
How to Create Effective CTE 
Learning Spaces
By Dr. Christina Counts & Naomi Hartl

Career and technical education (CTE) engages students in hands-on, real-world learning. It prepares 
students for careers that are in high demand with the skills they’ll need for success. And it helps schools 
meet the needs of students who are unsure what path they want to pursue after high school.

During the 2016-17 school year, 83 percent of U.S. school districts offered CTE learning programs at their 
comprehensive high schools, according to federal data. However, launching an effective program can be 
difficult — and designing and equipping CTE learning spaces is one of the key challenges involved. In fact, 
nearly half of school districts (43 percent) cited facilities or space limitations as a “large” or “very large” 
barrier to implementing CTE learning programs for their students.

This guide is intended to help school systems create dynamic, modern learning spaces that effectively 
support high-quality CTE instruction. It includes advice for successfully designing, equipping, furnishing, 
and funding CTE learning spaces.

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018028.pdf
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DESIGNING MODERN LEARNING SPACES FOR 
CTE INSTRUCTION

How a learning space is designed plays a key 
role in supporting — or hindering — the type 
of instruction that takes place there. Whether 
you’re remodeling part of an existing building or 
constructing a whole new facility, the design you 
choose should seamlessly support rich, high-quality 
CTE instruction.

Here are four key strategies for doing so.

Begin with your learning goals in mind.

What do you want CTE instruction to look like? 
What activities will students be doing, and what 
skills are you hoping they’ll learn? The answers to 
these questions will help you determine how you 
should set up the learning space to facilitate CTE 
instruction. 

Although learning activities will obviously vary from 
one career path to another, they’re linked by some 
common elements. CTE is typically characterized 
by active, hands-on learning, in which students 
complete authentic, real-world tasks. In the process, 

they learn not only important career skills but 
also 21st century skills that are essential in any 
workplace environment, such as communication, 
collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity.

Think about the different kinds of activities 
involved in these tasks and how you can support 
them through effective learning space design. For 
instance, an architecture or engineering studio 
might have one zone where students research and 
plan out their ideas, equipped with mobile devices, 
whiteboards, and other tools for brainstorming and 
seeking inspiration; a separate zone for designing 
and prototyping, with high-powered computers 
for running CAD software, as well as work surfaces 
and materials for constructing; a third zone for 
testing designs; and a fourth zone for presenting 
ideas and sharing finished products, equipped with 
a digital projector and/or large-screen monitor. 

Look to modern workplaces for inspiration.

What better way to prepare students for 
certain career paths than to replicate the work 
environments they’re likely to encounter when they 
graduate? Although budgets might not always 

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/
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allow this, students should be working on the kinds 
of tasks they might see in the real world as much as 
possible, and in the types of settings, they’re likely to 
experience there.

Visit modern workplaces and take inspiration from 
these authentic environments when designing 
your CTE learning spaces. In today’s office spaces, 
for instance, you might see employees working in 
small, impromptu groups to solve a key problem. 
To support this kind of collaboration, many office 
spaces are designed with open common areas 
where employees can gather in flexible groups as 
needed. This simple design element can easily be 
reproduced in a CTE learning environment.

Focus on flexibility and adaptability.

Workplace standards and equipment change rapidly 
as technology evolves. When you’re designing CTE 
learning spaces, think about how you can make 
these spaces as flexible and adaptable to changing 
circumstances as possible. 

For example, use room dividers and/or strategically 
placed furniture to define learning spaces in ways 
that easily can be changed as necessary—and take 
advantage of movable furniture that quickly can be 
arranged into different configurations.

Consult NIOSH safety checklists.

Creating a safe working environment for students 
is of paramount concern. To accomplish this goal, 
the National Institute for Occupational Safety and 
Health (NIOSH) has published a series of safety 
checklists for administrators to consider as they’re 
designing CTE learning environments. 

The checklists are organized by career path, and 
they’re based on federal standards and regulations. 
The checklists are available here.

EQUIPPING CTE LEARNING SPACES FOR SUCCESS

To prepare students for successful careers, CTE 
programs should give them access to the same 
tools and equipment that professionals in those 
fields use every day. Here are three strategies for 
equipping CTE learning spaces in a way that will 
support student success.

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/2004-101/indexprog.html
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displays for students to use in collaborative group 
work. Power outlets should be easily accessible 
throughout the room for students to charge their 
devices. Think about what technologies you might 
need to connect students’ devices to printers, 
projectors, and interactive displays, so students 
can complete and share their work.

FURNISHING DYNAMIC LEARNING SPACES FOR 
CTE PROGRAMS

The type of furniture you choose for CTE learning 
spaces can have a big impact on the instruction 
that occurs there. You’ll want to invest in tables, 
chairs, and other furnishings that facilitate high-
quality learning experiences for students, rather 
than getting in the way of instruction. Here are 
some key strategies for doing so.

Choose flexible, movable furniture that can 
support active learning.

The most effective CTE instruction involves hands-
on learning activities in which students are working 
on authentic tasks and projects. Therefore, you’ll 
want to choose furniture that can support this 
more active style of learning. 

Tables and chairs that are on casters can be moved 
around the room to create fluid, agile learning 
spaces that serve many purposes. These flexible 
furnishings can support active learning quite 
effectively. 

With movable furniture, teachers and students can 
easily set up the room to support whatever activity 
they’ll be engaging in that day. What’s more, tables 
that fit together in multiple configurations — such 
as groups of three, four, or five — can support 
flexible group sizes for collaborative work.

Turn to experts in the field for advice.

Talk with established professionals within each career 
field to learn what kinds of tools and equipment 
students should be using in your CTE programs. 
Convene an advisory panel of industry experts who 
can help you develop standards and specifications 
for computer hardware, software, machinery, and 
other equipment and supplies you’ll need.

Give students access to the latest tools of the 
trade.

When planning your equipment needs, make sure 
your list includes the most up-to-date tools used 
in each profession. Students shouldn’t be learning 
with outdated technologies and methodologies.

For programs involving the use of 3D graphics, 
video editing, gaming, and other resource-intensive 
applications, make sure the hardware you invest in 
can support these applications without a hitch. For 
instance, you’ll want 64-bit, multi-core processors 
running at speeds of at least 2 GHz, with SSD 
drives for extra storage capacity and monitors with 
1920x1080 or higher resolution. Other common 
technologies found in CTE programs include 3D 
printers, scanners, laser cutters, and even virtual 
reality headsets.

Consider what infrastructure you’ll need to 
support the use of technology.

Of course, learning spaces must be able to support 
students’ use of these technologies, with enough 
devices for students to use or share as needed 
— as well as high-speed wireless connectivity for 
learning to occur seamlessly throughout the space. 

There should be a large-screen display for whole-
class instruction, as well as smaller, interactive 

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/
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Look for creative ways to store materials safely.

Equipment and materials will need to be stored safely and securely when not in use. Although traditional 
cabinets and storage units might meet your storage needs, you may find that space is at a premium. 

To maximize your use of CTE learning spaces, consider using creative alternatives for storing materials. For 
instance, Diversified Woodcrafts makes two-person or four-person workbenches with built-in storage 
cabinets located conveniently underneath. Classroom Select manufactures mobile STEAM / robotics 
workbenches that accommodate multiple students and contain built-in storage for supplies.

There are also several mobile storage solutions to choose from. Luxor makes a wide variety of mobile carts 
with storage bins for materials. Copernicus makes a 3D printer cart that enables schools to share printing 
equipment among various departments, while keeping everything that students need to print their designs 
close at hand.

FUNDING THE CREATION OF CTE LEARNING SPACES

The costs of furnishing and equipping CTE learning spaces with cutting-edge tools and materials can 
add up quickly. The good news is, there are many possible funding sources that can help. Here are some 
sources to explore.

Perkins grants

The Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act is a federal program that provides 
more than $1 billion for states to distribute in support of CTE programs. States allocate the grants to 

https://select.schoolspecialty.com/
https://www.schoolspecialty.com/shop-by-learning-model/makerspace/specialty-shops-makerspace-furniture-storage/workbench-526476
https://www.schoolspecialty.com/shop-by-learning-model/makerspace/specialty-shops-makerspace-furniture-storage/workbench-526470
https://www.schoolspecialty.com/classroom-select-robotic-workbench-48x24x36-inches-natural-2004422
https://www.schoolspecialty.com/classroom-select-robotic-workbench-48x24x36-inches-natural-2004422
https://www.schoolspecialty.com/shop-by-learning-model/makerspace/specialty-shops-makerspace-furniture-storage/luxor-mobile-bin-storage-unit-two-rows-16-bins-3-inches-deep-gray-1581419
https://www.schoolspecialty.com/shop-by-learning-model/makerspace/specialty-shops-makerspace-furniture-storage/copernicus-3d-printer-cart-1498248


6 | SchoolSpecialty.com | 1-888-388-3224

secondary schools and postsecondary institutions, 
with each state using its own formula for 
distributing the money.

To find your state’s Perkins Grant application, go 
to your state’s department of education website, 
find the Career and Technical Education section, 
and search for the Perkins Grant application. 
The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of 
Career, Technical, and Adult Education publishes 
additional information through its Perkins 
Collaborative Resource Network.

Title IV, Part A (Student Support and Academic 
Enrichment) grants

Like Perkins grants, Title IV, Part A funding is 
distributed to states in the form of block grants, 
and states pass along the funds to local school 
systems. School systems can use these grants 
to give all students access to a well-rounded 
education; improve school climate, safety, and 
conditions for learning; and support the effective 
use of technology to boost achievement. Look 
for more information on your state education 
department website.

Private and community foundation grants

Federal grants are just one of many potential 
funding sources you can use to support the 
creation of CTE learning spaces. Don’t overlook 
state, corporate, and private foundation grants as 
well. The nonprofit Foundation Center maintains 
an online directory of foundations in the United 
States and around the world; look for programs 
that support career education goals in particular.

Local bond campaigns

School bond referendums can provide much-
needed resources to equip schools with modern 
learning environments, including spaces and 
equipment for CTE instruction. The key to passing 
a successful bond measure is making sure the 
community understands why you needed the 
money — and how students will benefit. 

Behind every successful school bond campaign 
is a smart communication plan. This involves 
listening to stakeholders, using multiple channels 

to get your message across, and engaging the 
community in a two-way conversation about your 
proposal.

Community partnerships

Partnerships with local industries are essential for 
CTE success. Businesses are looking to your students 
for their future workforce, and they have a vested 
interest in helping to create robust CTE programs 
that train students for a career in their field. 

These partnerships will often include some kind 
of financial or in-kind assistance, such as grants or 
equipment donations. But even if local employers 
aren’t in a position to help you financially, they can 
still serve as invaluable resources. For instance, 
executives might serve on steering or advisory 
committees, volunteer to teach lessons, or 
provide students with internship or mentorship 
opportunities.

HOW TO LEARN MORE

A learning space that is well designed, furnished, 
and equipped can enhance the delivery of CTE 
instruction, preparing students effectively for a 
variety of careers.

School Specialty’s Projects By Design division can 
help you design such a learning space. To learn 
how, call (800) 305-0174, email projectsbydesign@
schoolspecialty.com, or go to www.
schoolspecialty.com/projects-by-design today.

Thank you to the educators and administrators 
of Alvin Independent School District and the JB 
Hensler College and Career Academy (JBH) in 
Manvel, Texas for the opportunity to photograph 
the results of your collaboration with School 
Specialty. The JBH is a 168,055-square-foot facility 
featuring specialized classrooms, such as a full 
cosmetology salon, a medical bay featuring six 
beds and an ambulance, a full culinary arts kitchen 
and bistro, an automotive center with paint booth, 
a full pet grooming salon, a veterinary technician 
work space, and more.

CTE Images of JB Hensler College and Career 
Academy © School Specialty 2020.
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