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Clear, unambiguous paths to 
college and career opportunities 
that equip students for 
meaningful participation in the 
global economy.

Pillars of Work
- Policy: Shaping systems for equitable college and career access

- Practices: Improving learner experiences and outcomes

- Impact: Driving systemic change through data and networks

Areas of Practice
- College and career pathways

- Career-connected and work-based learning

- Transitional instruction

- Early college coursework

- Flexible learning

- Longitudinal data

- Collective impact networks

Our Vision



Explore the I-WIN Resource Hub 
and subscribe to the newsletter

Highlight and explore 
innovative models for 
work-based learning

Build connections 
among communities to 
share best practices, 
learnings and resources

Identify needs for state 
policy changes or 
support systems

Engage in conversations 
on creating sustainable, 
high-quality models 
and increasing access

https://edsystemsniu.org/resources/i-win-resources/
http://eepurl.com/hrSy21


Definitions: Illinois Career Pathways Dictionary

Work-Based Learning & Host Continuum

https://pathwaysdictionary.org/


Introduce 
yourself!
Please share in the 
chat your:

- Name

- Role

- Organization

- Any top-of-mind 
questions about 
work-based 
learning

Work-Based Learning Across the Continuum

• Shared Illinois Definitions and Frameworks

Essential Design Elements of High-Quality WBL

• Ensuring Developmentally Appropriate and 
Equitable Experiences

Practical Considerations for Implementation

Today’s 
discussion:



Think about your own career journey. 
What person or experience had the 
greatest influence on where you are today?



Creates an opportunity 
for students to explore 
interests firsthand and 
discover what they do 

and do not enjoy to 
inform decisions about 

courses, or careers

Why Work-Based Learning Matters

Connects students 
with supportive adults 
who help them develop 

skills, explore future 
pathways, and access 
valuable insights and 

opportunities

Engages students in 
hands-on learning that 

exposes them to 
workplace 

expectations and 
environments they 
may not otherwise 

encounter

1 2 3



Work-Based Learning 
Across the Continuum
Shared Illinois Definitions and Frameworks



Work-Based Learning Continuum



Illinois College and Career Pathway Models

Program of 
Study

A coordinated, non-duplicative sequence of academic and technical content at the secondary and 
postsecondary level. 

Career & Technical 
Education (CTE)

Career and Technical Education (CTE) prepares individuals for high-skill, high-wage, 
in-demand employment and provides learners with the skills, knowledge, and confidence 
they need to thrive in college and careers. All students benefit from career-connected 
learning that emphasizes real-world skills within a selected career focus.

College and Career 
Pathway Endorsement

A College and Career Pathway Endorsement is awarded on Illinois high school 
diplomas/transcripts to simultaneously demonstrate students’ readiness for 
postsecondary programs and entry-level professional learning experiences in a 
selected career interest area. (110 ILCS 148/ Postsecondary and Workforce 
Readiness Act)

Career 
Pathway

A combination of rigorous and high-quality education, training, and other services that aligns both vertically 
and horizontally across secondary education, adult education, workforce training and development, career 
and technical education, and postsecondary education systems, pathways, and programs.

https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs3.asp?ActID=3722&ChapterID=18
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs3.asp?ActID=3722&ChapterID=18


Awareness, exploration, and preparation activities that provide opportunities for students to interact with adults in their workplace 
and gain essential employability and technical competencies.

9th 10th 11th 12th

At least 2 career exploration activities or 1 intensive experience 60 cumulative hours of paid or for credit, supervised caree development experience(s) with 
a professional skills assessment r

At least 2 team-based challenges with adult mentoring

INDIVIDUAL PLAN

Each student completing an endorsement must have an individualized plan, which includes college planning linked to early 
understanding of career goals, financial aid, resume, and personal statement.

College and Career Pathway 
Endorsements Framework

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING

Ready for non-remedial coursework in reading and math by high school graduation through criteria defined by 
the school district and local community college.

ACADEMIC READINESS

CAREER-FOCUSED INSTRUCTIONAL SEQUENCE

2 years of secondary coursework or equivalent that include essential employability and technical competencies, at 
least 6 hours of early college credit, and articulation to a postsecondary credential with labor market value.

Capstone / Advanced Courses

Skill Development Courses

Orientation / Introduction Courses
9th 10th 11th 12th





Career awareness, the first stage of the work-based 
learning continuum, is the process by which students 
explore possible career clusters and specific jobs that 
are available and gain a deeper understanding of the 
different paths they can take toward a fulfilling future. 
Career awareness is a valuable opportunity to connect 
an individual’s own abilities and interests to related 
college and career opportunities.

Career exploration is an activity such as a job shadow, 
attendance at a career exposition, or employer site visit 
that provides an individual with the ability to engage 
directly with employers for the purpose of gaining 
knowledge of one or more industry sectors or 
occupations.

https://pathwaysdictionary.org/glossary/work-based-learning/
https://pathwaysdictionary.org/glossary/work-based-learning/


Career Awareness vs. Exploration

Career Awareness Career Exploration

Student 
Engagement

Gain general knowledge about industry 
sectors and their occupations

Explore personal abilities and interests

Direct contact with employers or other 
industry professionals

Deepen knowledge of a career area and 
related occupations

Examples 
include:

- Career interest survey
- Interactive or video presentation 

tools
- Self-reflection activities

- Worksite tour
- Job shadow
- Mentoring
- Guest speaker
- Career fair



Team-based challenges are group problem-based learning projects 
relating to an individual’s career area of interest that involve a 
problem relating to employers within that area, including mentoring 
from adults with expertise in that area, and require the individual to 
present the outcomes of the project.

Team-based challenges may be incorporated into the instructional 
sequence or designated as separate activities. Team-based 
challenges must include the following components:

1. An authentic problem or challenge that is identified from or in 
collaboration with a community or business partner. 

2. Meaningful interaction with an adult mentor who has related 
industry expertise and who is not an assigned classroom 
teacher. 

3. Demonstration of at least one career pathway-specific 
technical competency as identified in the College and Career 
Pathway Endorsements framework. 

4. Demonstration of at least one cross-sector essential 
employability competency skill.

5. Collaboration with groups to solve a problem.
6. A final product or presentation.



Team-based challenges can take many forms:
● Embedded into a course
● Part of a regional competition
● Engagement in a Career and Technical Student 

Organization event 

The team-based challenge is centered on the 
process of students engaging in essential 
employability and technical skills through their 
engagement with an authentic problem, not the 
solution that students design. 



Career development experiences are supervised work experiences 
relating to an individual’s career area of interest that include:

1. A course transcription and corresponding school credit for the 
experience, compensation of the student’s work hours for the 
career development experience, or both.

2. A workplace with authentic working conditions and tasks that 
include, but are not limited to, timekeeping, evaluation of work, 
responsibility to adhere to safety protocols, or adherence to 
the organization’s standard operating procedures. The 
workplace experience must reinforce the relevant technical 
and essential employability competencies.

3. Collaboration between the school district and the community 
or business partners in developing and monitoring the 
experiences.

4. Feedback is given to the student.
5. At least 60 hours of participation completed by the student 

through a single experience or across two experiences; 
however, no individual experience may be less than 20 hours.



Career development experiences:

● 60 hours of supervised work experience 
relating to an individual’s career area of 
interest in an authentic work environment.

● Can take place across two experiences. 

○ No one experience can be less than 20 
hours (20/40 or 30/30). 

● Can be an internship, micro-internship, 
workplace experience course, 
youth/pre-apprenticeship, etc. 



Essential Design Elements of 
High-Quality Work-Based Learning
Ensuring Developmentally Appropriate and Equitable 
Experiences



Preparation

● Clear goals and intentional planning

● Student and partner readiness

● Connection to coursework and interests

Authentic Engagement

● Real-world, hands-on experiences 

● Meaningful interaction with industry 
professionals

● Development of technical and essential 
skills

Across the Continuum, High-Quality WBL Includes:

Reflection & Growth

● Structured reflection and feedback

● Awareness of what was learned

● Connection to next steps

Equity & Access

● Removal of barriers to participation

● Representation and belonging

● Support for diverse learner needs



Work-Based Learning Resources

Illinois Career 
Pathways 
Dictionary

https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Work-Based-Learning-Manual.pdf
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Work-Based-Learning-Manual.pdf
https://edsystemsniu.org/download/3697/
https://pathwaysdictionary.org/
https://pathwaysdictionary.org/
https://pathwaysdictionary.org/


Career Development 
Experience Toolkit

• Establish expectations for implementing 
high-quality, rigorous work-based learning 
experiences 

• Provide guidance, tools, and frameworks to 
offer a Career Development Experience

• Highlight best practice examples of how 
organizations are accomplishing this 
on-the-ground and spark thinking for other 
communities on how these examples might be 
modified to fit into their own unique context

Access the toolkit

https://edsystemsniu.org/career-development-experience-toolkit/


Learn more about the process and access the resource

Scaling 
Work-Based 
Learning: 
Quality Criteria 
for Continuous 
Improvement 
and Equity

https://edsystemsniu.org/quality-criteria-work-based-learning/


Practical Considerations 
for Implementation



Start Small, 
Build 
Momentum

Pilot an Idea: Launch with 1-5 students, one 
classroom, or one employer partner. Focus on 
quality and learning rather than scale.

Leverage Existing Resources: Use AI and team 
brainstorming to generate ideas and identify 
opportunities. Explore examples and promising 
practices from other communities.

Adapt, Don't Adopt: Share community models with 
local employers and partners to customize 
experiences that fit your learners, community, and 
capacity.

Learn and Improve: Gather feedback from 
students and partners to refine the experience 
before expanding participation.

Start with what you 
have, learn from the 
experience, and build 
from there. Every 
high-quality 
work-based learning 
program started 
somewhere.



High-quality work-based learning is a team effort!

Invest in Coordination

Whether it is a dedicated WBL coordinator, counselor, pathway lead, administrator, 
or team of staff, someone must help coordinate relationships, communicate 
expectations, support students, and connect experiences across the continuum. 
Dedicated coordination creates consistency, quality, and sustainability.

Leverage Community Assets

Effective systems build on local capacity, existing relationships, and the partners 
willing to invest in young people. The goal is not to do everything yourself, but to 
coordinate the strengths of the broader community.

Shared Ownership, Shared Impact



Equity as a Design Principle
As you review existing WBL opportunities, 
consider:

● Who participates?

● Who does not?

● What barriers exist?

● How can opportunities be expanded or 
improved?

As you design new opportunities, 

• Ensure experiences help students 
explore a range of career possibilities, 
build skills, and make informed 
decisions

• Connect experiences to meaningful 
opportunities in the local economy 

• Consider transportation, scheduling, 
location, technology, etc.

• Ensure students can see themselves in 
the industry mentors and careers being 
highlighted



Use data and feedback to improve program quality, expand access, and address 
equity gaps.

Participation & Access

● Review participation by grade level, pathway, race/ethnicity, gender, 
socioeconomic status, and other student groups.

Student and Partner Voice

● Understand what is working well and what supports are needed to identify 
strengths, barriers, and opportunities for improvement.

Measure Access, Quality, and Impact



Next Steps





Coming Up with I-WIN…

🗓 October 9: Roundtable Discussion
Join this interactive roundtable to explore practical strategies for designing and 
strengthening meaningful career exploration experiences for middle school 
students. 
>> Register now

🗓 November 9: Braided Funding Strategies
Hear from a leading school district on how it leverages multiple funding streams 
to strengthen career pathways and work-based learning.  
>> Register now

https://edsystemsniu.org/roundtable-discussion-middle-school-career-exploration/
https://edsystemsniu.org/braided-funding-strategies-to-strengthen-career-pathways-and-work-based-learning/


Quick Feedback

Please complete our exit slip to 
provide feedback on this session 
and input for future opportunities 
with I-WIN.

Thank you for your time and 
thoughts! 



Thank you!
Heather Penczak, hpenczak@niu.edu 

mailto:hpenczak@niu.edu

