 
connected to pathways and applied learning | Build mastery and confidence | Receive support 
matched to their needs

Student Outcomes (Culmination of System Alignment) Core Non-Negotiables (Alignment Rules)

Standards mastery

Consistent  
learning experiences

Stronger pathway  
persistence

Timely support

Greater engagement

Confidence and  
readiness

PLC time is protected and used for student-
centered support.

Meetings follow a clear structure and produce 
action steps.

Teams regularly review evidence of student 
learning and experience.

Teams identify student needs at the standard, 
competency, project, or pathway level.

Adults coordinate instruction, intervention, 
enrichment, advising, and support.

Teams follow up to determine whether the 
response worked.

01

02

03

04

05

06
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Pillar 3: At a Glance
Looking for...	 Start here

K–5, 6–8, or 9–12 guidance?	 Grade Span Sections

How to design experiential learning with  
rigor and relevance?	 How the Pillar Operates

What conditions need to be in place?	 What Supports the Pillar

How to know whether implementation is healthy?	 How the Pillar Improves Over Time

What to watch for? 	 Implementation Check

Who owns what? 	 System Map

Pillar 3: Experiential Learning
The Instructional Engine Behind Career-Connected Learning

Understanding the Pillar: Why Experiential Learning Matters

Pillar Overview

Experiential learning is the instructional engine of a career-connected school model. It involves 
students applying academic knowledge, solving authentic problems, collaborating with others, 
reflecting on their learning, connecting classroom content to careers, and demonstrating under-
standing for real audiences.

When effectively implemented, experiential learning is not just an occasional project, enrich-
ment activity, or “fun Friday” add-on. It is a deliberate instructional design approach that helps 
students understand why learning matters and how academic skills transfer beyond school.

This pillar helps schools move from

projects as occasional  
isolated activities to

experiential learning as a coherent 
instructional design system.

That distinction matters.

Students may enjoy hands-on activities, public presentations, or maker experiences, but those 
features alone do not guarantee deep learning. High-quality experiential learning requires inten-
tional planning around academic standards, authentic application, reflection, revision, student 
support, and public demonstration of learning.
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The purpose of experiential learning is not simply to make school more engaging. The purpose is 
to make learning more transferable, meaningful, and visible.

Strong experiential learning helps students

•	 apply academic standards in authentic 
contexts;

•	 connect learning to careers, industries, and 
community needs;

•	 develop collaboration, communication, and 
problem-solving skills;

•	 reflect on interests, strengths, and future 
possibilities;

•	 build confidence presenting and defending 
their work;

•	 revise work based on feedback; and

•	 experience learning as purposeful rather 
than disconnected.

For schools implementing career-connected learning, experiential learning becomes the bridge 
between academic instruction, career exploration, student identity development, pathway prepa-
ration, and public demonstration of learning.

Without this bridge, career preparation can become a separate program, and academic learning 
can remain disconnected from students’ lives and futures.

Why This Pillar Matters

Career-connected learning depends on students experiencing relevance, not just hearing about it.

Students need opportunities to see how academic skills are used to solve problems, design 
products, serve communities, communicate ideas, analyze information, make decisions, and 
improve systems.

Experiential learning creates these opportunities.

It helps students move from

“Why do I need to learn this?” to
“I can see how this knowledge helps 

me do something meaningful.”

Learning that relates to students’ lives and their futures matters across the K–12 experience. 
Younger students need concrete experiences that connect learning to the world around them. 
Middle school students need opportunities to explore identity, interests, teamwork, and real-
world problem-solving. High school students need increasingly authentic opportunities to apply 
academic and technical skills in pathway, postsecondary, and workplace contexts.
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Experiential learning also gives adults richer evidence of how students are learning. Teachers 
can observe how students

•	 collaborate,

•	 communicate,

•	 revise,

•	 apply feedback,

•	 solve unfamiliar problems,

•	 explain their reasoning,

•	 transfer skills across contexts, and

•	 persist through complexity.

These forms of evidence are especially valuable because they reveal student strengths and 
needs that traditional assessments may not fully capture.

Implementation Insight

Experiential learning often reveals student strengths that remain hidden in traditional instruction.

A student who struggles on written assessments may demonstrate strong leadership during a 
design challenge. A student who is quiet in whole-group discussions may excel when presenting 
a prototype to a small audience. A student who appears disengaged during direct instruction 
may become highly invested when learning is connected to a real problem or career role.

Strong implementation requires adults to notice and use this evidence, not treat it as anecdotal.

One of the most important implementation challenges is protecting experiential learning from 
becoming activity-rich but learning-light.

High-quality experiential learning is not defined by whether students are busy, moving, building, 
or presenting. It is defined by whether students are engaging deeply with important learning 
goals through authentic application and reflection.

Table 8. What High-Quality Experiential Learning Is and Is Not

Experiential Learning Is… Experiential Learning Is Not…

Standards-based A break from academic learning

Connected to real problems or purposes A disconnected activity

Designed with reflection and revision A one-time event

Supported by adult planning and 
calibration

Dependent on individual teacher creativity alone
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Experiential Learning Is… Experiential Learning Is Not…

Connected to career awareness or 
pathway learning

A generic project with a career label added later

Inclusive of all students Only for students already succeeding academically

Evidence-generating Something outside the learning system

Strengthened through public 
demonstration

A polished showcase without deep learning

The distinctions between a high-quality Is and an Is Not matter because schools can easily 
adopt the visible features of experiential learning without building the instructional discipline 
underneath it.

For example:

•	 a project can be engaging but weakly 
aligned with standards,

•	 a showcase can be polished but not reveal 
deep learning,

•	 a career connection can be mentioned but 
not meaningfully explored,

•	 a hands-on activity can be enjoyable but 
not intellectually demanding, or

•	 a final product can look impressive while 
student reflection remains shallow.

Strong implementation requires leaders and teachers to ask the following:

•	 What are students learning?

•	 How are they applying that learning?

•	 What evidence will show whether they 
understand it?

•	 How does the experience connect to real-
world use?

•	 How will students reflect on their learning, 
strengths, and growth?

•	 How will all students be supported to 
participate meaningfully?

Core Non-Negotiables

Experiential learning can be adapted across many contexts, but several core expectations help 
maintain quality and coherence.

1.	 Standards-Based, Problem-Driven Design

Projects should begin with academic standards and a meaningful problem, question, challenge, 
or purpose.

Experiential learning does not replace standards. It deepens them by giving students opportuni-
ties to apply knowledge in authentic contexts.
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A strong project should make clear

•	 which standards students are learning;

•	 what problem or question students are 
investigating;

•	 what types of evidence will show learning;

•	 how students will revise and reflect; and

•	 how the experience connects to careers, 
community, or real-world application.

2.	 Career Alignment Each Semester

Every experiential learning cycle should include an authentic connection to careers, industries, 
or real-world roles.

This does not mean every project needs to simulate a specific job. It does mean students should 
understand how the knowledge, skills, tools, or problems they are working with connect to the 
world beyond school.

For example:

•	 a science investigation may connect to 
healthcare, environmental science, agricul-
ture, or manufacturing;

•	 a writing project may connect to journal-
ism, advocacy, technical communication, 
or marketing;

•	 a math project may connect to architecture, 
engineering, finance, or data analysis; or

•	 a social studies project may connect to 
public policy, law, community organizing, or 
entrepreneurship.

3.	 Public Demonstration of Learning

Students should have recurring opportunities to present their work, process, and reflection to 
audiences beyond the classroom.

In the CANOPS model, this includes two public showcases annually, one in the fall and one in the 
spring. Other schools may adapt the format, but the design principle remains important: Public 
demonstration increases purpose, accountability, communication, and student ownership.

A strong showcase or exhibition should include

•	 the product or performance,

•	 explanation of the learning process,

•	 evidence of academic understanding,

•	 reflection on challenges and growth, and

•	 connection to careers or real-world 
application.

4.	 Reflection and Revision

Experiential learning requires students to reflect on both what they learned and how they learned it.
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Reflection should help students make sense of

•	 academic growth,

•	 collaboration,

•	 problem-solving,

•	 feedback,

•	 persistence,

•	 interests and strengths, and

•	 career or pathway connections.

Revision is also essential. Students should have opportunities to improve work based on feed-
back rather than simply complete a one-time task.

5.	 Universal Participation

Experiential learning should be part of the core instructional experience for all students, not an 
enrichment opportunity for a select group.

This means schools need to intentionally plan for accommodations, language supports, scaffolds, 
intervention, materials, scheduling, and access so that all students can participate meaningfully.

Watch For

Experiential learning may need recalibration when

•	 projects are engaging but weakly aligned 
with standards,

•	 career connections are added after the 
project is designed,

•	 exhibitions emphasize polish more than 
learning,

•	 reflection is skipped when time gets tight,

•	 projects depend on a few highly motivated 
teachers,

•	 students cannot explain what they learned 
or why it matters,

•	 only some students have access to 
high-quality applied experiences, or

•	 final products look impressive but do not 
show deep understanding.

These are early signs that experiential learning may be drifting from instructional design into 
activity design.

Developmental Role Across Grade Bands

The purpose of experiential learning remains consistent across K–12: Students apply learning in 
meaningful contexts. However, the design, complexity, independence, and authenticity of experi-
ences should deepen over time.
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K–5: Exposure, Curiosity, and Foundational Application

In the elementary grades, experiential learning helps students connect academic skills to 
concrete experiences, community roles, and early career awareness.

At this stage, students benefit from

•	 hands-on exploration,

•	 collaborative problem-solving,

•	 storytelling and role-play,

•	 simple design challenges,

•	 community-connected projects,

•	 maker experiences, and

•	 reflection on interests and strengths.

The goal is not advanced technical skill or early specialization. The goal is helping students 
experience themselves as capable learners, problem-solvers, collaborators, and contributors.

This might look like the following:

•	 kindergarten students using measurement, 
vocabulary, and sequencing in a baking 
project connected to culinary careers;

•	 third grade students researching national 
parks while exploring environmental and 
public service careers;

•	 elementary students designing classroom 
or community solutions while learning 
about engineering, architecture, entrepre-
neurship, or public service; or

•	 students using a makerspace to build 
prototypes connected to a story, science 
concept, or community need.

Teachers help students make meaning from the experience by asking the following:

•	 What did we create or solve?

•	 What skills did we use?

•	 How did we work together?

•	 What kinds of adults do similar work?

•	 What did you learn about yourself?

What This Might Look Like

Kindergarten Baking Project Connects Learning to Community Roles

A kindergarten class completes a baking project connected to measurement, vocabulary devel-
opment, sequencing, and community roles.
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Students measure ingredients, follow steps, describe textures and quantities, and discuss 
careers connected to food preparation, nutrition, farming, entrepreneurship, and customer 
service. Students practice collaboration and communication while reflecting on which parts of 
the project they enjoyed most.

The project is not simply a cooking activity. It becomes experiential learning because it connects 
academic content, hands-on application, career awareness, language development, and 
reflection.

6–8: Exploration, Identity, and Interdisciplinary 
Application

In the middle grades, experiential learning becomes more complex and reflective.

Students are ready to explore

•	 broader real-world problems,

•	 interdisciplinary connections,

•	 emerging career interests,

•	 teamwork roles,

•	 personal strengths,

•	 early pathway awareness, and

•	 public presentation and feedback.

At this stage, experiential learning should help students move from exposure toward  
identity development.

Experiential learning at this stage might involve

•	 environmental science projects connected 
to data analysis and public health;

•	 engineering design challenges connected 
to community needs;

•	 entrepreneurship projects connected to 
marketing, finance, and communication;

•	 media production projects connected to 
storytelling and technical skills; or

•	 civic action projects connected to public 
policy or community problem-solving.

Middle school students need structured opportunities to reflect on

•	 the kinds of problems that interest them,

•	 how they contribute to teams,

•	 which skills they are developing,

•	 how academic subjects connect to future 
possibilities, and

•	 which career areas they want to explore 
further.
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In grades 6–8, schools should watch for superficial exploration. That is, students may complete 
projects across multiple subjects but still fail to understand how those experiences connect to 
interests, strengths, or future pathways unless adults intentionally build reflection and advising 
into the process.

What This Might Look Like

Seventh Grade Water Quality Investigation

A 7th grade team designs an environmental systems project connected to science, mathematics, 
writing, and public communication.

Students collect local water quality data, analyze patterns, research possible causes of their 
findings, and develop recommendations for community awareness. Teachers help students 
connect the project to careers in environmental science, public health, civil engineering, data 
analysis, and urban planning.

Students present their findings to families or community partners and complete reflection 
prompts about their roles, interests, and problem-solving strengths.

The project supports experiential learning because students are applying standards, using data, 
collaborating, connecting to careers, and presenting to an authentic audience.

9–12: Pathway Application, Public Demonstration,  
and Postsecondary Readiness

In high school, experiential learning should become increasingly connected to pathway participa-
tion, postsecondary preparation, and authentic demonstration of learning.

Students benefit from opportunities to

•	 solve industry-connected problems,

•	 complete pathway-aligned projects,

•	 participate in internships or work-based 
learning,

•	 earn credentials or dual credit,

•	 present to authentic audiences,

•	 receive feedback from adults beyond the 
classroom, and

•	 demonstrate readiness through applied 
performance.
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This might involve

•	 biomedical students analyzing 
case studies and presenting health 
recommendations,

•	 engineering students designing prototypes 
for community or industry partners,

•	 marketing students developing campaigns 
for local organizations,

•	 education pathway students designing and 
teaching mini lessons,

•	 welding or manufacturing students 
completing applied production challenges, 
or

•	 all students completing capstone projects 
connected to pathway and postsecondary 
goals.

At this stage, experiential learning should help students develop

•	 independence,

•	 professionalism,

•	 technical confidence,

•	 communication skills,

•	 postsecondary planning clarity, and

•	 readiness for feedback beyond the 
classroom.

High school implementation requires careful coordination so experiential learning remains 
rigorous, equitable, and connected to graduation and pathway expectations.

Watch For

High school experiential learning may need recalibration when

•	 pathway projects are disconnected from 
core academic standards;

•	 internships are placements without struc-
tured learning goals;

•	 industry partners provide feedback but 
teachers do not integrate it instructionally;

•	 public exhibitions emphasize final products 
but not process, reflection, or academic 
reasoning;

•	 student experiences vary widely by path-
way; or

•	 only some pathways have strong applied 
learning opportunities.

These signs often indicate that experiential learning needs stronger alignment, calibration, and 
instructional support.
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How the Pillar Operates: Designing Experiential Learning With  
Rigor, Relevance, and Reflection

High-quality experiential learning is built intentionally. It requires adults to design backward from 
academic standards, student outcomes, authentic application, reflection, and evidence of learning.

A useful design sequence includes the following steps:

1.	 Identify the learning goals.  
Which standards, skills, or competencies should students develop?

2.	 Choose an authentic problem, question, or purpose.  
Which real-world issue, role, field, audience, or application gives the learning meaning?

3.	 Design the student task.  
What will students create, investigate, solve, present, or perform?

4.	 Plan supports and scaffolds.  
Which instruction, modeling, materials, accommodations, or language supports will  
students need?

5.	 Build in feedback and revision.  
How will students improve their work over time?

6.	 Plan reflection.  
How will students make sense of what they learned about content, skills, interests, and future 
connections?

7.	 Determine evidence of learning.  
What student work, performance, presentation, or reflection will demonstrate 
understanding?

This design process helps schools avoid treating experiential learning as a loosely defined activity.

What Students Experience

Experiential learning should be a purposeful learning cycle for students, not simply a project 
deadline.

A strong cycle often includes

•	 introduction to a meaningful question, 
challenge, or problem;

•	 instruction connected to academic standards;

•	 opportunities to investigate, design, create, 
or apply;

•	 collaboration with peers;

•	 feedback from teachers, peers, or external 
audiences;

•	 revision and refinement;

•	 reflection on learning and growth; and

•	 public demonstration or sharing of work.
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Students should be able to explain

•	 what they learned,

•	 why it mattered,

•	 how they applied it,

•	 what challenges they encountered,

•	 how their thinking changed,

•	 which skills they developed, and

•	 how the experience connects to careers or 
future opportunities.

If students can describe what they did but not what they learned, the experience may need 
stronger instructional design.

What Adults Do

Teachers play a critical role in making experiential learning rigorous.

They do not simply assign projects. They design and facilitate learning experiences that connect 
academic content, application, collaboration, reflection, and evidence of mastery.

To facilitate effective experiential learning, teachers might

•	 unpack standards and identify priority 
learning goals,

•	 design authentic tasks connected to real 
problems or careers,

•	 teach content and skills that students need 
to succeed,

•	 scaffold collaboration and project 
management,

•	 model how to give and use feedback,

•	 support students through revision cycles,

•	 facilitate reflection on learning and 
strengths, and

•	 assess both content mastery and 
application.

School leaders and instructional coaches support teachers by helping ensure that projects are

•	 standards-aligned,

•	 appropriately rigorous,

•	 developmentally appropriate,

•	 connected to career or community 
relevance,

•	 accessible to all students,

•	 supported by adequate time and 
resources, and

•	 calibrated across classrooms or grade 
levels.

Implementation Insight

The quality of experiential learning depends heavily on adult planning and calibration.

PLCs are especially important here. Teachers need time to review project designs, exam-
ine student work, calibrate expectations, and refine supports. When teachers plan projects 
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independently without shared expectations, students may experience uneven rigor, unclear 
expectations, or disconnected career connections. Collaborative planning helps ensure that 
experiential learning remains coherent across classrooms and grade levels.

Career Alignment

Career alignment should be built into the project design from the beginning.

A common implementation mistake is designing a project first and then adding a career connec-
tion at the end. Students notice when career connections feel superficial.

Strong career alignment helps students understand

•	 what kinds of adults work on similar 
problems,

•	 which skills and tools those adults use,

•	 how academic learning connects to  
career fields,

•	 what postsecondary preparation might be 
needed, and

•	 what kinds of work environments or roles 
may fit different interests.

Career alignment can happen through

•	 project themes,

•	 guest experts,

•	 field experiences,

•	 industry problems,

•	 workplace tools,

•	 professional roles,

•	 student reflection,

•	 pathway connections, and

•	 public feedback from practitioners.

The purpose of career alignment is not to force every student toward a specific career. The 
purpose is to help students see learning as connected to real-world possibilities.

Reflection and Revision

Reflection is what turns experience into learning.

Without reflection, students may complete a project without understanding what they learned, 
how they grew, or how the experience connects to future opportunities.

Reflection should happen throughout the learning cycle, not only at the end.

Students may reflect on

•	 content understanding,

•	 collaboration,

•	 problem-solving,

•	 feedback,

•	 persistence,

•	 interests,

•	 strengths,

•	 career connections, and

•	 future questions.
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Revision is equally important. Students need opportunities to improve work based on feedback. 
This helps students understand that high-quality work develops over time.

To support reflection and revision, schools may use

•	 reflection journals,

•	 exit tickets,

•	 peer critique protocols,

•	 teacher conferences,

•	 presentation rehearsals,

•	 exhibition reflections,

•	 student-led conferences, or

•	 portfolios.

Strong implementation treats reflection and revision as instructional practices, not optional add-ons.

What Supports the Pillar: Conditions That Make Experiential 
Learning Work

Experiential learning requires system conditions that support planning, collaboration, materials, 
scheduling, professional learning, and access.

Leadership and Staffing Structures

Strong implementation requires clear leadership for experiential learning.

Depending on school size and context, this may include

•	 network or district leaders responsible for 
model coherence and quality standards;

•	 school leaders responsible for schedules, 
resources, and implementation monitoring;

•	 instructional coaches or project-based 
learning leads;

•	 pathway directors;

•	 teacher leaders;

•	 makerspace or project coordinators; and

•	 community partnership coordinators.

In the CANOPS model, a Director of Experiential Learning supports network-level coherence. 
This role may involve

•	 establishing project quality standards,

•	 coordinating professional learning,

•	 ensuring vertical alignment across  
grade levels,

•	 supporting partnership development,

•	 monitoring implementation fidelity, and

•	 analyzing implementation data across 
schools.

At the building level, a Maker Manager or similar role may support teachers by

•	 assisting with project design,

•	 managing materials and prototyping 
resources,

•	 supporting makerspace use,

•	 reinforcing project-based learning design 
principles, and

•	 helping with implementation logistics.
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Other schools may not use these same titles, but the underlying functions matter. Someone must 
help coordinate quality, resources, teacher support, and implementation follow-through.

Scheduling and Structural Conditions

Experiential learning must be supported by the schedule.

Implementation may require time for

•	 interdisciplinary planning,

•	 extended project work,

•	 makerspace use,

•	 field experiences,

•	 guest speakers,

•	 exhibition preparation,

•	 feedback and revision,

•	 public showcases,

•	 student reflection, and

•	 teacher collaboration.

Schools can use different scheduling approaches, such as

•	 makerspace integration in elementary grades,

•	 interdisciplinary planning blocks in  
middle school,

•	 block scheduling in high school,

•	 project weeks,

•	 “Experiential Fridays,”

•	 advisory or reflection periods, and

•	 common planning time for project teams.

The schedule should support both the student experience and adult planning needs.

A common implementation risk is expecting teachers to implement complex projects without 
giving them time to plan, coordinate, and reflect. Experiential learning becomes much harder to 
sustain when it is added on top of existing expectations without structural support.

What This Might Look Like

Middle School PLC Planning Blocks Before a Public Showcase

A middle school team protects two planning blocks before each public showcase cycle.

During the first block, teachers align standards, project tasks, and career connections. During 
the second, they review student drafts, identify supports needed for presentation, and coordi-
nate exhibition logistics.

This structure prevents showcase preparation from becoming last-minute and helps ensure that 
the exhibition reflects meaningful learning rather than rushed completion.



Pathways to Prosperity Model Blueprint:
A K–12 Implementation Guide for Career-Connected School Design

PAGE 

77

Professional Learning and Capacity Building

Annual professional development is essential for sustaining experiential learning.

Educators may need professional learning in

•	 project-based learning design,

•	 standards alignment,

•	 career integration,

•	 interdisciplinary planning,

•	 student reflection,

•	 feedback and revision,

•	 exhibition design,

•	 assessment of applied learning,

•	 supporting collaboration, and

•	 scaffolding for diverse learners.

In the CANOPS model, required professional development includes

•	 summer project-based learning training,

•	 World of Work/RIASEC alignment training,

•	 administrator training in experiential learn-
ing expectations, and

•	 new teacher onboarding in project design.

One lesson learned from implementation is that fidelity declines when professional develop-
ment is not sustained annually. New staff need onboarding, returning staff need calibration, and 
leaders need shared expectations for what quality looks like.

Professional learning should not be limited to workshops. Teachers also need opportunities to

•	 examine project examples,

•	 tune project designs,

•	 review student work,

•	 observe strong implementation,

•	 receive coaching,

•	 reflect after exhibitions, and

•	 revise projects for future cycles.

Materials, Space, and Logistics

Experiential learning often requires operational planning beyond traditional instruction.

Schools should consider

•	 materials and supplies,

•	 storage,

•	 makerspace or lab access,

•	 technology,

•	 transportation,

•	 partner scheduling,

•	 safety procedures,

•	 exhibition space,

•	 family communication,

•	 accessibility,

•	 translation or interpretation needs, and

•	 calendar planning.

These logistical details may seem secondary, but they affect quality and access.
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For example, if materials are inconsistent, some classrooms may be able to offer richer projects 
than others. If transportation is not planned, field experiences or work-based learning may be 
limited. If exhibition dates are not set early, public demonstration may become rushed or uneven.

Strong implementation includes logistics in the annual operating calendar rather than treating 
them as last-minute details.

Access for All Students

Experiential learning should be part of the core instructional experience for all students.

All students need access to rigorous, supported, meaningful applied learning experiences. This 
includes students with disabilities, English Learners, students receiving intervention, students 
from families with low income, and students who may not yet see themselves as successful 
learners.

Supports may include

•	 IEP (individualized education program) 
accommodations embedded in project 
design,

•	 collaboration with Teachers of Record,

•	 English learner language scaffolds,

•	 visual supports and models,

•	 flexible grouping,

•	 structured collaboration roles,

•	 modified presentation formats when 
appropriate,

•	 MTSS (multi-tiered system of supports) 
connected to project demands,

•	 transportation or materials support, and

•	 scaffolded reflection prompts.

The goal is not to lower expectations. The goal is to design supports so all students can partici-
pate meaningfully in rigorous work.

How the Pillar Improves Over Time: Monitoring, Refining, and 
Sustaining Experiential Learning

Experiential learning improves through repeated cycles of design, implementation, reflection, 
feedback, and refinement. Schools should expect quality to develop over time as teachers build 
capacity, leaders strengthen systems, and students become more skilled at reflection, collabora-
tion, and public demonstration.

Indicators of Implementation Health

Schools should monitor multiple types of indicators to understand whether experiential learning 
is functioning as rigorous instructional design, not just as isolated projects or special events. 
These indicators can help leaders see whether students are applying academic learning in 
meaningful contexts, receiving support to improve their work, and demonstrating learning for 
authentic audiences.
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Student Experience Indicators

•	 Students can explain what they learned 
and why it matters. 

•	 Students participate in reflection and revision.

•	 Students demonstrate collaboration and 
problem-solving. 

•	 Students present learning to authentic 
audiences. 

•	 Students show engagement, ownership, 
and agency. 

•	 Students connect projects to careers, 
pathways, or future opportunities. 

Adult Practice Indicators

•	 Teachers design projects aligned with 
academic standards. 

•	 Teachers integrate authentic career 
connections. 

•	 Teachers scaffold participation for  
diverse learners. 

•	 PLCs review project quality, student work, 
and reflection evidence. 

•	 Teachers use feedback to refine projects 
over time. 

•	 Teams calibrate expectations across 
classrooms. 

System Indicators

•	 Showcase dates are built into the  
annual calendar. 

•	 Teachers have protected planning time  
for project design. 

•	 Materials, logistics, and audience needs 
are planned in advance. 

•	 Professional learning for experiential 
learning is sustained annually. 

•	 Leaders monitor access, consistency, and 
quality across classrooms. 

•	 Partnerships support authentic application 
and public demonstration. 

Together, these indicators help leaders determine whether experiential learning is becoming a 
consistent part of instructional design or slipping into disconnected projects, one-time events, or 
end-of-unit activities that do not build student skills over time.

Implementation Check: What to Watch For

Use these signals as prompts for reflection, not as a compliance checklist. A signal does not 
necessarily mean the pillar is failing; it identifies a place where teams may need to investigate, 
strengthen a structure, or adjust implementation.
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Pillar 3 Implementation Check: Experiential Learning

What to watch for What it may signal What to do next

Projects are not clearly 
connected to academic 
standards

Experiential learning may 
be functioning as an activity 
rather than core instruction

Require projects to identify 
priority standards, learning 
goals, and evidence of 
student mastery during the 
design process

Career connections feel 
superficial or added on

Students may see career 
references without under-
standing authentic applica-
tions of learning

Involve employers, commu-
nity partners, and pathway 
staff earlier in project 
design and connect them 
to real problems, roles, or 
audiences

Reflection is skipped or 
treated as optional

Students may complete 
experiences without recog-
nizing what they learned or 
how they grew

Build reflection into project 
milestones, revision, exhi-
bitions, and post-project 
discussion

Exhibitions become 
displays of finished 
products

Public demonstration may 
emphasize presentation 
over evidence of learning

Design exhibitions around 
explanation, evidence, 
questioning, reflection, and 
demonstration of standards 
or competencies

Teachers design projects 
largely in isolation

Project quality and expecta-
tions may vary substantially 
across classrooms

Protect collaborative plan-
ning time and use PLCs to 
review project plans, student 
work, and results

Strong projects depend on 
a few enthusiastic teachers

Experiential learning may 
be a collection of individual 
practices rather than a 
schoolwide system

Establish common expecta-
tions, shared tools, profes-
sional learning, onboarding, 
and planning structures

Students do not receive 
sufficient scaffolding

Some students may partic-
ipate without being able to 
access the rigor of the task

Plan supports, checkpoints, 
models, feedback, accom-
modations, and differentiated 
access without lowering 
expectations

Expectations for rigor vary 
substantially among adults

Students may have dramat-
ically different learning 
experiences depending on 
classroom or teacher

Calibrate project quality and 
student work across teams 
using shared criteria and 
exemplars



Pathways to Prosperity Model Blueprint:
A K–12 Implementation Guide for Career-Connected School Design

PAGE 

81

What to watch for What it may signal What to do next

Project logistics are added 
to the calendar too late

Strong instructional ideas 
may break down because 
time, spaces, partners, or 
audiences are unavailable

Build project cycles, partner 
needs, work time, and exhibi-
tions into annual and master 
calendars

Materials and resources 
vary widely across 
classrooms

Opportunity to engage 
meaningfully may depend 
on teacher budget or 
access

Plan materials and resource 
needs centrally and moni-
tor whether classrooms 
have what implementation 
requires

Participation or access 
varies across student 
groups

Some students may receive 
less rigorous, authentic, or 
visible experiential learning

Examine who participates, 
the roles students take, the 
supports they receive, and 
the quality of experiences 
across groups

Professional learning is 
one-time or inconsistent

Quality may stall or weaken 
as staff change

Provide recurring profes-
sional learning on project 
design, standards alignment, 
scaffolding, reflection, feed-
back, and exhibition quality

Table 9. Implementation Phases for Building Experiential Learning  
as an Instructional Design System

Phase Focus Leadership Priorities

Early 
Implementation

Establish expectations  
and initial structures

Define project quality, schedule 
showcases, provide foundational 
project-based learning (PBL) training, 
identify support roles

Developing 
Implementation

Strengthen alignment  
and consistency

Align projects with standards, build 
reflection routines, support interdisci-
plinary planning, monitor access

Maturing 
Implementation

Deepen authenticity  
and rigor

Engage partners, calibrate exhibitions, 
strengthen career connections, 
review student work across teams
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Phase Focus Leadership Priorities

Sustained 
Implementation

Institutionalize continuous 
improvement

Maintain annual professional devel-
opment, onboard new staff, refine 
projects based on evidence, align 
resources and partnerships

This progression helps schools avoid expecting fully mature implementation immediately while 
still building toward quality and coherence over time.

Sustainability and Scaling Considerations

Experiential learning becomes sustainable when it is embedded into the school’s operating systems.

Leaders should consider whether experiential learning is reflected in

•	 curriculum planning,

•	 master schedules,

•	 professional learning calendars,

•	 PLC agendas,

•	 staffing roles,

•	 materials budgets,

•	 partnership plans,

•	 annual exhibition calendars,

•	 assessment practices,

•	 student support systems, and

•	 family communication routines.

Funding may support implementation through multiple sources, depending on local context. 
These may include

•	 general operating funds,

•	 Title II for professional learning,

•	 Perkins funding for secondary  
pathway alignment,

•	 local grants or philanthropy,

•	 partner contributions, and

•	 materials or equipment budgets.

Schools should avoid treating experiential learning as dependent on temporary funding alone. 
The model becomes sustainable when staffing, professional learning, planning time, materials, 
and exhibition cycles are part of the regular school design.

Before scaling, leaders should ask:

•	 Are current projects rigorous and 
standards-aligned?

•	 Do teachers have the capacity and support 
to sustain implementation?

•	 Are students experiencing meaningful 
reflection and revision?

•	 Are exhibitions revealing deep learning?

•	 Are career connections authentic?
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•	 Is access equitable across students and 
classrooms?

•	 Are support roles clear?

•	 Are resources and logistics manageable?

•	 Are new teachers onboarded effectively?

The goal is not simply to increase the number of projects students complete. The goal is to 
strengthen the conditions that make applied learning rigorous, meaningful, accessible, and 
sustainable over time.

System Map: Experiential Learning System

Network /  
District Level

School  
Leadership

Instructional  
Teams

Students

Set project quality standards | Provide professional learning | Develop partnerships | Align 
funding with implementation needs | Monitor implementation quality | Support vertical 
coherence across grades

Build schedules that support project work | Staff and support implementation | Protect teacher 
collaboration time | Plan exhibition calendars | Ensure that materials and logistics are ready | Monitor 
project quality | Ensure that all students can participate meaningfully

Design standards-based projects | Integrate career connections | Facilitate reflection | Support 
student collaboration | Provide feedback | Guide revision | Prepare students for public presentation

Apply knowledge | Solve problems | Explore careers | Collaborate with others | Present  
learning | Reflect on growth | Build confidence

Student Outcomes (Culmination of System Alignment) Core Non-Negotiables (Alignment Rules)

Engagement

Career awareness

Confidence

Pathway readiness

Academic mastery

Transferable skills

Agency

Projects are standards-based and problem-driven.

Career connections are embedded each semester.

Students publicly demonstrate learning.

Reflection and revision are part of the learning process.

All students participate in meaningful experiential learning.

01

02

03

04

05
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