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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND KEY FINDINGS 

INTRODUCTION 

Arlington Public Schools (APS) has asked Hanover Research (Hanover) to investigate the 
impacts of students’ participation in various types of Career-Technical Education (CTE) on 
their college admissions prospects. The district defines CTE as both vocational courses—
such as auto maintenance and culinary arts—and college preparatory courses or programs 
including Project Lead the Way pre-engineering courses and classes in entrepreneurship or 
accounting. The district is also interested in learning about how vocational and academic 
dual enrollment programs are perceived. Specific questions include: 

 How do admissions officers understand and define CTE courses? 

 What impacts does CTE participation have on students’ admissions prospects? 

 If a student takes CTE courses in a field related to his or her anticipated major, will 

those programs affect his or her admissibility? 

 How do colleges and universities view academic and CTE dual-enrollment credits or 

state or industry certificates earned through CTE?  

 
In seeking to answer these questions, Hanover conducted five in-depth interviews (IDIs) 
with admissions representatives throughout Virginia and the Southeast. One of these 
respondents, representing James Madison University, agreed to have his name, title, and 
institution appear in the report. The remaining contacts, all members of admissions 
departments at universities in Virginia (three institutions) and throughout the Southeast 
(one institution), requested varying degrees of personal and institutional anonymity. As a 
result, this report refers to them using the designations listed in Figure I.1. 
 

Figure I.1: Designations and Attributes of Interview Respondents and their Institutions 

NAME/ 

DESIGNATION 
TITLE 

INSTITUTION/ 

DESIGNATION 
STATE GOVERNANCE 

UNDER-
GRADUATE 

POPULATION 

PERCENT 

ADMITTED 

Respondent A 
Dean of 

Admission 
Institution A –  
R1 University 

-- Public 
20,000-
25,000 

71-80% 

Michael Walsh 
Dean of 

Admission 
James Madison 

University 
VA Public 19,144 66% 

Respondent B 
Regional Senior 

Assistant 
Director 

Institution B – 
Large Master’s 

College or 
University  

-- Public 8,000-10,000 61-70% 

Respondent C 
Anonymous 

Admissions Staff 
Institution C –  
R2 University 

-- Public 6,000-8,000 31-40% 

Respondent D 
Dean of 

Admission 

Institution D – 
Small Master’s 

College or 
University 

-- Public 4,000-6,000 51-60% 
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KEY FINDINGS 

 Admissions officials at public, southeastern universities seldom see applicants 

with substantial CTE courses, which they define as classes that prepare students 
for technical careers or teach specific vocationally-applicable skills. This 
perspective accords with the U.S. Department of Education’s 2012 blueprint for 
technical and vocational education, which mentions the relationship between CTE 
and postsecondary education as one of several key growth areas but still prioritizes 
industry partnerships and vocational training. There is no clear consensus about 
whether these courses are becoming more common on students’ applications at 
competitive institutions. 

 Most college and university admissions committees prioritize students’ test scores, 

grades, and participation in rigorous coursework when assessing applicants. 
Admissions personnel typically check applicants’ schedules against the most 
rigorous courses offered at their schools and seldom consider courses outside of 
core academic disciplines in their initial review of an application. As long as students 
meet their general requirements for academic rigor and accomplishment, it does 
not matter whether or not they participated in substantial CTE courses in addition to 
meeting those performance benchmarks. 

 CTE participation can be much more influential in cases where a student’s 

academic credentials do not clearly warrant acceptance or rejection, or at 
institutions that prize students whose passions extend beyond traditional 
academic achievement. In these cases, students and their high school 
recommenders can cite their extensive CTE experience as evidence of their wide-
ranging interests, institutional “fit,” or commitment to a major or program. The 
interviews suggest that even very selective institutions value experiences like CTE 
coursework that help students to stand out relative to other academically qualified 
students. 

 Almost all of the interviewees cited in this report state that students should use 

their essays or supplemental application materials to show how their CTE courses 
have prepared them for college. Students should not make excuses for focusing on 
CTE at the expense of traditional academic disciplines, but rather be able to account 
for their interests. Similarly, recommendation letters and school reports appended 
to applications should explain why a student took substantial CTE coursework rather 
than additional AP or honors courses. Commonly accepted reasons for CTE 
participation include career exploration, general interest in the field, and a school 
culture that prizes CTE and provides challenging courses to advanced students.  
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 Most colleges and universities do not consider CTE participation as preparation for 

a major, and there are rarely clear policies defining credit transfer for technical 
courses in fields like computer science, health, or business. The major reason 
admissions staffers do not pay significant attention to CTE coursework is that 75 to 
80 percent of students in four-year institutions change their major at least once, so 
planning admissions around students’ proposed majors is difficult. Some interview 
respondents expressed hope that increased CTE participation could help high school 
students choose their majors more wisely, but it is unclear whether this is the case.   

 Respondents were divided about whether or not schools should prioritize 

additional CTE for their college-bound students or focus on academic 
fundamentals. Their perspectives may have been influenced by the types of 
institution they represent. For instance, one respondent at a large, moderately 
selective university emphasized ensuring that students complete key courses like 
Algebra II to improve their chances of postsecondary success. Representatives of 
more selective schools, whose applicant pools may be more academically qualified, 
were more likely to favor additional CTE options for students to explore their 
interests.  
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SECTION I: PERCEPTIONS OF CTE COURSES 
AMONG COLLEGE ADMISSIONS PERSONNEL 

This section examines the overall perceptions of CTE courses among the college admissions 
personnel interviewed for this report. Specifically, it looks at respondents’ general 
understanding of and views about CTE programs and their impacts on the applicants they 
evaluate. It also looks more generally at the question of whether admissions officials want 
to see additional emphasis on CTE among high schools, or whether they would prefer that 
schools and students focus on other academic priorities. 
 

GENERAL PERCEPTIONS OF CTE PROGRAMS 

This subsection examines admissions representatives’ views of the perceived benefits, 
drawbacks, and opportunity costs of robust CTE programs in public schools from a general 
perspective. The four subsections below look at the potential value of these courses in 
helping students to choose their major wisely, the overall prevalence of CTE courses in 
recent application cycles, and the two-tiered classification system by which admissions 
committees compare technical and vocational programs against CTE courses that are 
potentially relevant to students’ majors at four-year colleges and universities. Finally, a 
fourth subsection summarizes two perspectives on the overall value and opportunity cost of 
expanding CTE programming for different populations of students, and whether these types 
of initiatives can syphon off essential resources that could be used to help academically at-
risk students succeed in college. 
 

VALUE OF CTE FOR CAREER AND MAJOR EXPLORATION 

Several admissions personnel who participated in this study acknowledge the value of CTE 
courses, both for students’ communities and as a means of career and major exploration. 
The Dean of Admission at Institution A, a large R1 university in the Southeast, stated that he 
views CTE courses as “classes that often either provide career exploration for students in 
specific disciplines or potential job areas.” He also suggested that they are especially useful 
for helping students to identify a major in the event that they ultimately choose to attend a 
two or four-year institution.1  
 
The Dean of Admission at Institution D, a small, overwhelmingly undergraduate master’s 
university, was similarly enthusiastic about CTE courses as a way for students to explore 
their career and major choices prior to declaring a major at their college or university.2 
Likewise, Respondent C noted that he views CTE courses as “very useful for our students” 
because “they expose them to new skills, new knowledge, [and] new ways of thinking,” that 
are “outside of the standard classes that these students usually take.” Of the three 
interviewees who commented on the benefits of CTE participation, this respondent was the 

                                                        
1
 Telephone interview with Respondent A, Dean of Admission, Anonymous R1 University, May 10, 2016. 

2
 Telephone interview with Respondent D Dean of Admission, Anonymous Small Master’s College and University, May 

11, 2016.  
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most emphatic about their value. Perhaps counterintuitively, this contact’s institution 
(Institution C) is also the most selective of the five universities represented in the IDIs.3  
 
Two respondents—Respondent A and Respondent D—commented on the potential for CTE 
courses to convey college credit, but both indicated that such decisions are made on an 

individual basis. According to Respondent A, whether or not a CTE course satisfies transfer 
requirements or anticipates college admissions and coursework requirements depends in 
part on the extent to which schools prioritize postsecondary education for their CTE 
graduates. 4  Respondent D was similarly cautious when it comes to making blanket 
statements about the transferability of CTE credits. He observed that students with 
substantial CTE experience: 

…might not have as many traditional college courses that will transfer here based 
on the curriculum that we offer here but we've got to look at that as a valuable 
thing for them to be doing in high school instead of maybe a college-level course in 
a core area because, again, they're validating their interest in their chosen field 
earlier than they would be.5 

 

PREVALENCE OF CTE COURSES IN RECENT APPLICATION YEARS 

Admissions officers do not appear to agree 
about whether they are seeing more CTE 
courses on current applications than they did 
in previous years. It is therefore hard to 
determine whether or not significant CTE 
participation is becoming more widespread among college-bound high school students. 
Certainly CTE coursework is common among high school students in general, with some 
studies indicating that 90 percent of high school students earn at least some CTE credits 
before graduating. Furthermore, the American Institutes of Research contends that “the 
evolution of CTE is making it a more popular and viable option for students of all abilities.”6 
Despite substantial interest nationwide in enhancing CTE options for college-bound 
students, the most recent National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) data indicate that 
only 28.6 percent of students have earned five more CTE credits. Thus, “most students have 
some interaction with CTE during their high school experience,” but the majority of these 
students are not immersing themselves in CTE.7 
 

                                                        
3
 Telephone interview with Respondent C, an Anonymous Regional Admissions Staff Member, Anonymous R2 

University, May 12, 2016. 
4
 Telephone interview with Respondent A, Dean of Admission, Anonymous R1 University, Op. cit. 

5
 Telephone interview with Respondent D, Dean of Admission, Anonymous Small Master’s College and University, Op. 

cit. 
6
 “How Career and Technical Education Can Help Students Be College and Career Ready: A Primer.” American 

Institutes of Research. March 2013. p. 2. http://www.aypf.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/CCRS-CTE-Primer-
2013.pdf 

7
 Hodges, Tim. “Career and Technical Education Should be the Rule, Not the Exception.” Gallup. March 10, 2015. 

http://www.gallup.com/opinion/gallup/181922/career-technical-education-rule-not-exception.aspx 

“…[T]he evolution of CTE is making it a 
more popular and viable option for 

students of all abilities.” 
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Interview participants were divided on whether or not they have seen an increase in CTE 
credits on students’ transcripts, and on what subjects are most frequently chosen by their 
applicants with CTE involvement. Respondent D observed that there has been a recent 
uptick in the number of students applying with CTE courses. This is particularly true in 
subjects such as health sciences, nursing, or occupational therapy, where CTE courses offer 
students the chance for “contact hours that are so important in the field.” 8  Other 
admissions staff members asserted that they rarely see CTE credits on their applicants’ 
transcripts. Even as he affirmed the value of CTE programs, Respondent C indicated that he 
and his colleagues at several elite Virginia institutions see CTE courses somewhat rarely on 
applications. When they do appear, they are usually in the company of other courses like 
AP, honors, or IB options.  
 
Respondent C indicated that most common types of CTE courses he sees on applications are 
business, entrepreneurship, and accounting, along with a selection of culinary and 
agricultural classes.9 This selection of courses differs from the health-related CTE courses 
that Respondent D has seen an increase in. It may be that Respondent D’s institution offers 
more health care-related programs than Institution C, and that students with an interest in 
those fields and CTE credits to match those interests are more likely to apply there. The 
respondent from Institution B also noted that admissions officers at his comprehensive, 
public master’s university seldom see applicants with CTE credits.10 
 

DIVERGING VIEWS OF VOCATIONAL AND PRE-POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION CTE COURSES 

While some CTE courses may expose students to fields they will later select as their 
college major, admissions officers view other types of CTE instruction as purely vocational 
training. Multiple respondents noted that some CTE courses and tracks serve as direct 
vocational preparation designed to serve local or regional economies and employers. As a 
result, Respondent D suggested that some types of courses may not be particularly 
applicable to students’ college careers. 11  The Regional Senior Assistant Director of 
Admission at Institution B, a large regional master’s university, contends that students in 
more vocationally oriented types of CTE programs, such as cosmetology and aeromechanics 
are “not really looking” at universities like his because they do not offer additional training 
in those fields. On the other hand, students entering fields like engineering or cyber security 
with CTE credits in those fields may have a “good base” in their prospective majors as a 
result.12 
 

                                                        
8
 Telephone interview with Respondent D, Dean of Admission, Anonymous Small Master’s College and University, Op. 

cit. 
9
 Telephone interview with Respondent C, an Anonymous Regional Admissions Staff Member, Anonymous R2 

University, Op. cit. 
10

 Telephone interview with Respondent B, Regional Senior Assistant Director of Admission, Large Masters University, 
May 26, 2016. 

11
 Telephone interview with Respondent A, Dean of Admission, Anonymous R1 University, Op. cit. 

12
 Telephone interview with Respondent B, Regional Senior Assistant Director of Admission, Large Masters University, 

Op. cit. 
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A review of secondary research upholds the interviewees’ divided views of certain CTE 
courses as either academically or vocationally oriented. The U.S. Department of Education’s 
2012 blueprint for CTE lists four core principals. Only the second, entitled “Collaboration,” 
deals with the relationship between CTE courses and college attendance, and it is equally as 
focused on connections between CTE and industry (see Figure 1.1). In short, current 
national plans to reform CTE do not appear to focus extensively on providing technical 
education to students who are planning to attend a four-year college or university. 
 

Figure 1.1: Four Core Principles of CTE 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION CORE PRINCIPLES FOR CTE 

 Alignment: Effective alignment between high-quality CTE programs and labor market needs to equip 
students with 21st-century skills and prepare them for in-demand occupations in high-growth industry 
sectors;  

 Collaboration: Strong collaborations among secondary and postsecondary institutions, employers, and 
industry partners to improve the quality of CTE programs;  

 Accountability: Meaningful accountability for improving academic outcomes and building technical and 
employability skills in CTE programs for all students, based upon common definitions and clear metrics 
for performance; and  

 Innovation: Increased emphasis on innovation supported by systemic reform of state policies and 
practices to support CTE implementation of effective practices at the local level. 

Source: U.S. Department of Education
13

 

 
While the Department of Education’s blueprint for CTE continues to focus on vocational 
training, some scholars are calling for enhanced integration of CTE curricula into the 
curricula for college-bound students. Shepherd Siegel writes that “career + technical 
education is the original and logical place for contextual, project-based, and community-
based learning.” He argues that enhanced CTE could help the United States produce more 
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) graduates at the college level.14  
 
Admissions officials did not comment extensively on the academic benefits of CTE 
participation among their students, but one respondent was somewhat dubious that CTE 
coursework could help students enter colleges more prepared. Michael Walsh, Dean of 
Admission at James Madison University (JMU), noted the Virginia legislature’s proposal that 
high schools offer a three year sequence of computer science courses in lieu of foreign 
languages and indicated that he was somewhat skeptical that it would improve future 
computer science majors’ academic preparation.15 While he said he is “ready to see some 

                                                        
13

 Principles quoted verbatim from: “Investing in America’s Future: A Blueprint for Transforming Career and Technical 
Education.” United States Department of Education Office of Vocational and Adult Education. April 2012. p. 2. 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ovae/pi/cte/transforming-career-technical-education.pdf 

14
 Siegel, Shepherd. “A Meaningful High School Diploma.” Phi Delta Kappa. 90.10, June 2009. Accessed via EBSCO 

host. 
15

 On March 25, 2016, the Virginia Legislature passed House  Bill 831, which adds computer science instruction to the 
Virginia Standards of Learning. Governor Terry McAuliffe signed the bill into law on May 16, 2016. See:  

[1] “Bill Text: VA HB831, 2016, Regular Session, Chaptered.” LegiScan. https://legiscan.com/VA/text/HB831/20162  
[2] “Governor Adds Computer Science to Virginia SOLs.” RVA News. May 16, 2016. 

https://rvanews.com/etc/governor-adds-computer-science-to-virginia-sols/137501 

https://legiscan.com/VA/text/HB831/20162
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changes” in how CTE courses are viewed, he argued that “most of the computer science 
courses offered in high schools…do not prepare the student for college.” He elaborated that 
“even the A[dvanced] P[lacement] Computer Science, until the most recent one came out, 
was frowned upon by computer science faculty.”  
 
Walsh thinks the current computer science initiative is unlikely to lead to useful computer 
science courses for most high school students. However, he conceded that he and his staff 
are monitoring developments and expect that future CTE programs of this nature may 
warrant additional consideration in the admissions process. He suggested that, historically, 
the schools that have been able to add effective technical content to their curricula tend to 
be affluent districts, but that attempts to add instruction in fields like computer science are 
“hit or miss” from one school or district to the next.16 Other respondents were similarly 
unsure of how they would classify certain types of CTE. Respondent A indicated that 
participation in certain programs, such as Project Lead the Way, have “some alignment” 
with courses that students might “take at the technical college,” but would be unlikely to 
convey college credit in his university’s engineering programs.17 
 

CTE PROGRAMS AND ACADEMIC COURSEWORK IN SCHOOL PRIORITIES 

Two respondents commented extensively on the way they believe schools should prioritize 
CTE programs and specialized academies relative to other types of academic offerings. 
While both affirmed the value of CTE, one respondent suggested that schools would be 
better served to devote their resources to other types of academic programming. The 
respondents’ divergent perspectives on the degree to which schools should prioritize CTE 
could stem in part from the student populations their institutions serve.  
 
Respondent B, who expressed ambivalence about schools adding additional CTE courses for 
college bound students rather than covering essential academic skills, serves at a large, 
regional master’s university that admits between 61 and 70 percent of its applicants. Thus, 
his comments are most likely focused on bolstering the high school preparation for students 
who have the capacity to succeed at his university, but may matriculate with gaps in their 
skillsets. This respondent emphasized the value of “core classes” in math, science, English, 
history, social sciences, and foreign language as the best predictors of a student’s success. 
This is because “in college you are going to have to take them all, regardless of your 
concentration.”18 
 
Respondent B expressed a conflicted opinion of increased CTE offerings. From the 
perspective of a college admissions officer, he would prefer to see more emphasis and 
resources going toward helping students achieve milestones in their core subjects. For 
instance, he contended that students who complete Algebra II are much more likely than 
non-completers to persist in college. At the very least, research by the Virginia Department 

                                                        
16

 Telephone interview with Michael Walsh, Dean of Admission, James Madison University, May 10, 2016. 
17

 Telephone interview with Respondent A, Dean of Admission, Anonymous R1 University, Op. cit. 
18

 Telephone interview with Respondent B, Regional Senior Assistant Director of Admission, Large Masters University, 
Op. cit. 
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of Education suggests that “students’ success in Algebra II in high school was strongly 
associated with whether they enrolled in credit-bearing mathematics courses in college and 
whether they earned a grade of C or better in their first college mathematics course.”19 
Many are in favor of requiring Algebra II among college-bound students, but it should be 
noted that this perspective is not universal.20 
 
Assuming that a student intends to go to college at all, Respondent B would rather see 
schools focusing on core academic preparation in certain cases: 

It’s kind of like being between the sword and the wall. I completely agree with 
giving students more options. Like you said, it could possibly make sure that they 
are interested in engineering or cyber security in high school and develop interests, 
but the other part of me wants to say, are all books up to date, how are they 
allocating money properly?21 

 
Given his emphasis on core subject preparation, it is perhaps not surprising that Respondent 
B expressed reservations about special focus academies at the high school level. While he 
conceded that in some cases, “academies are great,” he mentioned serving on a panel with 
representatives from the University of Virginia (UVA), the College of William & Mary 
(William & Mary), and Virginia Polytechnic Institute (Virginia Tech). Representatives from 
each of these institutions agreed that special focus academies such as music or computer 
science academies are only viewed positively if they produce well-rounded graduates who 
are broadly prepared for college-level coursework.22 
 

While some admissions officials are somewhat skeptical of CTE courses and academies, 
Respondent C is more laudatory and even called for high-performing school districts to 
emphasize these options at the expense of overloading students with Advanced 
Placement (AP) courses. Again, the context in which districts offer their CTE courses and the 
degree to which successful applicants to the respondent’s university are already well-
prepared academically may impact his views. The respondent’s university, which is the most 
selective institution among those represented in the interviews, has had districts reach out 
to it about limiting the number AP courses students can take in a given year.23  
 

                                                        
19

 Jonas, Deborah, et al. “High School Predictors of College Readiness: Determinants of High School Graduates’ 
Enrollment and Successful Completion of First-Year Mathematics and English College Courses in Virginia.” Virginia 
Department of Education. May 2012. p. 3. 
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/college_career_readiness/research/determinants_of_enrollment_and_c
ompletion_of_english_and_mathemathcs.pdf 

20
 Robelen, Erik W. “Questions Arise About Need for Algebra 2 for All.” Education Week. June 11, 2013. 

http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2013/06/12/35algebra_ep.h32.html?r=1057799070&preview=1 
21

 Telephone interview with Respondent B, Regional Senior Assistant Director of Admission, Large Masters University, 
Op. cit. 

22
 Ibid. 

23
 Telephone interview with Respondent C, an Anonymous Regional Admissions Staff Member, Anonymous R2 

University, Op. cit. 
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The Changing Face of Career Academies 

A June 2013 feature published by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Career, Technical, and 
Adult Education profiles a cluster of Vocational-Technical schools in Scotch Plains, New Jersey that are 
sending many students to elite colleges: 
 
“It used to be that enrollment in career and technical education, much less a full-time area career 
center, would not be the best option for students preparing for college, particularly at one of the 
leading universities in the nation. Union County Vocational-Technical Schools has fundamentally 
changed this situation and now makes enrollment in career and technical education the ‘sought-after 
option’ for high school students. 
 
Union County Vocational-Technical Schools offers five academy schools on its campus, including The 
Academy for Allied Health Sciences, The Academy for Information Technology, and a Magnet High 
School which focuses on STEM-related programs. Students participate in rigorous academic courses that 
are integrated with their career and technical education courses, complete work-based learning, earn 
college credit for courses taken during high school, and earn industry-recognized certificates.” 
 
Source: “College-Bound Students Choose CTE Pathways in High School.” U.S. Department of Education. 
http://sites.ed.gov/octae/2013/06/06/college-bound-students-choose-cte-pathways-in-high-school/ 

Respondent C views concerns about students 
taking “too many AP courses as a related 
concern to the historically poor perception of 
CTE courses. Moreover, he suggested that 
“APS and other very prominent, powerful, 
well-known, and respected school systems 
have the ability to set the tone” with regard to this issue of an academic arms race among 
high-achieving students and schools. He noted that his institution and other “top schools 
and universities know the caliber of students coming out of this school system.” He 
emphasized that he does not want APS to believe that its “CTE classes are lesser, or [that] 
students who take these classes are viewed as being lesser.”24 Tellingly, the respondent also 
alluded to a recent admissions roundtable hosted by T.C. Williams High School in 
Alexandria, Virginia, in which the school’s counselors raised identical questions about how 
their CTE courses would be perceived at elite institutions. 
 

POST-ENROLLMENT BENEFITS AND DRAWBACKS OF CTE PARTICIPATION  

Four of the five interview respondents commented extensively on the potential benefits 
and drawbacks of CTE participation when it comes to helping students to choose their 
major. Essentially, there are two opposing perspectives on the question of whether or not 
CTE participation could be valuable as a means of helping students make informed major 
decisions and limit potentially costly major changes later on in their college careers, or 
whether schools should devote their efforts to students’ core academic preparation.  
 

                                                        
24

 Ibid. 

“…APS and other very prominent, 
powerful, well-known, and respected 
school systems have the ability to set 

the tone.” 
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One position voiced by Respondents A and D is that that CTE courses could expose students 
to their anticipated major or career field during high school and allow them to make an 
informed decision, thereby limiting the number times they switch majors. Another position 
articulated by JMU’s Michael Walsh and Respondent B contends that students are likely to 
change their major regardless of prior exposure to a field, and that a more effective strategy 
for ensuring that they graduate on time is providing high-level general education courses 
rather than career-specific options. 
 

CTE PARTICIPATION, MAJOR SELECTION, AND TIME-TO-GRADUATION 

Nationwide, it is estimated that 20 to 50 percent of four-year college students enter without 
a major, and that at least 75 percent will change their major one or more times during their 
postsecondary career.25 These findings were largely echoed in the interviews Hanover 
conducted. Of the 4,500 students in JMU’s fall 2016 entering class, roughly 900 (20 percent) 
are undeclared.26 Similarly, 35 percent of students entering Institution D—a small, master’s 
university with a liberal arts focus—have historically been undecided.27 
 
Changing majors can cost substantial time and money, delay graduation, and discourage 
students, but the effects of a major change are not necessarily dire.28 One recent study of 
7,009 students at Western Kentucky University found that students who enter undeclared 
and subsequently declared a major had the highest graduation rate (83.4 percent) and a low 
average time to degree (4.45 years). Students who entered with a declared major and did 
not change it or only changed their major once graduated at rates of 72.8 and 71.7 percent 
in an average timespan of 4.44 and 4.46 years, respectively. Students who changed their 
major repeatedly or remained undeclared had lower overall graduation rates and higher 
times-to-degree, however. Considerations like institutional policies relating to major 
changes and the field a student switches from and into are likely to impact individual 
outcomes.  
 
It cannot be argued with certainty that students entering undeclared or switching their 
majors always leads to definitively worse outcomes, but some universities appear to be 
worried about the impacts of students switching majors, or even universities as they 
explore their options. Respondent A stated that “changing majors is expensive,” both for 
the student and for the institution. As a result, he sees tremendous potential in CTE courses: 

At face value, I think CTE coursework could be very helpful for a student identifying, 
does this kind of work interest me? Do I see myself in this kind of a discipline long 
term? Do I feel like I have enough adequate information about what I want to be 
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 Freedman, Liz. “The Developmental Disconnect in Choosing a Major: Why Institutions Should Prohibit Choice until 
Second Year.” The Mentor: An Academic Advising Journal. June 28, 2013. 
https://dus.psu.edu/mentor/2013/06/disconnect-choosing-major/ 

26
 Telephone interview with Michael Walsh, Dean of Admission, James Madison University, Op. cit. 

27
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Student Retention, Graduation, and Time to Graduate.” Office of Institutional Research, Western Kentucky 
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when I grow up, what I want to major in? Am I making a good sound choice of 
institution, of choice of major, of location, of cost? All of these things are important 
to me based on that.29 

 
Similarly, Respondent D argued that “the earlier [students] they get the opportunity to 
validate their interests and find out what they're good at and what they enjoy doing, the 
better off they are here in terms of graduation, grades and things like that.”30 Because 
approximately 35 percent of the student population at the respondent’s university enters 
without a declared major, the university does not weight it heavily in the admissions 
process. The respondent observed that liberal arts institutions like his university 
purposefully allow students to explore their majors. However, he expressed concern about 
growing administrative pressure to graduate students in four years. He suggested that CTE 
courses at the high school level are valuable in their ability to help students determine what 
they want to do beforehand, and potentially graduate more quickly as a result.31 
 

PROPOSED ALTERNATIVES TO CTE AND TIME-TO-GRADUATION 

Walsh argued that most students at JMU change their major in their first or second year of 
study. As a result, the admissions process pays less attention to applicants’ proposed majors 
than it otherwise might. While he suggested that it would be very interesting to see 
whether CTE exposure at the high school level impacts students’ final choice of a major, 
there appears to be limited research on the connection between CTE participation and 
persistence in a college major.  
 
Walsh contended that other types of courses offered at high schools might be more 
helpful in lowering his institution’s average time-to-graduation and improving student 
outcomes. He argued that “CTE courses should support a skill,” but realistically it might not 
be a “transferrable” one that prepares them for an academic major. In other words, the 
most important thing CTE courses should do is develop students’ academic skills to ensure 
that they will succeed in college. This type of general academic preparation is more 
important than discipline-specific knowledge related to the student’s future major, and the 
most beneficial courses may not have anything to do with CTE. For example, Walsh cited 
high school physics courses as high-value options that impart general critical thinking skills 
in addition to content knowledge. He noted that physics majors outperform most other 
majors on the LSAT when applying to law schools.32 
 
Respondent B, who is a regional Senior Assistant Director of Admissions at a large master’s 
university, argued that most CTE and even AP courses do not quite match the rigor of 
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 Telephone interview with Respondent A, Dean of Admission, Anonymous R1 University, Op. cit. 
30

 Telephone interview with Respondent D, Dean of Admission, Anonymous Small Master’s College and University, 
Op. cit. 

31
 Ibid. 

32
 Telephone interview with Michael Walsh, Dean of Admission, James Madison University, Op. cit. For the 2014-2015 

application year, physics majors had the third highest LSAT scores of any major, behind Astronomy and Statistics. 
See: “Undergraduate Majors of Applicants to ABA-Approved Law Schools.” Law School Admissions Council. 
http://lsac.org/docs/default-source/data-(lsac-resources)-docs/2014-15_applicants-major.pdf 
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college-level courses in those subjects, and have limited value for helping students 
determine whether they would like a major or not. When choosing between a CTE course 
in a field like engineering or computer science and traditional academic options, the 
respondent recommended that students stick to challenging AP or honors courses in core 
subjects such as physics or calculus. He argued that “college level classes are completely 
different than what can be taught at the high school,” so students should be prepared for 
that level of work rather than a particular career or major. The respondent stated that 
courses at his institution tend to cover the entire content of an AP or dual enrollment 
course in one semester. Thus, while college credit-bearing courses are useful in introducing 
students to the rigor of college-level study, they will “never mimic it.”33 
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Op. cit. 
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SECTION II: PERCEPTIONS OF CTE COURSES 
DURING THE ADMISSIONS PROCESS 

This section distills the findings of Hanover’s interviews with five college admissions 
professionals interviewed for this report. It examines their advice for students when it 
comes to deciding how many CTE courses to take and framing their CTE involvement for 
admissions committees. A final subsection looks at interview respondents’ advice to high 
school faculty and guidance counselors for recommending students with substantial CTE 
experience. 
 

MAXIMIZING BENEFITS AND MANAGING OPPORTUNITY COSTS 

This subsection examines admissions officials’ views of the benefits and drawbacks of CTE 
participation during the admissions process. The two major concerns include the degree to 
which CTE involvement could benefit an applicant and whether, and to what degree, 
students are able to balance their CTE courses with advanced courses in disciplines like 
English, mathematics, and the sciences. 
 

LIMITATIONS AND POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF CTE IN ADMISSIONS DECISIONS 

Applicants may experience different levels of benefit, ranging from no benefit to a 
moderate benefit, as a result of CTE involvement. CTE participation may be more likely to 
improve their chances at particular types of institutions. According to Respondent A, who 
has worked in admissions at several universities in different states throughout the 
Southeast, admissions directors at state public universities regularly require a baseline set 
of courses for admission. In general, these core requirements include benchmarks in 
English, Math, Science, Social Studies, Foreign Language, and potentially other disciplines 
that are state or school-specific. If students do not have these courses on their transcripts 
by graduation, they are much less likely to be admitted.34  
 
It is clear that the interviewees cited in this report privilege core subject academic offerings 
and look most favorably on students who take their schools’ most challenging courses. Most 
respondents do not generally consider CTE participation as favorable or unfavorable since 
their decision centers on students’ traditional coursework. Respondent B indicated that 
because his university emphasizes core subject academic preparation so strongly, a well-
prepared student’s decision to take a few CTE courses is unlikely to influence his decision at 
all.35 JMU’s admissions staff looks at students’ English, math, laboratory sciences, foreign 
languages, and social studies courses. Generally, they do not consider technical courses 
because there is a lot of variation in their content and rigor from school to school.36 
Respondent C contends that students should take academically rigorous courses that are 
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 Telephone interview with Respondent A, Dean of Admission, Anonymous R1 University, Op. cit. 
35

 Telephone interview with Respondent B, Regional Senior Assistant Director of Admission, Large Masters University, 
Op. cit. 

36
 Telephone interview with Michael Walsh, Dean of Admission, James Madison University, May 10, 2016. 
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likely to make them stand out in the classroom, and fairly little attention is paid to courses 
that are classified among the less challenging offerings at the applicant’s school.37 At 
Institution D, a student’s chances of gaining admission are unlikely to be strongly affected 
by taking CTE courses, particularly if the student is competitive in other respects like GPA 
and test scores.38 Figure 2.1 provides a quick-reference summary of respondents’ major 
comments on CTE participation and admissibility organized by institution. 
 

Figure 2.1: Summary of Respondents’ Perceptions of CTE by Institution 

INSTITUTION A 
JAMES MADISON 

UNIVERSITY 
INSTITUTION B INSTITUTION C INSTITUTION D 

R1 University 
Large Master’s 

College or University 
Large Master’s 

College or University 
R2 University 

Small Master’s 
College or University 

Acceptance Rate: 
71-80% 

Acceptance Rate: 
66% 

Acceptance Rate: 
61-70% 

Acceptance Rate: 
31-40% 

Acceptance Rate:  
51-60% 

 Admissions 
decisions are 
primarily based on 
grades, test scores, 
and academic rigor 

 Students with 
borderline 
qualifications may 
be able to 
demonstrate 
institutional “fit” or 
distinguish 
themselves via CTE 
participation 

 As a large R1 
university with 
over 100 programs, 
Institution A is less 
concerned than 
many institutions 
with institutional 
“fit” 

 Mainly considers 
students’ English, 
math, laboratory 
science, foreign 
language, and 
social studies 
courses 

 CTE courses are not 
generally 
emphasized due to 
strong variations in 
course quality and 
emphasis 

 Some areas of 
Virginia, especially 
rural districts, may 
lack extensive AP 
or IB offerings but 
provide rigorous 
and popular CTE 
programs that 
admissions 
committees may 
consider 

 GPA and test 
scores are the 
major variables in 
admissions 
decisions 

 CTE participation is 
unlikely to affect 
students one way 
or the other unless 
it was undertaken 
at the expense of 
courses in core 
academic subjects 

 Little attention is 
paid to courses 
that are not among 
the most rigorous 
offered by an 
applicant’s school 

 While traditional 
indicators of 
academic strength 
are prioritized, CTE 
participation can 
show that students 
have broader 
interests and 
indicate intellectual 
curiosity 

 Students and 
schools should 
show how CTE 
participation 
prepares applicants 
for college  

 GPA and test 
scores in core 
academic subjects 
are emphasized 

 CTE participation is 
seldom a major 
factor in calculating 
students’ academic 
qualifications 

 Institution D is a 
moderately 
competitive 
university, so 
students do not 
need 7-8 AP 
courses to be 
admitted 

 CTE participation 
could be beneficial 
in the interview-
based admissions 
process because it 
demonstrates drive 
and engagement 

Source: Section II analysis of interviews 

 
When interviewees offered additional details about their admissions process, it was clear 
that CTE participation is one way among many for students to distinguish themselves after 
meeting baseline academic requirements. Respondent A suggested that most admissions 
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38
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decisions at his large R1 institution are fairly clear cut—students either have the core course 
grades and test scores to get in, or they do not. However, in cases where a student’s 
academic credentials were borderline, his or her other activities and academic pursuits, 
including CTE, could matter more. His institution uses a two-tiered admissions review 
process. The primary review ensures that a student’s courses meet basic admissions 
requirements. A “secondary review” looks at institutional “fit” and may consider courses 
outside of the required fields, including CTE, for cases that are not determined by the 
primary review: 

The mission of a large public for us, we're very transparent, the majority of our 
decisions are based on a combination of grades and test scores and then we do 
holistically review people in the middle, but it's an opportunity for us to try to 
identify people who may be better than their numbers.39   

 
CTE participation is likely to harm a student during the primary phase of the admissions 
review “if they're doing CTE as an alternative to a traditional college bound path.” However, 
thoughtful involvement in CTE may benefit students who make it to the secondary phase 
because it may help demonstrate “fit” with their major and the university at large. 
 
Respondent A added that his institution’s admissions policies are constrained in part by 
state regulations that require it to report how many of its admitted students meet the 
state’s performance benchmarks in core high school subjects and note any exceptions made 
to meet other institutional needs (e.g. strong musicians, athletes). However, because the 
respondent’s institution is a large public research university with more than 100 degree 
programs, it does not pay as much attention to “fit” as smaller or more specialized colleges 
might.40 In discussing his institution’s admissions procedures, Respondent A conceded that 
“you might find that public and private institutions respond to that question very differently 
based on their needs.”41 
 
Respondent D suggested that at “moderately competitive” universities like his own, which 
admits approximately half of its applicants, students may not need to take seven or eight 
AP or IB courses to get in. He indicated that when applying to highly competitive 
universities such as the University of Virginia or William and Mary, students’ decisions to 
maximize their AP or IB courses could make much more of a difference. This is because 
“whether they admit it or not,” elite institutions “have to look at the context of their applicant 

pool[s].”42 
 
Furthermore, in Institution D’s interview-based admissions process, students could benefit 
from branching out and pursuing other interests such as CTE. As a liberal arts institution 
with small classes, the university places a heavy emphasis on recruiting engaged students. 
To this end, their admissions process features an interview. Because CTE courses may help 
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students make more informed decisions about their majors, Respondent D said they could 
be an asset in the admissions process. For instance, experiences drawn from their CTE 
courses could empower students to articulate their interests more forcefully in the 
interview. However, the respondent suggested that it would be very rare for this sort of 
coursework to be a tie-breaker when comparing similar students: 

I would say it never comes down to two students and whether they get a spot or 
not but if it did, all things being equal, the student has some real life experience that 
a CTE course, I'm assuming would give them, in the area that they're both intending 
to major in, that would be a stronger candidate.43 

 
Respondent D emphasized that admissions decisions are contextual. Students are compared 
to the classmates, and their schedules are compared to the most rigorous options available 
to them. He continued that “a lot of times [CTE experiences] can be courses that set a student 
apart,” especially if the program provided “a unique out-of-classroom academic experience.” In 
conclusion, he suggested that “speaking for a school like us…it could actually benefit the student 
being in a CTE course.”44 
 
Ironically, the most selective institution that agreed to interview for this report (Institution C) 
was the most vocal in pushing for students who have already proven their academic prowess 

in AP and other programs to branch out into areas like CTE. This institution’s overall 
admissions strategy is holistic, but emphasizes academic preparation as a sort of baseline.45 
When discussing admissions to elite universities at a recent roundtable in Northern Virginia, 
Respondent C gave the following advice: 

Especially in Virginia, right so Fairfax County, Old Town Alexandria, I think that 
students can get in these swim lanes right where they assume I have to take all 
these AP and IB enrollment classes and nothing else…I just told the audience that I 
really don't want students to adhere to that. I want to push back against that 
because, yes, we are looking for students to challenge themselves academically and 
do well. But more importantly than that, I think a big purpose in education—
whether it is high school, college, or both—is to explore your interests inside and 
outside the classroom and discover new passions.46 

 
In short, the respondent was careful to emphasize that he does not want students, 
particularly those from competitive high schools in Northern Virginia, to only focus on IB 
and AP courses. They should definitely take those courses in order to be considered, but 
branching out into other areas such as CTE shows that the applicant has interests and a 
desire to lead a “balanced lifestyle.”47 He cautioned, however, that it is possible for students 
to concentrate excessively on CTE courses, to the extent that they do not take upper level 
academic courses that make them competitive with other students at their school. 
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BALANCING CORE ACADEMIC SUBJECTS WITH CTE IN VIRGINIA ADMISSIONS DECISIONS 

Within Virginia, some admissions personnel appear to reconsidering the traditional 
hierarchy in which AP or IB courses are more beneficial than high-level CTE courses or 
other programs. This reconsideration may be prompted by the overwhelming, perhaps even 
harmful, focus on maximizing the number of AP courses taken among high schools in 
Northern Virginia and other competitive regions.48  
 
Not all schools or regions emphasize AP or IB to the same degree, and as a result, 
admissions and scholarship decisions are getting more complicated. Walsh noted that the 
methods schools use to calculate students’ GPA may favor AP or IB courses among those 
applying to competitive colleges. He observed that especially in the suburbs of Northern 
Virginia, there is strong competition among students to take the most challenging courses 
they can. On the other hand, some schools in rural areas of Virginia seem to attract 
substantial numbers of students to their CTE courses and provide challenging curricula, and 
JMU is figuring out how to account for those cases. For the present, however, he suggested 
that sometimes CTE course participation carries an opportunity cost since students have 
less room to take advanced or AP courses in traditional academic fields.  
 
While there is evidence that admissions officers’ regard for CTE courses is rising, 
Respondent A maintained that the safe bet for students applying to competitive colleges is 
to avoid the potential stigma of CTE as less-challenging work. He argued that students 
seeking admission to competitive programs or honors colleges should load up on AP and IB 
courses, if offered, in order to distinguish themselves: 

If you're trying to get into [University of Georgia], or Virginia Tech, or something like 
that, which are hard to get into—a William & Mary—they're probably going to say, 
you need to take the most rigorous academic curriculum your school offers. What is 
that and how do you show that? We would advise the same. That would definitely 
be the case for us if a student wanted to get into our honors college for example. 
[CTE] courses would probably not be regarded as rigorous compared to an AP or an 
IB coursework path.49 

 
He noted that, whether it is justified or not, “one of the perceived stigmas associated with 
CTE is that it's not really academic work.”  

 

                                                        
48

 The debate about the value of AP courses remains unresolved and complex. Jay Mathews of the Washington Post 
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APPLICATION ADVICE TO STUDENTS AND SCHOOLS 

Four of the five interviewees provided advice to students about how to present themselves 
and frame their CTE experiences effectively during the admissions process. They also 
emphasized the importance of having school counselors and letter of recommendation 
writers provide additional context when students opt to take CTE courses or make other 
enrollment decisions that could be perceived as less rigorous than focusing on AP, IB, or 
honors courses in math, English, or the sciences. In both the student-authored and 
recommender-authored materials, the focus should be on showing the admissions 
committee why the student made the choices they did and what it should tell the 
committee about their interests, character, background, and academic readiness. 
 

ADVICE TO STUDENTS 

Several respondents contended that students with strong CTE interests should highlight 
them in their essays and explain their passions. The degree to which this type of explanation 
matters depends upon context. As noted previously, it is most impactful for students who 
have already met the academic requirements for admission but may need to distinguish 
themselves in some way or demonstrate their level of “fit” with the institution they are 
applying to. Respondent A noted that “if [applicants are] writing any personal statements or 
anything like that that talks about what they’re interested in, or why they're selecting an 
institution, that could be helpful,” for student’s whose grades or test scores are 
borderline.50  
 
Respondents expressed several theories about how students should present their CTE 
participation on their applications. Respondent C encouraged students to frame their CTE 
and extracurricular participation in their essays. He also observed that many students 
choose instead to discuss their additional activities, such as extracurriculars or CTE, in the 
“additional information” section of the application. The respondent indicated that either of 
these options is fine, and that admissions committees do read these materials.51 
 
The location on their applications where students account for their enrollment decisions 
matters less than how they present their choices. Respondent C argued that when 
students “advocate for themselves” in the open-ended portions of their applications, it 
“gives us as an admission committee more context to go with and a better understanding of 
why they made” a given decision to participate in one activity or course over another. He 
also advised that students should not simply make excuses or try to “explain away” a 
choice—they should own it and say why they did it an what it says about them as a 
person.52 
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JMU’s Walsh emphasized the need for 
applicants to show how their CTE courses are 
preparing them for college rather than simply 
telling their readers that they took these 
courses without discussing what they 
achieved in doing so. He stated that “if 
somebody's going to explain to us why they are taking these CTE courses they need to show 
us why it is preparing them for college.” Applicants do not need to “use big words” but they 
need to clarify why they took the course and how they expect it to help prepare them for 
college. This type of reflection ideally gives admissions committees insight into applicants’ 
character.53 Elsewhere, Walsh reiterated the need for students in their essays and teachers 
in their recommendations to “show” admissions committees how a particular trait or skill 
manifests itself in their academic and extracurricular activities: 

Don't tell us, show us. Show us how that student is different or special…Show us if 
you're a detailed oriented person, if you see things through to completion, if you're 
open minded, if you're whatever. Show us, don't tell us…If a student's trying to 
explain to us how that course is preparing them for college…they need to show us 
how it prepares them for college.54 

 

ADVICE TO RECOMMENDERS AND GUIDANCE COUNSELORS 

Crafting an effective school report for admissions committees was a major 
recommendation among the respondents who discussed schools’ roles in recommending 
their students. For example, Respondent C argued that high schools should frame their 
school reports to admissions committees—and the individual student recommendations 
that accompany them—in order to highlight why the student took CTE courses as opposed 
to other options. He cited a recent roundtable discussion with representatives from UVA, 
JMU, and University of Richmond in which all participants agreed that their admissions 
staffers “very strongly look to the secondary school report in and of itself.”55 
 
This emphasis on school reports means that schools and guidance counselors should explain 
how CTE courses are viewed within their schools and highlight particularly rigorous 
programs for additional consideration from admissions personnel. Respondent D 
emphasized the need for schools to describe “how [CTE] courses are viewed within their 
school system, why they’re valued and the philosophy behind [them].” He continued that 
admissions officials need to know when schools encourage CTE courses “to help students 
have skills, validate [their] interests,” or as alternatives to traditional honors or AP courses. 
This type of contextual information can illuminate a student’s decision to take a course of 
this nature.56 Respondent C made the same argument: 
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On a case by case basis, if there was a student who took lots of these CTE classes, 
there is room on the actual guidance counselor letter for this counselor to advocate 
on behalf of that student saying this student took some CTE courses and they did so 
for X, Y, or Z reasons.57 

 
Respondent D elaborated that “beyond the cold, hard facts of the GPA, a weighted, un-
weighted GPA, an SAT score, and ranking class, we rely heavily on the school counselor and 
the faculty who are writing letters of recommendation to help us predict” whether a 
student will succeed academically. This type of outreach on behalf of students is particularly 
helpful when admissions committees review applications from students who studied at 
specialized academies focusing on specific academic disciplines (e.g. sciences, mathematics, 
engineering, music). Respondent D stated that “a non-traditional curriculum” like the ones 

offered at many special focus high schools can make it “harder to compare” applicants across 
schools. In such cases, standardized test scores, interviews, and recommendations may be 
especially important.58  
 
Walsh went even farther by suggesting that schools should reach out to colleges and 
universities they send large numbers of students to and describe changes to their 
requirements or menu of courses that may result in more students taking CTE. Specifically, 
schools should discuss the classes they plan to de-emphasize in favor of CTE offerings so 
that admissions personnel know not to look for the retired courses: 

If Arlington's going to [enhance its CTE offerings] it would be really good for 
Arlington to reach out to the Universities and say ‘These are the following courses 
we're going to not have our students take.’…They need to go out and they need to 
market those things to us.59 

 
Additionally, any conversation between schools and universities regarding new courses or 
requirements that might impact students’ admissibility should include information about 
the course itself, including a syllabus. This enables admissions personnel to solicit feedback 
from the faculty at their institutions and make informed decisions about how, and whether, 
to count particular courses.60  
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS 

UNIVERSITY A 

Dean of Admission, Large Public Research I University. Telephone interview, May 10, 
2016. 
 
Hanover 
Research: 

Excellent. Before we begin our interview, I'd like for you to know that your 
participation is voluntary. You can choose not to answer any questions and you 
may end our interview at any time without penalty. We will keep the 
information you provide as confidential and neither your name nor your 
organization will be associated with your answers unless you give us permission 
to do so. We may use your anonymous information in our research library or to 
address other needs in the future, but anonymously. Should you choose to 
complete the interview, we will be happy to share with you readopted copy of 
our final report to share with you as a thank you for your time. Do you have any 
hesitations with being cited in a report that we will share with Arlington Public 
Schools, or do you prefer to remain anonymous in any way? 
 

Respondent: You're welcome to cite us, but do so anonymously as a large State Research One 
Institution, means that we're a large public university in the South. 
 

HR: Great, sounds good. In order to evaluate my performance, my manager may 
listen to the recording of this interview. I'll be taking notes throughout our 
conversation, just so you know. To begin, I would just like to hear, from your 
point of view, what is your understanding of CTE and what courses on a 
transcript do you and your admissions committee consider to fall in this 
category? 
 

Respondent: Our operational understanding of career and technical education courses are 
those classes that often either provide career exploration for students in specific 
disciplines or potential job areas. Help students identify a path of study, perhaps 
a preferred major path when they do choose to go to college, whether that be 
at a 2 year or a 4 year institution. For some schools and in some school districts, 
we know that this takes more precedence in the advising process because there 
might be students who are not college bound. The course work does help them 
identify a path and may lead them to a certificate of some sort, especially if the 
courses included taking course work at a nearby 2 year community college or 
technical college where they're receiving some classes that would count 
towards a certificate. 
 

 We have a number of schools in [redacted] for example, that do that in the 
Public School districts, with varying levels of participation and involvement 
depending on what the immediate career or the job needs are in the immediate 
community. For example, you might have somebody who goes to a High School 
that's in a portion of the state that has a nuclear power plant. They might have 
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some sort of course work or a pathway that explores nuclear engineering, or 
somebody going to work in welding or those types of technical fields that we 
needed to support the work force in one of the largest employers in the area. 
What we'll see is that in different parts of the state, some of the technical 
career paths that are offered through the course work may lead to fulfill a work 
force need once the students graduate from high school and hope to find that 
path for them when they leave high school. 
 

 Some of those courses, depending on what they take may be eligible for 
satisfying what we call the college prep high school requirement. They might 
take a math class that's needed in order to secure the certificate. They may take 
some sort of a language class or some other type of applicable field. There's a 
lot of ... Project lead the way for example, in engineering courses,  a lot students 
might participate in that and there might be some alignment between what 
they take at the technical college and what they receive credit for in high school. 
That's our operational understanding of how that program is influencing our 
student's career path, potential major choices, or maybe whether or not they 
plan on going to college in a traditional setting after they leave high school 
based on what kind of training they've had in high school. Do you feel like that's 
a pretty similar alignment between what Arlington Public Schools is doing as 
well? 
 

HR: Yes, yes, I think so. They're coming from a point of view where they are trying 
to, again, as you said, try to design CTE offerings that are applicable to students 
that will help them find either a major or a career path and support their local 
economies. I think they're running into a little hesitation from some students 
who are potentially high performers that worry that CTE isn't going to help them 
get into their choice college, that it will potentially look bad on their transcripts. 
That's in part where this is coming from. Trying to free those students to make a 
decision that will help them in whatever way that means. 
 

 Have you witnessed any general patterns among applicants reporting CTE 
course completions on these transcripts or anything like that? 
 

Respondent: I think a lot of times it depend on what community you go to school in or what 
the priorities of that school district are a lot of times. You might find that some 
school districts have very well developed CTE paths and depending on the 
community you come from, that might be something that people look forward 
to. They might look forward to getting involved with that. We have legislation in 
the State of [redacted] where students pick majors at the beginning of their 9th 
grade year and they take a series of classes to help go into those majors. They 
run the full gamut of, ‘I think I want to be an engineer,’ to, ‘I think I want to be a 
photographer’ and everything in between. Students can take some of these 
career development oriented type classes to see if this is what they want to be 
when they grow up or maybe pursue that major. 
 

 Not all of the courses will satisfy what we call a college prep curriculum. There is 
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a standard sequence of classes that are state commissioned, our higher 
education says, "All students must have this curriculum in order to be admitted 
to a 4 year institution in the state". Every public institution in the state is 
required, 2 and 4 year education is required to report on how many students 
come in having met this sequence. These are the classes that in conjunction 
with the department of [redacted], they said that we think this is the best 
college prep track. To be college ready, to have the basic skills you need in order 
to be successful in college, this is the course sequence that we recommend. 
Everybody is geared towards that initially. They know they want to go to 
college, then they fill in around the edges with some of these other classes that 
might be recommended or they're developed through compliance with the 
EEDA legislation. One of the tracks is, I just want to be college prep. One of your 
majors is, "I'm planning on going to college." Kind of thing if I'm interpreting it 
correctly. 
 

 The vast majority of students in our state that are on this pathway in [redacted] 
as we whole, from what I'm told from the people who work in the [redacted] 
technical education system and the people who work in a lot of the work force 
development areas of the state, they're kind of considered a model in this. We 
know that maybe not everyone's going to go to a 4 year college right away or 
has any intention on doing that, we have a lot of new industry in our state that 
requires immediate work force. It may not require an advanced degree to do 
that. It may not require that first degree, it may only require a certificate. 
They're high paying, high wage types of jobs for people who maybe are taking 
the appropriate course sequence in high school and they're coming out ready to 
do that. 
 

 Students have an opportunity to do both. They can explore the career area in 
addition to taking the sequence of classes they need to gain admission. I would 
not be surprised though, if you have an out of state student, who thinks they 
want to go out of state for college, that one of the first things they do is to look 
at, what does it take to get in? Our course requirements are listed front and 
center on our admissions page that says, you've got to have 4 math, 4 English, 3 
lab science, 3 years in social studies, 2 years in the same foreign language, a PE 
class, a fine arts class, an additional academic elective. These are the things that 
we require for admission to the University of [redacted]. 
 

 Any institution in the state of [redacted] that's a 4 year college ... We have a lot 
of people from Virginia that come to the State of [redacted] for higher 
education, they're going to have to meet that same sequence. That might be 
why you have a little bit of push back from people who say, "Well these classes 
aren't required for admission to the kinds of colleges I'm looking at." We 
wouldn't even evaluate a class ... You might have a project lead the way class 
that you can get an engineering base course that is a foundational intro to 
engineering class that you take that's duel enrollment that satisfies your CTE 
requirement, and you might even get credit for it when you come to the 
University of [redacted], but in the initial evaluation, it doesn't count. It doesn't 
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count, you'll have a grade, you'll have coursework, it'll get posted to your 
transcript after the fact, but it's not used for the preliminary evaluation on what 
your weighted GPA is. That's what our state requires us to report on. 
 

 I've worked in a couple of other states where you have a course sequence of 
college prep classes to take, if you're going to college, this is what you should be 
taking in high school. Of the 3 states I've worked in in the south, they all have 
roughly the same thing, it's English, Math, Science, Social Studies, Foreign 
Language, an something else, pseudo-academic, or maybe fine and performing 
arts. Those are the classes that are looked at. The first question that you ask 
yourself is, "Has this person taken the appropriate course sequence in order to 
be admitted into this institution? Okay, yes." Then you have the secondary 
review that says, "Okay now I look at the transcripts in its entirety. What are 
they interested in, what are the goals of the institution? What am I required to 
report on, verses what does the institution want to enroll for shaping needs?" 
You might find that public and private institutions respond to that question very 
differently based on their needs. 
 

 A private school might say, "Oh, this is great. Not only does this person have the 
college prep curriculum that we would typically see, that they may graduation 
for their own state college prep curriculum in Virginia. Wow, they want to be an 
engineering and have continued that. Look how they've dedicated to their 
interest. They've shown me that their interested and they're a good fit for this 
program through the classes they've taken at CTE." 
 

 A different institution may look at that very differently based on what their 
evaluation matrix is. 
 

HR: Absolutely. That was a really thorough explanation and overview. You're 
generally saying, students should focus on hitting all of those required courses 
and then after that point consider the possibility of taking CTE courses, is that 
right? 
 

Respondent: If students are looking at the University of [redacted] specifically, or any public 
institution in the state of [redacted], we would look at your core academic 
classes first before we look at anything else. The only thing that would matter in 
the evaluation for most of the public institutions in the state, is whether or not 
you've met that college prep sequence. We as institutions in the state receiving 
public funding, are required to report on how many people meet that 
curriculum, verses those that don't. We have to do that for both in and out of 
state students. That's the reporting objective. That's one threshold that all the 
public's are looking at, do you meet or do you not meet. 
 

 Do institutions make exceptions to that? Absolutely. They're within their right to 
do that, but they're going to be reporting those exceptions as well. They have to 
balance, do I want to be an institutions filled with exceptions and have this 
publicly available where people see that I'm constantly making exceptions to 
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the State's recommended curriculum, or do I make exceptions within reason 
using alternate criteria for example. Using better grades, better test scores, 
faster runners, things like that based on whatever the objective is for the 
institution. All the public's in our state have to report on those 20 classes that 
we're looking at. 
 

HR: Great, alright. Excellent. 
 

Respondent: The other states that I've worked at to, and I'll just say, I've worked in Georgia, 
and I've worked in Louisianan before. Some of them interpret it a little 
differently, when I was in Georgia, the school I worked at, the public institution I 
worked at there, their criteria, was, has this person met their State's high school 
college prep curriculum, is that answer yes or no? Verses, have they met mine, 
because it would be unreasonable to expect that a student from out of state 
would be familiar with my state's graduation requirements - that may be 
difficult. That was the philosophy that that institution took. Whereas the State 
of [redacted] has assumed, this is what the curriculum is, that's fine if you want 
to make exceptions, but tell us how many people you've made exceptions for, 
even if they're from out of state. 
 

HR: Alright, excellent. Let's say you're evaluating applications from students who 
earned their diploma at a CTE center, is that evaluation going to vary compared 
to a more traditional student? 
 

Respondent: It probably would depending on what courses the student has taken. I will 
admit, I'm not as familiar with the curriculum that a typical CTE student would 
do in Arlington Public schools. If they did it alongside a traditional college prep 
curriculum, the only thing we would evaluate are the college prep classes for 
this particular institution. It may vary by other institutions but for us, we would 
only look at the academic courses. If they're doing CTE as an alternative to a 
traditional college bound path, it will adversely impact them on the evaluation. 
 

HR: Of course, alright. Great. The next group of questions, it's just one question for 
you, has to do with something you touched on previously about CTE courses 
supporting student's intended majors. It seems like based on what [redacted] 
has in place, that this would be helpful for a student applying to college, to show 
their interest in a particular potential major, is that true? Do you perceive that 
from an admissions standpoint that would be good? 
 

Respondent: Again, I think it depends on the institution and what their enrollment goals are. 
You might find that some institutions pay more close attention to that than 
others based on what type of student they're trying to bring in. The mission of a 
large public for us, we're very transparent, the majority of our decisions are 
based on a combination of grades and test scores and then we do holistically 
review people in the middle, but it's an opportunity for us to try to identify 
people who may be better than their numbers. Then we make a limited number 
of offers of admission to people who are on the bubble. Then go from there. A 
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private school might have much more flexibility because they are really only 
accounting for themselves. Fit for the institution may be very different as a large 
public with a lot of different majors, a lot of different disciplines to choose from. 
 

 Our mission is very different. We are not a small private little arts college with 
an emphasis on the fine and performing arts. We are a large public institution 
with over 100 different degree programs at the undergraduate level seeking to 
serve every economic driver in the state of [redacted]. You could be a musician, 
but you could also be an engineer. You could be a social worker, or you could be 
a journalist. You could go to med school, or you could go to law school. We're 
supporting a much broader range of disciplines. People are going to fall in along 
the way. For the admissions decision, it's probably not going to make as much of 
an impact for an institution like mine, based on my observation and my 
experience, but I wouldn't say that it isn't good for the students for their own 
personal exploration. 
 

 We know that students, when they choose to come to college and they pick a 
college based on the availability of ones major. They'll say, "I'm picking that 
school because they have my major." That's a big determinate. Most students 
change their major within the first year. Sometimes within the second year. We 
find that a very large proportion of our student body has changed their major at 
least once by the time their sophomore year is over. That's a function of 
exploration and exposure to different course work. For a student who has 
experienced CTE, this would be a fantastic research study to look at 
longitudinally, did what you study as a CTE student, did you pick a major that 
was in that same disciplinary area when you went to college and when you went 
on to get an advanced education beyond high school, did you stick with it? It 
would be very interesting to see if that was a formative experience for the 
student in identifying an area where they are likely to excel or be happy. 
 

 Changing majors is expensive. It's expensive for the student, it's expensive to 
the institution. You may add time to the degree when you do that. You may face 
anxiety of all these other kinds of things where you're just worried about trying 
to figure out, am I in the right institution? Does it cost you your scholarship at 
an institution because you changed your major to something that's no longer 
offered at your institution and you end up having to transfer back to your home 
school? Have you wasted money at another school where you've spent time in a 
class or in a curriculum that might not be a good fit for you? At face value, I 
think CTE coursework could be very helpful for a student identifying, does this 
kind of work interest me? Do I see myself in this kind of a discipline long term? 
Do I feel like I have enough adequate information about what I want to be when 
I grow up, what I want to major in? Am I making a good sound choice of 
institution, of choice of major, of location, of cost. All of these things are 
important to me based on that. 
 

 If you happen to additional advanced credit through anything that you might 
have done, through duel enrollment, then that's just a bonus. It could help 
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people make better decisions about what they want to major in. That's probably 
a totally different research study. I would think that it would be helpful. 
 

HR: I agree definitely. Now you've given me another thing to study and I love it. 
 

Respondent: More work, got to tell your boss, I need to do yet another research project. 
 

HR: Exactly! Great. I want to be respectful of your time, I just have one more 
question left for you. We talked a little bit from the district level, but talking 
more directly to students, what would be your advice for a student that has a 
strong application, has met the college preparation requirements and also has 
CTE experiences, how would you suggest they present this in the admissions 
process and explaining their decision to pursue CTE, what would you 
recommend? 
 

Respondent: Whether or not they should continue with CTE verses something else? 
 

HR: Just how they should explain it in the process. 
 

Respondent: I think that those kinds of things can be very formative when they're writing 
their essays. If they're writing any personal statements or anything like that that 
talks about what they're interested in, or why they're selecting an institution, 
that could be helpful for that. For a school like the University of [redacted], that 
stuff is going to be combed through. It's probably not going to make much of a 
difference for the majority of evaluations for a school like mine. That doesn't 
mean that they're not valuable in their own right. It's going to have to be a 
personal choice for the student to decide, "Is this a good fit for me based on the 
long term educational objective?" 
 

 If somebody asked me, "[REDACTED], should I take CTE, or should I be in this 
more traditional academic path? Which would you recommend? Should I try to 
take as many advanced courses on the academic side, or should I take the bare 
minimum and then explore in CTE?" Only the student can decided whether or 
not that's good for them. As a rule, most colleges want to see that a student is 
taking the most challenging curriculum that they can take and also do well in it. 
Most families and students would interpret that as, "What you're telling me is if 
I can take an AP exam, or take an AP class, I should probably take it." If you feel 
like that's a good fit for your academic objectives, and you want to demonstrate 
that you're taking the most rigorous curriculum available to you at the high 
school, that's a good way to show that. One of the perceived stigmas associated 
with CTE is that it's not really academic work. That's a very real perception, or it 
may be real, it may be true that the academic course work is not as rigorous as a 
traditional academic path. 
 

 Depending on what the student's objectives are, what their goals are, I could 
see why a student or family member may push back on it and say, "No, I'm 
trying to get in to this really highly selective public." If you're trying to get into 
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UGA, or Virginia Tech, or something like that, which are hard to get into, a 
William and Mary, they're probably going to say, you need to take the most 
rigorous academic curriculum your school offers. What is that and how do you 
show that? We would advise the same. That would definitely be the case for us 
if a student wanted to get into our honors college for example. Those courses 
would probably not be regarded as rigorous compared to an AP or an IB 
coursework path. 
 

HR: Great, absolutely. You did an excellent job answering all of my questions. You 
really were fantastic to speak with. Thank you. Research is ongoing, so I don't 
have an exact deadline of when I'll get that report to you, but I imagine the next 
6 to 8 weeks I will have that to you. If you have any questions about anything 
we talked about today or the kind of research that we're doing after we hang 
up, please reach me either by email or phone, either way. Do you have any final 
questions for me before we hang up? 
 

Respondent: No, I was just going to ask you if you can, share your results or your white paper 
with me, I'd love to see if other people agree, or they're like, "No! That woman 
is crazy." 
 

HR: Yeah, absolutely. This is kind of a gray space in this transition from secondary to 
post-secondary, it's a little bit unclear for all parties. 
 

Respondent: On top of a politically charged topic, because I know it is in the state of 
[redacted] as well. You've got 2 camps, and they're both valid, they've both have 
their role and their purpose within the state. Then you have the people that 
might be toying with going either way or maybe exploring both. You have to 
figure out, "What is it that I want to do long-term.? What is going to facilitate 
that path based on what I have right now?" You're going to have to make an 
imperfect decision with imperfect information at the time while trying to 
maximize all your opportunities. That's a hard decision for a lot of 13, 14, 15 
year old kids to make. 
 

 More up-front, the parents often times are spending a lot of time doing the 
advising and insisting when they're selecting their initial college sets and things 
like that, are going to be very involved and they're going to have an opinion on 
it. You do need to be honest about, this is what this type of school looks for. If 
you thinking you're headed here, this is what you need to be thinking about. 
Verses, if you're over here, maybe you can do a little bit of both. If this 
particular type of institution is not the primary goal for you. Not that it's bad, it's 
just different. 
 

HR: Absolutely. Thank you again, so much for everything. It was such a pleasure 
speaking with you. Feel free to reach out if anything else comes up. 
 

Respondent: Okay, thank you Louisa, good luck. 
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HR: Thank you very much, have a good day. 
 

Respondent: You're welcome. Bye-bye. 
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JAMES MADISON UNIVERSITY 

Michael Walsh, Dean of Admission 
 
Walsh, M. Dean of Admission, James Madison University. Telephone interview, May 10, 
2016. 
 
Hanover 
Research: 

Excellent. Ultimately, Hanover will write a report and deliver this report to 
Arlington Public Schools in which will summarize the contents of this and other 
interviews. Do you initially have any desire to remain anonymous in this report? 
 

MW: No. No. 
 

HR: Okay. Great and we can, of course, revisit that topic at any point. I know you 
haven't heard my questions yet. I just wanted to check. Do you have any 
questions for me before we begin? 
 

MW: No ma'am. 
 

HR: Okay. Excellent. To begin, what is your general understanding of these courses, 
these CTE courses and what courses on a transcript do you and your committee 
consider to fall in this category? 
 

MW: Okay. Currently, we look at 5 areas. We look at the courses you've taken in 
English, what you've taken in the math, lab sciences, foreign languages and 
social studies. Normally, the technical courses we don't look at because there's 
just a wide variety of rigger and content from school to school. Now, if a school 
happens to contact us and say this is what this particular course does and they 
describe it to us, maybe send us a syllabus, we may then talk with our faculty 
and say "Well, it's not covered by those 5. That's truly a challenging course." We 
would add it to where we would look at. For example, where we don't look at 
the art course but we do look at AP art. If somebody might say “Michael, that’s 
worth considering,” we would do that. Currently, we don't really look at the 
technical courses because there's no standard. 

  
HR: Absolutely. 

 
MW: Across the state. 

 
HR: Absolutely. That relates to some other questions that I have for you too. I guess, 

we'll get to maybe in a couple questions. You're not actively considering these 
CTE courses unless they're flagged and kind of vouched for by a specific school. 
Just kind of generally speaking, witnessed any sort of generally changes or 
patterns among applicants involvement in CTE course completion? 
 

MW: Not in the state of Virginia but we've seen a little bit out of the state. This is my 
personal opinion. Students in Virginia, especially in the suburbs, there's kind of a 
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race to see who can take the most challenging curriculum. A lot of the CTE 
courses, they're not listed as honors or AP so there's no extra quality points so 
why do I take them because it will hurt my GPA. 
 

 I do see, in the rural areas, an increase in the CTE courses and I do see in some 
of the academies, or out of state, some of the high schools out of state that 
have more of a technical forces, more CTE and again, our recruiter who handles 
that area will talk to the school and get an idea. Then they came back and said 
"We really need to consider these courses because they're meaningful. We will 
listen to them. 
 

 In the state of Virginia, I'm not seeing quite the same as I see outside of the city 
of Virginia or some of the rural areas. Then the rural areas, some of the courses 
are more designed for kids who are going to go to the community college then 
go to work. They're not really designed for somebody going onto a 4 year 
school. 
 

 With that said, I am ready to see changes. For example, there was a proposal 
this year in the state legislature that high schools create a 3 year sequence of 
computer science courses that students could maybe use in lieu of foreign 
languages. Okay. Now, there's a few problems with that. 
 

 Number 1 is most of the computer science courses offered in high schools are 
really not ... Do not prepare the student for college. Even the most advance 
course, if you take the computer science course in college, you start beyond 
that anyway. Even the AP computer science, until the most recent one came 
out, was frowned upon by computer science faculty. 
 

 The other side is, in order to do that correctly, there's going to have to be a lot 
of homework done to prepare the sequence and there's going to have to be a 
lot more funding provided by the state to build in our path. However, I would 
not be surprised in the next couple years if we don't see a more meaningful bill 
come through. I would expect that the Department of Education will start 
developing something that's meaningful in the technology area. We need to be 
ready when that happens to take a look at it and figure out where it should fit. 
Now some of the science faculty, they would prefer that sequence be 1 of the 
sciences. The faculty as a whole keeps saying "Why do you keep picking on 
foreign languages because they're needed today too." That's a whole ‘nother 
story. 
 

 Part of me says it's going to happen and we need to be ready to deal with it. 
Part of me ... I would also like to see the standards come from the state versus 
the high school because then we're back to having different levels of meaningful 
courses depending on what the high school does. Does that make sense? 
 

HR: Yes. Absolutely. 
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MW: Okay. 
 

HR: Those were really great points. I think that will really ... As you mentioned this 
sort of race to accumulate as many honors and AP courses as possible is exactly 
what Arlington Public Schools is seeing. They may have some very rigorous CTE 
courses but they're having, in some cases, a hard time convincing students that 
if you're interested in computer science, take a computer science course. That 
may be a bad example. Having a hard time kind of getting through to students 
that ... Yeah. Not to feel kind of trapped by this idea. 
 

MW: What I have seen at some schools is that some of the schools are putting the 
technical courses into some of their existing honors and AP courses. More 
honors, not necessarily AP. AP's pretty locked in. I am seeing people trying to 
get some technical into different ... It's kind of like our college Art's and 
Science's has a part of ... Not Art's and Science's. Art's and Letter's. Anybody 
comes through Art's and Letter's has an opportunity to take several courses. 
You can take, whether it's English or History or whatever, and have a technical 
course that helps you be ready to come out and go into the work place and 
practice. We are seeing, on the college level in areas that people have 
historically said "Well, that may be good but what if he's an English major." 
Modernize it so that they can come out and work in today's business world 
which is a lot of technical things. 
 

 I've seen some high schools try to bring some technical stuff into their 
curriculum but it's, again, hit and miss from school to school. It's usually the 
more affluent schools that are able to do that right now. 
 

HR: Absolutely. Great. I don't want to get too much into the weeds of ... It sounds 
like your consideration of CTE courses is very much on a case by case basis so I 
don't know that it's really helpful for us to go into the weeds about, in this case. 
 

MW: I would say that one of the keys ... If Arlington is going to do this ... I've actually 
just had some meetings with the Arlington people. We’re dealing more with 
their AVID students. If Arlington's going to do something like this it would be 
really good for Arlington to reach out to the Universities and say "These are the 
following courses we're going to not have our students take." Supervised so we 
can look at them. We can bounce them off faculty in our departments and then 
go back to Arlington. They need to go out and they need to market those things 
to us. 
 

HR: Absolutely. Yeah. That seems like a very clear thing that they should do, for 
sure. Let’s see. Another topic, within CTE, that APS is interested in is the weight 
in which CTE courses can relate to students intended majors in the admissions 
processes. I think this is another area where they may run into a roadblock. 
Students are hesitant to take a course that they may be interested in because it 
either doesn't fit their intended major for college or they don't know what that 
intended major is. In your mind, do you think that's it's important that these CTE 
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courses support a later major or is this something that students should not 
worry so much about? 
 

MW: I think the CTE courses should support a skill, not necessarily that's transferable. 
We, for example ... at JMU, I don't admit you to a major, I admit you to the 
University. The freshman class of 4500 this year, probably around 900 will be 
undecided. While most of the students who change majors stay within the 
college they're in, we do have about 25% of the students who change they're 
major switch to other colleges. 
 

 What high school should do is ... The best thing is prepare you. Give you the 
skills to be successful in college. Even though you may be an English major and I 
maybe a science major on our application ... Since I'm going to be a science 
major, we expect you to be good in the non-science areas. As an English major, 
we do expect you to come in with a certain level of the math. Especially in the 
math area because 80% of our majors require math beyond just the general 
math. If you come here, we want you to have the passion to at least be 
academically prepared for almost any major. I think the key in the CTE courses is 
more of a skill that's transferable regardless where you're going for a major. 
 

 I think that's the key part there. Again, as I go to the Letter's, the sciences you 
can get a lot of technical training in the Art's and Letter's or even in, for 
example, some of the health services area. You won't get as much technical 
training but you'll get some. Most of it is just so you can exist in the world. 
 

 Most jobs now you spend your time on the internet or on the computer. More 
interested in those types of skills. I mean, I'll give you a perfect example of ... 
We're biased. I'm biased. I'm not a science. I was a history major. 
 

HR: Right. 
 

MW: I try to explain to students that one of the best science courses you can take is 
physics. I realize it scares the heck out of people but we even tell students if you 
take regular physics, we'll treat it as a honors course when we review it. Physics 
is a course that teaches you certain principals and in the second half of the 
physics class, you study problems and you solve them. 
 

 The key thing about physics is that students actually look at problems and solve 
them. They get into that problem ... In regards to your major, you're used to 
learning to analyze a problem and find a solution that doesn't, in itself, create 
another problem. Physicists, for example physics major as a whole do better on 
the LSAT. If you look at how students do on the law school exam when they're 
applying, physics majors do the best. Part of it is the thinking. It's the skills they 
learn as physicists that prepares them for it. It's the same ideas. All these things 
should be transferable regardless of what their majors are. 
 

HR: Absolutely. I can relate to that. I remember the physics course I took in high 
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school and went on to become a political science major. Also not a science 
person myself. Yeah, that was a great class but incredibly hard. 
 

MW: It is. It is. 
 

HR: Yeah. 
 

MW: We all have that experience that some of those hardest courses, in regards for a 
major, help us today. 
 

HR: Excellent. I do want to be respectful of your time. I just have 1 more question. 
We touched on a lot of important things. I will, of course, pass along your 
guidance that APS should play an active role in marketing their courses and 
being really transparent about the rigger involved. On a student level, do you 
have any advice for students as they represent their CTE participation in essays 
or interview and what should they emphasize about their decision? 
 

MW: Kind of like, when I ... I do presentations on how to write an essay to students 
and I also do presentations to faculty on how to write a reference. Don't tell us, 
show us. Show us how that student is different or special for the student. Show 
us if you're a detailed oriented person. If you see things through to completion 
If you're open minded. If you're whatever. Show us, don't tell us. The same 
thing, if a student's trying to explain to us how that course is preparing them for 
college and they need to show us how it prepares them for college. 
 

 Let me tell you about an essay that a young lady one time wrote. She was 
already going to be admitted. She was going to be a music major and the school 
of music really wanted her. She had taken everything she needed. She had 
taken a really good schedule. She had a math and in her senior year, she was 
dared by some of her friends at the high school to take an even more advanced 
math than she took. The young lady got an F in her first test and by the end of 
the semester, she got a B. 
 

 Basically, she wrote an essay about that experience. She said "Maybe I was 
foolish to take it but I'm open to dares but once I decided to take it, I wanted to 
see it through to completion. She explained to us how she got the B. She 
explained to us how she became very focused on it. That she found somebody 
who would tutor her. The teacher said "You can come talk to me. As long as I 
know that you try things." She regularly went to see the teacher. "I'm working 
on it, you know." Got help on it and by the end of the semester, it was a 1 
semester course, she got her B. 
 

 What that showed us was that somebody ... What happened was the 
scholarship crew came down and they looked at the essays of kids who, you 
know ... They read her essay and they said, after they finished, they said "Well, 
here's 1 person that's getting the scholarship." It shows how the person ... They 
showed us that she wasn't afraid to challenge herself and they showed us how 
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she forced herself to be successful. It's something she didn't even have to take. 
 

 If somebody's going to explain to us why they are taking these CTE courses they 
need to show us why it is preparing them for college. Don't use big words but 
they need concrete to show us why they took it and how they expected it to 
make them better prepared for college. It shows us an attribute of that student. 
Does that make sense? 
 

HR: Yeah, oh absolutely. That's great advice. Yeah. Excellent. That brings us to the 
end of the questions I have for you. You've been incredibly helpful. Thank you so 
much. As I mentioned, I'd be happy to share with you a copy of the report once 
it's completed. Research is ongoing so I'm not sure exactly of that exact timeline 
but I'm estimating kind of in the next 6 to 8 weeks. Somewhere in that time 
frame. In the meantime, if you have any questions about anything we talked to 
today or about the research we're doing in general, please reach out to me via 
email or I can leave the phone number. [crosstalk 00:18:25] Have a great rest of 
your day. Thank you very much. 
 

MW: One last thing, if they wanted to go with this, I had talked about the marketing 
tools. I was just thinking, if Arlington said that on this particular day we're going 
to do a presentation such and such a place and we want to tell you about this 
new approach and how it will impact our school. I think a lot of universities, 
myself included, would send somebody up to listen. 
 

HR: That's a great point. Excellent. 
 

MW: Yeah. 
 

HR: Yeah. 
 

MW: Okay. 
 

HR: Great. Well, thank you very much. 
 

MW: No problem. [crosstalk 00:18:54] Good luck and take care. 
 

HR: You as well. 
 

MW: Bye-bye. 
 

 

  



Hanover Research | June 2016 

 
© 2016 Hanover Research   39 

UNIVERSITY B 

Dean of Admission, Anonymous university. Telephone interview, May 11, 2016. 
 
Hanover 
Research: 

The recording would only be shared internally here. We wouldn't share it 
directly with our client at all. Thank you. You're seeing that CTE courses are 
popping up more frequently on transcripts with applicants. Is that right? 
 

Respondent: They are with students in both technology, as I mentioned, but also the health 
sciences in CTE types of courses that give students who are interested in going 
into things like nursing, physical therapy, occupational therapy or even medical 
school ... They're getting those contact hours which are so important in the 
field. It's so important in helping them validate that that's the route they want 
to go into but they're taking the place of what traditionally for high-ability 
academic students, those electives would be in things like AP courses, IV 
courses or dual enrollment courses, college-level course work in the core areas. 
That's English, math, language, science and history. We're having to weigh the 
value of say a student wants pre-medicine. They meet the qualifications for a 
pre-med scholarship program. 
 

 They might not have as many traditional college courses that will transfer here 
based on the curriculum that we offer here but we've got to look at that as a 
valuable thing for them to be doing in high school instead of maybe a college-
level course in a core area because, again, they're validating their interest in 
their chosen field earlier than they would be. The earlier they get the 
opportunity to validate their interest and find out what they're good at and 
what they enjoy doing, the better off they are here in terms of graduation, 
grades and things like that. Then again, back to we're seeing it more yes on 
particularly within the technology curriculum, as well as the health sciences 
curriculum. 
 

 We don't see a lot of career and technical coursework within the curriculum for 
a student who's looking for residential liberal arts experience that's in things like 
the culinary arts, welding, auto mechanics or any of those, again, maybe myself 
a little bit of those historically traditional career and technical education. If you 
are on the things that match up with whatever the outcomes they're after to a 
liberal arts education like graduate school and the sciences, computer science, 
those areas that require hands-on contact hours throughout the undergrad 
experience and not just when they graduate. 
 

HR: Absolutely. Great. I think you bring up a great point. This is something that APS 
is interested in, the ways in which CTE courses can relate to students' intended 
majors. I think they're just trying to support their students who other students 
are college-ready and who are otherwise very academically prepared, they're a 
little bit hesitant in some cases to take CTE courses because they are concerned 
that they won't be taken seriously on a transcript or they don't know what 
major they want to pursue when they're in college. They are concerned that if 
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they take a CTE course in something, they may not major in may look "bad" on 
their transcripts. What advice would you have in these cases? How much does it 
help a student on an admission standpoint that their CTE background aligns with 
their intended major? 
 

Respondent: Of course, I can't speak for all colleges. We're also different both in what we 
value, what our indicators on a high school transcript in terms of potential to 
succeed academically here. For a highly-competitive environment where you've 
got to demonstrate equity and assets. All things being equal with grade point 
average and test scores if someone's in a curriculum that you would consider 
more rigorous, which usually means college level, they're going to be a more 
competitive applicant than someone who is not. At a place like [REDACTED] 
that's moderately competitive and we're only going to admit half the kids that 
are going to apply, it's not so important that they be in seven or eight dual-
enrollment in AP and IB courses where CTE curriculum would really hurt them. 
 

 It's going to be more important overall that their grade point average is strong 
and competitive and their test scores are where they need to be and all of the 
other things we look at in our review, which is we're more heavy on the 
interview, best fit and engagement level and those surface things. It just 
depends on the student and what their aspirations are in terms of college 
environment. I just had this conversation with one of our academic deans about 
their daughter. They're going through this process in sophomore year of, "Do 
we take AP or honors? How is that going to affect three years from now when 
they're applying to UVA, William and Mary and wherever?" It's going to affect 
them. Whether they admit it or not, they have to look at the context of their 
applicant pool. 
 

 They've got to demonstrate some equity into access. They're choosing between 
all students have great grades and test scores and strong curriculum. What are 
they valuing internally, not what they're saying to the public, but what are they 
valuing internally in terms of ranking those students who gets offered 
admission, wait lists and deferred and deny? I can only see for CNU taking CTE 
coursework alone isn't going to preclude them from admission or make them 
not competitive. It depends on all those other factors we look at. The intended 
major piece, every student goes three majors by the time they graduate but I 
think nationally here is no different. 35% of our students historically enter as 
undecided. 
 

 We're a liberal arts school. That's what liberal arts education is about, figuring 
out once you're here but I think more and more we're charged with retention. A 
four-year graduation rate is what we're trying to motivate students to get into. 
The earlier they can validate that interest and get on-track, the better. CTE 
courses do that better than core area courses or they can do that, I should say. 
You've got to look at that as valuable, as a valuable indicator. A lot of students 
are applying for biology and want to go to med school. Do they really know 
what that's about? Perhaps in a CTE course, they're exposed to physicians. They 
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do hours in a hospital. 
 

 I would suggest that that student has had the opportunity to know whether or 
not that's what they want, Number One. Number Two, are they going to 
competitive in that field? They don't know until they see it and experience it. I 
would say it never comes down to two students and whether they get a spot or 
not but if it did, all things being equal, the student has some real life experience 
that a CTE course, I'm assuming would give them, in the area that they're both 
intending to major in, that would be a stronger candidate. 
 

HR: Interesting. That's a great point. Excellent. You mentioned that your admissions 
committee, things such as the interview, and that's the engagement level, are 
taken into consideration maybe more strongly than another institution. What 
would be your advice for students on how they should talk about their CTE 
participation and their decision to pursue CTE? 
 

Respondent: That's a great point of emphasis is how does that experience in a CTE course 
help a student articulate their direction, whether it's in an essay, an interview, 
the recommendation letters. Different schools put varying emphasis on those 
non-academic characteristics of an applicant. Here, because they're in small 
classes, no teaching assistant, so our best faculty are teaching freshmen in 
classes with 20 students, we expect that student to be engaged. The 
engagement level's hard to get off a transcript and an SAT score and even an 
activity list on an application. That's why we put so much emphasis on the 
interview. 
 

 A student being able to effectively articulate what they've learned in a CT course 
and how, again, it's delegated their interest to go into a particular field or not, 
and this is valuable, the experience that they gained and how that's going to 
make them a better student and maybe, perhaps, be more inclined to do 
undergraduate research, go study abroad or be engaged in another ... Since we 
value engagement so highly here in a small college environment, perhaps 
articulating that CTE experience as encouraging them to do that earlier on, that 
would make them a stronger applicant because those are unique experiences. 
They vary so much from school system to school system a lot of times, 
particularly from different states. 
 

 A lot of times those can be courses that set a student apart. They've had a 
unique out-of-classroom academic experience a lot of times with the CT 
coursework. That's what a student's trying to do is distinguish themselves within 
a large applicant pool within a competitive environment. It doesn't help if the 
university they're applying to is in the business of counting college-level courses 
because usually CTE are not or they're looked at as applied sciences courses and 
not transferable but speaking for a school like us, they don't really do that. It 
could actually benefit the student being in a CTE course. 
 

HR: Great. That is a really good point. Again, I worked in admissions offices when I 
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was an undergrad and after for a little bit. 
 

Respondent: I'm sorry. 
 

HR: I remember that these things are annoying when they get into the nitty gritty in 
the weeds of, "Hi, student," X, Y and Z very specific factors and you're supposed 
to give them anonymous thought decision. I'm not asking that but let's say if 
you're looking at an application from a student who attended a CTE specific 
academy versus just took courses, maybe took several CTE courses, what would 
be your advice or do you evaluate that application differently? If so, how? 
 

Respondent: Again, that's something I mentioned very early on in this conversation. You look 
at each application not only within the context of our applicant pool but also in 
the context of their immediate academic environment. They put on what was 
available to them to choose to do. What did they choose to do? How does that 
measure up with the rest of the class? Then what does that profile look like 
from that particular school in terms of, again, we're looking at the individual 
context of that. We do that more than we get in the business of comparing this 
school versus that school but since some of the easier evaluative measures like 
an SAT or ACT score might come into play because if a student's in maybe a non-
traditional curriculum that it's harder to compare. That test might become more 
important and/or the interview. Did that answer your question? 
 

HR: Yeah. Absolutely. It definitely did. I do want to be respectful of your time here. I 
just have one final warp-up question for you. It's very open-ended. Just any final 
words of advice to areas in public schools? How can they better communicate 
either to students or to institutions like yours about CTE and its benefits? 
 

Respondent: We looked at, obviously, a large number of transcripts from a large number of 
school systems from various states and internationally. The better a school 
system does in articulating on the high school profile through their school 
counselors, college placement coordinators, whatever they have, to the 
admission offices or to a specific admission officer in relation to a specific 
student, the better they do in articulating how those courses are viewed within 
their school system, why they're valued and the philosophy behind it. That gives 
us ammunition to give their students the most possible consideration for 
admission. 
 

 They might not have as many AP or IV courses but if we know that CT is 
emphasized as a point to help students have skills, validate those interests, 
alternatively to the traditional honors, [ancillary 00:16:33] AP, whatever it is, we 
can give that student the benefit of that doubt. Really that's all it comes down 
to at the end of the day. We're trying to predict the student's success here. The 
more college-level coursework they take, it takes the guessing game out 
because they're already demonstrating how they're going to do academically in 
a college-level environment. That's easy for us. What's not easy for us is why a 
student might have chosen to take a CT course versus say a high-level academic 
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course, if they're a high-ability student. If that comes from the school system, 
that's a tremendous help to us. 
 

HR: Great. Excellent. 
 

Respondent: Those counselors are going to be the ones admitting the school report forms for 
the student's application. Their faculty are going to be the ones writing the 
letters of recommendation. We put a lot of emphasis on those things. Beyond 
the cold, hard facts of the GPA, a weighted, un-weighted GPA, an SAT score and 
ranking class, we rely heavily on the school counselor and the faculty who are 
writing letters of recommendation to help us predict that student success here 
academically. If they emphasize the value of the CTE curriculum within the 
context of the advanced study diploma in Virginia, that's really helpful. That's 
one of the sections when our admission officers are conducting a holistic review 
... It's electronic now workflow. 
 

 It's not a paper file but on the review window, if you will, there's a whole 
section on academic rigor, the academic curriculum. Part of what they articulate 
in their review of the student is how rigorous of a curriculum did the student 
choose to take within the context of their immediate academic environment, 
which traditionally was how much did they go above and beyond the minimum? 
If they take an extra foreign language, did they take an extra math? Beyond the 
advanced studies diploma, what did they choose to take? Again, articulating the 
value of the CT program within that school system is valuable because they'll 
write that up. That will be part of the rigor evaluation to go along with how did 
they do in the interview, what was their demonstrated interest, what leadership 
positions did they hold in school and all those other things we look at. 
 

HR: Right. Excellent. Thank you so much for taking the time to speak with me. I 
really appreciate it. I will plan going forward to keep you and your institution 
anonymous until you have a chance to look over and make any corrections to 
the citations that we may either keep anonymous or to you, we can confirm 
that after this. 
 

Respondent: I look forward to that, to see what other folks had to say and look and see how 
your summary comes out. 
 

HR: It sounds good. Thanks so much. If you have any questions about anything we 
talked about or the research that we're doing, feel free to contact me either at 
this phone number or my email. I'm happy to respond. 
 

Respondent: Thanks so much. Good luck to you. 
 

HR: Thank you ... 
 

Respondent: Bye. 
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HR: ... very much. Have a good day. Bye. 
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UNIVERSITY C 

Regional Senior Assistant Director, Anonymous university. Telephone interview, May 16, 
2016. 
 
Hanover 
Research: 

Before we begin our interview, I'd like for you to know that your participation is 
voluntary. You can choose not to answer any questions and you may end our 
interview at any time without penalty. We will keep the information you provide as 
confidential and neither your name nor your organization will be associated with your 
answers unless you give us permission to do so. We may use your anonymous 
information in our research library or to address other needs in the future, but 
anonymously. Should you choose to complete the interview, we will be happy to 
share with you readopted copy of our final report to share with you as a thank you for 
your time. Do you have any hesitations with being cited in a report that we will share 
with Arlington Public Schools, or do you prefer to remain anonymous in any way? 

Respondent: Not at all.  
HR: In order to evaluate my performance, my manager may record and listen as I conduct 

this interview. I will also take notes throughout our conversation. 
Respondent: Ok. 
HR: Frist I would like to know, overall, what types of courses or academic activities have 

the greatest potential to distinguish an applicant? 
Respondent: I would say the Core classes. I was on a panel not too long ago where we had 

someone ask about academies in the sciences or things of that nature. But the Core 
classes really tell us what kind of a student they are. If there are math, science, English 
classes. It’s great to have academies but it’s also great to see how well-rounded of a 
student you are because in college you are going to have to take them all, regardless 
of your concentration. So I always say, as a student, to really make sure that you stick 
with your Core classes, like math, science, English, history and social sciences, and 
foreign language. 

HR: Right. What is your understanding of career and technical education courses and what 
courses on a transcript do you and your admissions committee consider to fall into 
this category? 

Respondent: We really don’t look for those. I don’t know how to… We obviously look at the 
experience as a whole, then again, not just the honors, AP, or dual enrollment, we 
really don’t differentiate. We haven’t seen to many of them to begin with so the 
student that apply to us just keep the basics at most. 

HR: You touched on my next question, which was how frequently do you see CTE courses 
on transcripts of applicants? It sounds like not very frequently. Is that right? 

Respondent: Correct. 
HR: It sounds like what you’re saying is that, as long as a student maintains a strong 

background in the Core classes, if they were to – in addition – take CTE courses, that 
wouldn’t necessarily help or hurt their application. Is that right? 

Respondent: I would say that. Depending on what kind of CTE course it is. I don’t know any 
particular title of the top of my head. But what would be a normal STE course that a 
junior would take? 

HR: The types of courses, APS sees different levels of these CTE courses. On the “high-
level” they have courses in engineering, business management, accounting, 
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entrepreneurship, cyber security, and other tech areas. And then on the other end, 
they consider other fields, more traditional CTE areas, culinary arts, cosmetology, 
automotive technology, or pharmacy technology. Do you view CTE in a similar sense? 

Respondent: I would say that CTE courses geared to vocational work like cosmetology and 
aeromechanics, those students are not really looking at us because we don’t offer 
those things, we don’t offer culinary arts or cosmetology. Those are more vocational 
and can be served by a two-year school. So, not sugar coating it, but they don’t need 
to go to a four year institution if that’s really what they want to do. But cyber security 
and engineering, that’s a good base. It’s not going to hurt them and they have a little 
bit of a foundation. But college level classes are completely different than what can be 
taught at the high school. “If you are looking at going into engineering, definitely take 
CTE engineering.” No! I’d much rather tell them “if you have the opportunity, take AP 
physics take an extra calculus class. Once you’re in college, you’re going to have to 
take those classes again to get into any engineering school or continue on in the 
process of getting a n engineering school” 

HR: That’s a very good point and that echoes some of the things I’ve heard from other 
leaders. It’s great these courses are offered, but they can’t replicate what can be 
offered by an institution of higher education. This is something you’ve talked about 
already, but APS is interested in the ways in which CTE courses can relate to students’ 
intended majors in the admissions process. Do students indicate their intended 
majors in the application process? 

Respondent: They can. We give them an option to list their major, or if they want to go in 
undecided. 

HR: Does this indication have any bearing on their acceptance? 
Respondent: It’s more of a general indication. We feel that you start off as a clean slate in college 

and so we see the statistic very clearly. I don’t know if you know this, but the national 
statistic is 80% of freshman nationwide change their major at least once. At least 
once. So let’s say they want to go into nursing, they could switch. Eight out of ten 
students in accounting are probably going to switch. So it might apply to finance too. 
We’ve seen a lot here lately, that there is a lot more influence from parents and 
friends on what a student may study. 

HR: Are there particular areas that you are seeing students being influenced by their 
environment? And then they switch majors? 

Respondent: The health sciences. Everyone wants to go to med school, but they don’t really 
understand how long and tedious the process is. It’s more parents saying “this is 
where you’ll make the most money.” It’s unfortunate, because we do need people 
who are good at research like yourself. Or people who want to go into education and 
help the next generation. If we were all doctors, this world would be a world full of 
doctors with nothing else. It’s a catch-22. Everyone that wants to go to law school, 
that’s another career that makes a lot of money, but there is a lot of stress and 
students finds this out in college. And the work you’re putting in a political sciences or 
biology 404, you realize how much work is going into one specific subject and then 
there are at least another 8 years of this. The liberal arts are easier to switch in and 
out of. But health sciences and pre-law. 

HR: I think one argument that has come up in the district is that potentially these CTE 
courses – and lumped into that would be AP and honors courses – would help 
students come to these realizations sooner. Do you think there is merit to this 
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argument? Or is it more like, you can only make that decision once you are at the 
college level? 

Respondent: Biology and AP anatomy can kind of start to open their eyes, but you are not going to 
slowly. This is no knock on any educator teaching AP courses. Normally what high 
school students learn in a year, they learn in 14 weeks in one semester in college. So 
it’s a much shorter amount of time. And so a whole year compared to 14 weeks. I 
think the pace of it, you could never mimic the pace of the class. Even the dual 
enrollment classes are different because some are, I think in northern Virginia, most 
of the dual enrollment courses are taken at the high schools now. So they are making 
it available to students and that’s great because it’s opening their eyes to college and 
what they could possibly expect in college but it will never mimic it. 

HR: That makes sense. I have one more topic to discuss before we wrap up. It has to do 
with representing CTE participation during the application process. For the sake of 
argument, say that the student has a solid background in their core academic courses 
and they have also taken CTE courses, what would you recommend being the best 
way to talk about this decision in an interview or essays? 

Respondent: The CTE to me, really don’t affect my decision at all, if they have a strong core 
background. 

HR: You would say, it’s not necessary to address them at all?  
Respondent: Right. 
HR: What would be your advice to APS as they look at CTE programs? Is there a way that 

they could communicate the rigor of these courses with you and other admissions 
officers effectively? Or is it just not something that needs to be addressed? 

Respondent: It’s kind of like being between the sword and the wall. I completely agree with giving 
students more options. Like you said, it could possibly make sur that they are 
interested in engineering or cyber security in high school and develop interests, but 
the other part of me wants to say, are all books up to date, how are they allocating 
money properly? Are they going to spend it all on the CTE classes and training 
teachers for those classes, when we have students who can’t make it past Algebra II. 
You know what I mean? We firmly believe that the most successful students have at 
least an Algebra II or higher course in their math curriculum which is one of those 
things that we’ve noticed. When they come with this, they do better, their retention 
levels are higher. I would much rather see a focus going to all students to make sure 
they have Algebra II by their junior year. And making sure that the budget is being 
appropriated to the Core curriculum at the end of the day.  

HR: Lastly, any final points you’d like to make about anything we’ve discussed? 
Respondent: Just, academies are great. But again, I was on this panel with schools like UVA and 

William and Mary and Virginia Tech and we all came to an agreement that academies 
are great, but if they aren’t balanced in math and English, what is the point of a music 
academy? Colleges look at everything differently, but for a fact we want balanced and 
well-rounded as opposed to someone who is strictly math heavy. You need to figure 
out a way to let these students find an interest in high school, but still finish the 
rounded curriculum, but they can hone in in college or at the master’s level. Never in 
my life did I think I would be in education.  You find something that you’re passionate 
about, but you actually end up developing that in college, not in high school. 

HR: Right. Excellent. Thank you so much for taking the time to speak with me. I really 
appreciate it. As we discussed earlier, we are happy to share with you a redacted copy 
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of the final report. Research is ongoing and we do not have an exact deadline at this 
point, but approximately 4 to 6 weeks.  Can you confirm the best email to deliver this 
report to you? 

Respondent: Yes. 
HR: You mentioned before that you wouldn’t mind being cited directly by name, title, and 

organization. Is this still true? 
Respondent: You can use my title and name. I would keep the university out of it because I 

wouldn’t want to speak for them. This is just how I look at it. 
HR: Happy to do that. In case we have any further questions about your responses we 

may contact you for clarification. If we conduct similar studies in the future, are you 
willing to be contacted again for participation? 

Respondent: Yes, that’s fine with me. 
HR: Thank you for your answers and for participating in our study. 
Respondent: I appreciate it.  
HR: Goodbye. 
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UNIVERSITY D 

Anonymous. University D. Telephone interview, May 12, 2016.  
 
Hanover 
Research: 

I have some more details to share with you as a part of informed consent. I 
want you to know that your participation is completely voluntary. You can 
choose not to answer any question and you can end our interview at any 
time without penalty. We will keep the information you provide 
confidential and neither your name nor the name of your organization will 
be associated with your answers unless you give us permission to do that. 
We may use your anonymous information in our research library or to 
address other research needs in the future. 
 

Respondent: Okay. 
 

HR: And so should you choose to complete the interview, we would be happy 
to share with you a redacted copy of our final report as a thank you for 
your time. In this report will be summarizing this and other interviews as 
well as kind of supplementary secondary information and literature. Of 
course, we can revisit this at any point during our interview and after you 
have heard my questions but do you have any initial thoughts about how 
you would like to be cited or otherwise addressed in this report. 
 

Respondent: Yeah, well, I mean I appreciate you asking. What I would say is if it is okay 
with you, I might actually, so I am one of the Assistant Deans in our office 
and I am the Regional Dean for Old Town Alexandria but when it comes to 
matters like this, if it's all the same to you, I would likely after we are done, 
just run it by my boss, our Dean of Admissions, and to see if he has a 
preference and circle back up to you, if that's okay. 
 

HR: Perfect, yeah of course, that works very well. In the meantime, I will plan to 
keep everything anonymous until I hear otherwise from you and if he 
would like to keep it that way, we are happy to do that. Great, to begin, I 
would just like to hear kind of a broad level and you can be as brief as you 
would like with this very broad question, but what types of courses or 
academic activities have the greatest potential to distinguish an applicant, 
generally speaking? 
 

Respondent: Is this question saying the context, you just want to know the actual type of 
classes they can take as that what you look at more or something like that? 
 

HR: Sure, I mean, I am thinking of the academic aspects of their application. 
What are the key high priorities, things that you are looking for? 
 

Respondent: Yeah, well I think my answer, at least in an academic context because it is 
very much true that I kind of speak to our overarching review process in 
that we do really embrace the holistic approach. Academics are extremely 
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important as they should be right, I would argue in a review process. We 
take all different talents and strengths an applicant brings to the table into 
consideration equally. It all has a voice, a presence in our review process. 
Academics yes but also extracurricular involvements, personalities, how 
teachers describe them so on and so forth right. When it comes to the 
actual academic side of things, how an applicant can stand out, how I 
would describe it when giving an information session here on campus to 
visitors is that really all we can ask of a student is that in their school 
context, after school, are they taking full advantage of the educational 
resources available to them at that school which is a very kind of general 
statement to make but what I mean by that is at a school whether a school 
offers a combination of CTE courses but also AP, IB, Dillon Romans, Honors, 
whatever it happens to be, whatever combination, they look to that 
student at that school, are they taking a combination of those classes that 
generally and honestly challenges them in the classroom. 
 

 All right, so that's one thing we are looking at is that given the classes 
available to the student, did they take a challenging course schedule? Often 
times how we best gauge that, get a sense of is this challenging in this 
school context is I am sure you are familiar with this idea of secondary 
school reports or a school profile, right, where the school actually details 
for us in their minds, right in their expertise of knowing their school very 
well, what classes are challenging based on what students can take, what is 
more or less challenging in their eyes. 
 

 Then, we will go from there and really use their input in terms of what 
classes are like at their school to gauge how challenging a student's 
schedule is. Then on top of that, actually taking those classes, you always 
want to see students doing well in those classes. For us, we don't put an 
average GPA or expected GPA for most students out there just because we 
don't have one but suffices to say that approximately 80 to 85% of our med 
students on a given yearly basis are in the top ten percent of the 
graduating classes. I do think that there, if I am rambling too much you can 
cut me off. 
 

HR: No perfect. 
 

Respondent: I was just doing a panel actually at T.C. Williams, up in that area last week 
and there was a question kind of centered around this topic of CTE, do you 
look upon them favorably or do you look down upon them. I forget exactly 
what the question was, it was something along those lines. Especially in 
Virginia, right so Fairfax County, Old Town Alexandria, I think that students 
can get in these swim lanes right where they assume I have to take all 
these AP and IB enrollment classes and nothing else. I don't have time to 
take CTE classes or honors classes or whatever it happens to be. I just told 
the audience that I really don't want students to adhere to that. I want to 
push back against that because yes we are looking for students to 
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challenge themselves academically and do well but more importantly than 
that, I think a big purpose in education whether it is high school, college, or 
both, is to explore your interests inside and outside the classroom and 
discover new passions. 
 

 It think the best way to do that is to lead a balanced lifestyle and give 
yourself a chance to take CTE, Arts classes that most interest you to give 
yourself time outside of school to pursue academic or extracurricular 
activities that you are really passionate about. I want students to really 
believe that because that plays out our review process very much so that 
we are not looking you know from Old Town Alexandria if students have 
this number of AP classes and they will have this number of AP classes and 
not competitive, that is just not the case. They can be a very balanced 
individual. Yeah I am taking challenging classes but bring more in overall 
strengths to the table that they have taken time to actually pursue in a 
meaningful way. If we get that sense from an applicant, they can be 
exceedingly competitive in our progress. So, I will stop there, that was a 
long answer, I am sorry. 
 

HR: No, that was an excellent answer. You hit on a lot of other important 
questions I had perfectly so let's talk a little bit about trends among CTE 
courses on transcripts. Do you see these courses frequently and can as a 
follow up, any changes either in overall growth or particular growing 
disciplines within CTE transcripts? 
 

Respondent: It's a great question. Would I say there, golly how do I want to answer this? 
I wouldn't say they are exceedingly common. I think it's entirely school 
context dependent but if I am reading applications from , in our office we 
do read all applications from our specific regions. Like I told you, my in-
state region is Old Town Alexandria but you know New York out of state, 
my colleagues read applications from all over the country and globe and I 
do as well you get exposed to applications from lots of different regions 
and so I don't get the sense that they are overwhelmingly common or at 
least in the sense that students who do elect to take them it's not the case 
where it's entirely CTE. 
 

 It will be a combination of AP, honors, CTE, all of the above. Specific classes 
that I have seen when it comes to applications for lots I would say business 
oriented ones, I would say I have seen in terms of entrepreneurship and 
accounting things like that, culinary classes, some agricultural classes right. 
I think a distribution of some of those main categories that are out there 
that I have seen in our process in the applications that I  have seen. I really 
haven't, I mean to be completely transparent, I am wrapping up my second 
full year in reading applications for Old Town Alexandria and being part of 
the admission review process on our committee and so in that sense I don't 
even think I can really give you a good sense of what [inaudible 00:09:50] 
or reduction in number of classes taken in an overall sense in that limited 
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two-year frame. 
 

HR: Sure, sure, yes. You have definitely described this already a little bit but 
what role do these courses play in the admissions process. It sounds like it 
doesn't necessarily hurt a student's profile. In what ways can it help and in 
what ways can it hurt, if that makes sense? 
 

Respondent: Yeah, yeah, it's a great question. I mean in terms of helping, again, I would 
just kind of go back to what I was describing earlier in that I think there is a 
misconception out there of most students and parents especially that 
colleges are just looking for these out of this world, like honors, AP, dual 
enrollment students. We just want to see students who are taking those 
and the point I was trying to make during this panel is that you know sure 
and I think any college is being honest will say that they want to see very 
strong academic applicants but the misconception is that you have to be 
strong academically or take CTE, like those are mutually exclusive ideas 
which they are not. I would say that overarching purpose to our processes 
is getting a sense for the well roundedness of an individual, you know what 
are they bringing yes academically but otherwise as well. 
 

 A CTE class can help I guess if that is the right word in the sense that, that 
can show us that the students may have the strong passion for agricultural 
sciences, culinary arts, business accounting, whatever it happens to be and 
they have taken time to take classes in those fields and done well in those 
fields. That gives us a sense of yes, the student is strong academically but 
they have other interests as well if you will because they took these classes 
and also the student groups outside of the classroom to be involved with 
them outside the classroom. It helps in that sense to giving us a better idea 
of a just the well-rounded interests of a student and the fact that they 
haven't just limited themselves to straight I guess you know academic like 
the sciences, the maths, the four languages, the histories. 
 

 They have taken time to explore other subjects other topics in a meaningful 
and thorough way by taking a class in that subject. In terms of hurt, I don't 
know if hurt is the right way to put it, but I would say that you know a point 
that I made earlier is that we want to see a student take full advantage of 
the classes available to them so if a student was taking almost entirely CTE 
classes and weren't taking upper level courses in say Math or History, 
English, languages those more historically defined academic subjects that 
may not be as rigorous of a schedule as several other applicants who 
receive from that same school in that given admission cycle. 
 

 So, I think I have said this now probably what like five or six times, bringing 
a balance approach to learning. So, I will encourage students to no end to 
explore those interests if they have them whether it is CTE, Arts or 
otherwise but just balance those interests with taking accounting classes in 
those more, what's the word I am looking for, those more kind of standard 
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if you will or have [inaudible 00:13:50] like I was saying other than sciences, 
maths, histories, English's, languages, so on and so forth. 
 

HR: Great. 
 

Respondent: I hope that answers your question. 
 

HR: Yes, oh perfectly, yeah and I think so again going back to something you 
mentioned, well my next question has to do kind of with from your end 
determining what are sort of high level CTE courses and more basic and it 
seems like that plays into this again, I don't like to use the word helping and 
hurting but in order for you to assess is this student taking full advantage of 
their academic environment. It sounds like and you mentioned this that 
you would then turn to the secondary school report to try to get a context 
of what the CTE means and the context of the school. How can APS and 
schools within APS, do this effectively. Should it be kind of only within the 
secondary school report or are there other ways that they can sort of 
"market" their CTE courses and convey to you? 
 

Respondent: Yeah, I think it's a great question. I would say that I think, this panel that I 
was just doing recently was just colleagues at you know Virginia Tech and 
UVA and University of Richmond. So, big local schools JMU and my sense 
that we all kind of drew is the same way in the sense that review very 
strongly look to the secondary school report in and of itself. It is like the 
actual school profile where it details the different classes that are offered 
and what those types of you know the rigor and curriculum associated with 
those classes. I would say as parts of the secondary school report, I don't 
know if you have seen one of these or so basically it includes the school 
profile itself and a section for the counselor writing on behalf of that 
student to chime in as well both in terms of, you know on a common 
application at least and those who were common at school. 
 

 There is a kind of gradient with different categories and that this counselor 
can put checks in and some of those pertain to the actual schedule and 
class that the student has actually taken. Basically, there is ways on 
national school reports for the counselor to go this check system but also a 
letter on behalf of the student. On a case by case basis, if there was a 
student who took lots of these CTE classes, there is room on the actual 
guidance counselor letter for this counselor to advocate on behalf of that 
student saying this student took some CTE courses and they did so for X, Y, 
or Z reasons. 
 

 I think that the student took a very rigorous course schedule for X, Y, and Z 
reasons so we do really look for the input of the counseling staff 
themselves right because they have worked with these students very 
closely and over a meaningful period of time throughout their high school 
career. So, just to answer your question I would just say the school profile 
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but more so just how the counselor actually talks about the student's 
schedule and program in the letter that they sent to us on the student's 
behalf. 
 

HR: Great, excellent. Shifting gears slightly, we've talked about how APS and its 
schools and its counseling staff can talk about their CTE courses and a 
student's general academic load. How have you seen affective ways of 
students demonstrating and talking about their decision and their 
experiences participating in CTE courses? 
 

Respondent: Yeah, I would say to kind of make the conversation a little bit lighter, I 
mean just in terms of advocating for themselves sort of like a schedule 
decision or schedule choices for classes. I would say absolutely. I would say 
on the application itself in addition to the students pulling out their 
extracurricular involvement and sometimes we will see those CTE and 
other interests in the clubs they decided to pursue, right, outside the class 
and throughout the high school career so it can manifest itself there and 
how they have been involved in other classes with their student groups. 
Some students will write about it as part of their essays if they elect to 
write their essays that they write as part of their application on that 
subject. 
 

 More common, I would say the most common option is that there is a 
section on the application that is just called additional information. I think 
sometimes students can just look at that and not want to put anything 
there because they don't think it is going to be seen or read or what have 
you but we read as our staff, all six and myself, you know we read all parts 
of the application that the student decided to share with us. 
 

 Many students take that additional information section to really detail 
whatever they want to provide additional information about on their 
application and sometimes students will. If it is uncharacteristically low 
grade in a particular class or they decided to take this class over this other 
class, or whether it is a CTE over this or an honors instead of an AP. 
Whatever it happens to be right or a history class as opposed to taking a 
fourth year of math senior year. Whenever they make these thought out 
schedule decisions, students who advocate for themselves into detail why 
they made that choice on their application, it just gives us as an admission 
committee more context to go with and a better understanding of why 
they made that choice. 
 

 I would say to students, I would always tell them to do that. We don't view 
that as an excuse or the student trying to explain away a choice they made. 
It is the student actually taking the time to write why they did that decision 
or course schedule and so that is what I would say for that. Whenever an 
application gives them the chance to give clarifying information about their 
schedule or other parts of their application, take advantage of it so we will 
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have a better idea of where the student is coming from. 
 

HR: Great and yeah I think just kind of a final, very open-ended question for 
you here. What kind of advice would you give to APS about just kind of 
supporting students and like you said having a balanced sort of experience 
when it comes to academic and extracurricular life and with particular 
focus on courses that would fall under CTE? Anything, final you would like 
to highlight? 
 

Respondent: Yeah, another great question. I would say that, I am just going back to that 
first answer I was giving, is that I think APS and other very prominent, 
powerful, well known, and respected school systems have the ability to set 
the tone. I would just encourage them that, I think you know at 
[REDACTED] we clearly do and I think most top schools and universities 
know the caliber of students coming out of this school system. Right, it is a 
phenomenal school system and that goes without saying. I don't want 
them to feel as if again, like the CTE classes are lesser or students who take 
these classes are viewed as being lesser. 
 

 I mean it couldn't be further from the truth. I would just have them 
encourage them that if they feel it's right and again they know their 
students and they know what's right for their community, but to feel okay 
inviting students to explore their various interests whether it is CTE or 
otherwise. To not feel, how to best phrase where I am going, I think it is 
part of this larger dialog right. I have had schools reach to me about 
limiting the number of AP classes students can take in a given year or 
advance degrees versus non advance degrees and here this is is no CTE 
classes or not to offer CTE classes. It is all part of the same dialog I think of 
just how to best produce young scholars and students and members of the 
community who are competitive and [inaudible 00:22:59] them in the 
college admissions process specifically. 
 

 I am taking the the [inaudible 00:23:07] kind of say this overarching point 
that I've already made but just to have confidence knowing that students 
who take these types of classes can still very much be competitive in our 
review process specifically you know based on where I am coming from 
that if a student wants to take these classes to not shy away from allowing 
them to do so and offering these classes for students to have these 
interests and just knowing that if they do that and take these classes, the 
CTE courses, but supplement them with other vigorous classes and are 
involved in outside the classroom, and perform well in these classes and to 
have advocates in their school who can advocate for the students and so 
on and so forth. 
 

 If all these pieces come together with CTE classes as part of the student's 
back story and background in the school community, they can still be very 
effective and be very competitive in our applicants. They are not at a 
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disservice or a disadvantage for haven taken these classes. I do think this is 
a valuable part in the education process and you know before I came to 
[REDACTED], I taught at a school in North Carolina, a public high school, 
where lots students did take the CTE classes. I view them as very useful for 
our students, right. I think they expose them to new skills, new knowledge, 
new ways of thinking, I don't know just different outside of the standard 
classes that these students usually take. I would just always encourage if 
there's an interest and if you are comfortable taking those if they are 
interesting in them. Yeah, I feel like this interview, that I have just talk, I 
have kind of rambled a bit because I am coherent to explaining to you. 
 

HR: Oh yes, without a doubt. You have been very, very helpful so I appreciate it. 
Yes, just some final wrap up pieces here. I did mention before the interview 
information anonymous, both at the individual and institution level. Would 
it be helpful if I forwarded along some of the interview questions that I 
asked you or would you rather wait and get a copy of the analysis and 
summary for you to kind of run by your Dean of Admissions. 
 

Respondent: Whatever, I would say all those options sound great to me. It could be 
enough that if you could send me the questions that were covered and I 
will give those to Tim our Dean and see what input he has. If he comes back 
wanting to see the analysis before committing to anything or what have 
you, then I will let you know and we can just go from there. 
 

HR: Sure, that sounds good. 
 

Respondent: Yeah, great, the questions would be fantastic. I appreciate you sending 
those. 
 

HR: Of course and the final report should be ready in four to six week range so 
you can expect that then. In the case that we have further questions about 
your responses or that we have similar studies in the future, are you willing 
to be contacting again for participation? 
 

Respondent: Yes, absolutely. You have my phone number and my email, absolutely, 
that's no problem. 
 

HR: Great, okay, fantastic. Great, well thank you so much for taking the time. 
Again, I really appreciate it and if you have any questions after we hang up, 
definitely, reach out. I will be in touch in with interview questions but any 
questions what we talked about or the research that we are doing more 
broadly. I did actually have one final question for you. It sounded like that 
panel you participated in at T.C. Williams was really kind of right up the 
alley of this research, do you have any more information about that panel 
or whether there is kind of like a record or public kind of record of it. 
 

Respondent: I don't know if there is a public record, so it related to the structure a bit, so 
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it was about eight of us on the panel from different institutions and it was 
moderated by two members of the T.C. Williams counseling staff and they 
would just kind of give us various questions that covered a whole bunch of 
different topics which we would talk about. One of the questions was 
specifically about CET courses, about how those are viewed in the review 
process and I think the answers given pretty much echoed what we 
discussed today. 
 

HR: Great. 
 

Respondent: In terms of public record, I don't know. Well, the T.C. Williams counseling 
staff is phenomenal so I have no doubt that if you were to talk to them for 
any input they would want to give or to talk to them they would be more 
than happy to kind of have a dialog with you for sure because they are 
really good people over but public record, I don't think so. 
 

HR: Yeah, and I can reach out them, yeah, fantastic. Well, thank you again so 
much for all of your help today. I appreciate it and have a great rest of your 
afternoon. 
 

Respondent: Yeah, thanks again for your call and best of luck with this study and 
research. 
 

HR: Oh, thank you very much. 
 

Respondent: Yep, sure thing. All right, take care. 
 

HR: Goodbye. 
 

Respondent: Bye. 
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