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In the late 1990s, with the support of the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Career, Technical, 
and Adult Education (OCTAE; then called the Office of Vocational and Adult Education), Advance CTE 
began the process of creating a new framework for Career Technical Education (CTE) to build 
consistency in program design and quality nationwide, centered around the knowledge, skills, and 
standards a learner would need to complete each career pathway. This work was led by states with 
industry partners and managed by Advance CTE. Advance CTE published this new framework, known as 
the National Career Clusters Framework® (the Framework), on behalf of states in 2002.  The framework 
is used in the vast majority of states and territories and by national vendors providing curriculum tools 
and CTE instructional support. 
 

Why modernize the Framework? 
In the over two decades since the Framework was initially conceived, the world of work has changed 
dramatically. The rapid growth of new technologies, the rise of  remote and hybrid workplaces, and the 
emergence of the gig economy have continued to increase the pace of these changes. Employees 
continue to change jobs over their lifetimes at a more rapid pace, requiring flexibility in what they know 
and how they can adapt to a career of their choosing1.  
 
Simultaneously, workplaces increasingly require transferable skillsets, and there is considerable overlap 
between the skill sets needed for a variety of different positions2. Employers that once hired for specific 
positions and skills now require a growing skillset that is supplemented by digital skills, entrepreneurial 
and collaborative mindsets, and interdisciplinary backgrounds. Skills-based hiring has become more than 
a trend, with multiple states setting precedents with credential/degree-agnostic hiring of state 
employees3. And new and ever more rapidly emerging sectors such as electric vehicle and 
semiconductor manufacturing, artificial intelligence and data science, and the use of technology across 
all fields are increasing the existing skills gap4 as these sectors seek to find more talent than is available. 
 
To respond to these changes, in 2022 Advance CTE launched a multi-year initiative to examine labor market 
research and gather input from industry and the CTE field to determine what changes to the Framework were 
needed. The new Framework is learner-centered and industry-driven and was established to better bridge 
education and work, empowering each learner to explore, decide on, and prepare for dynamic and evolving 
careers. It addresses many of the limitations of the previous Framework, including:  
 

                                                
1 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/05/workers-multiple-careers-jobs-skills/ 
2https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Christof-
Naegele/publication/307942989_Competence_and_the_Need_for_Transferable_Skills/links/5fbd3d5d458515b797695ba8/Competence-and-
the-Need-for-Transferable-Skills.pdf  
3 https://www.nga.org/news/commentary/governors-innovate-to-spur-skills-based-hiring/  
4 https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-the-skills-gap-and-what-employers-can-do-about-it/  
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● incorporating the entirety of the world of work; 
● adding new sectors and incorporating them into the industry-based clusters and career oriented 

sub-clusters that best align with them; 
● advancing how states and local agencies consider the interdisciplinary nature of the world of work 

and how these skills can be contextualized in and applied to all careers; and, 
● improve CTE program connections and consistency across secondary, postsecondary, and workforce 

systems with multiple on and off ramps. 
 

How is the Framework organized? 
The modernized Framework consists of 14 industry-aligned Career Clusters and 72 Sub-Clusters which 
represent major career areas within a given field that have similar skills as defined by industry. These Clusters 
and Sub-Clusters serve as the primary organizing structures for CTE and career pathway programs and are 
intended to promote good careers – specifically careers that are “middle” or “high skill” and provide 
opportunities for family-sustaining wages.  As can be seen at the graphic included at the end of this 

document, the Clusters are organized in six meta-groupings known as Cluster Groupings that to help young 
people see the Clusters that may correspond to their purpose for entering into a given career sector, 
and to help display the interrelatedness between Clusters. 
 
An important new feature of the Framework is the inclusion of three Cross-Cutting clusters that both 
represent industry sectors but also include skills and careers that intersect with all other Clusters. Finally, all 
of the clusters are supported by12 Career-Ready Practices to ensure that every program includes the skills 
that are essential to every career and life (see graphic below). 
 

How does the Framework improve career preparation? 
The Framework is the backbone of the CTE system around which state and local education agencies organize 
their career pathways systems (and particularly, secondary and postsecondary programs of study). The 
Framework not only serves the 11.4 million learners in  CTE but also informs all career pathway preparation 
programs and initiatives in both the public and private sector to help:  

● learners have access to more personalized paths to living-wage jobs and gain skills for a variety of 
careers.  

● CTE educators align, design, and deliver programs that are interdisciplinary in nature, include 
stronger career exploration and advising models, and enhance the connection between in- and out-
of-classroom experiences, such as work-based learning.  

● industries and employers find workers with a lifelong learning worldview whose interests, skills, and 
work-based experiences align with their hiring needs.  

● state CTE leaders make informed decisions about the improvement of their systems and design 
programs and experiences that are more responsive to industry and provide resources/guidance to 
local leaders that reflect the needs of today’s workplace.  

● local counselors and instructors employ the Framework and its many tools to support career 
exploration and decision making to demonstrate the diversity of careers in the world of work, or the 
breadth of careers within a given Career Cluster.   
national organizations that support workforce preparation to create new tools, resources, standards 
and supports.  
 

State-Level Adoption and Implementation 
The Framework is not designed as a one-size-fits-all model, and not all states will offer career pathways or 
programs of study exactly as organized in all 14 new Career Clusters. The Framework is flexible to meet every 
state’s need and is meant as a starting point for state and local agencies to explore their own labor market 
data and make adjustments. It can be used in conjunction with state and regional labor market information 



 

to help explore new opportunities for programs that require significant technical skill but may not have 
historically been considered under the umbrella of CTE.  
 
Advance CTE will work with its state partners through the implementation process to ensure the Framework 
serves as a powerful organizing tool to address states’ learners and labor market needs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 



 

 
 

 


