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Who is Chicago Public Schools?

Chicago Public Schools provides a wide range of high-quality educational programs and 
engaging learning environments that meet the individual needs of all students and 
prepare them for success in college, career and civic life.

We serve over 320,000 students in Chicago within 514 schools.

Of those schools, 91 are high schools serving grades 9-12 and represent over 100,000 
students.
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Learn. Plan. Succeed.
CPS has established the Learn. Plan. Succeed. initiative to to help guide all CPS students  
in reaching postsecondary success.

Goal: All CPS graduating seniors will have a formal postsecondary plans that aligns with 
one of six pathways

● College
● Employment
● Military
● Gap Year
● Job Training Programs
● Apprenticeships

https://www.cps.edu/services-and-supports/college-and-career-planning/learn-plan-succeed/
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Career and Technical Education
In order to support Learn. Plan. Succeed. and expose students to various career fields, 
CPS has established career-focused experiential learning programs, sometimes called 
Career and Technical Education (CTE), provide students with opportunities to explore 
careers and gain marketable skills while still in high school.

● Agricultural Sciences
● Architecture and Construction
● Business
● Culinary and Hospitality
● Education and Training
● Health Science

● Information Technology
● Law and Public Safety
● Manufacturing and Pre-Engineering
● Media and Communication Arts
● Personal Care Services
● Transportation

https://www.cps.edu/academics/career-and-technical-education/
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Why partner with other organizations?
Historically, a number of CPS high schools have developed and implemented their own 
CTE programs.

Due to challenges with school capacity and in an effort to create more equitable 
opportunities for all CPS students, we decided to partner with nonprofit organizations 
who provide work-based learning opportunities and internships.
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Our Mission & Objective

Objective- To empower Young Professionals with the 
knowledge and skills to achieve:

● Career success
● Upward mobility
● Economic self-sufficiency

Our mission is to provide pathways to career success for high school students in 
underserved communities through skills training, meaningful work experiences, and 
impactful relationships.
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Our Impact
Who we serve:
● Current High School Junior
● On track to graduate
● Eligible to work in the U.S.
● 93% Identify as a Person of Color
● 53% First-Generation College Student
● 73% Qualify for free/reduced lunch

Outcomes:
● 100% Graduate from high school on time
● 100% Apply and are accepted into a post-secondary program
● 93% Enroll in College
● 53% Complete a BA/BS in 6-years or less
● 62% Earn the same or more than one  parent/guardian by 25
● 22% Earn the same or more than two parents/guardian by 25
● $60,000 Median income for alumni

“Genesys Works Chicago 
put me on the right path. I 

graduated from college 
and my brothers followed 

in my footsteps.” 

Manuel-Class of 2011
AT&T Intern

Employed by TransUnion

1,300+ Students Served
80+ School Partners

50+ Corporate Partners
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Our Program Model

7-weeks of paid training

Professional & Technical Skills

Opportunity to earn internship

800-hour paid internship

Monday-Friday: 1-5 pm

Receive credit and grade

Program Coordinator and 
Supervisors partner to support 
Intern
Earn up to $15,000

60-hours of post-secondary 

planning support

Required to apply to min. 5 

programs

Receive credit and grade

Academic Support

Career Coaching

Internship & Job 

Opportunities

Skills Training Paid Internship College and Career 
Coaching Alumni Support

During Senior YearSummer Post-Graduation
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Lessons Learned & Best Practices
● Clear & Consistent communication is VERY important
● Always consider the insights of your school partners
● Learn and understand the needs of each school 

partner and their students
● Involve parents and school champions in student 

performance 
● Create a strong onboarding and training process for 

supervisors
● Remember that soft skills are the most important to 

cultivate in students- technical skills can follow!
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Presented by: 

Junior Achievement of Central IL
● Angie Houck, Program Director 
● Mary Pille, President

Tazewell-Mason Counties Special Education 
Association
● Meghan Brake, Youth Services Coordinator

 
Special Education Association of Peoria County
● Jodie Vanderheydt, Transition Specialist & 

STEP Vocational Coordinator
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● Overview 
● Background 
● Objectives 
● PaCE Framework Correlations 
● School Partner Spotlight 
● Measurable Outcomes
● Best Practices 
● Q & A 
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Overview

● What is CareerSpark? 
 

● Classroom & event-based learning experience to introduce 8th 
grade students to career clusters & high school students to 
apprenticeships,  jobs, and internships  

● Virtual and/or in-person 
 

● What is JA Inspire? 
 

● Learning experience designed to wrap around 
                     a career expo  

● Helps make a career expo more than a field trip – ensures 
students are prepared ahead of time and have action steps 
afterwards 
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Background
● Partner organization: Greater Peoria Economic Development Council 
● Student Impact & Growth

○ First year of implementation: Fall 2017 
■ 1,342 8th grade students & 16 Schools 

○ Fall 2023 
■ 3,548 8th grade students & 65 Schools 
■ 10 counties & 36 cities/towns

○ Expansion to serve high schools 
■ 2023-2024 Goal = 3,600 high school students
■ 77% to goal as of today = 2,760
■ 21 high schools & organizations
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Objectives & 
PaCE Framework
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Objectives

● Help prepare 8th – 12th grade students for successful futures 
● Focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion
● Help schools meet PaCE Framework objectives for grades 

8-12  despite school budget & transportation barriers
● Help employers promote high growth, high demand careers in the 

region 
● Obtain student impact-centered measurable 
     outcomes  

● Long term goal: potential longitudinal study 
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PaCE Framework Correlations

CareerSpark & JA Inspire 
align with PaCE Objectives 

● Career Exploration & 
Development 

● Financial Literacy 
● Post-Secondary Education 

Exploration, Preparation, 
and Selection 
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School Partner 
Spotlight & 
Measurable Outcomes
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School Partner Spotlight 
● Career Summit for Peoria area special education high 

school students with mild disabilities
● Approximately 150-250 students annually
● Career cluster-focused breakout sessions with guest 

speakers
● Career Toolkit sessions

○ Job Readiness Skills & Preparing for an Interview
○ CareerSpark - You're Hired!
○ Dress for Success and First Impressions
○ Social Media and Its Impact on finding a job

● Mock Interviews
● College & Career Fair

High School Partners
Meghan Brake

Youth Services Coordinator
Tazewell-Mason Counties Special 

Education Association

Jodie Vanderheydt
Transition Specialist & 

STEP Vocational Coordinator
Special Education Association of 

Peoria County
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Measurable Outcomes
● Student, educator, & volunteer surveys done 

annually 
● Student pre/post program surveys with unique 

non-identifiable information matched (pre to 
post) for data analysis 

● Expanded to partner with area special education 
associations for annual Career Summit beginning 
Spring 2023

● First geographic expansion: Springfield 
CareerSpark STEAM Expo, April 25, 2024

After participating in CareerSpark & 
JA Inspire, I feel I am better prepared to 

make an informed decision about
my high school plans.

Favorable (Agree - Strongly Agree) = 74.8%
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Best Practices
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Best Practices

● Make friends with your Regional Office of Education (ROE) .
● Listen to educators – they know what they need & know their students best .
● Donʼt forget about students with disabilities!
● Plan with Accessibility in mind – do an Accessibility check  on all flyers, websites, videos, 

etc. (e.g.: closed captioning, alt text, large print, wheelchair accessibility).
● When planning virtual student participation, expect to have much fewer students than 

registered .
● Donʼt underestimate the power of paper – sometimes ʻold schoolʼ printed paper 

workbooks, worksheets are most effective & help reduce barriers of the digital divide .
● For in person career expos – focus on experiential, hands-on activities – not tables w/ 

brochures .
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Upcoming Webinars

Supporting and Scaling Postsecondary Readiness through 
Stakeholder Engagement and Continuous Improvement
April 23, 10–11 a.m. 
Register 

The AI-Ready Workforce
April 29, 1–2:15 pm.
Register

https://niu-edu.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZIud--qpjosHdDw78y6QIEgXEhnsdmS729v
https://niu-edu.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZModOCrrT4sEtRlXxQ-MOjJvaIhkAqSYvkI

