CONNECTING THE CLASSROOM TO CAREERS: THE STATE’S ROLE IN EXPANDING WORK-BASED LEARNING

The Connecting the Classroom to
ADVA NCE>>> CTE Careers series takes a closer look at
the state’s role in expanding high-
quality work-based learning
opportunities for all students, with a

Removing Legal Barriers around particular focus on untangling the

major barriers at the K-12 level.

State Leaders Connecting Learning to Work

Work-based Learning

Each installment will explore a
specific issue and highlight

THE STATE’S ROLE IN WORK-BASED LEARNING innovative or leading state

As the nation’s education leaders and employers work together to create approaches, as well as key policy

a well-prepared, competitive workforce, work-based learning - a strategy questions and relevant resources that
that has existed for decades - is back in the spotlight as an effective state and local leaders should
strategy for connecting students’ classroom learning to their future consider as they examine their own
careers. systems.

With this renewed interest, the work-based learning of today is being
transformed as a means to build on students’academic experience and
career interests, rather than simply to release them from the school day for work that is unconnected to their
education. Work-based learning can and should be available to all students regardless of whether they are enrolled in
a Career Technical Education (CTE) program of study or not. What is most important is that the experience is informed
by workplace standards and is connected to students’ classroom learning as a way to provide context and relevancy.

What is Work-based Learning?

Work-based learning is an educational strategy that offers students an opportunity to reinforce and deepen their
classroom learning, explore future career fields and demonstrate their skills in an authentic setting.

This series defines work-based learning as a continuum of experiences that helps prepare students for

postsecondary education and careers. High-quality work-based learning should begin in the early grades with
activities that help build students’awareness of possible careers. This exploration continues through middle and
high school with job shadowing or mentoring to better inform students’ decision making, and culminates with
more intensive career preparation activities such as school-based enterprises, internships and pre-
apprenticeships as students move along in their career pathway from high school to postescondary education.!

THE STATE’S ROLE IN REMOVING LEGAL BARRIERS AROUND WORK-BASED LEARNING

Employers are increasingly eager to engage with schools, from being mentors and guest speakers to providing
company tours and validating curriculum on advisory committees.” Yet, access to authentic learning experiences in
the workplace often remains limited for high school students. With a 16 percent unemployment rate for individuals
under the age of 18, many are missing out on an opportunity to hone their employability skills, gain technical
knowledge and experience the workplace and potential careers."

For many employers, the hesitation to participate in work-based learning appears largely rooted in concerns about
child labor laws and liability, and employers aren’t alone in these concerns as often school administrations cite the
same reasons for not offering such experiences. However, federal and state laws do not necessarily prohibit youths
under 18 from being employed, making it an important first step for leaders to understand those laws and how they
take shape in practice.”
|
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Debunking these myths is critical to scaling work-based learning. Several states are tackling these challengesin a
variety of ways — from training teachers to becoming experts on state and federal laws to creating alternative solutions
to ease employers’ concerns regarding insurance. Starting with educating themselves, state agency staff can play an
instrumental role in helping correct misperceptions about having students under the age of 18 in the workplace.

KEY QUESTIONS WHEN CONFRONTING LEGAL BARRIERS TO WORK-BASED LEARNING
As state leaders examine their existing regulatory frameworks and related professional development, there are a
number of key questions and issues they should take into consideration, including:

Assessing the Current Landscape

A What federal and state laws, regulations and/or
guidance impact K-12 work-based learning (e.g.,
age requirements, nature of the work, hours
worked, and compensation received)?

A Which state-level agencies regulate work-based
learning or equivalent experiences? Is your office
connected with the right people in those
agencies? What opportunities exist to discuss
challenges surrounding work-based learning
with these agencies?

A How has your state engaged key stakeholders
such as employers, human resource experts,
insurance providers, schools and parents around
these issues?

A What are the greatest misconceptions about
legal barriers among key stakeholders?

A Does your state provide training to key
stakeholders regarding legal issues affecting
work-based learning?

A If so, which key stakeholders are targeted with
this training? Does it include district- and school-
level decisionmakers?

Liability-related

A How does your state help school districts and
employers navigate around questions of liability

(e.g., sample agreements or waivers, checklists,
guidance, etc.)?

Are there any local examples of school districts
and employers working through the challenge of
liability for work-based learning placements that
can serve as a model for other districts?

What provisions already exist in state, school or
district insurance policies that could also apply
for work-based learning?

Are there any existing state-level or third-party
organizations that can serve as an intermediary
to help mitigate liability concerns or manage the
administrative components of work-based
learning for K-12 students?

Creating a WBL-friendly environment

A What steps need to be taken to create a state

environment that encourages and supports
work-based learning (e.g., legislative/regulatory
actions, guidance, or training)?

In what ways does your state communicate with
employers, district and school personnel, and
parents around legal issues affecting work-based
learning? Do you need to tailor your
engagement to each stakeholder audience?

Is there a strategy in place for these
communications?
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ENSURING WORK-BASED LEARNING SAFETY IN NEW JERSEY

The New Jersey Department of Education has a long history of
collaborating with other state agencies to understand the real and
perceived legal barriers around work-based learning - known as
“structured learning experiences” in the Garden State.

One product of this collaboration is the New Jersey Safe Schools
project, which is a comprehensive health and safety training to
help schools reduce occupational hazards in CTE programs and
work-based learning. Since 2004, the state has trained 2,500
teachers, resulting in no serious student injuries in work-based
learning reported since the project’s launch.

GETTING STARTED

This collaboration began in the mid-1990s as New Jersey began to
consider how to implement the now-defunct federal School-to-
Work Opportunities Act grant.” By the early 2000s, the federal law
and its funding support had ended, but the impact of this federal
law can still be seen today in New Jersey.

Prior to this collaboration, work-based learning in New Jersey had
been available only to CTE students and only if the supervising
teacher had a cooperative education certificate. As state education
department staff began to think through how to expand these
experiences for all students as envisioned by the School-to-Work
Act as well as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),
a conversation began to take place around the legal rights and

Core Elements of the School-to-Work Act

The federal School-to-Work opportunities
passed in 1994 and provided federally funded
grants to states and local organizations to
create a career development system to
improve all high school students’ transitions
from school to work. The act encouraged
states and local partners to create programs
that best fit their needs but required all
programs to include:

A School-based learning that included
rigorous instruction linked to workplace
experiences;

A Work-based learning that included work
experience, structured training or other
experiences that were linked to students’
career interests and school curricula; and

A Connecting activities that would help
link employers and schools to make the
school and work-based elements happen.

limitations for students participating in work-based learning, a key element of both laws. Knowing they were not legal
experts in this area, staff members reached out to their peers in the Wage and Hour Division of the state’s Department
of Labor and Workforce Development to better understand the legal aspects of work-based learning.

CRAFTING A REGULATORY FRAMEWORK FOR WORK-BASED LEARNING

Though the discussion began around liability, it quickly became clear that several state agencies needed to harmonize
their regulations regarding special education, health and safety, and labor. Soon after, work began to develop a
regulatory framework to support K-12 work-based learning in the state. Issues to be tackled included: allowing
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