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Dear Coloradans,

Since becoming Governor, I have made education policy one of the highest priorities of my 

administration, as I believe strongly that the development of a highly educated workforce 

is a fundamental element of the expansion and vigor of the state’s economy.  Critical to this 

relationship is Career and Technical Education (CTE).

By concentrating on applied content and dynamic instructional techniques, CTE programs 

tie together traditional scholastic rigor with the career-oriented skills students need to succeed 

in the workforce or in postsecondary education. The most successful of these programs 

are developed by way of intentional and explicit connections between systems and sectors: 

that between secondary and postsecondary education; that between workforce councils and 

economic development agencies; and that between educational organizations and businesses.

If our schools and colleges are going to realize my goals of halving the dropout rate and 

doubling the number of postsecondary degrees and certifi cates earned by our students, then 

we have to encourage the development of innovative policies and programs that, like CTE 

programs, make seamless the connections between educational systems and industries. For 

these reasons, I applaud the Colorado Community College’s Bridges to Opportunity Initiative.  

Please join me in supporting Career and Technical Education in Colorado and the Bridges to 

Opportunity Initiative.  In many ways, Colorado’s future prosperity is tied to their success.

Sincerely,

Bill Ritter, Jr.
Governor

A Letter from the Governor...



Colorado is positioned among the top states in 
population percentage with a college degree and 
yet rank very low in educating the population 
born and reared in Colorado – a widely discussed 
issue termed the “Colorado Paradox”. Importing 
an educated workforce, while failing to move high 
school students into college and subsequently into 
high-skill, high-wage careers is a dangerous trend; 
over the coming years this trend may result in a 
decline in Colorado’s economy as the number of 
native workers with high school diplomas and college 
degrees decreases. Already, more than a million 
Colorado adults lack any form of postsecondary 
education – including 300,000 adults who have no 
high school degree. Without an ample supply of 
workers with postsecondary education, Colorado’s 
economic growth and competitiveness will be 
hamstrung. Nationally, 85 percent of emerging 
occupations are expected to require postsecondary 
education.i As a state, we must address the 
Colorado Paradox. 

The same concerns facing Colorado – an older 
generation that is very competitive internationally 
giving way to a younger generation that is less 
globally competitive – are being felt throughout 
the nation. In response, through its investments 
in education reform at the K-12 level, math and 
science education, education research, and the 
Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education
Improvement Act of 2006, the federal government 
is focusing national attention on the importance 
of an educated workforce as the key to America’s 
continuing competitiveness. 

National efforts, through both private and federally-
funded projects, are giving attention to the need for 
more “knowledge workers”: individuals who possess 
postsecondary education (though not necessarily a 

baccalaureate degree), technical aptitudes, the ability 
to learn rapidly, and an entrepreneurial approach 
to employment. ii

In Colorado, the average hourly wage in 2005 for all 
occupations requiring some form of postsecondary 
education was $28.58 – almost twice the average 
wage for jobs that do not require higher education 
training. The average wage for those jobs that do 
not require some form of postsecondary training 
is $15.89 per hour – an insuffi cient wage for 
supporting a family in most areas of the state.

The Governor’s vision, federal education 
legislation, and national projects all point to 
the same solution: a seamless education system 

leading students into high-wage, high-skill, 

or high-demand careers.

The Colorado Community College System (CCCS), 
as the leader of Career and Technical Education 
(CTE) for the state, sees a timely opportunity for 

the state. CTE has begun to create the seamless 
transitions from high school to college to career for 
students who complete a concentration of CTE 
courses, in addition to their required academic 
credits. CCCS and its CTE partners, including the 
local CTE administrators and educators in the school 
districts, area vocational schools/technical colleges, 
local district colleges, community colleges, as well 
as state partners such as the Colorado Department 
of Education (CDE), the Colorado Department of 
Higher Education (CDHE) and College in Colorado 
are embracing a national framework that emphasizes 
partnerships to propel students into postsecondary 
studies and enhanced careers. CCCS believes that 
the success of CTE in Colorado may serve as an 
excellent model for all students – providing them 
with a rigorous education, relevant and engaging 

Governor Ritter’s Colorado Promise asks the state’s educational 
systems to cut in half the high school drop-out rate and double the number 
of degrees and certifi cates awarded to students. The Governor’s Policy Offi ce 
hopes to achieve these dramatic changes within ten years.
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class work, and an unwavering focus on preparation 
for postsecondary education and career success. 
By design and intent, CTE programs partner 
with business and industry and other educational 
providers. These partnerships are scalable and 

could be the framework for the state in helping 
solve the Colorado Paradox and ensuring Colorado’s 
success in lowering drop-out rates and doubling
the number of degrees and certifi cates provided to 
Coloradans. 

First, here is a bit of Colorado Career and Technical 
Education history.

Colorado’s CTE programs can provide a structure 
to help the state achieve the Governor’s goals to cut 
in half the high school drop-out rate and double 
the number of degrees and certifi cates awarded to 
students. CTE programs focus on the needs of local 
business and industry, provide rigorous and relevant 
education, encourage students to complete high 
school and move into college or other postsecondary 
CTE programs, and emphasize results. These 
programs provide Coloradans with the opportunity 
to develop the skills and knowledge necessary for 
successful careers. 

The federal Carl D. Perkins Act of 2006 ushers in 
a new era for Colorado CTE. In essence, this law 
asks the states to lead CTE into the 21st century 
by focusing on program improvement in a globally 
competitive environment and ensuring modern, 
adaptable and rigorous CTE programs. 

In particular, the Act requires states to:

• Increase opportunities for individuals to 
 keep America competitive;

• Develop challenging academic and technical 
 standards and related, challenging integrated 
 (academic and CTE) instruction;

• Prepare students for high-skill, high-wage, 
 or high-demand occupations in current or 
 emerging professions;

• Promote partnerships (education, workforce 
 boards, business and industry, etc);

• Provide technical assistance and professional 
 development to teachers/instructors and 
 administrators; and

• Increase state and local accountability

The state has a history of strong, successful CTE 
programs in high schools, technical colleges/area 
vocational schools, and community colleges. 
The state supports high school CTE programs 
through the Colorado Vocational Act with about 
$21 million from the state’s budget. The federal 
government supports high school and post-secondary 
CTE programs as well as the state-wide CTE 
leadership with about $17 million through the 
Perkins Act. Signifi cant federal investment has 
been provided to help CTE educators and 
administrators accomplish the requirements 
mentioned above. States across the nation are 
embracing the results of that investment: 
Career Clusters and Career Pathways.

Colorado CTE continues the work: 

• Educators at the high school and  
 postsecondary levels are continuing to 
 create seamless connections between 
 high school, college education and skilled, 
 high-wage employment.  

A Primer on Career and Technical 
Education in Colorado
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• These connections are being better 
 communicated to students in Plans of Study 

that link high school academic and CTE   
 courses to college academic and CTE courses 
 resulting in career opportunities for students.

• Plans of Study that are closely related are 
 grouped into Career Pathways that extend 
 from high school into college and into 
 graduate and professional studies. Students 
 can see the road-map to all professions 
 and understand the educational 
 requirements to get there.

• Career Pathways are grouped into Career 
 Clusters demonstrating to students the 
 fl exibility of education allowing them to 
 move in and out of careers depending on 
 their accumulated knowledge and skills. 

Colorado is not alone. Nationwide research – at 
the federal level, through foundations, and early 
adopting states – shows that the Career Clusters/
Career Pathways framework is capable of providing 
the focus, yet fl exibility, to make a difference in 
the economic development of the state.  

What is the NATIONAL Career Clusters/
Career Pathways Model?

The Career Clusters/Career Pathways model, 
organized into 16 Career Clusters, was developed 
by the U.S. Department of Education and validated 
by a collaborative approach among state departments 
of education in 2002. As part of the development 
of the model, teams of business representatives and 
secondary and postsecondary educators identifi ed  
knowledge and skill statements for each of the 
16 Career Clusters, as well as 81 national Career 
Pathways that lead through education and training 
into employment sectors. The system is fully cross-
walked with occupational descriptions and tools, 
such as the Classifi cation of Instructional Programs 
(CIP) codes, developed by the U.S. Department of 
Education’s National Center for Education Statistics.

Career Clusters link what students learn in 
school with the knowledge and skills they need 
for success in college and careers. For example, 

the Health Science career cluster focuses on 
planning, managing and providing health care 
through various Career Pathways as identifi ed below:

• Therapeutic Services (i.e. Massage 
 Therapy, Nursing)

• Diagnostic Services (i.e. Radiology)

• Health Informatics (i.e. Medical records)

• Support Services (i.e. Central supply)

• Biotechnology Research and Development

Nationally, sample Career Pathways Plans of Nationally, sample Career Pathways Plans of Nationally
Study were developed for each of the 81 pathways 
corresponding to the 16 Career Clusters. These 
Plans of Study give specifi c course-by-course 
recommendations for students in order to be fully 
prepared for postsecondary studies and entry into 
employment. Each Plan of Study indicates high-
school level courses and additional opportunities 
in technical and community colleges, four year 
colleges and universities, as well as industry-based 
certifi cations and on-the-job training.  

Plans of Study are education planning guides that 
students follow when choosing academic and career 
education coursework within a Career Cluster. 
As an example, through the Career Pathway 
approach, a student who begins a health 
career on the Plan of Study to be a Certifi ed 
Nursing Assistant (CNA) will learn of other 
opportunities in the Therapeutic Career Pathway 
that could lead to careers as a registered nurse, 
physician assistant and/or medical doctor. The Plans 
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of Study identify academic coursework that includes 
biology or chemistry as well as a CTE course such as 
medical terminology. Career Pathways identify the 
road-map to career success beginning with careers 
that require a certifi cate through even the highest 
levels of education. The knowledge and skills learned 
along the way build the foundation for subsequent 
student success across the Career Pathway.

Additionally, Career Pathways provide a valuable tool 
for adults, whose prior education and/or experience 
can be considered in determining their placement 
along the Pathway. By being fl exible and adaptable 
to a student’s particular situation, Career Pathways 
provide opportunities for students to see how to 
apply a core set of transferable skills to several 
different Plans of Study within a Career Cluster.

Colorado CTE educators and administrators are 
embracing this model as a way to accomplish the 
goals set forth by the federal government in the 
Perkins Act. CCCS is working to implement the 
national Career Clusters/Career Pathways model 
using and improving upon our current CTE 
infrastructure. CCCS hopes to align state resources 
with federal resources to accomplish these goals 
– including potentially updating the Colorado 
Vocational Act.  

CCCS believes that Colorado CTE will succeed in 
transforming its programs to meet the goals of the 
Perkins Act, and by using the Career Clusters/Career 
Pathways model, CTE programs will make 
a signifi cant difference in helping students fi nd 
success in their 21st century careers. The emphasis 
of Career and Technical Education on linking the 
supply of educated workers to the regional demand 
for educated workers is a key to Colorado’s 
economic success.

For CTE, partnerships are the key to success.  

•  Classroom partnerships: CTE and academic 
 instructors will collaborate in the classroom 
 to provide an integrated approach to 
 teaching students.

•  Institutional partnerships: Secondary and 
 postsecondary institutions will collaborate 
 on developing articulation agreements to  
 facilitate a smooth transition for students   
 through the various levels of the educational   
 system and into a career.

•  Education/Business partnerships: 
High school and college CTE educators 

 and counselors/advisors will collaborate   
 with business and industry representatives 
 to create Plans of Study. This assures that 
 CTE programs are aligned with the needs 
 of business and industry and that students 
 gain the skills specifi cally needed by employers.

Colorado CTE Adopts the Career 
Clusters/Career Pathways Model

4 C O L O R A D O  C O M M U N I T Y  C O L L E G E  S Y S T E M



The Colorado Community College System believes 
that CTE efforts will help meet the Governor’s 
goals to cut the dropout rate in half and double 
the number of degrees and certifi cates awarded to 
Coloradans. CCCS believes that as a state, we can 
do more. CCCS believes that this model is scalable 

and, over time, could benefi t all students as 
the state works to make good on the Colorado 
Promise. The fl exibility of this model allows us to 
work with all students – not only students who 
take a concentration of CTE courses – so that we 
provide all students with the opportunity to fi nd 
career success.  

CCCS proposes that the state embrace a new 
initiative: the Bridges to Opportunity through Career 
Pathways initiative. The renewal of education as a 
public good is intrinsic in the initiative. Partnership 
among providers of education from pre-school 

to graduate school (P-20) as well as partnership 
between education, workforce councils and business 
and industry is a key factor for success. Finally, the 
strategic deployment of the state’s resources on this 
initiative is critical.  

This initiative would take advantage of existing 
infrastructure but will necessitate closer collaboration 
between and among educational institutions, state 
agencies, local governments, business and industry, 
and economic development authorities. With 
student success at its core and the state’s economic 
development at stake, Colorado cannot afford to fail. 
CCCS invites you to join us in making Bridges to 
Opportunity available to all Coloradans by creating 
a seamless education system that leads students into 
high-wage, high-skill, or high-demand careers.

The Bridges to Opportunity Through 
Career Pathways Initiative

i Source:  i Source:  i Source: Gunderson, Steve; Jones, Roberts; and Scanland, Kathryn.  2005.  The Jobs Revolution: Changing How America Works.  

ii Source: The Workforce Strategy Center.  2006.  Working Together: Aligning State Systems and Policies for Individual and Regional Prosperity.
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“Based on all that we’ve learned, Colorado Succeeds believes that high-quality 
CTE is critical to Colorado’s economic success, and should serve as a key 
strategy for improving education in our state.”
Colorado Succeeds “Engineering the Future: How the New Career and 
Technical Education Can Transform Education in Colorado”
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