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ABSTRACT 

 
 

The School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 provided seed monies to educational 

institutions, if they were willing to form collaborative partnerships with members of the 

business and employer communities.  The goal was to build learning opportunities for 

students that would facilitate their seamless transition from the public school system into 

adult work-settings and/or places of post-secondary education, training, and skills 

acquisition.  An historical case study of school reform was conducted, using qualitative 

research methods that included extensive field observations, participant interviews, 

document analysis, phenomenological reflection and data reduction.  The lived 

experiences of 23 students and 14 community partners were juxtaposed against the 

recollected memories of the teacher-researcher, and analyzed in the context of complex 

change theory (Ambrose, 1987).  The point was to distill the essential themes that could 

shed light on the research question.  Those factors that were deemed to be influential in 

the development, delivery, or efficacy of the learning opportunities that were created as 

curriculum interventions, in support of this one piece of federal legislation, are discussed 

analytically, so as to make recommendations for similar practical programs with a career-

education or work-based learning focus.   
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 

Section 1.1 – The Rationale 

 

(A) - The Reform Initiative 

President Clinton signed the School-to-Work Opportunities Act on May 4
th 

of 1994, 

providing pockets of federal tax dollars to local educational agencies that were willing to 

establish cooperative working relationships with members of the business and employer 

communities.  The intent of the policy (Public Law 103 § 2, 108 Stat 568) was to better 

prepare young people for their inevitable transition out of the K-12 public school system, 

and on to their subsequent careers.  The policy (abbreviated herein as STWOA) was 

written to encourage the development of innovative curriculum projects that could 

facilitate the School-to-Work transition process for students leaving high school and 

entering the adult workforce for the first time.   

Educators and employers were expected to forge collaborative alliances with each 

other.  The goal was to exchange ideas, in order to create discrete learning opportunities 

for students, so as to teach them about the adult work world.  The grant monies were 

intended to stimulate the development of specific types of educational enrichment 

experiences for students.  Both direct instruction and authentic lived experiences would 

be designed, to help students see the value and importance of staying in school long 

enough to not only graduate from high school, but also to consider making an investment 

in post-secondary education, via either academic or occupational training programs.  

Students would be encouraged to consider the relevance between their educational 

decisions and their subsequent earning power.  Important objectives of the legislation 
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included raising student awareness of the range of potential careers, providing exposure 

to actual adult workplace settings, and developing activities that would foster long-term 

educational planning.  The hope was to provide students with the requisite knowledge 

and skills needed to make sound educational decisions related to their long-term 

aspirations for economic success (STWOA, 1994).   

The reform initiative dovetailed with federal expectations for school improvement 

in general.  This dissertation describes and analyzes how, when, where, and why I 

decided on a professional level to lend my own expertise in school design, curriculum 

development, and science and technology instruction to local efforts being organized to 

support the national policy.  The policy itself is no longer actively maintained, having 

been retired by design at the federal level.  The policy was written with a specific 

“sunset” date in mind, meaning that there was a limited amount of time in which each 

State in the union could apply for and receive the pockets of stimulus funds that were 

provided via the two federal agencies that were acknowledged to be responsible for 

implementation of the Act.  The U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department 

of Labor shared a joint responsibility for overseeing any budgetary obligations, as well as 

the management and distribution of funding, roles, and responsibilities that were 

subsequently delegated to State governments.  The policy itself was laid to rest in 2001, 

six years after the legislative act was passed at the federal level.  The reform movement 

lives on, however, having been passed over to each participating State, including 

Arizona.   
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(B) - Societal Concerns 

The School-to-Work reform movement emerged out of concerns related to the 

economic health of the country, as well as the financial well-being of individual citizens.  

Sponsors of the policy argued that there was evidence to suggest that young adults in the 

United States were entering the workforce inadequately prepared to succeed, making it 

difficult for our nation to compete in the modern international marketplace. They claimed 

that worldwide economic pressures were requiring a workforce that needed to be able to 

solve complex technical problems and that building a stronger workforce was perceived 

to be the key to national economic growth.  The decision to spend federal tax dollars to 

improve the system of education was justified as an investment in America‟s future, 

specifically in her productivity and competitiveness (STWOA, 1994).     

According to the policy‟s authors, approximately 3 million individuals between 

the ages of 16 and 24 leave school in any given year.  Most do not go on to either college 

or trade school, and some are leaving both school and home before their eighteenth 

birthday, the age of legal majority.  Many students “drop-out” of the public educational 

system, without having obtained a high school diploma before their departure.  As a 

result, they may not yet be ready to assume a productive and vital role within society 

(STWOA, 1994).   The topic represents more than just a rhetorical discussion or 

imaginary concern, as there are research studies available to indicate that American 

students do indeed struggle to find a secure economic foothold when they leave the safety 

and security of their parents‟ households to establish one of their own (Mishel, Bernstein, 

& Shierholz, 2009; Borman, 1991; Cote‟ & Allahar, 1996; Tannock, 2001).  
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Those students who are the least prepared to accept the challenges presented by 

adult life may find themselves in a precarious economic state (Junankar, 1987). Too 

many find themselves unemployed or living on wages that fall below the poverty line.  

As a result, these individuals may deplete their family‟s reserves of wealth while they 

struggle to establish themselves.  They may also become financially dependent upon 

limited social services.  Some become depressed by the situation, not knowing how to 

improve their lives.  Others find themselves part of a growing homeless population if 

their families and local communities are unable or unwilling to assist them during their 

transition to a suitable adult role.  The policy writers described these young adults as 

floundering economically (STWOA, 1994). Those people who are at the greatest risk for 

economic hardship are likely to be female (Edin & Kefalas, 2005), a minority (Males, 

1999), and/or disabled (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996).   

The current mechanism of public education and training in the United States was 

therefore presented within the policy as a deficit model, one in need of improvement.  

The curriculum being offered to students within traditional secondary school programs 

was perceived to be inadequate.  It was observed that most students who were still in high 

school were not registered in an appropriate sequence of classes that could prepare them 

for either a well-paying job or for college entrance.  Those that had exited the K-12 

system were often not enrolled in any type of post-secondary educational or training 

program that could provide them with additional occupational skills.  As a result, students 

were being encouraged by the educational system to learn less than what they were 

actually capable of (STWOA, 1994).    
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The vast majority of students were exiting high schools without the appropriate 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes deemed necessary to thrive in contemporary society.  

This was perceived to be problematic, in that the poorly-structured curriculum limited 

students from achieving their full potential.  Furthermore, young people were being led to 

believe that they could sustain themselves on the limited information provided in typical 

course offerings.  The traditional curriculum needed to be expanded, so that secondary 

students could acquire specific knowledge about jobs and post secondary education and 

training options that already exist in our country.  A linkage system needed to be created, 

to help youth make the connections between their schooling, part-time job experiences, 

and long-term career options.  The School-to-Work Opportunities Act (1994) was 

therefore crafted as one possible means of addressing these issues.   

The policy was never intended to replace older legislation, but rather to 

supplement those laws already in place.  The initiative embraced an integrated approach 

to learning, spanning the traditional domains of academic and vocational communities.  

Instead of tracking students into particular low-paying jobs, a common criticism of 

traditional vocational education (Oakes, 1985), the School-to-Work movement was 

designed to provide opportunities for all students to explore career options so that they 

would be able to make informed decisions about which paths to follow.  Instead of 

tracking only a small minority of students into college-preparatory courses, a common 

criticism of traditional academic education, students would be taught how to discern for 

themselves the costs and benefits of going to college, in the context of their long-term 

earning potential.   
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Strategies that encouraged higher order thinking skills such as goal setting, 

exploratory research, problem solving, educational planning, and career preparation were 

strongly recommended throughout the policy.   The legislative act encouraged students to 

take advantage of the K-12 system, as well as to help them understand the benefits of 

continuing their education and training even further.  An industry-recognized technical 

certificate and/or a bachelor‟s degree were recommended as the minimal goal that 

students should set for themselves.  The responsibility for planning an individual‟s career 

direction was therefore shifted out of the hands of the school system and placed more 

directly into the realm of the individual student‟s own consciousness.   

School-to-Work reform is considered to be a contemporary issue.  Vestiges of the 

original policy can still be seen today in the Arizona State Standards for Academic, 

Vocational, and Workplace Learning, as well as in local and state projects such as the 

Arizona Tech-Prep initiative that guides current Career and Technical Education 

programs.  I was hired on three separate occasions to bring what I already knew about 

such issues to the playing field. This research project includes an analysis of several 

curriculum projects that I created which were funded by the original policy and created in 

support of the theoretical tenets of the reform movement.  I did not fully appreciate the 

complexity of the expectations outlined within the law until I actually rolled up my 

sleeves to integrate the purported philosophies of the initiative into my own classroom 

practices.  This report describes how I personally interpreted the law, as I unraveled it 

piece by piece, as well as what I learned in the process and how I came (now) to be 

writing about these experiences in the context of a doctoral dissertation.    
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(C) - Researcher’s Stance 

This report is written in the past tense.  It is a reflective look back, over my 

shoulder, at a series of historical events that occurred in the context of my assigned 

teaching duties. Although the School-to-Work Opportunities Act was developed in 1994, 

it did not reach my own professional community until September of 1996.  I was assigned 

at the time as a classroom teacher at the middle school level, in a small rural community 

in Arizona.  I had already worked in the public school system for three years, teaching a 

variety of science and electives courses, following a decade-long career in private 

industry.   The reform movement showed up out of the blue, as far as we were concerned 

as practitioners.   

I volunteered almost immediately to take a leadership role in the process of 

integrating the goals of the reform policy into local curriculum development projects.  I 

had recently received a Master‟s degree with an emphasis in science curriculum 

development (specifically the environmental sciences, such as biology, earth science, 

ecology, and physical geography), and had already served on several district-level 

curriculum committees, when the new leadership opportunity presented itself.  Over the 

next decade I became totally immersed in creating learning opportunities for students in 

support of the original federal policy, as well as subsequent iterations of it that were 

adopted by the State of Arizona.   

My job was to create specific lessons, activities and curriculum materials that 

would support the concept of improving classroom instruction, so that it would be more 

engaging, more relevant, and more effective than “traditional” educational models.   
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Sometimes I was successful, and sometimes I landed square on my backside by 

the side of the road (metaphorically speaking).   Throughout the process I was 

encouraged to work cooperatively with the employer community to expand opportunities 

for children to see the relevance between what they were learning at school and what they 

might eventually do, to earn a living as adults.  Whenever possible, students were 

introduced to actual workplace environments both on and off the school campus.   

The projects I developed over the following years earned me a certain amount of 

critical acclaim at the time (not all of which I would judge to be appropriate in hindsight) 

and portions of the curriculum were presented as a model of excellence for public 

education.  I subsequently went on to work in two other school districts, where I quickly 

discovered that the subjects that I loved to teach were neither present nor wholly 

supported philosophically.  I therefore did my best to adapt and integrate my ideas into 

existing school structures.    

The primary intent of this dissertation is to describe the learning opportunities I 

created for secondary students (those in grades 7 through 12) from an educational 

program coordinator‟s perspective, in the context of the rituals undertaken and their 

educative purposes.  I developed a conceptual framework that should help readers 

understand the underpinnings of the primary legislative policy that drove the various 

projects, so as to help them recognize the intent of the reform movement.  I also outlined 

the areas that were problematic for me, so as to describe not only the difficulties I 

encountered, but also the attempts I made to overcome obstacles and barriers.   
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This study is written from a unique vantage point that is not traditionally included 

in applied educational research communities.  That is because most research studies on 

the public school system are conducted by researchers who are not themselves actively 

engaged in providing direct educational services to students (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

1993).  The reason that this dissertation can be written from a slightly different 

perspective is that I myself am both a teacher in the front ranks of the public school 

system and a graduate student who is simultaneously completing a clinical practicum as a 

budding researcher.  The program of study in which I am enrolled is designed to teach 

professional educators how to reflect deeply and seriously on the nature of their work.   

I have been conducting a research project on my own ideas, related to curriculum 

development and program implementation, in the context of deeming it necessary to 

improve my own performance on the job.  I decided, during the process of making my 

own professional development plans, to conduct a research project on my own praxis.  

Praxis is the process by which theory is translated into practice by individuals.  The 

concept was first described by Aristotle, to articulate the relationships between 

knowledge, goals, and practical action.  In this historical case study, the research 

examines the influential environmental factors and internal decisions made, as I 

interpreted the theoretical constructs of the reform policy and translated them into 

concrete practical lessons and activities for students within my own classroom.   The case 

study is unique in that it examines the processes by which one teacher-researcher 

engaged numerous stakeholders in the reform into her professional work.   
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The stories told herein are not always written in the practitioners‟ first-person 

voice. Thirty-seven private citizens also contributed perspectives on participation in the 

reform movement, but from their own unique vantage points.  Fourteen were members of 

the greater community, including both retired and active members of the workforce, as 

well as actual employers of my former students.  Twenty-three of the people in this 

project were my former students, the stakeholders for whom the reform was written.  All 

of the private citizens who volunteered to be interviewed for this study have asked to 

remain anonymous, so that they could speak openly about any experiences that they 

perceived to be problematic.  Their views provided rich insights from which to draw 

ideas for future curriculum development.  This writing task therefore describes and 

analyzes the curriculum projects I created in the context of developing appropriate 

program infrastructure, the purported educative value of each project, and whether or not 

my efforts were deemed worthwhile by those with whom I worked at the time.   

The goal herein is to shed light on how these activities were created in partnership 

with members of the professional science, technology, business and educational 

communities, and to distill what worked, what did not work, and why.  This dissertation 

therefore examines the relationships between policy and practical action, in the context of 

my own professional practice. My own lived experiences, as a participant in the School-

to-Work reform movement, are described in detail, outlining my accomplishments, 

failures, frustrations, sorrows, and joys.  Teacher-research is a relatively new research 

paradigm, but it is one that I have embraced herein.   
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(D) - Field Observations 

What attracted me to the School-to-Work reform movement in the first place was 

a personal connection to the philosophical goals of the policy, which by my subjective 

calculations at the time, seemed noble.  The ideological objective that was the easiest for 

me to embrace included the idea of empowering students.  The goal was to arm students 

with critical knowledge and experiences that would allow them to take a more active role 

in their own educational and career decisions.  I „bought in‟ to the idea that educators 

were at least partially responsible for preparing students for the time when they would be 

expected to make their own living.  Furthermore, I believed I had important background 

knowledge that could contribute to the local initiatives being discussed and planned.  I 

perceived myself to be a potential asset to the local site-based leadership team that was 

being assembled with other volunteers equally eager to participate in the reform. 

Before I entered this doctoral program of study in the summer of 1998, I had 

served for five years as a classroom teacher, and had assumed a leadership role as the 

coordinator of the School-to-Work program for the district in which I was employed at 

the time.   That phase of my professional career had yielded various interesting projects, 

which had been created collaboratively with members of the professional science, 

technology and business communities.  Each partner assisted me in providing career 

information to my students in the context of simple intervention strategies.  School-based 

activities brought partners to campus, while field trips allowed students to venture into 

adult job sites, often providing their first real glimpses into adult work settings.  Evening 

seminars complemented career awareness instruction that was integrated into the regular 
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school day.  Older students were encouraged to participate in a number of paid 

internships and/or to enroll in college-level classes while still in high school. 

After only a few years in that position, I was considered to be a local expert on the 

subject of School-to-Work curriculum integration.  The program that I had designed was 

beginning to receive both local and national attention, and was often touted as „a model of 

excellence.‟   But I was making many of my program design decisions privately and in 

isolation.  Too often I was left alone to evaluate the effectiveness or impact of what I was 

doing, without anybody else to bounce ideas off of.  I was receiving praise, and even a 

certain amount of glory, but I was increasingly uncomfortable with some of the claims 

that were being made by other people, related to the programs and projects I had created.   

By all outward appearances and local evaluation matrices, I was doing a fine job.  

My program was considered to be innovative and challenging, and thoroughly 

appropriate, according to any standards presented to me at the time.   But I was both 

observing and experiencing some troubling inconsistencies that I did not fully 

understand.  Furthermore, it seemed as if the more I accomplished, the more was 

expected of me.  So I found myself often forlorn and anxious, without yet fully 

understanding why.  I felt as if I was missing a piece of a puzzle, but I could not pinpoint 

a specific source for my discomfort.  There was an emotional dissonance that I was aware 

of consciously.  It was a subtle but persistent psychological conflict between what I 

believed I should be doing in the program and what I was actually able to accomplish.   

Some of the observations I was making at work, as well as those made in my 

civilian life, provided compelling evidence that the call for better School-to-Work 
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transition instruction was indeed justified.   I was the person assigned the task of helping 

young people find a job.  Sometimes the need was immediate, because the child had 

turned 18 years old and had been abandoned by their parent or legal guardian.  

Occasionally, the students were in their senior year of high school, approaching their 

scheduled graduation date, but many were not.  I was asked to help them find a job 

quickly because they were now the sole provider for their own economic security.   

I had students who were homeless, some who were teen-parents, and others who 

had been abandoned by their parents before reaching the age of majority.  A few were 

seeking help from a Child Protective Services System that was struggling to keep up with 

the claims made about neglect and abuse at home.  Some of my own students were 

discovered to be living on their own, or with extended relatives. Others were living in 

their cars, in abandoned buildings and even one in the hidden recesses above the ceiling 

tiles in the janitor‟s closet at our school.   

What many people reading this book may not realize is that young adults too 

often emerge tenderly into adult society without sufficient knowledge or preparation.  

They often have no idea of what is going to be expected of them, other than the fact that 

they now need to provide a roof over their own heads and food for their own bellies.  I 

observed some of these people discovering this grim fact after the reality had already 

taken place.  Ready or not, they were asked overnight to assume an adult identity and to 

take-over adult responsibilities because they were suddenly now „of legal age.‟  Never 

mind that they were not ready to make it on their own financially, biologically, 

emotionally or intellectually.   
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I had also been assigned to prepare and teach a career-education curriculum, 

which was improving each and every semester that it was taught.  It evolved over time, 

based on another source of data that other people may not be aware of.  Former students 

who had taken that class, and who had subsequently graduated from our high school, 

were coming back to campus each year, to speak to me personally about their own 

transition experiences.  Sometimes they returned just to ask me if I would serve on their 

behalf as an employment reference.   A few came to me to ask for specific leads on jobs 

or to seek assistance in rewriting their resumes.  Too often, however, they were coming to 

me personally for economic advice, or asking for assistance in solving specific issues 

related to their own unique School-to-Work transition experiences.   

The feedback received from my former students included general concerns about 

the careers course, as well as specific examples of how the curriculum and/or workplace 

learning opportunities could have been structured differently.  I listened intently to their 

ideas for improvement.  Some students reported that particular skills they learned in my 

classes were precisely the ones they needed to apply later, in order to solve specific 

transition problems that they had encountered first-hand.  There were also students who 

were obviously proud of their own transition accomplishments, including those who had 

been accepted to college or trade school, those who had landed scholarships, and those 

who had managed to set up a household of their own.  Many reported finding a job that 

would allow them the economic security to build a future for themselves.   

Other students were not as upbeat.  Some of the graduates that left our school 

campus admitted to me that their transition from our school to adulthood was more 
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difficult than they had anticipated or that I had imagined possible.  They were struggling 

economically, socially, and emotionally.  Several complained that there was too little 

emphasis in my classes placed on overcoming the realities of the economic burdens 

associated with transitioning to adulthood.  Others complained that portions of the course 

were silly, irrelevant or age-inappropriate.  And I was humbled to learn that many of the 

students returning to speak with me were people that I had mistakenly taken for granted 

to be above such problems.  In my naiveté I had internalized a bias that students coming 

out of my classrooms would somehow now possess the assets they needed to make it in 

our society without any more assistance.  These souls were struggling.  They were 

frightened and some of them were angry at me personally for not preparing them well 

enough for their first life experiences as adults.  They were also perplexed that adult 

society was not always warm or embracing, but rather cold and austere.   

Several specific stories haunted me, and prompted me to re-examine my own 

operating assumptions.  One young man came to me in tears.  He was bitter and angry 

that on his 18
th

 birthday he was expected to make his own way in the world, seemingly 

overnight, without sufficient preparation for the financial and emotional realities of being 

totally responsible for his own existence and daily sustenance.  He had received 

instruction from me in the 12
th

 grade, but returned to my office the following school year 

to assert emphatically that the instruction he had received from me was offered to him too 

late to be of any real practical use.  He was very confused about how to juggle the sudden 

expectation to be a wage earner, while simultaneously managing other social pressures, 

including the expectation to go to college and get good grades.  He was struggling to find 
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employment that paid adequately to cover all of his needs, and there was nobody at home 

supporting him economically.  He was upset, anxious, and frustrated. 

A young woman sought my advice about how to find medical insurance.  She 

worked for a local grocery store, but her employer did not provide health benefits to 

everybody on the payroll.  She had immediate medical needs, in that she had a sore throat 

and a fever, and nobody to guide her.  I did not know how to advise her at the time, so 

together she and I made telephone calls, first to my own physician‟s office, and then to 

the county Health Department, until we found the medical services she needed.   She 

made too much money to be eligible for state services, yet barely enough to cover her 

minimalist lifestyle.  Furthermore, she did not know what her private options were. She 

was sick, not being cared for medically, and chose to turn to a former teacher for advice.   

Another young woman came to me, wondering what to do now that she was 

pregnant.  Her boyfriend had no interest in helping her raise the child and she was 

opposed morally to abortion.  She wanted to know what her legal options were in terms 

of her current job.  Could her employer terminate her for being pregnant?  What would 

happen to her if she could not manage her medical needs simultaneously?  She was 

anxious and worried, and did not know what to expect next.  She was concerned that she 

would not be able to cope with pregnancy, post-partum recovery, and the demands of 

motherhood that she could barely yet imagine.  She reported to me that her parents had 

said flatly “you made your bed, now lie in it” and that she was discouraged to the point of 

desperation.  Again, she asked me for advice that I did not have readily available for her.  

Her situation caused me to reflect on our school‟s lack of a sex education curriculum.    
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(E) - A Personal Commitment  

What nobody else saw was how frequently these conversations were taking place.  

I did not always have the answers to my students‟ questions, but together we worked 

quietly behind the scenes to learn what we could together, to solve their specific 

dilemmas. We made telephone calls throughout the community to learn about available 

resources and services.  I kept track of the private conversations as well as the lessons I 

learned in the process.  While I am not at liberty to discuss them all now (or ever, given 

the legalities associated with the educational rights to privacy of my former students), I 

can reveal the general nature of their concerns, because their conversations were the 

impetus for my personal decision to leave the classroom when I did, to develop a better 

careers curriculum for future students, and to design the research project represented 

herein.   

This source of data was suggesting that I might benefit by delving a little deeper 

into my own thinking and assumptions about the subject.  I was moved by each 

conversation that occurred.  Every time I sat to listen to a new story, it occurred to me 

that perhaps I could be more pro-active in my own instruction.  I started to wonder if I 

could figure-out how to integrate what I was learning from my former students into 

lessons for future students, so as to disseminate knowledge and skills that might prevent 

unnecessary difficulties.  What I learned was significant to this report, but I still had a 

disquieting concern that as an educator, I did not fully understand all of the issues at play.  

My gut instinct was that something was missing.  There was an elusive gap somewhere, 

which still needed to be filled, perhaps in my own understanding or expectations.   
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Somewhere there was a disconnected link between what I was doing, what the policy was 

suggesting, and what my students were reporting back to me about their actual life 

experiences, either on the job during high school, or after graduation.   

So my former students are the ones who prompted me to inquire more deeply, so 

that I could do a better job in the classroom.  Furthermore, the feedback they provided to 

me each year drove my subsequent decision to enroll in the doctoral program of study 

that allowed me that rare opportunity to reflect deeply and systematically on my 

professional practices.  Once my awareness had been raised by these chilling realizations, 

I resolved firmly to provide whatever instructional experiences that I could, that might 

shield students from any dire fate.  I believed that sound instruction with specific goals in 

mind might soften their landing when they first stepped out of their familial nests.  So my 

initial interest in this subject stems less from an awareness of the research literatures 

written by others, and more from personal observations made during my own field 

practice.    

I wanted to have a positive impact on my students.  It was not good enough for 

me … that is, I was not satisfied facing these eager young minds each day without being 

certain that what I was doing with them, for them, and yes, even to them, was both safe 

and sound.  I wanted to know that my teaching practice could be reasonably construed to 

be contributing to their long-term intellectual, moral, and/or spiritual growth and 

development.   I was also motivated, however, by a sense of urgency to help them 

prepare for the worst-case scenario, just in case they too found themselves unexpectedly 

between jobs, between homes, or between a rock and a hard place.   
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During the ten years in which I was involved in the School-to-Work reform 

movement I learned a great deal about what worked, as well as what did not work in the 

process.  I believed some of what I was doing was getting better and better each year, but 

I had no way of putting what I was doing into a larger schemata.  So while I had 

experience with developing curriculum activities, I did not know if they were effective.   

I therefore needed a systematic way or means through which to filter my own 

recollections, so as to try to make better sense of them.  Furthermore, I wanted to know 

how to measure and document that impact, or if the impact of my work could be studied, 

verified, and perhaps even improved upon.  For this reason alone I entered a doctoral 

program of study related to curriculum development and the design of effective 

educational programs.  I was a curious practitioner, therefore, who stumbled across a way 

to formally improve her own practice, by going back to school herself. 

My real interest was in finding out if anything I did in my day-to-day practice was 

having the intended impact or effect.  In other words, I was curious to learn if the 

curriculum that I was developing so painstakingly each year was indeed reaching the 

children in a meaningful way.   Was I delivering what the authors of the federal reform 

initiative had set as priorities and goals?  Was I delivering what had been promised in the 

original School-to-Work legislative act?  Was anything I was saying or doing in the 

classroom convincing students to stay in school long enough to go on to post-secondary 

education and training, and was it providing them with sufficient career education and 

guidance to ensure that they had a clear and obvious directional path?  Was I translating 

the goals of the reform initiative into meaningful reform that had any significant impact 
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on changing the outcomes for students in terms of their post-secondary opportunities for 

economic success in the wider society into which they were being fed?  It was not enough 

for me to simply do a good job in the field.  I also wanted to have a better understanding 

of what was working well, as well as how it impacted those who went through my 

various courses and programs.   

I have made it my business to learn everything I can about this topic, which is 

referred to in these pages as School-to-Work Transition Education.  The term refers to a 

body of knowledge related to the development and delivery of specific types of 

educational experiences for students that are designed to promote long-term career and 

economic success.  The learning experiences are intended to introduce students to the 

spectrum of career options that are available in contemporary society, while 

simultaneously providing opportunities for young learners to interact with members of 

the employer community, either in their own school environment or in actual work 

settings.   The educational goal is relatively simple:  to move students from a position of 

economic dependence towards one of self-reliance and long-term economic stability.  

These words chronicle my behind-the-scenes perceptions of curriculum reform, framed in 

the context of a specific piece of national legislation that was touted as a model of 

excellence before there was any research to back up such claims.  Even now, more than 

fifteen years later, there have been very few formal educational studies on actual field 

practices created under the funding provided through a considerable investment of tax-

payer dollars.  This project promises to contribute to recognized gaps in current research 

literatures on this topic. 
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Section 1.2 – Theoretical Considerations 

 

(A) - The Research-Practice Gap 

 

The applied educational research community has complained that there is a 

contrast between what researchers think a teacher should be doing in her classroom and 

what is actually taking place.  A great deal of research interest and emphasis has been 

placed on finding ways to overcome this observed difference, which is sometimes called 

the research-practice gap (Boostrum, Jackson, & Hansen, 1993; Pekarek, Krockover, & 

Shepardson, 1996).   Bridging this gap is perceived to be an important step in the process 

of improving the quality of the public educational system in America.  While many 

researchers and teachers would agree that a gap exists, they do not necessarily agree on 

the causes of the gap, nor on all of the solutions that have been proposed to close it.  

Pinpointing the sources of their respective knowledge claims (on the subject of 

curriculum and instruction), requires us to understand two important research paradigms 

that have dominated educational research for the past forty years (Shulman, 1986; Olson, 

1990; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993).   

The first research tradition is referred to as process-product research.  It is often 

associated with studies in which outsiders observe teachers in action, and then attempt to 

link specific teaching behaviors to what is considered to be an ideal system of 

instructional methods and processes.   

“Researchers have been exploring effective teaching by correlating particular processes, 

or teacher behaviors, with particular products, usually defined as student achievement as 

measured by standardized tests (Brophy & Good, 1986; Denham & Lieberman, 1980; 

Dunkin & Biddle, 1974). Underlying the research is a view of teaching as a primarily 

linear activity wherein teacher behaviors are considered causes and student learnings are 

considered effects” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 6).     
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This type of research has been historically important, in that specific observable 

traits and skills have not only been identified to be effective, but they have also been 

codified into societal expectations for teacher excellence.  Process-product research has 

had an important impact on improving instruction, and the findings of such research 

endeavors constitute the theoretical framework found within many teacher-training and 

preparation programs across America.  Process-product research has influenced hiring 

practices and the performance standards that exist to evaluate teacher effectiveness.   

The process-product research approach is not perfect, however, nor wholly 

adequate to explain the research-practice gap.  It has been criticized for not considering 

important factors that are significant in the school-improvement process (Huberman, 

1983; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Goodson & Hargreaves, 

1996; Vandenberghe & Huberman, 1999).    A chief complaint is that process-product 

research is undeniably a research agenda that is not controlled by the people who pride 

themselves as being the experts in the classroom, that is, the teachers themselves.   

 “This research has a perspective that is “outside-in”; in other words, it has been 

conducted almost exclusively by university-based researchers who are outside the day-to-

day practices of schooling” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 6).     

 

The research-practice gap, therefore, may be related in part to the traditional 

perception (held by both teachers and researchers) about their respective professional 

roles.  It has been assumed historically that it is the role of the researcher “to develop 

theory that is then translated for subsequent use by teachers” (Pekarek, Krockover, & 

Shepardson, 1996, p. 112).  The observational techniques that are used are almost always 

conducted by people who are not themselves employed by the school district, and who 

are not responsible for the delivery of instruction or the ultimate outcomes of the 
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strategies used.   Their stance is that of the distanced observer, who is allowed to make 

judgments of merit from the etic perspective, based on research agendas that might not 

have been communicated to the teachers whose practices are under observation.  

Teachers are often perceived by this segment of the educational research community 

solely as “objects of researchers‟ investigations” who are expected to be “the consumers 

and implementers of these findings,” rather than co-contributors of knowledge (Cochran-

Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 6).     

“Research of this kind has been associated with the view of teacher as technician 

(Apple, 1986), wherein the teacher‟s primary role is to implement the research findings 

of others concerning instruction, curriculum, and assessment” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

1993, p. 6).     

 

This might imply that the researcher‟s distanced stance is somehow superior to 

that of the teacher‟s.  The “outsiders” are allowed to judge the quality of observed 

instructional performance, based on measurements that they themselves designed, and 

then deemed to be relevant to their respective research agendas.   Teachers in the field, 

however, who do not have the same training or paradigmatic lens, may doubt the 

legitimacy of the research findings derived from such outside expertise, wondering why 

their own practices are being scrutinized by an outsider with little (if any) practical 

knowledge about the ways in which schools are organized and decisions are made by 

those who are employed as insiders.   

It has been argued, therefore, that one of the key elements excluded from process-

product research is the notion that the teacher herself has anything new, significant, or 

valid to contribute to the professional discussion related to school improvement.  “What 

is missing … are the voices of teachers themselves, the questions that teachers ask, and 



 

 

  33 

the interpretive frames that teachers use to understand and to improve their own 

classroom practices” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 6).   The focus of process-product 

research may therefore be considered to be myopic, since it defines too narrowly the role 

that teachers could play in knowledge generation.  Too great an emphasis has been placed 

on observable classroom techniques and behaviors, rather than on teachers‟ professional 

thoughts and judgments about what it is that they are doing on a daily basis.   The 

expertise of the distanced researcher is presumed to be of higher value than the expertise 

of the teacher in the front ranks of the classroom.  This assumption puts the teacher and 

researcher in a potentially adversarial relationship. 

A second paradigm that has dominated applied educational research is known as 

classroom ecology research (Shulman, 1986).  It is derived from qualitative 

methodologies employed by other branches of the social sciences, including 

anthropology and sociology.  These types of studies are typically interested in learning 

about the interactive environment of the classroom, rather than discrete teacher 

behaviors.  The dynamic relationships that exist between the teacher, her students, and 

the curriculum provide the focus of this research genre.  These studies often include rich 

and descriptive narratives that paint a more holistic view of the climate and the nature of 

the interactions that take place in individual school settings.    

These types of studies are usually conducted by university scholars, but they can 

also be done collaboratively, allowing the teacher to participate in the analysis and 

interpretation of the data that has been collected.   The perspectives and experiences of 

both students and teachers are collected through extensive interviews as well as through 
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observations, providing a data source typically not included in process-product research.  

This provides an opportunity for stakeholders in the research to describe the meaning 

they attached to specific events and lived experiences.   The final reports of such research 

findings, however, are still intended primarily for a scholarly audience, and the role of the 

teacher in the research process is somewhat limited (Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2009).   

 “Cooperative research provides valuable insights into the interrelationships of theory and 

practice but, like more traditional interpretive research, often constructs and 

predetermines teachers‟ roles in the research process, thereby framing and mediating 

teachers‟ perspectives through researchers‟ perspectives”  (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, 

p. 7).   

 

Both traditional research paradigms (process-product and classroom ecology 

studies) have therefore been criticized for ignoring (or not fully appreciating) the 

potential value of including teachers‟ voices in current discussions related to school 

improvement.  Teachers are rarely encouraged or taught how to design research projects 

that may be more pertinent to their own daily needs than those designed by outsiders. 

“Lack of significant teacher participation in codifying what we know about teaching, 

identifying research agendas, and creating new knowledge is problematic. Those who have 

daily access, extensive expertise, and a clear stake in improving classroom practice have no 

formal ways for their knowledge of classroom teaching and learning to become part of the 

literature on teaching.  As a consequence, those most directly responsible for the education 

of children have been disenfranchised” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 5).   

 

This lack of teacher involvement in the research process may therefore be yet 

another cause of the research-practice gap.  Teachers may deem the traditional 

approaches to educational research as irrelevant, having been “written in a way that fails 

to connect with their classroom practice” (Hubbard & Power, 1999, p. 2).  Teachers may 

therefore dismiss traditional studies if they are incapable of providing suitable knowledge 

for their “immediate needs within their unique contexts” (Richardson, 1994, p.8).     
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(B) - Practitioner Research 

It can be argued therefore, that if the research-practice gap is to be closed, and the 

system of public schooling in America is to be continually improved, then professional 

educators must be involved in the process.  Some would claim that the classroom teacher 

is the pivot around which curriculum reform is enacted.  If the teacher does not 

understand the goals of an educational reform movement, or does not buy-into the 

initiative‟s objectives, nothing will change in the classroom.  Furthermore, if the 

proposed change requires knowledge, skills or resources that are not available to the 

teacher, it will fail (Ambrose, 1987; Knoster, 1993).  

One recommendation for involving teachers in curriculum reform has been to 

reject the idea that teachers do not share a responsibility and capability to be researchers 

themselves.   It is argued that the profession of teaching is a form of research and that 

teachers can be taught how to participate in formal educational research activities, 

serving as the primary investigators of research projects of their own design, and not just 

as the objects of others‟ studies.  This new and expanded role for teachers could allow 

them to both improve their own practices and to contribute to wider educational reform 

discussions (Richardson, 1994; Black, 1996).      

“Arguing that neither process-product nor interpretative research on teaching recognized 

teachers‟ roles in the generation of knowledge, we pointed to some of the consequences 

of this omission, including teachers‟ ambivalence about academic research and the field‟s 

lack of information about classroom life from an emic perspective”  (Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle, 2009, p. 5).  

 

A new paradigm for applied educational research has therefore been introduced to 

complement traditional approaches. This new paradigm is usually called practitioner 

research, but it can also be referred to simultaneously as teacher-research or teacher-
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inquiry.  It is easily distinguishable from more traditional research traditions because the 

educational practitioner (usually a teacher, school administrator, school counselor, or 

educational program specialist) is responsible for designing and conducting the research 

project herself, as well as writing the final report.   

 “Many educators still believe that deep and significant changes in practice can only be 

brought about by those closest to the day-to-day work of teaching and learning.  And 

across myriad contexts, practitioner research initiatives are proliferating, often “pushing 

back” against constraining policies and mandated practices and opening up spaces for 

practitioners to articulate and enact deep beliefs about the fundamental purposes of 

education” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009, p. 6). 

 

Practitioner research therefore values the perceptions of insiders, those educators 

who have devoted their lives to providing professional services within the K-12 public 

school system.   It calls for the direct involvement of educational practitioners in the 

production of knowledge about teaching and learning.  Those outside the educational 

system can now learn directly from those within the system, who have equally valuable 

insights related to their first-hand observations and experiences in the field.   

This dissertation reflects the views of a single practitioner from the K-12 system.  

Although other educators contributed interview data during various pilot phases of this 

research project, their insights will not be revealed in this particular document.  Their 

voices will be heard later, in a distinctive piece of research that will be published 

privately, in a subsequent volume.  I hope to create a practical field guide for members of 

the professional K-12 community, who share my interest in creating career and 

workplace learning opportunities for students, under the revised standards that were 

adopted in Arizona, once the original federal policy passed its sunset date.    
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The decision to restrict this study to the views of a single field practitioner was 

made deliberately.  I wanted to reduce the likelihood of confusion between the learning 

projects that I created, and those that were created by other educators with whom I 

worked in the past.  Several educators and school administrators who participated 

actively in field projects that are described herein, however, were allowed to participate 

on the data-triangulation team, so as to corroborate any claims of my accomplishments.   

I wore several hats over the course of my career as an educator in the K-12 

system.  Each professional role that I assumed is described later in this book.  For most of 

my work history I was assigned to serve in secondary classrooms, as a middle school or 

high school teacher.  However, I was also assigned for seven years to work 

simultaneously as a district-level program coordinator, spending the majority of my 

work-day managing School-to-Work programs and developing learning opportunities for 

students off campus, in the greater community.  So for the purpose of this paper, I use 

both the terms “teacher-researcher” as well as “practitioner-researcher” to describe any 

experiences derived from my own unique vantage point.     

 Practitioner research is based on recommendations made more than a hundred 

years ago.  One of the first proponents of including teachers in the processes of inquiry 

and knowledge production was John Dewey, a well-respected educational theorist who 

supported both democracy and public education. Dewey was influential in many aspects 

of schooling in America, and provided us with numerous essays that described the 

complex relationships between teachers, students, families, schools, curriculum and 

society as a whole (Dewey, 1909 and 1915).   
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He once remarked: “It seems to me that the contributions that might come from 

classroom teachers are a comparatively neglected field” (Dewey, 1904, as quoted in 

Wallace, 1997, pp. 27 – 28).   Although the educational research community took an 

alternative path, resulting in the other two dominant paradigms, it is John Dewey who 

gets credit for being a visionary, seeing the potential benefits of this new third paradigm:  

 “Dewey emphasized the importance of teachers reflecting on their practices and 

integrating their observations into their emerging theories of teaching and learning.  He 

urged educators to be both consumers and producers of knowledge about teaching, to be 

both teachers and students of classroom life.”  (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 9).   

 

The notion of including teachers in the research process also has historical roots 

in a research genre known as action research, which emerged in the 1950‟s and 1960‟s 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 7).  It is also grounded in the work done by Donald 

Schon (1983, 1987) who studied the decision-making processes used by professionals in 

a variety of career fields, to develop theories associated with reflective practice.   

But the pivotal authors who are credited with causing the ground-swell of support 

for practitioner research are Wilfred Carr and Stephen Kemmis, who wrote a book called 

Becoming Critical: Education, Knowledge and Action Research (Carr & Kemmis, 1986).   

“If the educational profession is to have a right to make judgments about its practices, 

free from external non-professional constraints, its members must develop their 

professional practice on the basis of a distinctively educational science.  Given the critical 

nature of education, however, the profession cannot seal itself off from the concerns and 

interest of its client groups.  If it is to exercise its critical function, it must engage 

students, parents, employers, and communities in curriculum decision-making, and where 

possible, in the conduct of educational activities” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, p. 222).  

 

Their work provided a well-respected theoretical argument pointing to the dangers 

and biases of the two dominant research paradigms, which they called “natural scientific 

views” and “interpretive views” of educational theory and practice.  
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The work of Carr and Kemmis influenced a whole generation of educational 

researchers, who continued to refine the theoretical foundation for the work that is 

represented within this particular volume.   Action-research, as defined by Carr and 

Kemmis, usually focuses on issues of social justice.  It is conducted with the goal of 

bringing about practical change in order to reach democratic ideals (Dana & Yendol-

Hoppey, 2009).  It is also sometimes called emancipatory research, as it is grounded in 

social theories associated with empowering both teachers and students.   

“Practitioner researchers question the fundamental goals of teaching, learning, and 

schooling:  What purposes – besides academic achievement as indicated by test scores – 

are important in the schools?  What about teaching toward the democratic ideal, 

deliberation and debate, and challenging inequities?  Practitioner researchers also raise 

questions about power and authority:  Who makes decisions about purposes and 

consequences?  How do school structures, assessment regimes, and classroom practices 

challenge or sustain the status quo?  What are the consequences for students‟ learning and 

their life chances?  What part do practitioners play in broader social and intellectual 

movements?” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009, p. 9). 

 

Practitioner research takes many forms, but it is most frequently associated with 

addressing the day-to-day conundrums and problems faced by educators in their own 

practices, classrooms and schools.  It is often published by graduate students, via their 

master‟s thesis and/or doctoral dissertations.  In my case, this example of practitioner 

research will likely be published twice, first as a doctoral dissertation, and once again as 

either a series of smaller articles published in the professional research journals, or if 

possible, as a whole book that is edited slightly for a less scholarly audience.  Portions of 

this work will also be saved for a curriculum guide that I intend to make available to 

Career and Technical Education teachers and/or to Transition Education specialists 

within Arizona schools.  For this reason I have taken legal precautions to protect my 

intellectual property (Elias and Stim, 2007; Holland, et al, 2007). 
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Teacher-research has been described as either “a reflective or reflexive process 

that is for the benefit of the individual” or as “a dialectical process of action and 

reflection aimed at social change” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 9).   Research that 

has been conducted in this genre generally takes one of the following five approaches: (1) 

taking on issues of equity, engagement, and agency; (2) developing conceptual 

frameworks; (3) inventing and reinventing communities of inquiry; (4) shaping school 

reform and educational policy; and (5) re-forming research and practice in universities 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009, p. 7).   This specific project was motivated by concerns 

over issues of equity, engagement, and agency.  It is likely to influence the thinking of 

people who have the direct responsibility for shaping educational policies in our 

community, and it provides practical examples of school improvement processes.   

Practitioner research, although fairly well accepted as a valid research 

methodology, is still relatively rare in the educational literatures.  There are a number of 

possible reasons for this situation.  Some have argued that teachers do not value 

publication of their work as much as they value simply doing it (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

2009).  So although their research inquiries are described as potentially valuable to the 

field as a whole, their work remains hidden.  Practitioner research is also expensive and 

time consuming, adding additional layers to teachers‟ responsibilities that may create 

conflict.  Furthermore, practitioner research is potentially damaging to a teacher‟s career, 

if her findings have negative implications for the culture in which she is immersed.   A 

teacher may therefore not be willing to risk her own earning power by assuming the 

additional role of educational change agent.  As one educational researcher notes: 
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“Based on this paradigm, many teachers have learned that it is sometimes best not to 

problematize their classroom experiences and first hand observations because to do so 

may mean an admittance of failure to implement curriculum as directed.  In fact, the 

transmissive culture of many schools has demonstrated that teachers can suffer punitive 

repercussions from highlighting areas that teachers themselves identify as problematic.  

The consequences of pointing out problems have often resulted in traditional top-down 

“retraining” or remediation.  In the transmissive view, our educational community does 

not encourage solution-seeking behavior on the part of the classroom teacher” (Dana & 

Yendol-Hoppey, 2009, p. 3). 

 

The research genre that was chosen by design for this project acknowledges, 

therefore, that there are certain risks associated with practitioner research that the teacher-

researcher must be willing to assume if she is expecting to publish her results.  The skills 

gained in the program of study that I enrolled in at the graduate level complemented this 

specific research activity.  Those same skills, however, did not necessarily align with the 

goals and objectives of the respective professional settings that I was immersed in 

throughout my tenure at the university.   

While I was hired to teach and to integrate the philosophical goals of a variety of 

educational standards at each place, the role I assumed as researcher had to wait until 

periods of non-contracted time, so as to avoid potential conflicts of interest between me, 

my employers, and the professors who were encouraging me to conduct research on my 

own professional practice.  In one setting, for example, nobody else in the district had a 

doctorate degree, so I experienced a certain amount of professional jealousy related to my 

career decision to put a research agenda at the top of my own professional goals list.  

Elsewhere, on the other hand, I was allowed the freedom to both teach and write 

simultaneously, because other members of the social setting were also trained in doctoral 

programs of study to be researchers themselves.  They seemed to understand the 

importance of conducting research related to actual field experiences.   
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Since the School-to-Work Opportunities Act was enacted in 1994, there have 

been numerous reports published describing “Best Practices” and “Models of Excellence” 

that highlight learning opportunities created to support the reform initiative.  Formal 

educational research on School-to-Work programs and projects, however, has been 

somewhat limited.   For the purposes of this paper the existing research literature base 

(related to School-to-Work programs) was scrutinized, to find studies that could 

complement this doctoral dissertation.  It was discovered that the existing research 

literature has been written almost exclusively by professional researchers from outside 

the K-12 system, rather than by field practitioners.   

The Secretaries of the U.S. Departments of Labor and Education were given the 

responsibility to complete a national evaluation of School-to-Work learning activities and 

programs funded under the Act, and were shouldered with the additional tasks of 

conducting research, demonstration, and other projects to measure performance outcomes 

and to evaluate the effectiveness of programs created through grant funds.  They were 

allowed to contract-out these duties if needed, but were required to submit the findings of 

this research to Congress annually.   One of the first commissioned studies of School-to-

Work reform was published in 1995 by Dr. Margaret Terry Orr. Her book, titled 

Evaluating School-to-Work Transition (Orr, 1995), outlined recommended procedures to 

be used by policy makers and practitioners when evaluating School-to-Work programs for 

effectiveness.  Specific objectives were listed to aid in both process and impact 

evaluation.  Both qualitative and quantitative methodologies were suggested for data 

collection and analysis. The handbook provided a framework and an open invitation to 
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formal research on programs and projects created with development and implementation 

grant funds.  

David Neumark (a researcher at the Public Policy Institute of California) 

conducted an interesting research study that used extensive interviews with practitioners 

to study the effectiveness of the School-to-Work (also called School-to-Careers or STC) 

programs created in California. His paper suggests that the dearth of evaluation studies 

from the perspective of field practitioners may result because they do not commonly 

gather data from their students, nor track the outcomes of the intervention programs.   He 

argues that “… because STC programs are relatively new, it is conceivable that some of 

the most recent or the most convincing evidence on the effects of STC is not in academic 

journals (and perhaps not even heading there), but instead is still in the heads of local 

practitioners on the ground” (Neumark, 2004, p. 2).   

This study has therefore attempted to fill at least one of the identified gaps in the 

existing literature base, that is, the relative lack of research written from the perspective 

of a field practitioner in the context of the School-to-Work reform movement.  I have 

weighed the costs and benefits of writing this particular research study, and in spite of all 

of the recognized obstacles, I have decided to assume the associated risks.  This paper 

therefore provides a rare example of how a single teacher-researcher translated a specific 

piece of policy into her day-to-day teaching practice, and then subsequently designed a 

systematic means of inquiry into her own actions, thoughts, assumptions, and even biases 

about the impact of her endeavors.   My hope is that the work improves current 

instructional strategies, so as to maximize a student‟s potential in the adult world of work.  
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(C) - Conflicting Expectations 

 The merits of including a practitioner‟s voice inside a research project such as this 

one have been debated for years.  The current view is that practitioner research should be 

encouraged, so as to capture the perceptions of those responsible for providing direct 

services to their constituents.  This argument is seen in various literatures related to 

educational reform, and especially in reform literatures that are concerned about 

improving the quality of life for teachers themselves (Vandenberghe and Huberman, 

1999; Goodson and Hargreaves, 1996).   

The modern classroom is mired in conflicting expectations that are imposed from 

all directions.  Students are expected to behave according to rules that are not always 

written down.  Teachers are expected to behave even better than their students.  Parents 

are expected to communicate their desires in a polite and constructive manner.  They are 

often asked to participate themselves in the educational process, despite the time 

constraints of modern life that are imposed on families.  Bankers are expected to donate 

money, as are other members of the corporate and non-profit sectors.  Principals are 

under the gun to raise test scores and to keep their campuses safe.  District-level 

administrators struggle with public perception on the quality of the educational 

experiences taking place in their schools, and wonder aloud how best to stretch limited 

funds between competing programs and projects.  The School-to-Work Opportunities Act 

of 1994 placed yet another set of expectations on a system that had already been 

documented to be under severe financial and ideological strain.   
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The School-to-Work reform movement represents an ideological concept that is 

proposed as a new way of looking at the educational responsibilities of teachers.  It 

suggests a teacher-led plan to introduce students to a world that teachers themselves may 

not be wholly familiar with.  This paper describes and analyzes why the reform 

movement itself, while noble in intent, may not have been advised properly.  I have 

provided examples of where elements of the School-to-Work policy were in conflict with 

the existing school climate and culture, both then and now.   

Teaching is a very public activity, and as such, teachers are persistently under 

scrutiny.  They are constantly responding and reacting to feedback, criticism, and 

pressures from taxpaying citizens who expect results from the public school system.  

Influential forces impact the daily lives of teachers in the field.  Funding mechanisms for 

education, for example, tie student performance to school income.  Local community 

pressures influence the instructional priorities of any given school year.  Parents and 

students have the right and an obligation to make their preferences for instruction known, 

and are often vocal in issues related to local curriculum development.  Curriculum 

standards, visible in state and national policies, impose restrictions on course content, 

sometimes with little regard to educational studies concerning the health and well-being 

of the students receiving the instruction.  

Many of these pressures and conflicting ideas about what should be taught in the 

classroom are integrated into this discussion, because they are precisely the factors I was 

searching for, and therefore elicited, through the design of this research project.  Citizens 

of our nation have conflicting notions about instruction taking place on public school 
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campuses.  But most would probably buy-in to the rhetorical argument that schooling is 

important in the long-run, if students hope to achieve any semblance of economic 

security, status, or success.  The „American Dream‟ (to have a good job that will support 

an individual‟s daily needs, and that will allow some semblance of peace and prosperity) 

is still an ideal that is espoused today.  One task of this paper is to address the 

relationship between this idealistic goal and the glaring statistics that point to a growing 

divide in our society between those members who can produce enough wealth to meet 

their personal economic needs, and those who cannot.   

American ideals have been adjusted over time, in response to social pressures 

made during the course of our nation‟s development.  Many of the social movements that 

are recorded in our history books have had significant influences on work opportunities 

for specific groups of people who experienced job discrimination due to their ethnicity, 

race, gender, or even social origin.  Slavery was abolished and pro-active measures have 

been taken to correct employment injustices of the past.  Trade unions have been 

established to provide additional securities and protections for employees.  Labor laws 

have been enacted that have significantly improved the working conditions of most 

Americans, and they were extended to the most vulnerable segment of our population, 

our children.  The intent of child-labor laws was to protect children from being enslaved 

in an economic system that threatened their well being and intellectual growth.  

Yet the fact remains that some people are unemployed despite their best efforts to 

find work.  Others are under-employed, working beneath their potential or beneath the 

poverty level.  Laws that protect the rights of citizens from workplace abuses are not 
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always enforced equitably.  The labor statistics are quite clear.  Females who head 

families are the most likely to be living in poverty.  Citizens of color are equally 

vulnerable to wage disparities, and people who have been diagnosed with either medical 

or psychological ailments may find themselves not only out of work, but also 

uninsurable.  So in spite of a long history of democratic ideals that espouse liberty and 

justice for all, there are still glaring economic disparities between individual members of 

society.  These differences may be related to the system of education and training in 

America, so they are addressed in this paper.  

Encouragement and education are not the same things.  The hope of finding a job 

is not the same thing as having the requisite skill-sets that are marketable in today‟s 

society.  Language barriers exist in our society, between people of differing socio-

economic backgrounds and cultures.  Consensus does not exist nationally about what 

needs to be taught and what needs to be learned.  There are numerous theories espoused 

about what a teacher should be doing in her classroom, yet a teacher‟s practice is left to 

her own creative (and sometimes financial) resources.   People shy away from some of 

the more difficult decisions that need to be made regarding schooling of the entire 

populace.  There are undercurrents that threaten to undermine the system of public 

education that are not addressed directly in this report, but that are reflected in a number 

of the ideologies that were assumed to be sound when the School-to-Work policy first 

emerged from the nation‟s capital.  The players or actors in this drama include every 

citizen who pays taxes, whether they are aware of it or not. 
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Creative control over the curriculum is therefore not always in the hands of the 

professional educator, because there is a political dimension to schooling (Apple, 2004).  

Policy makers (including members of local school boards, employees within state 

agencies, and federal lawmakers) provide reams of written expectations that are not 

always in alignment.  Little has been written on the discrepancies between the federal 

School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994, and the resulting state initiatives that were 

created as a response to the original policy expectations.  While this dissertation is not a 

policy analysis per se, it does address some of these discrepancies, because I was in a 

unique position to have been present in a professional role throughout the historical time 

frame in which this transference took place.   

I have shied away from the lofty goal of trying to determine what happened, as 

each segment of the policy was dispersed and disseminated to the various branches of 

government and subsequent levels thereof.  That is a job better left to a political science 

major.  Furthermore, I was never in a position of sufficient rank or status to have been 

privy to the decisions made by federal, state, or even local governing bodies who took 

over responsibility for implementing portions of the original policy.  I did, however, 

respond to the observations I made while performing my state-assigned duties as an agent 

of change.  I can only respond to those circumstances to which I was exposed, and only 

from the limited perspective of a teacher in the ranks, who was trying to figure out for 

herself how best to improve the educational experiences for her own students.   

I was paid through tax dollars (either through my salary as an employee of the 

State of Arizona or through the original grant funds provided through the federal policy) 
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to translate the goals of the reform movement into specific learning opportunities.  Those 

who shared any portion of my path in that regard were invited to speak about our mutual 

concerns and observations.  We did not necessarily agree on how better to have done the 

work that we were each charged to do.  My role was unique in that I was in the paid 

position of being the educator in charge of implementing the curriculum changes that 

were advocated in the law.  The School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 is a rather 

complex piece of legislation that represented one of many simultaneously existing 

educational policies that were attempting to provoke reform.  

What I was rather innocent about (in the beginning stages of designing this 

research project) was that some of the conflicts and disagreements that we may have 

experienced were related to this political dimension and reality of schooling.  So while I 

cannot address the issues of theory (or even theology or theocracy) very well by myself 

(given my own rather limited social studies education and training) I can use various 

social theories to guide my subsequent analysis.  But before I do that, I want to get back 

to the idea that this paper is best written with the perspectives of those who were present 

at the time included in the research design.  We are not all in agreement, not then and not 

now.  We have, however, agreed to disagree; and to respect each others‟ differences of 

opinion on the subject, in order to dissect the key themes and issues that beg to be 

understood better.  Only by working collaboratively in the past were we able to create 

any of the original learning opportunities.  Our past cooperation allowed us to overcome 

numerous barriers in program and curriculum design, so I was confident enough in the 

strength of these past relationships to open up my own praxis to the scrutiny of others.   
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(D) - Complex Change Theory 

 “Even the Future Ain’t What it Was – The world in which organizations exist, and 

will be operating for the rest of this century, is continuously in change: change in 

relationships among nations, institutions, business partners, and organizations; change in 

the makeup of the “haves” and “have nots”; change in dominant values and norms 

governing society and our institutions; change in the character and culture of business or 

wealth-producing organizations; change in how work is done; change in priorities about 

how we spend our time and lives.  In such a world, a core dilemma for executives and 

leaders is how to maintain stability in their organizations and, at the same time, provide 

creative adaptation to outside forces; stimulate innovation; and change assumptions, 

technology, working methods, roles, relationships, and the culture of the organization 

itself”  (Beckhard & Harris, 1987, p. 1). 

  

Change is a key theme that was described in this case study.  I looked at issues of 

educational and organizational change, as well as issues of personal transformation, 

growth and development.  The methodologies that I chose were selected because they 

allowed the opportunity to take a specific phenomenon and look at it from varying 

positions.  I have therefore taken the phenomenon of participation in the School-to-Work 

movement, and have examined it from a variety of angles: from the top side, the bottom 

side, inside and outside, close up and from a distanced stance.  I then gathered all of the 

individual perspectives and wove them into a holistic image that provided plausible 

explanations to answer the research questions. 

Change is a natural process.  It can occur biologically, in that maturity over time 

is built into our physiological structures; but it can also occur socially, as we interpret the 

expectations of the cultural environment in which we are immersed, and adapt or respond 

accordingly.  Change can be due to internal drives as the result of personal decisions and 

goals; but it can also be imposed by outside forces, over which we have little knowledge 

or control.  Change can take place gradually, as in certain geological processes seen in 

nature; or it can take place abruptly, with little or no warning.   
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The changes recommended by the School-to-Work reform initiative represent 

difficult and complicated mechanisms.  Implementing the School-to-Work Opportunities 

Act, year after year, involved the application of very complex thinking processes, in order 

to translate theory into practical action.  The policy itself had built-in expectations for 

reform that I had to acknowledge, and then adapt to local structures.  Furthermore, the 

various social settings within which I was employed had expectations for reform that did 

not always blend easily with those of the policy, or with my own goals and desires.   

The legislative act itself had a social history as well as a presumed trajectory.  By 

that I mean that the School-to-Work policy did not just spontaneously appear.  It was built 

upon assumptions, notions, and ideological premises that were socially constructed by 

either individuals or groups of people who espoused change in the public school system.  

The law represents changes that were advocated by some, and resisted by others.  This 

study does indeed address the concept of change, as a complex process that can take 

place at the individual, group, organizational, and/or societal levels.  The project 

addresses changes that occurred in the context of this specific case study. 

“Teacher inquiry is a vehicle that can be used by teachers to untangle some 

of the complexities that occur in the profession, raise teachers‟ voices in 

discussions of educational reform, and ultimately transform the assumptions 

about the teaching profession itself ” (Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2009, p. 1).   

 

 

Unraveling the assortment of variables that impacted my practice felt at times like 

trying to eat spaghetti with a spoon.   I did not have the correct utensil to get the job 

accomplished.  When I stumbled across an old copy of a matrix called Managing 

Complex Change (Ambrose, 1987; Knoster, 1993), the idea for this specific case study 

design began to materialize (see Table 1, below).  The most obvious use for the matrix 
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that I could see immediately was that it provided a tool with which to explore the 

relationships between change, human experiences with change, and our varying 

emotional responses to change. 

Table 1 

Managing Complex Change (A Matrix) 

 

 Vision ¨ Skills ¨ Incentives ¨ Resources ¨ Action Plan ¨ CHANGE

¨ Skills ¨ Incentives ¨ Resources ¨ Action Plan ¨ Confusion

 Vision ¨ ¨ Incentives ¨ Resources ¨ Action Plan ¨ Anxiety

 Vision ¨ Skills ¨ ¨ Resources ¨ Action Plan ¨
Gradual 

Change

 Vision ¨ Skills ¨ Incentives ¨ ¨ Action Plan ¨ Frustration

 Vision ¨ Skills ¨ Incentives ¨ Resources ¨ ¨ False Starts

Knoster, 1993 Adapted  from the theoretical model Managing Complex Change  ( Ambrose, 1987).

 

  
 Academicians have studied the concept of change frequently in the past.  There 

are numerous theories that have been developed related to the topic of change within 

organizations, including those that specifically address school reform (Huberman & 

Miles, 1984; Amado & Ambrose, 2001; Burke, 2002; Murphy, 2002; Fullan, 2007).  

Each of these theories is based upon a slightly different set of assumptions and goals that 

influenced the specific stance taken on the topic.   The respective academic disciplines of 

the theorists themselves no doubt guided the conceptual models that have emerged in the 

past quarter century, related to complex change processes.     
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The theory that is used to underpin much of this investigation is called Complex 

Change Theory (Ambrose, 1987).  It was derived from an interdisciplinary branch of the 

social sciences known as Organizational Development, which emerged from branches of 

sociology, psychology, business, and human resource management. Organizational 

developers are interested in managing complex change processes, especially those that 

involve the dynamic relationships between people and their work environments.  

Complex Change Theory was developed as a conceptual framework to explain how and 

why the change process occurs in some instances, and why it is thwarted in others.   

The framework was developed for practitioners and has been adapted for use in a 

variety of social science fields.  It is visible in research studies related to organizational 

development, business management, urban planning, nursing, social work and education 

(Villa and Thousand, 2000; Amado & Ambrose, 2001).  The theory was translated into 

an original graphic display by Timothy Knoster (1993), an educator with a research 

interest that happens to dovetail with my own.  It is a very useful tool, in that it allows a 

mechanism by which to analyze various data streams separately, and then to compare and 

contrast them later, so as to build a holistic picture of the phenomenon under study.   

The chart therefore served as a heuristic device, which is a tool that allows an 

individual to discover or learn something new by herself.   The beauty of the chart lies in 

its simplicity.  The chart depicts key variables that have been identified through 

numerous research studies to be pre-requisites for complex change processes to take 

place.  If any one or more of the variables is missing, then the change process is likely to 

be hampered, slowed down, or even halted.   
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The chart allows the flexibility of studying change from numerous perspectives 

simultaneously, and is open-ended enough to provide a mechanism for the exploration of 

emerging themes.   The variables listed on the chart can thus provide important starting 

clues or categories for a subsequent thematic analysis, but they are not intended to be the 

only factors that may be involved.  The theoretical concepts that underlie the graphic 

matrix are related to the idea that certain variables will impact the change process in a 

predictable fashion.  The theory recognizes the pivotal role played by individuals and 

groups of people, who ultimately engage in the behaviors that lead to change.   

The organizational data that has been collected for this project will no doubt be 

useful in understanding some of the situational dilemmas that occurred in the course of 

my field practices.  The matrix provides a tool for readers and analysts alike, in that it 

simply provides a mechanism through which reams of data can be sorted and sifted into 

recognizable clumps.  The data that has been collected for this study will undergo a 

number of analytical procedures that are appropriate for the specific types of data-sets 

that are involved.  In the end, however, the utility of the chart is appreciated when the 

analysis reveals major themes that existed in common across all five of the data sets.  The 

specific methodology involves a number of steps by which the data from each distinctive 

data set is reduced, step-by-step, removing any data strands that duplicate each other, so 

as to distill out only those themes held in common that can provide insights into the basic 

elements that are deemed to be the essential components of program participation, both 

within and across stakeholder groups.  This reduction process takes place behind the 

scenes, using the matrix as the primary organizational tool. 
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The matrix is organized so that it can be used by any number of practitioners in 

the field.  It was particularly useful in this case study, precisely because it allows for the 

comparison between multiple events, processes, and even time-lines.  Data can be pulled 

through the matrix in the same way (metaphorically speaking) that soil is sifted through 

varying degrees of mesh, during an archeological dig.  The difference, of course, is that 

we are looking for words, phrases, and textual clues that stand-out as representative of 

specific themes, variables, or conceptual ideas.  There are five factors listed on the matrix 

as significant to the change process.    

First, key players involved in the change process must share a common vision of 

the anticipated goals, values, and expected outcomes of the proposed change.  They must 

each agree that change is needed, accept partial responsibility for making the change take 

place, and be willing to move toward that change.  If key participants fail to buy-in to the 

ideas that educational reform is a shared responsibility and that they have a personal role 

in its adoption, then the change may not occur.  If participants disagree about the extent 

to which each is responsible within a collaborative effort, conflict or confusion may 

result, which could slow progress in the change process or doom the endeavor to failure.   

Second, key players must possess the necessary knowledge, skills, and talents to 

implement the suggested change.   These include both the technical expertise and the 

interpersonal skills to mobilize resources to move forward.  The abilities to negotiate 

expectations, resolve conflicts, synthesize ideas, and juggle multiple tasks are but a few 

of the higher-order thinking skills that are required to manage complex change.   Career-

related curriculum development requires specialized content knowledge that may stretch 
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the expertise of both educators and non-educators, beyond their comfort levels.  The 

development and maintenance of collaborative partnerships (between members of the 

educational community and those of the larger professional communities) also require 

specialized personal skills and confidence that one or more partners may not have 

obtained in their professional training.  Seeking external funds to support the 

infrastructure of the project may require additional expertise in networking or grant 

writing.  If key players lack the necessary skills, they must be willing to develop them.  

Individuals, who perceive the looming learning curve to be too steep, may shy away from 

collaboration, due to feelings of anxiety or inadequacy.   

Third, necessary incentives must be in place to spark initial involvement in the 

change endeavor and to sustain the motivation of key players long enough for the reform 

to gain its own momentum.  The incentives should be structured to account for both 

internal and external motivational forces.  For some partners, intrinsic rewards may 

motivate them to collaborate in the beginning.  Too often, however, a mechanism of 

extrinsic rewards may also be needed for the success of the project to be secured over the 

long haul. It is therefore important to explore the motivational agendas of each player, to 

determine if appropriate and sufficient incentives exist for both initial and continued 

participation.  Gradual change may result if incentives are lacking but all other 

conditions exist.  Resistance should be expected if incentives are inadequate.   

Fourth, in order to carry the reform project to completion, sufficient resources 

must exist.  Resources might include time, money, personnel, transportation, facilities, 

and supplies. Inequities exist within school funding structures that must be considered 
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when analyzing the reform initiative.  Inequities also exist in the financial capabilities of 

respective organizations called upon to participate in School-to-Work reform.  Budgets 

across America are strained and stressed.  Science, technology, and career-related 

education and training often require specialized tools, equipment, and supplies that can 

prove costly.  Access to safety equipment, testing supplies, and waste-disposal facilities, 

for example, can contribute significantly to a project‟s budget.    Time is another 

commodity that is often in short supply.  Teachers, students, parents and business 

partners alike are each bound by strict limits to their professional day, and may find 

themselves sacrificing personal time, or infringing upon other professional obligations 

and commitments for the sake of the proposed project.  If resources are insufficient, key 

players may need to explore options for external funding, a process which in and of itself 

can add further strain to the resources within an organization.  A lack of resources will 

quickly lead to resentment or frustration, which can impede the progress of a project or 

bring the reform efforts to a screeching halt.   

Finally, when all other conditions are conducive to change, the key players must 

work collaboratively to synthesize their mutual ideas, skills, agendas, and resources into 

an appropriate plan of action.  Such a plan will establish needs, prioritize goals, 

determine how to measure objectives, set deadlines, focus energy, and allocate resources 

where they are needed the most.  This will help to ensure an efficient and coordinated 

effort in order to avoid false starts.  If any or all of these five conditions are not 

simultaneously present, then the successful development and sustainability of any 

proposed change is expected to be hampered.  
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While the variables listed on the chart are presumed to be themes that are 

significant, and worthy of further exploration, it is also assumed that they are not the only 

variables that are at play.  The chart is robust in that it can be adjusted to include blank 

columns, which can be used during the analysis to keep track of any concepts that were 

unexpected or not anticipated at the outset of the project, but that emerged from the 

various data streams.  This is the specific feature that allowed me to discover key themes 

and important factors that I might have missed otherwise, because they were beyond my 

personal scope of vision.  It is not enough to simply identify potentially significant 

variables, however.  It is much more important that we attempt to understand how and 

why those variables led to specific instances of success or failure.   

Complex change theory recognizes that not every innovation that is presented 

within an organization can and will succeed.  There is such a thing as a really bad idea.  

But there are also really good ideas that are difficult or impossible to implement within 

certain social settings.  The point is to examine each data set for common themes and 

patterns, by sifting, sorting, and combing through the complexities that are hidden within 

the legislative act, the curriculum materials, and the lived experiences of the various 

participants.  Throughout this case study there is a thread of consciousness woven into 

each and every strand of data that was collected.  The strand in common is related to the 

idea that there is a conscientious and morally-driven desire to improve the lives of human 

beings who are relying on participation in the public school system to prepare them for 

fruitful and productive engagement as citizens in our country.  Despite best-faith efforts 

in this regard, however, specific barriers were encountered that need to be explored.  
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(E) - The Debate About Schooling   

 The issues that provided the impetus for the School-to-Work Opportunities Act 

are not new to American society.  People have complained for years that there is a 

disconnected gap between what students are taught in school and what they need to 

know, in order to be able to survive once they join adult society.    

 The criticism launched against the public school curriculum is significant, in that 

it implies an element of social expectation for graduates of educational institutions that 

are funded through local, state, and federal tax dollars.  The reform initiative is situated 

within an on-going national debate that is related to citizens‟ varying perceptions about 

what should be and can be taught in the nation‟s schools.  Included in this discussion is 

the question of what taxpayers can reasonably expect to receive back from each 

stakeholder, in terms of a return on their financial investment in the public school system.   

The dialogue involves difficult theoretical as well as pragmatic decisions that are 

often made behind-the-scenes at the local, state and federal levels. The outcome of this 

conversation poses potential consequences for each and every youngster that arrives on 

the first day of school, expecting to leave someday in the future with the appropriate 

knowledge and set of skills they will need to meet the challenges presented to them in 

adult life.  The concern we all share is significant, and I have stated it concisely herein:  

How can we, as a nation, better prepare all of our young people for their 

inevitable transition out of our public schools and into a safe, secure and 

appropriate place within the adult workforce?   

 

 The question may look simple on the surface, but it is actually quite complicated, 

raising controversial issues related to the purpose behind providing a public school 
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education for our citizens.  The process of finding appropriate answers to this concern is 

equally complex.  The School-to-Work reform movement suggests that we should be 

working harder to make America a better place.  An underlying assumption embedded 

within the policy is that the public school system is valued as a critical asset within our 

democratic society.  So one challenge we face is determining how to keep the public 

school system intact, while simultaneously restructuring it to better serve our youngest 

citizens.   

 This challenge raises some interesting questions, such as:   

 What is the purpose of a public-school education? 

 

 What should and should not be included within the public school curriculum 

as instructional goals that foster democratic ideals?   

 

 What are the respective roles, rights, and responsibilities associated with 

providing appropriate instruction? 

 

 How do we take the limited funds that were collected through local, state, and 

federal tax revenues and distribute them equitably, so that every child can 

succeed, with no child left behind?   

 

 What should and should not be included in a rigorous set of school exit 

requirements? 

 

 How do we ensure that every kid gets a fair chance at success, as well as their 

fair share of the American economic pie?   

 

 How do we manage this goal, despite gross disparities in the economic power 

base of individual students, their families, and their communities?   
 

The first policy expectations for the public schools are set forth in the U.S. 

Constitution, which suggests in writing that we the people have certain inalienable rights, 

including the rights to govern ourselves, to speak freely, and to actively pursue our 
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dreams and highest goals (with a few caveats, of course, to ensure that we do not trample 

on the rights of other citizens).   

These democratic ideals are purported to be approved on a foundational basis, in 

that they were handed down from a higher source of power and authority, and therefore 

not to be questioned or assumed to be invalid expectations.  We have been socialized to 

expect dignity, liberty, and justice for all, even for those that would be considered to be 

„the least of them.‟  Our labor laws are written so that citizens expect to make a living 

within workplaces that are relatively safe, as well as free of discrimination, racial 

intolerance, greed, corruption, and lies.   

Yet our country is also a very complex, multicultural, and ever-changing society.  

Although we have a shared social history that spans for more than three hundred and fifty 

years, we often disagree about what it means to be a well-educated citizen.  Our school 

system has evolved over time in response to the expectation that it should be more 

inclusive and fair. Struggles to overcome inequities, prejudice, discrimination, and 

injustice are well documented in existing research literatures.   

Our history and law books chronicle many changes made to the public school 

system over the past two hundred years. School reform is therefore not a new concept.  

Some would argue that organizational change is a natural and healthy process that will 

continue to challenge us all. So although we are a nation that thirsts for both mercy and 

justice, the school system has not always been fully capable of delivering the political 

promises set forth in our national Constitution.    
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There is plenty of evidence to suggest that the problems identified in the School-

to-Work Opportunities Act, which was signed into law in 1994, still plague our 

communities today, more than fifteen years after the legislation first emerged on the 

horizon.   

The thrust of the original legislative act was to encourage adults in society to work 

together in such a way as to foster transition education within the public school system.  

The instructional learning opportunities that I have described herein were each designed 

to complement both the goals and the philosophical tenets of the School-to-Work reform 

initiative, and seemed to be enjoyed by both girls and boys alike.   

I have gathered evidence that suggests that some of the activities and projects that 

my students were exposed to may have had a positive impact on their ultimate 

trajectories.  By this I mean moving students more swiftly and effectively through the 

hazy maze that is sometimes called the transition process, that awkward and sometimes 

rocky path from adolescence to adulthood.   

This specific phase in life can be defined a dozen ways, but I have described it 

within these pages as moving a young person from a position of economic dependency 

toward a more empowered position of relative self reliance and resilience.  I believe that 

some of the curriculum materials I developed may have helped to shield my former 

students from the bumps in the road that young adults sometimes encounter when they 

first make their journeys into adult life.   
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Section 1.3 – Focus of the Research 

(A) - Statement of the Problem    

Since the School-to-Work Opportunities Act was passed in 1994, there has been 

relatively little research conducted on the impact or overall influence of the reform 

movement on the state of affairs in America.  Despite claims that the policy would 

improve the quality of the public educational system, there are few research studies to 

back up such claims.  Subsequent levels of policy have been passed since then, including 

the infamous No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (Public Law 107-110) and several 

iterations and amendments to the Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990 (Public Law 

101-336) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990 (Public 

Law 101-476), two key pieces of legislation that influenced the formation of School-to-

Work Transition Education requirements for special education students.   

The letter of the law states that Americans should expect to receive fair treatment 

on the job and in their schooling environments. Observations in the field, however, 

continue to deliver the sad news that this is not always the case in reality.  The purpose of 

this research study is to conduct an investigation and analysis on the trajectories that were 

actually produced, to see if they can be verified, and then to determine the extent to 

which these outcomes matched those espoused by the various policy makers who wrote 

the federal legislative act related to the School-to-Work reform initiative.  During the 

course of this investigation I realized that it may have been folly to suggest that such a 

simple instructional delivery model would yield impressive results, able to earn 

Americans the right to contend on a global scale.  What I hope to determine is the extent 
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to which my own endeavors as a curriculum specialist were either accepted or rejected, 

applied or ignored, and to a certain extent, appreciated or not. 

I therefore sent a single letter out to everybody I could think of that had ever 

participated in one or more of the events that are described herein.  The goal of that single 

invitation was  to determine the extent to which I might be able to find people willing to 

discuss our various curriculum projects, now that the students had each had time (in 

theory) to apply what they had learned under my tutelage.  To my dismay I found that 

many of my former School-to-Work business partners, as well as my former students and 

their families, had moved on, beyond the addresses that I had kept on file.   

But to my delight there were indeed sixty five private citizens who did respond to 

me, indicating a willingness to discuss the issues that we agreed to, as part of the research 

project‟s design.  So although it was significantly after the fact for many of the people in 

this study, and too soon for others that I had invited to participate, we did agree to build 

this research project around a specific list of questions that were derived from the 

theoretical framework that I am using for the remainder of this study as the primary tool 

to guide the investigation.  Complex Change Theory (Ambrose, 1987; Beckhard and 

Harris, 1987; Knoster, 1993) has been used elsewhere in the applied educational research 

literatures by other investigators interested in learning about influential factors that 

impact curriculum, instruction, and the delivery of innovations in the field.    

The schools and school districts that that I have listed herein have been renamed, 

because I do not want anybody in this study faced with the possibility of embarrassment 

or even discrimination, should their stories be perceived to be less than flattering.  I also 
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changed the names of the individuals involved, so that they too could be protected 

personally from recrimination or political backlash, which is admittedly only a minimal 

risk, but a risk nonetheless.  So for the remainder of this chapter book, I am describing 

my own career history, as it unfolded over time.  I am using pseudo names for all three 

school districts in which I was employed over time, and I am also using pseudo-names 

whenever I am citing an individual‟s discussion or transition experience.  There is also 

the need to remove some of the stories from their correct historical context.  This is done 

to protect the identities and perhaps even licensure of those school officials who could 

have done a better job, if they had been more aware of what was transpiring within their 

ranks.  Nobody in this study is in danger of any physical harm.  This is not a study that 

required the use of drug interventions or biological procedures.  It is, however, a study 

that is protected by the Human Subjects Protections Program that is supervised by the 

University of Arizona‟s Internal Review Board, because it involves the use of interview 

data (see Appendix A).  The stories contained herein are not likely to cause any more 

harm that slight embarrassment, should the identities of the people involved be revealed.   

The research problem is therefore defined as a need to investigate the 

relationships that may exist between the original federal policy (and in this case, I am 

examining the intent of the policy), and subsequent lived experiences with the policy, in 

the context of curriculum development, delivery, and impact on those involved.  The 

scope of the project is limited to the ten year period of time in which I myself was 

personally involved in the design and delivery of specific curriculum projects that were 

intended to complement the original legislative act, as well as the iterations of it that were 
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seen later, in Arizona curriculum guides and standards.  A sequence of events occurred 

during that period of my professional practice that significantly impacted my ability to 

deliver what was promised.  Those events are described in detail, so that readers can 

discern for themselves which factors may have been influential in a positive light, and 

which may have impacted my programs and progress in a more negative strain.    

Geographers would call these push and pull factors, but I have instead followed 

the examples provided by two educational researchers who share an interest of mine, 

specifically, the desire to build school settings that are more inclusive and more 

welcoming to any student who desires to learn.  The project that I have designed is 

therefore modeled to a certain extent after the research studies conducted by Richard 

Villa and Jacqueline Thousand (2000).  These two researchers have devoted their lives to 

creating standards for the inclusion of members of the disabled population into 

mainstream classrooms.  A number of my students were indeed labeled as special, either 

through their physical constraints, and/or through their ability to learn.  Both Villa and 

Thousand have embraced Complex Change Theory, and its associated matrix, as a tool 

that can lend a hand to practitioners who are doing similar types of work.  In my case, I 

followed their lead, but I changed two primary terms.  They were looking for enabling 

and inhibiting factors that might have impacted their overall goal to create classrooms 

that were inclusive for special education students (Ibid, p. 98).  I instead used the terms 

favorable or unfavorable to describe whether or not the factors that were influential had a 

positive or a negative effect on my curriculum development endeavors, or on the lived 

experiences of those involved.  
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(B) - The Research Question 

All research starts with at least one question that begs to be answered.   That 

question may be imposed by an outside agency or it may arise from local concerns.  It 

may also emerge from an individual‟s personal desire to know more about a particular 

situation.  The initial query drives the focus of any subsequent investigations that might 

take place on the topic of concern.  The goal of a research project is to learn something 

new, as a direct result of following a systematic path of inquiry.   

Formal studies about a subject are designed in advance, following protocols that 

have been tested and determined to be trustworthy by other researchers.  Questions are 

raised, expertise is leveraged, observations are documented, new evidence is collected, 

and patterns are identified long before interpretations are made or conclusions are drawn.   

A sense of wonder drove the design of this specific research project.  I wondered 

what happened to my students, once they left my classroom and entered a world that is 

relatively invisible to me and to other teachers.  I wondered if I had provided them with 

any significant advice or skills that eventually came in handy. I wondered what else I 

could have taught, to prepare them more adequately for their transition to adult life.  I 

wondered what obstacles they were running into that I could have warned them about 

(pro-actively) via specific curriculum activities.   

The first step was to identify the one single question that would provide the 

overarching research goal.  The question had to be one that could be referred to, over and 

over again, as the data was collected, analyzed and portrayed back to readers in the 

audience.  As I reflected upon the private conversations that had taken place before this 
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research project was designed, I came to understand what it was that I really wanted to 

study.  I felt a compelling desire to understand the dynamics at play, as I moved from 

theory to practice and from setting to setting, over time.   

What I wondered the most about was if there was any way that I could 

systematically study how and why certain learning opportunities were developed with 

relative ease, while others were laborious.  I also wanted to understand why some were 

well received, while others were openly resisted.   

Finally, I wanted to know what aspects of my environment were supporting, 

facilitating, or enabling my ability to translate the goals of the policy into real-world 

activities, and which ones were not.  I decided to focus my study on a single question, 

distilled from years of professional curiosity.    Simply stated, the research question that 

drives this project is this: 

 

 What factors influenced the development of learning opportunities 

for my students, as I translated the theoretical goals of the School-

to-Work reform movement into my daily teaching practice over 

time?    

 

The research strategies that I employed to answer this question were chosen 

because each had a particular strength, or a means through which it was possible to find 

the elusive answers I was searching for.  I chose a blend of well-respected qualitative 

research strategies to draw attention to specific aspects of the study that I hoped to 

highlight.  I therefore gained an appreciation for both the strengths and weaknesses of 

each strategy that I employed, while appreciating the fact that each one could provide 

layers of insight to the research problem as a whole. 
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(C) - Availability of Data  

My idea for this study was to look at the phenomenon of the School-To-Work 

movement from as many angles as possible, the way that an artisan might gander at a 

diamond in the rough.  With the right vision and equipment, an experienced craftsman 

should be able to take the rough gemstone and cleave it into a multi-faceted jewel, 

resulting in a final product that exhibits her technical skills and artistic talents.  Portions 

of the original gemstone would naturally be discarded in the process, but the final result 

would be easier to scrutinize for flaws, before determining the ultimate value of the stone.  

In this study I took the School-to-Work policy and held it up into the light, as I cleaved 

off various dimensions, so as to expose both its brilliance and its occlusions.  I also 

analyzed its many facets as they were exposed. 

Like the jeweler in this metaphor, I had to dig through piles and piles of raw 

materials, in search of potential diamonds in the rough.  My task was to find nuggets of 

information that could be linked together and fashioned into a plausible answer to the 

single focus question.  The first step was to recognize that I already had in my possession 

some potentially valuable pieces of information that might shed light on the research 

question.  Over the years I had gathered and collected a variety of historical artifacts 

related to my own field practice, in the context of the School-to-Work movement.  These 

artifacts, stuffed into twenty-seven file drawers, included memorabilia, curriculum 

materials, photographs of my students in action, samples of students‟ work, media 

presentations of various projects, newspaper clippings and articles, and pertinent research 

literatures on the subject.  Furthermore, I am in the habit of keeping journals, both 
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personally and professionally, so I had accumulated reams and reams of field notes and 

reflective diary entries on the subject.   

One of my first research tasks, then, was to sift gingerly through the collection of 

artifacts, with the goal of putting the collection into some semblance of order.   Like an 

archeologist, hunting carefully for clues to a past civilization, I began the process of 

sifting and sorting, organizing and arranging, categorizing and clipping.  I also 

conscientiously prioritized individual pieces within the collection, and began to throw 

away those artifacts that seemed to be inconsequential in the long-run.  So I made a 

multitude of decisions right up front, in terms of what I would study, what I would not 

study, and why or why not.  The research question provided the mechanism by which I 

made many of those decisions.  If the raw material resource did not have the potential to 

answer the focus question, then it was tossed out.  It took a semester of hard intellectual 

work to streamline and catalog the collection, but it was reduced in the end to five file 

drawers, filled with information that I perceived to be potentially valuable to the study.  

Once my collection of artifacts was neatly tucked away, I began to wrestle with 

the conundrum of how to make sense of it all. The process of tidying up all of that 

information that I had gathered over the years allowed me the opportunity to see patterns 

emerging in the data that I owned.  Those patterns were reflected in the way that I had 

organized my file drawers.  I had one file draw that contained information about the 

policy itself, including the original request for proposals that guided my initial 

involvement, as well as subsequent documentation about the nature of the reform, its 

philosophical intent, and its overall goals.  One file drawer was therefore dedicated to 
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information I had gathered related to the School-to-Work policy and related educational 

reform initiatives.  

A second file drawer contained examples of the learning opportunities that I had 

created over time, and I noticed that I had organized them by curriculum project or event.  

This allowed me to see some patterns of cultural and historical significance, as the 

activities were segregated by social setting first, and then lined up in chronological order.  

I could see a time-line of pivotal events beginning to emerge.  As I read the index tabs for 

each event folder, I began to ponder the research question again, and wondered which 

events, if scrutinized more carefully, could provide some more answers.   That is when it 

occurred to me that much of the knowledge about my own personal participation in the 

reform movement was not written down anywhere, but locked in my own memory of my 

past lived experiences.   

A third drawer had been dedicated to an assortment of research articles that I had 

collected on the topic.  The articles were primarily written by members of the applied 

educational research community, and represented conceptual and theoretical arguments, 

both in favor and against the reform, as well as evaluation studies commissioned when 

the legislation was enacted.   I had also managed to find additional studies, conducted by 

university researchers, which were based on empirical evidence, including direct field 

observations and interviews of those responsible for implementing the reform.   But I 

recognized that this drawer was probably not representative of all of the literatures that 

might exist on the topic, so I made the research commitment to expand my current 

collection of research articles written by other concerned academicians.  
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The fourth drawer was stuffed with a variety of physical artifacts related to my 

past teaching practice.  I had collected samples of the students‟ work over the years, 

having purchased the pieces directly from the students, with their parents‟ permission.  

Every semester I had a “portfolio contest” in my classes, offering a $25 prize to students 

who had accumulated the best display of the work we had conducted together.  Students 

competed for the prize money by organizing examples of their best class work into a 

three-ring binder.  I kept one for most of the semesters that I worked in the field, 

including those years in which I was involved in the School-to-Work reform.  I also had 

in my possession photographs and a video tape, to provide visual images as additional 

clues and data to be interpreted.  

The fifth drawer contained actual curriculum materials and program development 

documents, indicative of infrastructure that I had tried to develop at each setting over the 

years.  Lesson and activity plans, local program guides, implementation reports, local 

policy documents, partnership agreements, training plans, and my own professional 

performance ratings were all tucked neatly in chronological order.  I also had copies of 

receipts, and both records and calculations that I had kept, of resource allocations and 

expenditures.  I kept records of specific problems that I had faced, related to program, 

curriculum, staff, and partnership development.  I had also kept files of much of the 

correspondence that had been generated over the years, as well as many of the replies to 

that correspondence.  I therefore had kept documentation that indicated where I was 

struggling and what I had done to overcome obstacles encountered in the field.   
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This study was therefore designed around the availability of data, as well as 

around the patterns and themes that I was beginning to observe in the relics that I had 

collected and stored.  I could see the potential value of these historical artifacts, in that 

they could be analyzed and used as evidentiary support to subsequent claims about the 

research findings.  Synthesizing the five file drawers of information into a research 

project, however, was still a problem that I had not yet solved.  The process of 

unscrambling the seemingly disconnected and discombobulated mess still eluded me.  It 

often seemed as if I was facing a mountain-high pile of garbage, without a clue as to how 

on earth to make sense of it all.     

This is where the Managing Complex Change matrix (Knoster, 1993) came to 

mind.  It was a chart that I had used frequently throughout my career, because it was a 

tidy little problem-solving tool that was designed to help people within organizations who 

were struggling to implement new technologies.  The chart is a one page matrix that helps 

innovators overcome stumbling blocks that they may have encountered, as they integrate 

changes into their particular practical setting.  It is used by analysts in various career 

fields to interpret multiple layers of data.  As I stared down at the chart, the research 

design for this project practically popped off the pages.  The research design simply 

presented itself, and became obvious to me.   I suddenly realized how I could apply this 

simple framework to an analysis of the variety of artifacts and data sets that I already had 

in my possession.  Furthermore, I could see immediately how the same tool might be 

used to compare and contrast a variety of perceptions on a single topic.  The chart 

therefore pointed the way to the interviews that would eventually be incorporated into the 
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overall design of this study.   In a single instant I realized that the chart, provided to me 

so long ago, was precisely the tool I needed to help me organize my thoughts.   

Various authors have used metaphorical images in the past, to describe how the 

research process is perceived by those who do it.  I frequently used the metaphor of the 

journey or adventure when describing my experiences related to this research project to 

my family, colleagues, and friends.  I have also used the images of a jeweler and an 

archeologist to describe how the research design emerged.  But to illustrate the point that 

research is both a science and an art (Eisner, 1981; Tesch, 1990; Stake, 1995), I will now 

use the illustrative metaphor of the weaver at her loom. To me the weaver symbolizes a 

person who is both a skilled technician as well as a creative artist.  When she decides to 

create a tapestry she must make a multitude of design decisions before the final product 

emerges.  The color, shape, and texture of the tapestry depends upon variables such as the 

vision she holds in her mind, her talents and skills, and her motivation for involvement in 

the project, as well as the availability of tools, raw materials, and necessary resources.    

As a researcher, I too had to make qualifying decisions related to the overall size, 

shape, scope and focus of my project.  Like the weaver, I had to imagine the end product 

long before it was actually created, in order to have an idea of where I was headed in the 

creative process.  I had to set goals and boundaries so as to take advantage of the limited 

resources that would be available to me, and I had to be open to unanticipated 

possibilities that emerged along the way.   Like any artist, I had a great deal of creative 

control over the design of my work, and the ultimate display of it indicates my attention 

to specific details and aesthetics.   
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(D) - The Conceptual Framework 

The process of understanding the intricately entwined connections between (1) the 

policy, (2) the learning activities that were developed over time in support of the 

purported ideological goals of the act, (3) the lived experiences of the people who agreed 

to speak with me about their participation in the reform movement, (4) the structures 

found within the various social settings, and (5) my own responses to the situations and 

opportunities I encountered, is potentially quite complex.  To simplify that process, it is 

necessary to have a tool that helps to thread together the various pieces of evidence that 

were gathered to answer the research or focus question.  Synthesizing what I have learned 

in this study back into the final research report is the process which I relate to the 

weaver‟s ability to create a tapestry that others can both understand and appreciate.  So 

while the weaver is first setting her warp threads into place, she is already imagining how 

it is that she approaches the project, perhaps from various angles, in order to recreate the 

vision or image she has designed in her mind. 

In this case, I am both the weaver and one of the data strands.  My recollections of 

past events had a significant influence on the design of this project.  My tapestry is made 

of words that were gathered and combined with those of other people.  Some of the 

words I collected were in print already when I first encountered them.  The most complex 

document that I am unraveling into its component strands is the policy itself.  The 

School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 is a discrete historical manuscript that is 

available on-line through the Library of Congress.  It provided the background context to 

this historical case study, and it contains references to the purposes and congressional 
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intent of the legislative act.  The policy is not easy to read or to understand.  There are 

numerous references to other pieces of legislation that are assumed to be relevant, as well 

as historical references to situations in society that need to be interpreted for those not 

well versed in the history of education.   

The process of unraveling any jumbled mess begins with sorting and sifting 

through the various strands of information that are intertwined, so as to rearrange them in 

a more orderly fashion.  Researchers call this process „building the conceptual 

framework‟ and it is the first step in producing a good research design.   

“Doing that exercise … forces the researcher to be selective – to decide which 

dimensions are more important, which relationships are likely to be the most meaningful, 

and as a consequence, what information should be collected and analyzed, at least at the 

outset” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 18).  
 

A conceptual framework describes the key factors or variables that are studied in 

any particular research report, as well as the relationships that exist between those 

variables.  It also describes the paradigmatic lens through which the investigator is 

thinking about the phenomenon that is being studied.  It can be presented in either 

narrative or graphic form, and I have chosen to do both.   Researchers Matthew B. Miles 

and A. Michael Huberman suggest that the key elements of the research design be 

organized and sorted into what they call intellectual bins (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 

18), which are categories assigned to the various components that are scrutinized further.  

They recommend that the conceptual framework include a thumbnail sketch of the scope 

of the research project, in terms of investigative variables that answer the who, what, 

when, where, why and how questions of the study.   
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Building a conceptual framework therefore helps the researcher prioritize and 

plan for her investigation.   It provides a mechanism by which to begin to hone or focus 

the study.  With the research question in mind, I designed a conceptual framework at the 

beginning of this project to help me prioritize what it was I wanted to learn and to 

accomplish.  It helped me get started, pick and choose variables to study, identify 

additional data that I needed to collect, and determine how to filter out extraneous data.  

The ultimate goal was to answer the research question as thoroughly as possible, given 

the constraints of the availability of data, as well as additional resource constraints.  The 

final objective was to report my findings and interpretations of the situation in a way that 

would be accepted by the readers as logical, rational and plausible.   

A conceptual framework also helps the social scientist put her research endeavor 

into a certain perspective, so that what is being observed is less fuzzy or abstract.  The 

idea is to design a framework that focuses the study in such a way that clear patterns 

begin to emerge, and specific details become visible.  If the phenomenon under scrutiny 

has rarely been studied in the past, then the social scientist may not have an adequate 

vocabulary at her disposal to draw upon, to aid in her description of the features she is 

seeing.   Subsequent observers of a similar social phenomenon may not fully value what 

she is saying about the object of study, especially if they have not experienced the 

phenomenon themselves, or do not perceive it to be pertinent or relevant to their own 

interests.  Since this is a piece of research on the phenomenon of participation in the 

School-to-Work movement, there were very few literature models to emulate.     
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I therefore utilized a variety of resources and tools to fashion a conceptual 

framework for myself that was based in part on the handy little matrix that I found in my 

file drawers, but also on the suggestions provided to me by numerous other authors with 

an interest in researching complex organizational transformations.  The curriculum 

projects that I developed over time were not done in isolation, but rather within rather 

complicated social settings.  Each place had a history of its own that pre-dated my 

coming on the scene, and each place had their own respective interpretations of how the 

policy should have been incorporated into their distinctive organizational structure.  So I 

customized my research design to fit my particular historical case.   

The primary focus of the project was to distill-out the most influential variables 

that drove my own practice.  The intent was to identify structural elements that were 

pertinent.  I have therefore been very selective with my methods and have chosen those 

that I believe can sharpen the image for the reader quickly.  I have also modeled how the 

framework was constructed, to allow readers interested in studying the same topic from a 

slightly different angle to do so.  The boundaries or scope of the project are clearly 

delineated, and the approach to the project should be discernible in the structural 

elements that were chosen in the research design.  For my study I chose a blend of two 

fairly common research strategies, one considered to be a paradigmatic lens, while the 

other is considered to be an organizational strategy that allows for specific concepts to be 

studied independently first, and then interwoven with all of the other components that 

were studied, so that the individual data strands are blended into a holistic explanation.  

(Tesch, 1990).    
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(E) - Intellectual Bins 

 The first step I took in the design of this research project was to apply the familiar 

who, what, when, where, why and how organizational structure to my own thinking and 

planning processes.  My goal was to establish an initial set of intellectual bins, as 

recommended by the well-respected qualitative researchers, Matthew B. Miles and A. 

Michael Huberman (1994).  The preliminary structure allowed me to organize my 

thoughts.  It forced me to define the original boundaries or scope of the project, so as to 

prioritize my limited resources (primarily the time that was allocated to this project) and 

to take full advantage of the data that was available to me.  Each of the following bins 

represents numerous design decisions that were made early enough in the project to allow 

me to develop a flexible and realistic approach, given the resources I could access:  

Bin 1 – Who?  The first intellectual bin that I prescribed allowed me to consider who to 

invite into the study, and to delegate the various roles that they might play in the project.    

(A) Practitioner-Researcher - I decided up-front that I would take the primary role 

of the researcher, removing all expectations that the other people involved in this study 

would be responsible in any way for the research design, outcomes or final report.  So the 

first person to be identified in this study is me, and I am referred to often as either the 

practitioner-researcher or as the teacher-researcher.   I alone bear the full responsibility 

for the research project, including all design decisions made related to the collection and 

analysis of data, the interpretations drawn, and the final reports published.   

(B) Participants – The participants in the study are the thirty-seven private citizens 

who volunteered to participate in the interviews that were integrated into the project‟s 



 

 

  80 

design.  All of these people have one thing in common, and that is that they were each 

involved in one or more of the School-to-Work curriculum activities that I developed, and 

that are described in this research study.  The participants volunteered to speak candidly 

from their own unique perspectives, as stakeholders with a vested interest in the reform.  

Each has chosen to speak about their participation in the School-to-Work movement in 

the context of their own personal lived experiences, related to this historical case study.  

The personal identities of these people are obscured by design, and their interview 

responses are reported often in the aggregate, by stakeholder group category.   

(C) Data Triangulation Team – The members of this study who have the most 

robust role are those who volunteered to serve on the Data Triangulation Team.  Twelve 

participants in the study signed-on to provide this additional service.  Their role was to 

read the dissertation as it was written, so as to verify the accuracy of any claims made, 

related to the circumstances under which each had historical knowledge or access.  These 

people were also given the opportunity to read the analysis and interpretations, and then 

subsequently invited to provide additional insights and comments.  Of the dozen 

members on the team, eight were community partners with direct lived experience in one 

or more of the projects described herein.  Two were former students, one male and one 

female, who participated in both school-based and work-based learning opportunities.  

Two were school administrators who could verify the circumstances under which I had 

been hired to serve in their respective communities.  

(D) Dissertation Committee – The dissertation committee consisted of two 

professors from the major department, and one professor from the minor department, 
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with the committee-chairman position shared by a member from each.  There was at least 

one male and one female professor on the team, by design, so that participants who had 

questions or concerns could have the opportunity to work with an individual who was 

more likely to be sensitive to any gender-specific issues.  The professors on the 

dissertation committee shared the responsibility for ensuring that the project met the 

University‟s strict codes for research methodologies and the protection of the human 

subjects in the study.  Their respective identities were revealed to participants in the 

study, including the members of the data triangulation team.    

(E) Stakeholders – The stakeholders in this study have been identified as 

belonging to five separate groups of people who may or may not have had personal 

experience with this study or with any of the specific learning opportunities that are 

described herein.  The five stakeholder groups are:  (1) Educators; (2) Employers; (3) 

Students; (4) Parents; and (5) Policy Makers.  The local community consists of a number 

of people with a vested interest in this research report, some of whom volunteered to 

participate, and some of whom declined.  Those who declined may not have been 

available or willing to speaking frankly on this subject at the time that the invitation was 

extended to them.  There are others who were never invited to speak on the topic, because 

they were not involved in the curriculum activities that I am describing herein, but they 

may have affiliations with the topic through other educational programs and practices.  

Finally, there are citizens paying taxes related to the education of our youth who may be 

interested to learn how and where some of their tax money was spent.  
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Bin 2 – What? - This second intellectual bin categorizes the various elements that are 

scrutinized, and it includes physical objects as well as conceptual ideas that are 

examined.   

(A) Policy Documentation – The School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 is 

the primary document that is scrutinized in this report, but it is not the only piece of 

relevant data related to the reform movement.  There are also local and state policies in 

support of the act that I have collected for subsequent analysis in this report.  I have also 

collected newspaper articles related to the reform in general, as well as written reports 

that were prepared by members of the research community.  Some reports are conceptual 

or theoretical in nature, providing rhetorical arguments to either support or criticize the 

initiative, while others are based on empirical data that has been collected in a variety of 

contexts and situations.  This bin was conceptualized to acknowledge a need to discuss 

the goals, intent, and background of the reform movement. 

(B) Curriculum Development Activities – This intellectual bin includes all 

thoughts related to the development of the various learning opportunities that were 

created during my practice.  The bin describes what I want to study, in terms of the lesson 

plans and activities, as well as pieces of program infrastructure that were created during 

my tenure.  This bin allows for the distillation of a discrete list of curriculum projects that 

I can then scrutinize with the research question in mind.  The list of activities to be 

analyzed can therefore be displayed as visual clues that can help all readers identify the 

various projects, whether they were personally involved in them or not.  Artifacts that 
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have been collected that would fall under this conceptual bin include: actual lesson plans, 

photographs, highlight reports, on-the-job training guidelines, and more. 

(C) My Praxis – The Emic Perspective - This intellectual bin is devoted to the 

pivotal lived experiences that I deemed to be of significance to this report.  My intent was 

to chronicle my own personal decisions and actions related to the reform, as I personally 

engaged in the process of translating theory into practice.  Stories that illustrated my 

thinking processes were told in the context of the learning activities that were created 

during my practice at each setting.  They were drawn from my memory, as well as from 

the artifacts that are archived in my file drawers.  I kept a relatively short and discrete list 

of my favorite experiences with the School-to-Work movement, as well as those that were 

problematic. This bin is therefore conceptually divided into two parts.  Part 1 is devoted 

to the successes I experienced.  It allowed me to describe illustrative examples of what 

worked well in the lessons, activities, programs, and partnerships.  Part 2 is devoted to 

the recognized barriers I encountered, or the problems I faced when developing 

particular learning activities.  This bin describes a separate body of knowledge that was 

derived solely from the emic perspective, that is, from my own lived experiences.      

(D) Etic Perspectives – Concerns of Others – This intellectual bin is devoted to 

the perceptions and concerns that other people might have had about the overall reform 

movement, as well as specific activities that I developed myself.  I explored the 

perceptions of the individuals with whom I had personally worked with in the past. This 

bin is therefore divided conceptually into two sub-sections.  Part 1 is devoted to the 

perceptions of the School-to-Work movement, as articulated by researchers outside of the 
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applied educational research community.  I made the design commitment to expand my 

literature search on the subject, to include perceptions of other research communities 

with a vested interest in the topic of School-to-Work Transition Education.   My focus 

was expanded, so that I could learn from researchers who study the business sector, 

family dynamics, sociological issues, youth labor trends, and the psycho-social wellness 

of older adolescents and/or young adults.  Part 2 is devoted to the idea that individual 

stakeholders in the reform movement may have additional insights to share.  The bin 

allowed me to consider how I might formally integrate the feedback I received over the 

years into the project.  It also allowed me to imagine an additional layer of data, one that 

would be obtained through formal interviews with individual citizens who had 

participated in the reform movement through the projects that I had designed.  I began the 

thought-process of designing a new set of data-collection protocols, and then carefully 

considered the potential costs and benefits of re-establishing past relationships with 

people who might represent the various stakeholder groups. I therefore started to look for 

literatures on the inclusion of human subjects in my research design, to learn how to 

manage and reduce potential risks.   

(E) Transition Experiences - This intellectual bin is devoted to information that I 

could collect, related to the concept of the “ideal” versus the “authentic” transition 

experiences of students in our country. This bin allowed me to comprehend what should 

be taking place, what is taking place, and to identify potential sources of both claims.  

Transition outcomes are operationally defined within the policy itself, but also in a 

variety of other literatures on the subject.  Some of the students in this study provided 
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glimpses of their own experiences, but not everybody who was interviewed agreed to let 

me use their stories.  There are statistics on the subject as well as other qualitative 

research reports that were written not only by educators, but also by theorists and 

practitioners in a variety of the social sciences.  The concept of the transition process 

itself is therefore reserved in my mind as a separate component to study further.  

 

Bin 3 – When?  The third intellectual bin allowed me to consider the historical 

dimensions to the project, in terms of the scope, sequence and contexts of the various 

projects and processes that I wanted to study.  

(A) Time-Line of Events –There is a discrete and identifiable time-line to this 

study, which can be used to illustrate the temporal scale involved.  The study begins in 

the fall semester of 1996, when I first heard the Call to Action and decided to participate 

personally in the reform movement.  It ends in the fall semester of 2009, when the last of 

the interview data was collected, transcribed, and approved for inclusion.   

(B)  Periods of Practice – The time-line of events can be segmented into discrete 

periods of time in which my paid professional practice took priority over the research 

activities that I was engaged in simultaneously.  During these periods I was employed in 

distinctive social settings, and assigned a variety of professional duties and tasks.  To 

help me keep this historical case in perspective, I chose to organize some of the temporal 

dimensions to the study around these discrete periods within my own professional work 

history.  The first time period coincides with my work history in Setting A, but it begins 

at the time I first involved myself in the reform movement, and not when I was first 
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employed there in 1993.  My work history is divided for the purposes of this study into 

the following periods of paid employment, related to School-to-Work: 

o Period 1:  Setting A – Asteroid City    Fall 1996 – Spring 2000           

o Period 2:  Setting B – Bolide City    Fall 2002 – Fall 2004    

o Period 3:  Setting C – Comet City   Spring 2006 - Fall 2007   

 

(C)  Phases of Research and Development – The time-line of events can also be 

segmented into three other discrete periods of time, in which I was not employed in a 

context related to the School-to-Work movement.  Instead, these segments of time 

represent privileged opportunities that I had to reflect deeply, and to engage myself more 

fully in research and professional development endeavors, directly related to this project.   

These phases of inquiry fall in-between my paid work experiences as follows: 

o Research Phase 1: Interim A – After Setting A Summer 2000 – Summer 2002    

o Research Phase 2: Interim B – After Setting B Spring 2005 – Fall of 2005   

o Research Phase 3: Interim C – After Setting C     Spring of 2008 – Fall of 2009       

 

(D)  Historical Context – The final intellectual bin related to the temporal 

dimension of the study was established so that I could begin to conceptualize how this 

case study and the national School-to-Work movement each fit into a larger historical 

context.  The study itself needs to be put into a broader historical context, so that readers 

can understand some of the pivotal events that impacted the trajectory of the research 

project, and that influenced the focus of the study. This bin allowed me to consider the 

temporal aspects of the reform movement, as well as my own participation and 

engagement decisions.  Many of the pivotal experiences that I identified can be traced to 

historical events that either influenced or coincided with the development and delivery of 

the curriculum projects under study.  Furthermore, each place of employment had a 
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distinctive history that influenced the jobs that I was assigned to do.  Finally, this study 

was conducted after-the-fact, and in hindsight.   

 

Bin 4 – Where?  The fourth intellectual bin allowed me to consider the geographic 

dimensions to the project, in terms of the distinctive social places in which I was assigned 

to work over the years.   

 (A) County and State – My teaching practice was conducted in the same county in 

Arizona.  That is significant, in that the School-to-Work Opportunities Act was managed 

locally by one office.  The School-to-Work policy itself was therefore presented to all 

three school districts by the same local liaison.  This historical case study does not 

include any comparison between what took place in our county and what took place 

elsewhere in the state or nation.   

(B) Public School Districts – My teaching practice took place in public schools, not in 

private ones.  The school-systems that I worked for each had a great deal of latitude to 

decide locally how they would be governed and structured.  All three, however, shared 

the same legal obligation to provide appropriate educational services to the students 

within their jurisdiction. Furthermore, all three districts were bound by the same set of 

legal mandates and financial management rules.    The three districts also had a similar 

administrative structure, with teachers providing front-ranks instruction, educational 

specialists providing expertise to teachers on specific topics, and administrators dedicated 

to providing leadership at three levels (building-level, program-level, and district-level).  

All three districts had governing boards that helped to establish priorities and 

instructional goals, and that provided a group mechanism for policy development and 
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conflict resolution.   This bin was established conceptually to acknowledge the fact that 

the public school system has a different set of ideological principles that are at work, 

regarding democratic values and ideals.  So there is a need to discuss how and why public 

schooling exists, and the ideological factors that may have influenced the projects 

developed. 

(C)  University Setting -  I recognized early in this project that the curriculum 

projects that were developed over time in each of the school districts were heavily 

influenced by the programs of study that I matriculated into, both as an undergraduate 

and as a graduate student.  The fact that I was enrolled in a university that was located in 

the Sonoran Desert is pertinent.  There are definite relationships that can be discerned 

between the geographic location of my college, my minor department‟s academic focus, 

and the specific learning activities that were generated during my practice. The influence 

of environmental science, physical geography, and desert ecology coursework becomes 

obvious as the study unfolds.  

 (D)  Individual School Settings – One intellectual bin was devoted to 

conceptualizing how and why the programs and projects that I developed over time may 

have been influenced by the specific structures found within each distinctive social space.  

The districts are all similar in size, and the populations of students that they serve are 

similar demographically.  But each place had a distinctive culture that I had to adapt to.  I 

therefore needed to conceptualize not only the factors in each place that impacted my 

practice, but also to examine how and why I might have responded to specific structural 

elements, while other people did not.  So this bin allowed me to organize my thoughts 



 

 

  89 

around the social architecture and cultural geography of each place.  There were 

structural elements to each place of employment that were unique, and that might prove 

insightful, as I search for the answer to the research question. 

 

Bin 5 – Why? – This fifth intellectual bin represents all concepts and artifacts that I can 

gather related to the purported value of this research project.   

(1) Research Focus – The research question implies that this study was conducted 

in order to find pivotal variables that had an impact on my abilities to develop meaningful 

curriculum activities for my students.  The underlying implication is that the study may 

provide clues as to what worked and what did not work, and more importantly, why or 

why not.  So the question of “why” (this study should be conducted) can be linked back 

to the goals of the reform movement, as well as to literatures on the subjects of school 

reform, student achievement, and teacher efficacy.  Understanding the reasons 

underlying the need for school reform in general, as well as the reasons for the success or 

failure of particular projects is essential for finding potential answers to the research 

question.  This bin therefore addresses the need to keep the research focused on finding 

evidence to highlight those variables that can improve the educational or transition 

experiences for students. 

(2) Rationale – The study is justified in the context of broader societal concerns 

facing young people as they transition from high school to adult life.  The schools play a 

crucial part in providing educational strategies and opportunities for students, so that they 

have the opportunity to gain the necessary knowledge, skills, and attitudes to be 

successful adult citizens.  This bin was developed so that I could keep track of artifacts 
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and evidence that would remind me of the rationale behind the project.  The goal was to 

keep my awareness sensitized to the strategies that might have been beneficial in the 

long-run to students exiting the school systems in which I was employed.  There is 

therefore a great deal of emphasis throughout the book in justifying the study from a 

wellness perspective.   The goal is to improve the transition process, or to facilitate it, so 

that students leave school better prepared to assume healthy adult roles and 

responsibilities.   

Bin 6 – How? – This final intellectual bin is the most complex.  It is dedicated to the 

research strategies that are applied during the study, to attempt to answer the research 

question. 

 (1) Methods and Strategies -  This bin was used to conceptualize the range of 

available research options, and to narrow those options as the research design was 

constructed.  Only those methods that were deemed useful and appropriate (based on 

criteria related to the research question, skills of the researcher, and availability of data) 

are described in any detail.  None of the strategies chosen was strong enough to stand 

alone, so a blended approach was adopted, to allow multiple data streams to be analyzed 

separately first, and then collectively later.   

The strategies included in the research design are:  (a) the historical case study; 

(b) a single-case model; (c) multiple data streams; (d) embedded units of analysis; (e) a 

narrative inquiry approach; (f) thematic analysis; and (g) the application of Complex 

Change Theory.   The blended approach allows for an in-depth analysis of five specific 

data strands, as well as triangulation of any interpretations drawn.   
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Section 1.4 – Research Strategies 

(A) - The Historical Case Study 

There are numerous qualitative research strategies that I could have selected for 

this study, but I chose one in particular because it is fairly robust.  I decided to use the 

time-honored case study research tradition, because it allows researchers the opportunity 

to conduct an intensive investigation of complex processes.  The case study tradition 

allows researchers to blend various other qualitative strategies within a single study 

(Tesch, 1990).   This design option allows for the analysis of multiple variables that 

might be embedded within the case.   

This was important to me, in that I wanted to study the complex phenomenon of 

participation in the School-to-Work movement from as many angles as possible.   I also 

wanted a methodology that would allow me to explore the meaning or personal 

significance ascribed to the phenomenon, by those individual people who were involved 

in it.  The goal was to search through the various data streams and to explore for 

potentially significant patterns, themes, or trends.     

Case study methods are used whenever you “deliberately wanted to cover contextual 

conditions - believing they might be highly pertinent to your phenomenon of study” (Yin, 

2003, p. 13).   

 

I also chose the case study tradition because it valued the inclusion of both 

temporal and spatial dimensions to the study.  By this I mean that historical and 

geographical contexts are perceived to be worth investigating.  This historical case takes 

a reflective look back at a number of pivotal career and personal experiences, as well as 

changes that occurred over time that influenced the relevance of the policy itself.  
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Case studies allow researchers to focus on real-life events, so as to understand the 

meaning behind certain occurrences, decisions, or processes.  They are always situated in 

the context of their relationship to broader social constructs or concerns (Yin, 2003).    

“Insights gleaned from case studies can directly influence policy, practice and future 

research” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). 

 

The element of case study design that I most appreciated was the potential it 

offers for practical application of the knowledge that is generated in the process.  Case 

studies afford researchers an opportunity to explore the potential implications of the study 

for others.  So this case study was designed with the practical goal of presenting the 

findings to a wider audience.  The bottom-line conundrum I face, however, is articulated 

by one researcher, Renata Tesch, who makes the point: 

“There is only one requirement for research:  that you can persuade others that you have 

indeed made a credible discovery worth paying attention to” (Tesch, 1990, p. 71).  

 

With that practical goal in mind, it is my obligation to demonstrate what I have 

learned in the process of conducting a fairly intensive study of one specific case of school 

reform. The case study tradition is not a methodology per se, but rather a way of focusing 

the researcher‟s attention to particular aspects or concerns that are related to a specific 

context or phenomenon of interest.  What is most important in the design of a case study 

is setting the boundaries for the case so as to delimit its scope.  This allows the researcher 

to identify up front what will be studied, and what will not be studied.    

“Unlike experimental, survey, or historical research, case study analysis does not claim 

any particular methods for data collection or data analysis.  Any and all methods of 

gathering data, from testing to interviewing, can be used in a case study, although certain 

techniques are used more than others” (Merriam, 1998, p. 28).  
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Case studies have been used in research for decades.  They are frequently found 

in all branches of the social sciences, including practice-oriented fields such as education 

(Yin, 2003).    

“Case studies in education are often framed with the concepts, models, and theories from 

anthropology, history, sociology, psychology, and educational psychology” (Merriam, 

1998, p. 19).  

 

The first step in designing a research project using the case study tradition is to 

identify the case so that subsequent research activities can be selected from the vast array 

of social science methods and techniques that are available.  Once the scope of the study 

has been identified, it is then important to isolate the facets of the phenomenon that can 

be studied, given the availability of data.  The case study is therefore tailored to fit the 

specifics of the investigation.  Strategies of inquiry are chosen precisely because they are 

perceived to be the best fit for the particular goals, questions, and available data streams.   

Strategies are selected in response to the type of data that was collected, allowing 

for coordinated sub-studies to take place within a single case.  Each case study that is 

designed can therefore represent a unique blend of research methodologies, which work 

together in a synchronized fashion, to yield a final product that illuminates the 

relationship of the parts to each other, as well as to the whole phenomenon.  The result of 

a case study should be a report that describes the holistic nature of the phenomenon, the 

inter-relatedness of any sub-strands, and the particular aspects of the case that might be 

significant to other researchers.  

Researchers have described case studies as a process “which tries to describe and analyze 

some entity in qualitative, complex, and comprehensive terms not infrequently as it 

unfolds over a period of time” (Wilson, 1979, p. 448). 
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The boundaries of a case study are not always easy to define.  Case studies can 

focus on a variety of subjects.  In education they have been conducted on individuals 

(such as a student, a teacher, a parent, a business partner, or a school administrator), as 

well as on groups of people (such as a class, a faculty, a family, or a school board).  They 

have also concentrated on decisions, processes, innovations, educational programs, 

organizational structures and policies.   

When I was designing this particular case study, and determining appropriate 

boundaries for the overall investigation, I was encouraged to learn that it was considered 

to be appropriate to focus my attention on my role as a practitioner.  

“A case may also be defined as a role: [emphasis added]… [for example] … a teacher 

moving through “life-cycles” during a teaching career” (Huberman, 1993 as cited in 

Miles and Huberman, 1994).  

 

I was further encouraged to learn that case studies have been conducted in the past 

on “organizational change” (Yin, 2003, p 23).  But the most compelling example of an 

appropriate focus for case study research was provided by Miles and Huberman, when 

they suggested that a case could focus on the dynamic nature of a particular set of 

decisions, actions or processes such as “the adoption, implementation, and 

institutionalization of an innovative program”  (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 26).  The 

focus of this study, therefore, is on my role as a practitioner, who was paid by various 

public school districts to be an agent of change.  The changes that I was put in charge of 

were curricular in nature.  I was asked to translate the goals of one piece of national 

policy into curriculum activities that could be shared with other educators and integrated 

into specific school settings.   
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The scope of this project is bound within the system of decisions I made 

personally, related to the integration of the policy into local settings.  In the process I 

describe the developments that occurred, in terms of pivotal events, established routines, 

and organizational changes that took place over time.  I am also describing the lived 

experiences of those of us who were involved in the reform simultaneously, and worked 

to distill a list of statements that represent the “essence” of those experiences.   

This case study is therefore an instance (or an example, or a unique sample) of 

school reform.  The concern or issue is School-to-Work Transition Education, and the 

study illustrates a particular instance of how and why one teacher-researcher participated 

locally in this specific educational reform agenda.  A case study can utilize either a 

single-case or a multiple-case design strategy.   

I have chosen the single-case design strategy, which is no doubt confusing to 

some people, because they may mix-up the concept of embedding multiple layers of data 

with the concept of studying multiple cases.   

This case study is examining one teacher‟s practice over time, not multiple 

teachers‟ practices.  One practice has many nuances that can be investigated, but the 

single-case is limited in scope to the practice of only one teacher-researcher, who was 

doing a multitude of activities, in multiple social settings.   

Since the focus of the study is on events or situations that took place in the past, 

the case study should be referred to as an historical case study.  That is how this 

particular research project is defined, because it studies events in hindsight, searching for 

relevance between multiple variables.    
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(B) - Embedded Units of Analysis   

 This study utilized a single-case design option, which allowed for the inclusion of 

multiple data strands.  Each data strand is analyzed individually first, and then again, in 

relation to the others.  Five specific strands of data have been identified as potential 

sources of information to be studied in the context of the research question.  They have 

therefore been designated as the five separate embedded units of analysis for this 

historical case.  Each data set highlights a particular facet of the case, and each is 

analyzed using strategies that are appropriate for the data type.   

The task is to distill a list of variables, themes or concepts that were discovered in 

each strand of data upon careful examination. The discoveries derived from each 

individual data set, once listed, are then be compared and contrasted to each other.   The 

knowledge gained is synthesized or woven into a holistic image of the phenomenon.   

The goal is to identify the factors that were deemed to be influential in this unique case of 

school reform, and to describe how and why their impact was significant.  

Data Set 1 – The Intended Curriculum 

The policy that drives this study is a complex legal initiative that is interwoven (or 

perhaps even tangled) within a much broader tapestry of social concerns.  Embedded 

throughout the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994, are myriads of inter-

connected assumptions about the relationships that exist between what happens in the 

schoolroom and what happens in the world of work.  These assumptions have certain 

cultural, historical, theoretical, and ideological underpinnings that need to be unraveled 

and laid out in an orderly fashion.  They include the concept that the system of public 
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education is purportedly flawed, as well as the notion that the interventions recommended 

in the School-to-Work policy have the power to remedy the situation.   

The first facet of the case that is explored herein is the concept of the intent of the 

reform.  The term intended curriculum refers to the notion that the writers of the policy 

shared a vision of what they hoped or expected to occur in classrooms that received grant 

funds.  The first embedded analytical task is to scrutinize the original policy itself, so as 

to unravel the underlying assumptions, tenets, and logic claims that are hidden within the 

written text.  I therefore dissected the law into its core features, and conducted a policy 

analysis, so as to illuminate the underlying goals, philosophies, and tenets of the 

movement.   

One goal of this paper is to analyze the logic of the policy‟s assumptions, taking 

what researchers would call a critical stance.  This means that I play „devil‟s advocate‟ 

with a discrete list of assertions made by the policy writers, in order to determine if I can 

find holes in any of the logical arguments made within the text.   I am searching for 

written statements that illustrate the suggested curriculum strategies that are perceived to 

be improvements upon traditional teaching techniques.   I am also looking for the 

structural expectations that the policy makers placed on various participants and 

stakeholders in the reform.   A short summary of the findings of this first layer of analysis 

provided much of the theoretical foundation for the rest of the report.   

Data Set 2 – The Enacted Curriculum 

Once the policy was analyzed for its intent, I then identified and scrutinized the 

actual learning opportunities that were created for my students during the course of my 
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career.   Discrete lists of school-based and work-based instructional activities are 

described and analyzed in the context of their educative purpose, moral philosophy, and 

relationship to the intent of the policy.  These lists constitute the second data set, which is 

referred to as the Enacted Curriculum.   It defines the scope of the curriculum projects 

that are discussed throughout the research study.  Each activity is described in vivid 

detail, so as to evoke an image for readers, to help them visualize the various projects in 

context.  The learning activities are presented in the chronological order in which they 

were developed, and they are situated in the correct social setting in which the activity 

took place.  The second embedded unit of analysis for this case study is therefore the 

discrete list of curriculum projects that were designed in support of the policy.  This list is 

used to conduct a curriculum analysis, in which the goals of the policy are compared and 

contrasted with the actual curriculum projects that were developed in response to the 

reform initiative.  This analysis illuminates some of the gaps and overlaps between the 

intended and the enacted curriculums. 

Data Set 3 – The Emic Perspective 

 

 Once the intended curriculum and the enacted curriculum were identified as 

discrete data sets, and analyzed for their respective purposes, I lifted the veil on my own 

praxis.  My praxis consists of the decisions and processes that I used personally, to 

translate the policy (as I understood it at the time) into the programs, projects, and 

partnerships that emerged under my supervision, at each setting.  Here is where the 

„hidden world‟ of the practitioner is revealed, from my own unique perspective.  I 

described my adventures, as well as the processes that I used to sort through and untangle 
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the events that I experienced, in order to make sense out of them.   Not every detail of my 

professional life is exposed, but I identified pivotal experiences and critical events which 

I perceived to be the most influential, in terms of curriculum and program development.  

I both described and analyzed these events, to illustrate my decision-making criteria and 

how it changed over time.  I also identified key periods in my own professional 

development that correspond to periods of my practice and research.   

A running narrative, written in the first person voice, chronicles my first-hand 

observations, actions, experiences, and responses as a participant in the reform 

movement.  A time line helps to organize the various periods of employment and 

reflection.   The study of my praxis begins in 1996, when I first assumed a local 

leadership role in the School-to-Work movement, and ends in 2007, when I made the 

decision to step out of the classroom (and off all payrolls) so that I could gather the last of 

the interview data and write this report.  Specific phases of professional activity are 

described in the order in which they occurred.  Each phase corresponds to a slightly 

different set of expectations that were placed upon me, related to the distinctive job 

assignments that I was given.   I outlined the structural components of each social setting 

that I believed to be influential, in terms of developing specific career education 

curriculum materials.  I then distilled a list of factors that were deemed to be the most 

influential, from the emic perspective.  These statements were used later, when the raw 

statements were subjected to the final reflexive analysis in Chapter 6. 
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Data Set 4 – The Community Partners‟ Perspectives 

The fourth layer of data that is defined as an embedded unit for analysis was 

obtained through interviews conducted with fourteen private citizens who volunteered to 

describe their own perceptions of participation in the School-to-Work movement.  These 

people represent various segments of the professional working community, including 

both active members of the workforce and people who have retired from their own 

careers.  Some were members of the business and employer communities, and both 

public and private sector interests are represented. What they have in common is that 

each person was actively involved in the development or delivery of one or more of the 

learning activities that are described herein.     

The interview protocols were designed to elicit insights about the reform, and to 

document knowledge that was generated through active lived experiences in curriculum 

and program development.  The interview protocols were designed using the Complex 

Change Matrix, because it was derived from existing theories related to the integration of 

new technologies into existing organizational structures.  The School-to-Work reform 

movement was the novel intervention that was infused into each of the school settings.  

The inclusion of these stakeholders‟ perspectives on participation in the reform 

movement revealed new awareness, patterns and themes that I did not consider from my 

own limited perspective.   The responses provide clues related to the meaning or 

significance of participation in the reform, as well as information that might provide 

additional answers to the research question.   
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Data Set 5 – The Students‟ Perspectives  

 The fifth data set was derived from interview questions that were asked of twenty-

three former students, who were asked to recall their most memorable encounters in the 

context of their School-to-Work participation.  The students who volunteered to share 

their experiences were candid and forthright.  The data collected highlighted their 

perceptions about the significance or meaning they attached to participation in various 

aspects of the reform movement.  They revealed insights related to specific school-based 

curriculum activities, as well as those activities that were work-based in nature.  They 

also revealed a number of instances in which they were able to apply what they had 

learned in the classroom to actual transitions decisions made after graduation. 

The students are the only ones in this study who have first-hand knowledge and 

experience with the contemporary issues plaguing young people as they make their way 

from high school to adult life.  They provided a number of illustrative examples of how 

and where their personal involvement in the School-to-Work movement was deemed to 

be either beneficial or problematic.   This data set was subjected to a thematic analysis 

that was similar in nature to the one conducted on the interview data collected from the 

community partners.  The data stream was unique, however, in that it provided a glimpse 

into the actual outcomes experienced by students who participated in the reform. This 

data set can be used to provide evidence to any claims that specific learning opportunities 

had the potential to improve the trajectory of students.  The data set also allows me to 

consider which activities developed in the past were worthwhile, and if any new activities 

could be developed, to help facilitate the transition process for future students.  
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(C) - A Narrative Inquiry Approach 

The case study tradition is used by a variety of social scientists, including 

educational practitioners who are interested in learning about the ways in which their 

instructional techniques can be studied empirically.  In my case, I chose to blend two 

qualitative methods, which is allowed.  This case study was designed around my research 

question, as well as the availability of several distinctive strands of data.  The first two 

data sets define the scope of the case, providing readers with a discrete list of policy goals 

(Data Set 1 – The Intended Curriculum) as well as a discrete list of curriculum and 

program outcomes (Data Set 2 – The Enacted Curriculum).  Each of these two data sets 

presents textual information that can be analyzed, in the context of the differences 

between what was supposed to take place as a result of the initial investment of seed 

monies in actual school settings, and what did take place in the settings in which I 

personally was put in charge of making those changes. 

The text of the policy is analyzed for its educative and moral intent, while the 

discrete curriculum activities are analyzed for their relationship to the intent of the policy.  

These two data sets, however, do not tell the whole story of what took place, in order for 

the policy to be translated into a real-world practice.  Additional data was therefore 

sought that could bring the curriculum and program enactment processes to life.  The 

original case study design was therefore elaborated, to include rich descriptive narrative 

accounts of program development and participation, derived from those of us who were 

there in the field at the time, when the actual learning events were created collaboratively 

and delivered to students.   
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The name of the research paradigm that I chose to utilize in this specific case of 

school reform is narrative inquiry, which complements the case-study tradition.  The 

approach is used whenever the researcher has the opportunity to gather stories from the 

field that may shed light on her research topic and focus questions.  In my case, I was 

able to gather field testimonies of what took place, both within my purveyance, and 

beyond my lines of sight.  I began with outlining my own chronological account of 

participation in the School-to-Work reform movement, beginning with my first awareness 

that the policy had surfaced, and ending with my decision to abandon my teaching post, 

in favor of researching and reporting on what I had learned in the process.   

I then sought the perceptions of other people who were there, in the field with me, 

when specific learning opportunities were either created or delivered.  Some of those 

people spoke candidly about their own lived experiences, which were unique to their 

respective stakeholder positions.  In other words, the students who received the lesson 

plans or learning opportunities that were created by me spoke of their personal take on 

the lesson, which was influenced by their own educative goals, plans, and aspirations.  

Some were eager to share what was insightful about the lessons, while others were eager 

to share what they perceived to be false information or ineffective curricular approaches.  

By the same token, the employers and community business partners with whom I 

collaborated also had insights to share from their unique perspectives, some of which 

complemented my own ideas, and some of which contrasted sharply with what I was 

trying to accomplish.  The narratives of each of these stakeholder participants were 
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collected as additional data sets that could be compared and contrasted to my own 

personal lived experiences, so as to determine themes in common or points of difference.   

The goal of the research exercise was to learn which factors (such as 

psychological, social, financial, historical, or geographical variables) were influential in 

the design of the specific learning opportunities that represent the enacted curriculum.  

My approach is similar in nature to the narrative inquiry strategies espoused by others 

(Creswell, 2007; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; and Riessman, 2008), in that it focuses the 

lens of the study on specific issues that are pertinent to an educational practitioner.  

Educational field practitioners have used both the case study method and the narrative 

approach to elicit meaningful relationships between educational policy and the people 

who are running programs that are influenced by policy directives.   

In my case, the School-to-Work policy espoused the creation of school-based, 

work-based, and connecting activities, some of which are described herein.  The specific 

actions that took place behind the scenes to create such events can best be described by 

those stakeholders who made critical decisions at the time, including me.  The policy 

therefore guided some of the initial decisions that I made, regarding program and 

partnership development, but those decisions were subsequently influenced in the field by 

a number of other field conditions that I did not control personally.   

As with all narrative studies, this research project will focus on three specific 

dimensions that did indeed influence the flavor and taste of the projects that emerged 

over the course of my participation in the reform initiative.   
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“For narrative inquirers, three commonplaces – temporality (issues of time, always in 

transition), sociality (social elements and what forms the individual context), and place 

(the location of action) – guide their research (emphasis added).  These commonplaces 

remind researchers about how to situate narrative as they engage in their research.  In 

narrative inquiry, the identity and the understandings of the researcher are revealed in the 

narratives and the inquiry process, and the narrative account should move forward both 

understanding of the phenomenon under investigation as well as the methodology used”   

(Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2010, p. 71). 

 

The phenomenon under investigation in this case study is my own praxis, as well 

as the praxis statements made by other participants who agreed to share their lived 

experiences with the rest of us.   The stories that I told can be analyzed as a distinctive 

data set, which can then be mined for elements of truth that answer the research question.  

In that regard, every story has a purpose, in that it was chosen to illustrate or depict 

conditions under which I was operating, that were unique to the time, place, and social 

setting in which the critical event took place.   

The fact that these stories emerged, out of the thousand other possibilities, 

indicates that they were considered to be pivotal experiences that shaped my 

understanding, beliefs, or actions.  The stories that were not told remain obscured, 

because they were considered to be insufficiently illustrative of the points that I hoped to 

make, or because they violated some aspect of the protections that were put in place, to 

protect people from harm.  Because this project involved stories about people who were 

children at the time of our common encounter, I am not allowed to speak about specific 

incidents that may have been protected under a child‟s right to educational privacy. 

Narrative inquiry implies that story-telling is taking place, but the assumption is that the 

stories are truthful, from the perspective of the narrator. The point of telling the story is to 

learn from it, so as to make sense of the past and to improve the future.   
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Narrative inquiry involves several discrete tasks, including (1) gathering stories 

from the field that will illustrate the field conditions that are pertinent to the specific case 

of investigation; (2) ordering the critical events or pivotal lived experiences 

chronologically, so as to situate them historically on a temporal scale;  (3) listing and 

describing key themes within the stories that emerge as common points of interest;  (4) 

identifying variables that may have caused the themes to have been discussed or 

admitted; (5) tying those variables back to the research question, and then (6) interpreting 

the causal relationships from the perspective of those involved.   

This study is an example of a narrative inquiry that utilizes personal experience 

stories (Creswell, 2007, p. 55) as the textual data from which to draw conclusions.  For 

this reason, I have chosen the six-chapter dissertation layout, instead of the more 

traditional five-chapter option.  The fourth chapter is devoted to the description of the 

case, in terms of its scope and sequence.  The fifth chapter, however, is included so that 

the narrative stories of the stakeholder participants can be distinguished as additional data 

reference points that highlight the actual working conditions, settings, and expectations 

placed upon those of us in the field that were making critical decisions and developing 

critical curricular or programmatic events.   

The sixth chapter relies upon a reflective analysis, which takes place years after 

the original events that were described.  It is therefore unique, in that it has been created 

from the privileged stance of hindsight.  In other words, once removed from the 

educational practice that I later described, I was able to see with greater clarity, upon 

reflection, where I may have made errors in my decision making originally, and where I 
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might make different choices today.  The goal of the narrative inquiry, then, is to learn 

from my own personal lived experiences, but also to glean insights from the other 

participants, to determine where we were successful, and where we made mistakes. 

The approach to this case study is therefore a blend of two time-honored 

traditions, the historical case study of one teacher‟s professional practice, in the context 

of School-to-Work curriculum and program integration, and the inclusion of narrative 

inquiry strategies that present critical historical events through the stories told by those 

of us who lived through the experiences being described.  Finally, a reflective analysis 

takes place in Chapter 6, which is designed to explicate the variables that were influential 

in the past and expose key themes that emerged within and across the five data sets, as 

well as from the embedded layers of analysis.    

Narrative inquiry is collaboratively produced, meaning that the researcher and the 

other participants in the study share a responsibility for the final interpretations that are 

drawn from the data that was collected.  There were three layers of narrative data, each 

derived from distinctive cohort groups.  These data streams were presented separately in 

Chapter 5, but each study participant had the opportunity to volunteer as a member of a 

data-triangulation team.  This group ensured that the stories that were presented were 

scrutinized by other members of the study before they were presented publicly.  This 

provision relied upon the honesty and ethical concern of the study participants.  Twelve 

individual study participants agreed to serve in this capacity.  Because the narrative 

accounts were very candid, the names of the institutions (both school-districts and places 

of employment) were not used, nor were the identities of any specific individual.   
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Section 1.5 – Practical Considerations 

(A) - Instructional Components  

 The first layer of analysis that takes place in this research project is related to 

what researchers would call the Intended Curriculum.  This would include the goals, 

objectives, and instructional strategies that were recommended by the authors of the 

various pieces of reform legislation as “improvements” over traditional teaching 

methods.  This curriculum is hidden within the text of three main bodies of written work.   

First, is the original School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994, which is a federal 

document that is available on-line through the Library of Congress.   Second, is the 

original handbook that was handed out only to those educators who managed to obtain 

any portion of the original grant funds that were allocated to local educational agencies in 

Arizona.  To be eligible to receive this curriculum guide, teachers had to first submit a 

proposal that described their ideas for programs and projects that could be successfully 

developed in support of the ideals of the reform movement.  The grant-funding 

mechanism was a competitive process that was overseen by a local coalition made up of 

educational administrators and members of the professional business community.  The 

handbook, called Arizona Work-Based Learning:  An Educators‟ Guide for K-12 and 

Beyond, (Arizona Department of Education, 1996) was a three-hundred-page binder that 

offered both theoretical and practical suggestions for local program development.   

Third, are a series of documents that have evolved over time, that represent 

“standards” for educational excellence, both at the state level and at the federal level.  

There has been a great deal of emphasis placed within our society in the past decade or 
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more on developing curriculum objectives that delineate what we, as a nation, believe to 

be knowledge, skills, and attitudes that we hope to transfer to students enrolled in our 

public school system.  In Arizona, those standards are written by the Arizona Department 

of Education.  School-to-Work principles are infused into the Arizona standards for 

academic, vocational, and cooperative workplace learning.  They can be seen in many 

subject areas, including science, technology, social studies, and math.  They can also be 

seen within elective course offerings beyond traditional vocational coursework, as well as 

within national standards for education in various academic subject areas. 

The first layer of analysis explores the intent of the law, as it appears within the 

actual text of the original federal policy document.  The various goals and objectives of 

the law were examined and described, so as to depict the educative, moral, and 

democratic ideals that are espoused by the policy‟s authors.  This layer of analysis reveals 

the underlying intent and purpose of the original law, which is knowledge that can be 

used throughout this research project, as a backdrop for further discussion.  The idea was 

to distill a list of what the policy makers hoped would be or perhaps even should be 

taught, on the assumption that these ideals and goals were both lofty and obtainable.  

Once the original policy was scrutinized thoroughly, the significant findings were listed 

onto a summary list.  The key points that were derived from this embedded unit of 

analysis were then used in subsequent layers of analysis, which occurred throughout the 

rest of the report.  

The instructional delivery model that was recommended by the policy makers 

included the development of three specific instructional components.  First, were School-
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Based Learning Activities that included any type of career-related instruction that could 

be integrated into existing classes already supported through tax revenues.  These 

activities were expected to be managed on the school campus during the regular school 

day, by employees already hired by the state. Early intervention was encouraged (as early 

as kindergarten) to promote students‟ awareness of their personal role in preparing for 

their own futures.  The intent was to integrate career-related lessons and activities across 

the curriculum.  School-based learning activities could therefore be offered in core-

academic subjects as well as within a variety of electives classes. Educational counselors, 

academic subject-area teachers, and vocational educators were each encouraged to take 

an active role in career education within their own respective job responsibilities.  This 

represented a marked contrast with traditional expectations placed on each group of 

practitioners.  

The second type of educational experience that is recommended by the authors of 

the reform legislation consists of Connecting Activities.  These educational experiences 

are intended to introduce students to members of the adult employer community, as well 

as to actual work settings, but under the supervision of an educator who can then help the 

students see the relationship between the activity and some aspect of the school‟s 

curriculum.  These activities include field trips, guest speakers, and the development of 

specific research projects or performance activities.  Those tasks which expose students 

to the same tools, protocols, and procedures used by professionals in a given career field 

are known as Authentic Activities, and they are highly recommended for secondary 

students in grades 7 – 12.  Connecting activities can be designed by school faculty and/or 
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members of the professional community who have a specific expertise or background to 

share.  They can be conducted in whole or in part in the school setting, as well as in either 

work settings or the community at large. These activities dovetail with classroom 

instruction, and they involve short-term, structured, and carefully supervised exposure to 

people, places, or projects that are associated with career opportunities.  

The third type of experience recommended in the national policy provides Work-

Based Learning Opportunities for students.  These include chances for students to job-

shadow adult employees for portions of the school day, as well as to participate in both 

paid and unpaid work-study experiences.   Internships, apprenticeships, and on-the-job 

training opportunities are all examples of work-based learning opportunities.  They are 

often dovetailed with either a student‟s career aspirations or their concurrent enrollment 

in technical, vocational, or occupational programs of study.   Students are immersed into 

adult work settings for extended periods of time. This allows them to become more 

intimately familiar with the climate and expectations required on the job, by providing 

first-hand experiences. These opportunities are structured formally and collaboratively by 

both educators and representatives of the employer community.  This helps to ensure that 

the experiences are safe, educative, and developmentally appropriate. Work-based 

learning opportunities are intended for the older student who is ready to venture into the 

adult work place without the direct supervision of a school-district employee.  They are 

designed for students who are mature enough to advocate for themselves and to learn 

semi-independently. Work-based learning opportunities are therefore traditionally 

reserved for juniors and seniors in high school.   
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(B) - Actual Learning Opportunities  

The assumption made by policy makers was that the intended curriculum could be 

and would be accomplished, through the dissemination of what many have argued to be a 

rather limited allocation of federal tax dollars.  The monies were intended to „seed‟ local 

initiatives, not to sustain them in the long-run.  Those of us who sought the original grant 

funds were required to outline how we proposed to integrate our programs and projects 

into existing structures, so that they could be sustained in the long run.  The expectations 

for instructional delivery were specified in both the federal policy and in the subsequent 

state guidelines.  The assumption inferred is that the model espoused by the policy 

makers would improve instruction in the classroom as well as the economic trajectories 

(or outcomes) for students.   

The second layer of analysis that take places in this project illustrates how it is 

that the intended curriculum drove my thoughts and actions, so as to create the actual 

curriculum that emerged from my own professional expertise.  The analysis describes 

how and why certain activities, lessons, and curriculum documents were developed, and 

others were not.  A new data strand is therefore distilled, called the enacted curriculum.  

This is a discrete list and description of the prominent learning opportunities that were 

created over time.  The activities themselves are listed in the order in which they were 

developed, so that readers can understand some of the historical developments that 

impacted their creation.  Not every project that I attempted is outlined, however.  The 

focus is on those activities that I myself perceived to be successful, and I describe how 

and why I made that determination.  These activities provided the backdrop for a 
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subsequent analysis, comparing and contrasting my perceptions of each project to those 

of the people who were interviewed. 

The various learning opportunities that were created during my practice represent 

unique projects that were developed in local contexts.  They are not necessarily 

representative of opportunities that others have created elsewhere.  The applied 

educational research literatures that do exist on the subject of School-to-Work reform 

include various research studies based on empirical observations in the field of practice.  

Those studies are used to further explore themes held in common within the School-to-

Work initiative.  There are numerous case-studies and models of excellence cited in this 

body of the research literatures that can be used for this analysis, specifically because 

they address a field practitioners‟ challenge, even if they were not written in the first-

person voice of a practitioner.   

The learning opportunities defined as the enacted curriculum are listed first, and 

described simply in the context of the impetus for each, the partnerships involved, and the 

relative ease with which each was constructed.  Readers might be left wondering if these 

activities are still in vogue or taking place today.  I described whether or not they were 

sustained during my own tenure at each local setting, but I make no claims that any of the 

projects continue today.  They are each associated with my personal practice, and I did 

not return to any of the settings to probe into whether or not any of the projects were 

sustained past my own involvement.  I will, however, later in the report, describe if I 

myself would continue to support the projects as they were originally structured, or if I 

would change or abandon them now.  
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(C) - Potential Stakeholder Audiences 

In the process of developing the various learning opportunities that were created 

as part of my professional work experience, I learned a great deal about what constitutes 

the theoretical constructs associated with the intent of the reform.  But above and beyond 

the educative purposes of schooling that were espoused by the various reform authors, 

there is also a much broader literature base associated with the presumed goals or 

purposes of schooling in general.  The objectives to schooling are framed in terms of 

creating a learned population of citizens who can function at their fullest human potential.  

Some of these literatures disagree about what is attainable in any given circumstance, but 

I ferret out some of the reigning paradigms that exist, in the context of career preparation 

and the anticipated roles that individuals are expected to fill within our society. 

There are numerous authors who have claimed that the current method of 

education in America is biased in favor of maintaining existing social structures, rather 

than on changing or reforming what already exists.  Hidden within these broader 

discussions about the purpose of schooling in America there are also little gems of 

research that have been conducted from the perspective of those who study  human 

development from a maturation perspective.  There are many interesting studies that 

examine the biological, emotional, and even spiritual development of humans, as well as 

those written to address the transition from adolescence to adulthood.   

Some of those literatures have been written by scholars who have conducted both 

experimental and empirical studies, and I address portions of this body of scholarship, 

because some of the data that I collected myself seems to point in this direction too.  The 
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students in this study were the people who complained aloud that they sometimes felt 

rushed to adulthood; rushed to learn too much, too quickly; rushed to obtain certificates 

and credentials before they were developmentally ready; rushed to assume too many roles 

simultaneously, and then perceived to be failures, somehow, because they could not 

climb the requisite learning curves, as fast as the adults expected them to.   

When we address the remaining data strands that were collected specifically to 

address the lived experiences of the various stakeholders in the reform movement, we are 

tapping into the perceptions of several key groups of people that agreed to speak with me 

individually about their own perceptions of the significance of the reform movement in 

their individual lives.  It was my expectation that their individual perspectives would shed 

light on important themes to be considered in the analysis of not only this case study, but 

also of others that may have been conducted in the past by other researchers, and those 

being designed for future reference.  The implication, of course, is for curriculum 

development efforts in the future.  As I mentioned briefly before, the School-to-Work 

movement is still a contemporary educational reform agenda, despite the lack of funding 

that exists today.   

The audience for this specific report is potentially much larger than for a typical 

dissertation, because of the far-reaching implications of the research topic.  The analysis 

of the interview responses revealed patterns and trends that cannot be ignored, and that 

certainly should not be underestimated, in regards to the potential social costs of not 

providing adequate School-to-Work instruction.    
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The School-to-Work Opportunities Act (1994) described various stakeholder 

groups that make up the broadest possible audience of people who might benefit from the 

conclusions of this study.   That list included:   

(1) Field Practitioners – those professional educators in America who are 

working in the schools to prepare students for their inevitable transition to adult society.  

This study has the potential to inform those people who are delivering instruction and/or 

running programs for students (either now or in the future) that are based on any of the 

philosophical goals and/or tenets of the School-to-Work reform movement. This potential 

audience is huge, as it includes anybody in the public educational sector charged with the 

task of educating our youth, including teachers, school administrators, educational 

program coordinators, guidance counselors, social workers, school psychologists, school 

safety officers, and special education case managers.  

(2) Students – those students in grades 7 to 12 who are preparing for their 

inevitable transition out of the public school system.  The study might also benefit those 

young adults who have already left school or home, especially if they are struggling to 

find their way in the adult world, or have not yet found a secure economic foothold.  I 

provided succinct advice to members of the younger generation that are open to guidance 

on how to navigate the present school system.  The students are the population for whom 

the policy was developed.  They are also the population for whom my curriculum was 

created.  So they are the people I was hired to serve.    Their lives are impacted the most 

by what we do or do not do in the classroom, and by the structures that we adults create 

to protectively educate them in preparation for their own involvement in adult society.  
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(3) Parents – those parents who contributed to the tax-base that supports the 

public educational system, and who are actively involved in (or concerned about) the 

transition experiences of their own children.  It is the parents who are the most likely 

adults to guide their offspring into adulthood, once the high school diplomas have been 

awarded, the applause of the audience has faded, and the lights of the school gymnasium 

or stadium have dimmed.  They too are the ones likely to pick up the pieces of a child‟s 

psyche if the transition experience is not successful.  By raising their own children, they 

have the greatest financial and emotional investment in their own progeny.  They 

invested in the school system and then trusted those in charge of delivering appropriate 

instruction to educate their sons and daughters well.  I know of nearly a hundred parents 

in my local community who are lined up to read what I have to say.  I suspect their peers 

in other communities would be equally interested in reading this work as well.  

(4) Employers – those members of the employer community who hire high 

school students and/or young adults into their workplaces, either before, during, or after 

high school graduation.  There is a broader employer group that may not share a vested 

interest, since they cannot legally hire youth due to the nature of their industry.  They too 

are waiting for this report, but may not have contributed directly to this study.  They have 

indicated that they too were perplexed at times by what seemed to be conflicting 

expectations to work collaboratively with the schools.  Some employers not only 

provided direct feedback to me, but they also encouraged me to engage in a far more 

robust dialogue about the truth and consequences of the matter than I had planned myself.   
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(5) Policy Makers – those members of local, state, and federal governing 

agencies that have the responsibility for creating public policies and programs to educate 

our children.  If their salaries are funded through tax dollars that were collected from 

American citizens, then the policies they create should promote the health, safety, 

security and welfare of the public they serve.  These policy makers might be employed in 

local educational agencies such as a neighborhood school district or its respective 

governing board.  There might be others who work at the county or state level.  Some are 

paid by the state educational system to serve as research consultants to provide feedback 

to those in charge of allocating tax funds back through society.  I am particularly 

interested in reaching those policy makers in Washington, D.C. who may be interested in 

revitalizing pieces of the reform movement, in the wake of the changes that resulted in 

the 2008 presidential campaign.  

This study has practical considerations that should not be discounted.  Fresh 

insights to the subject were contributed by people who were there … people who 

experienced the reform movement in action, and who then applied what they learned to 

their own existence.  The stories contained herein therefore represent real events, taking 

place in real lives. The evidence gathered is compelling. We can all learn something from 

these citizens who were willing to speak so candidly from their own unique perspectives.  

What they described individually might actually save others from grief, once these 

collective responses are distilled into specific curriculum and program objectives.  That 

was my goal.   
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Not everybody who has been identified as a stakeholder in the reform policy, 

however, has equal access to a publication such as this one.  Only a tiny minority of the 

national population will likely ever read this work at all.  It will be difficult to find once it 

is published and archived in its allocated space on the shelf of the university library.  

Citizens would need to have specialized knowledge and skills to retrieve the book.  They 

would need to know what a dissertation is, and that one has been written on their behalf.  

They would also need to be aware that a copy of it can be secured for their own use and 

benefit.  This is not likely the case for most stakeholders in the School-to-Work reform 

movement, especially those who have not gone to college yet or those who are perhaps 

not even headed there, which is the majority of adults in America.     

Even the professional teaching community might miss this work.   The irony is 

that the professional educational research community has gathered and collected insights 

to be shared with teachers in the field who may not ever learn how to access this advice.  

Furthermore, the teachers may have gathered and accumulated some wisdom of their own 

that the professional researchers could learn from too.  But too many teachers in the field 

are not aware of how to gain access to the forum in which the dialogue is taking place.  

Unless professional educators have found the time, the money, and the 

wherewithal to enroll in either a master‟s or a doctoral degree program, they may not yet 

have identified themselves personally as potential members of this elite circle.  

Furthermore, they are not likely to know yet that they too could contribute to the 

knowledge being accumulated, by drawing upon their own professional lived-

experiences.        
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(D) - Layout of the Final Report 

 Dissertations are typically presented in a five or six chapter layout, which follows 

a fairly common organizational pattern.  The first chapter of a dissertation is traditionally 

reserved for all introductory statements about the treatise that is ahead.  The key sections 

that are required, however, will vary somewhat, depending upon the topic and research 

questions, the approach taken to the inquiry, and the specific genre or methodologies that 

were selected for use in the study.   

 I have based the specific layout for my own report on the synthesized 

recommendations of four specific books on the topic (Davis and Parker, 1997; Levin, 

2005; Rudestam and Newton, 2007; Madsen, 1992).  It is generally accepted, however, 

that the following chapters and sub-sections would each be anticipated, but not 

necessarily in this exact order:  

 

Chapter 1 – Introduction: 

  The Rationale – The rationale section of a dissertation provides an orientation to 

readers, so as to familiarize them with the overall goals of the research project and 

written report.  It describes not only what is going to be accomplished in the book, but 

also why the work is important. The significance of the research project is justified in the 

context of its relationship to broader societal concerns.  

Theoretical Considerations – The major educational themes that are addressed in 

the research project are expected to be explored briefly, in order to orient the readers 

toward the primary thrust of the research project‟s intended goals.  The theoretical 
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framework that guides much of the analysis in this book is derived from Complex 

Change Theory, which acknowledges variables that might be impacting field practices. 

Focus of the Research – This section of the first chapter distills the overall 

research goals, objectives, and questions into discrete phrases.  The statement of the 

problem is posed in the context of the key relationships that are investigated in the 

research project.  In this case, the problem is defined as a recognized need to explore the 

relationships that may exist between the School-to-Work policy and the lived experiences 

of those who participated in any aspect of the reform movement in this particular 

historical case.     

  Research Strategies – The traditions and techniques of inquiry that were chosen 

for this report are described briefly, and justified in the context of the data that was 

collected and the goals of the research project.  In this case, the strategies are a blend of 

qualitative techniques that are allowed in the design of historical case studies using 

narrative inquiry as a research approach.   

Practical Considerations – This case study is conceptualized as practitioner 

research that was encouraged via the specific doctoral program of study.  The remaining 

essays describe how the various layers of analysis were approached, in the context of the 

recommended instructional models that were espoused by the policy makers, the actual 

learning activities derived from those recommendations, and the perceptions of those who 

participated in them.  Finally, the first chapter concludes with a chapter-by-chapter 

synopsis of the presentation of the final report.  
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Chapter 2 –  The Literature Review: 

 The second chapter of a dissertation is reserved for a thorough review of pertinent 

bodies of research literatures that might inform the study.  Research literatures are 

defined as books and articles that have been peer-reviewed and published in reputable 

professional journals. Since the focus of this study is on the lived experiences of 

stakeholders who participated in specific aspects of the School-to-Work movement, a 

conscientious attempt has been made to locate similar and/or relevant studies.  The 

process utilized during the literature search is documented, to show how and where this 

dissertation could be used to fill a recognized gap in the existing literatures written from 

a practitioner‟s perspective.  The focus of the literature review was on themes related to 

curriculum and program development, specifically searching for articles that addressed 

the key factors that might have influenced other practitioners in the field.    

 

Chapter 3 – The Methods of Inquiry 

 The third chapter of the dissertation is devoted to explaining how the research 

project was approached philosophically and conducted technically. Specific historical 

case study methodologies that were employed in the project are described in detail, in the 

context of the various layers of data that were collected, and the embedded units of 

analysis that were employed.  A step-by-step description is provided of each procedure 

that was used to either gather or analyze the data. The process by which participants were 

invited to the study is also described, so that readers understand how it is that thirty-seven 

people were selected from a larger population of possible candidates.   
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 The use of a specific sampling technique is justified, based on the available 

resources and legal constraints under which the study is operating.  Decisions made 

related to the inclusion and exclusion of specific segments of the population are also 

highlighted.  Ethical standards and protective measures that were taken to protect the 

identities of human subjects are detailed, in accordance with University protocols that 

guided the project‟s design.  Two specific methods that were utilized for dealing with 

possible biases (participant objectivation and data triangulation) are presented 

theoretically, and the possible limitations to the techniques are discussed.   

Chapter 4 – The Historical Case    

(The Intended and Enacted Curriculum) 

 A doctoral student is allowed the flexibility to customize the second half of the 

dissertation report. She is therefore encouraged to present her data, analyses, and findings 

in any way that makes logical sense. I chose a six-chapter dissertation layout, rather than 

a five-chapter version.  This decision allowed me to separate the five data streams into a 

logical division.   Chapter 4 represents the first two data layers (the Intended Curriculum 

and the Enacted Curriculum), so that readers can distinguish between the two.  The intent 

of the law was derived from actual statements written into the federal policy, and 

describes what the policy makers hoped would take place in the field.  The intent of the 

law was then compared and contrasted with the actual accomplishments in this historical 

case of school reform.  Specific learning opportunities that were created for students in 

three distinctive school districts have been described and analyzed in the context of their 

relationship to goals outlined by the policymakers.    
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Chapter 5 – The Lived Experiences 

Participants‟ Narratives 

 The fifth chapter presents and analyzes the last three data streams, each of which 

describes the actual perceptions and observations made by the people in this study, who 

were present at the time in which the learning opportunities for students were created, 

delivered, or applied in real-world settings.  Section 5.1 – The Practitioner‟s Perspective, 

presents the lived experiences of the teacher-researcher herself.   The section begins with 

a brief explanation of how and why my own observations and experiences with the 

phenomenon of study (participation in the reform movement) are distinguished from 

those of the other participants.  The section then describes the pivotal experiences and 

critical events that were the most memorable to me, in a raw narrative that reveals my 

pre-reflective recollection of the situations I encountered, as well as the decisions that I 

made at the time, as part of my professional praxis in this case.  Section 5.2 – Partnership 

Perspectives, includes a presentation of the interview data that was collected from 

members of the wider community. These people are not licensed educators, but each 

contributed to the development of one or more of the learning opportunities described in 

this case study.  Section 5.3 – Students‟ Perspectives, presents data that was shared by 

students, regarding their participation in school-based and work-based learning 

opportunities.  The section also describes instances in which the students were successful 

in applying concepts that they had learned during their School-to-Work instruction.  

Students‟ views are explored thematically, and their perceptions of the various learning 

activities are grouped for additional layers of analysis.  
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Chapter 6 – The Conclusions 

 The final chapter has synthesized the findings from all five embedded units of 

analysis, to present a holistic, yet subjective interpretation of the major factors that were 

influential in the creation of the learning opportunities that were presented in this unique 

historical case of school reform.  A reflective and reflexive look backwards provides 

readers with an opportunity to recognize the pivotal experiences and variables that I 

identified and determined to be correlated to significant issues of concern.     

 A thematic analysis was conducted, using Complex Change Theory as the primary 

framework used.   Two waves of analysis occurred.  The first wave scrutinized the five 

data sets for specific change variables that would be expected, as influential factors in a 

complex change process.  The second wave took a more discovery-oriented or open-

ended inquiry approach, seeking variables that might have been missed, when the data 

was scrutinized the first time with the more focused lens.  

 The conclusions that I drew myself, as the primary researcher, were presented to 

the members of the data-triangulation team, so that they could each have the opportunity 

to either concur with or refute the initial emic analysis.  The views of the data-

triangulation team were juxtaposed against those that I presented, so that a holistic view 

could be drawn from the various perspectives that were represented.  The sixth chapter 

concludes with an explanation of the biases, limitations, and implications of this research 

project, in the context of the contributions made to the existing literatures on the topic of 

School-to-Work Transition Education.   
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CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW 

Section 2.1 – Focus of the Search 

(A) - The Approach Taken 

 

 The purpose of this review of the literature is to discover works written by other 

researchers that may inform this study directly.  I have scrutinized the literature-base on 

the topic of School-to-Work Transition Education, taking two distinctive approaches.  

The first wave of exploration took a deliberate and focused look at empirical studies that 

resembled my own study, in the context of similar methodologies used and similar data-

sets collected.  The deliberate and focused tasks allowed me to find studies that could 

potentially serve as models to emulate.  These studies also described the boundaries of 

what other researchers had already examined, so that I could begin to examine the themes 

and topics that have been explored by others, in the process of situating my own study 

amongst them.   

Once the deliberate and focused search tasks had been accomplished, however, I 

perceived the need to conduct an additional wave of analysis, taking a discovery-oriented 

approach, as recommended by Rudestam & Newton (2001, p. 71).  The discovery-

oriented approach allowed me to search for new and distinctive variables, which I might 

have missed, if my focus had remained too limited.  The discovery-oriented approach is 

considered to be an open-ended inquiry, which had the advantage of widening my 

thinking on the topic, because I was able to identify themes that were being discussed by 

other researchers that I had not hitherto considered to be important concepts.  I would 

have missed these articles, if I had not opened myself up to these additional insights.   
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The first step of the deliberate and focused search was to find research projects 

that were designed using similar methodologies to those that I had employed within this 

endeavor.  I therefore read the abstracts of each empirical study, to determine which were 

conducted using the same field techniques or philosophical approaches that I had used 

myself.  I searched for historical case studies of programs and projects that took place in 

local settings, rather than on a larger scale.  I also looked for studies that included 

interviews with people who had been asked about their perceptions of the reform.  

Finally, I looked for studies that utilized narrative inquiry strategies, or that sought to 

understand the lived experiences of individuals who had participated in the reform 

movement.  I considered studies in the human science traditions, including 

phenomenological studies and self-studies.      

The second step of the deliberate and focused search was to identify articles that 

utilized similar data sets to those that I had collected for my own study   I searched first 

for articles that provided empirical evidence to either support or to refute the ideological 

claims made by the policy writers.  These articles would complement future discussions 

related to the intended curriculum.  I then sought research reports that described specific 

curriculum and program interventions, so as to represent the research on enacted 

curriculum projects.  The priority was to find studies that represented the practical 

application of the policy, given real-world constraints.  

I also sought to identify studies that represented the perspectives of key 

stakeholder groups, such as other practitioners, parents, policy makers, employers, and 

community members.  First, I searched for studies that represented the practitioner‟s 
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voice, or those that addressed the practical concerns of educators involved in the reform 

movement.  Practitioners included teachers, counselors, school administrators, and/or 

personnel employed within the K-12 system that provided insights into the practical 

realities of implementing the STWOA (1994).  Second, I looked for studies that shed 

light on the perspectives shared by the key stakeholder communities that exist outside of 

the educational field.  Studies were sought that represented the interests, opinions, and 

practical lived experiences of those involved in the reform movement who are not 

educational practitioners, even if the studies used methods that were dissimilar to my 

own.  A number of surveys were analyzed in this regard. The third and final objective 

was to find research projects that provided insight into the actual transition experiences, 

outcomes, or trajectories of students who had participated in the reform movement.    

The first wave of inquiry revealed only a limited number of studies that were 

similar in nature to my own.  I therefore returned to the empirical studies that remained, 

to learn how they were structured, and whether or not they might be useful for my 

purposes.  Taking this second discovery-oriented approach required that I suspend my 

own presuppositions about what to expect, so as to allow the data to speak independently.  

This orientation allows a researcher to defer her immediate goals, long enough to ask 

more open-ended questions, such as “what did I miss?” and/or “what else are other 

people studying or saying about the same topic, that I myself had not hitherto considered 

to be relevant or important to my own study?”   

This shift in mindset opens the researcher to new ideas and conceptualizations 

that might prove beneficial in the long run, and it encourages her to be consciously aware 
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of the dangers associated with an overly restrictive or narrow tactic, which could close-

off avenues for exploration and discovery.  The idea was to be open to new observations, 

new explanations, and in my case, even new suggestions for curriculum development.  

These ideas were expected to emerge out of the literatures written by professional 

researchers who are scrutinizing the impact of the reform from distinctive vantage points 

of their own.  These unique points of view need to be acknowledged as different from 

those that I had considered as an educational practitioner. 

The review of the pertinent literatures that takes place in the rest of this chapter is 

not considered to be an exhaustive search.  I have not written a summary of every article 

that has ever been written on the topic.  Instead, I have prioritized the articles that I 

examined, and have chosen to present the findings of the literature review by utilizing a 

thematic analytical approach (Cooper, 1989; Moustakas, 1994; Levin, 2005; and 

Rudestam & Newton, 2007).  This approach allowed me to identify key concepts or 

trends in the articles, organizing them by identifiable themes.   

The findings represent what other researchers have said about the topic of 

concern, which may or may not agree with what was distilled from my own study.  The 

literature review that I conducted is therefore considered to be a distinctive data set, 

which stands independently from the knowledge generated in my own research project.  

The most pertinent points of interest that were derived from the literature review can 

therefore be compared and contrasted to the summary points that I made, in the 

conclusion of this dissertation.   
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(B) - Vested Research Communities  

Four groups of professional researchers have been identified as interested and 

active in the on-going discussions that have taken place in the context of School-to-Work 

Transition Education.  Members of each field of study have devoted a portion of their 

research agenda to the reform movement, indicating their recognition that the topic is one 

that is worthwhile. Their reasons for participation in the on-going dialogue differ, 

however, both within their respective fields of study and across the various disciplines.    

The first is the Educational Research Community, which addresses the topic of 

School-to-Work Transition Education from both a theoretical and a practical perspective, 

in the context of the perceived need for school reform.  Issues of curriculum and 

instruction are addressed critically, with considerable attention paid to the ideological 

assumptions, goals and objectives purported by the policy makers to be sound and 

effective.  Program and policy concerns are addressed in these articles, which describe 

empirical studies conducted locally, regionally and nationally.   

The second is the Psychological Research Community, which has an interest in 

the psychological and social development of individuals.  This research community 

includes educational psychologists and professors who train school counselors, 

vocational rehabilitation specialists, and special education case managers.  They write 

about the School-to-Work reform movement in the context of providing insight into the 

special needs of individuals, and they are concerned with issues of human development, 

including learning.  They write frequently about special populations of students who face 

challenges that could impact their opportunities to find and sustain employment.  
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The third is the Business-Economics Research Community, which has a vested 

interest in consumer, business, and economics education within the public school 

curriculum.  This research group also represents the interests of the employer community 

in the private, public, and non-profit sectors.  The research agenda of this group of 

professionals is concerned with economic viability, stability, and resilience for individual 

citizens and business enterprises, as well as for the economic health of the nation as a 

whole.  These research literatures can inform educators about the priorities, operating 

assumptions and practical realities observed within the workplace and the labor market.   

The fourth is the Sociological Research Community, which has vested concerns 

related to the relationships between schooling and society as a whole.  Their research 

agenda includes keeping a watchful eye on issues associated with youth employment.   

There are two broad categories of sociological studies that dovetail with this 

project.  One is a branch of the field known as Industrial Sociology, which has 

traditionally been interested in studying organizational structures, as well as management 

issues and employment trends.   

The second branch, known as the Sociology of Work, is relatively new as an 

academic subject area, and focuses on employment issues that impact the working 

conditions for individuals and groups of people.  Their work can teach us about patterns 

of discrimination and injustice in the workplace, as well as recent efforts to overcome 

these historical barriers to employment.   

Both branches of sociology can be tapped, so as to inform readers of the broader 

sociological concerns that exist in the context of youth labor and youth labor markets. 
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(C) - Major Search Engines   

Table 2 (listed below), was created in order to depict the scope of the search that 

was undertaken to find the most pertinent research literatures for this study.  The six 

major indexes that yielded articles related to the topic are listed on the first row.  The 

initial search parameter was the phrase School-to-Work, which was found in either the 

keyword descriptor or in the subject heading category of the Boolean search bar menus.  

Table 2  

Research Articles on the Topic 

Major Indexes & 1 2 3 4 5 6

Databases >>> ERIC WILSON Psych-Info Bus. S.C. Econ-Lit Soc. Ab.

School-to-Work KW = KW = KW = SU= Use the KW = Counts by

as the Primary Keywords Keywords Keywords Subject Basic Keywords Category:

Search Term  Search

Parameter Menu Bar

START COUNT 337 1056 519 284 190 303 2689

Removed: Removed: Removed: Removed: Removed: Removed: Removed: Removed:

Too Old 25 109 143 38 18 75 408

Not STW 79 93 122 0 2 6 302

Not USA 0 1 54 110 26 86 277

Macro Level Rpts. 40 2 1 0 0 0 43

Not Full-Text 60 831 161 37 136 77 1302

College-to-Work 0 1 1 4 1 3 10

Overlaps Others 0 0 3 0 7 6 16

Not English 0 0 0 0 0 36 36

Non-Empirical 119 11 27 93 0 12 262

Total Removed: 323 1048 512 282 190 301 2656

EMPIRICAL 14 8 7 2 0 2 33

TOTAL 

  

The first two databases, ERIC and Wilson Full-Text represent articles written by 

the educational research community.  The third database, Psych-Info, represents the 

major search index for the psychological research community, including educational 

counselors, vocational rehabilitation specialists, and special education case managers. 
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The fourth data set, Business Source Complete, overlapped considerably with the 

fifth database, Econ-Lit, but together they represent literatures of the employer 

community.   The final database is called Sociological Abstracts, and it too yielded a 

number of empirical studies.   Any overlap in articles across these six databases was 

reconciled manually.   

The raw Start Count of articles was reduced significantly, to isolate the most 

pertinent empirical studies of interest.  Studies that were published or that used data sets 

collected before the STWOA (1994) were culled, because they were too old.  All articles 

that had been written in foreign countries or in a foreign language were removed, as the 

STWOA is a decidedly American educational reform policy.   Additional articles were 

discounted because they were not related to the School-to-Work reform movement at all.  

Reports that were written by state educational agencies that addressed policy issues from 

a macro (county-wide) level, rather than a micro (school building) level perspective were 

also removed.   

Only full-text articles available to me locally were included, because I did not 

have a budget to purchase subscription rights to databases not owned by my own 

university.   There were also a number of articles deleted that were written about the 

transition experience of college students, who were emerging from trade schools, 

community colleges, or universities, rather than high schools.  Finally, the articles that 

were based on normative or hortatory argumentation, rather than on empirical data, were 

removed from the count, yielding the final tally of empirical studies that were included in 

this report.  



 

 

  134 

(D) - Organization of the Review   

The remainder of Chapter 2 was devoted to presenting the findings of each search 

task, which have been organized into the following chapter sections: 

Section 2.2 – Similar Methods:  This chapter section is devoted to an examination 

of those empirical studies that took a methodological approach similar to my own.  Case 

studies were examined first, followed by those that utilized interviews with stakeholder 

groups.  Studies that took a human science or narrative inquiry approach were also 

included for review.  

Section 2.3 – Similar Data Sets: This section is devoted to studies that focused on 

data sets similar to my own.  Those that addressed the intent of the policy were examined 

first, followed by those that addressed actual enacted curriculum projects elsewhere in the 

country.  Stakeholder perceptions gained through surveys were examined too, as well as 

any studies that looked specifically at the actual transition experiences of students 

involved in the reform. 

Section 2.4 – Additional Themes:  The inclusion of a discovery-oriented search 

approach yielded three additional themes that would have been missed by the focused 

search agenda alone.  Each was described briefly, in the context of insights gained from 

empirical studies with these thematic interests.  

Section 2.5 – Significant Findings:  The final section of the second chapter has 

included an overarching summary of the key findings, which have provided evidence to 

support the final argument that this dissertation has contributed significantly to the 

existing literatures on the topic. 
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Section 2.2 – Similar Methods 

(A) - Case Studies  

Case studies were the first body of literature that I examined for this project, 

because they had the potential to yield findings that could be useful to other practitioners 

in the field.  When a case study is conducted, it is usually bound or limited in scope.  The 

case studies that I sought were prioritized in favor of those that described local efforts 

within individual schools, school districts, or small communities.  Of all of the studies 

that I reviewed in this literature search, only five described case studies that were similar 

in nature to my own.  My research report has therefore been situated amongst these five 

other studies, which described programs, projects, or partnerships developed within local 

educational agencies.    

The empirical data on actual curriculum programs and projects created in support 

of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 is a small and very discrete data set.  

As mentioned previously, not all of the empirical data that exists on the topic is available 

through my library system, and not all of the studies that I found there were considered to 

be relevant to this study.  There were a dozen case studies dismissed because they 

described instructional models that I never adopted myself, including career academies, 

mentoring programs, job-shadowing opportunities, and unpaid internships.   

Another seventy-five case studies were dismissed because they reported on 

projects developed under the High Schools That Work model.  These studies refer to the 

mechanisms designed in several southeastern states of the country, in which the School-

to-Work policy funds were used to seed efforts at whole-school reform.  These articles 
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were not useful for comparison to this study because they represent a response to the 

original legislative act that was not adopted here in Arizona.  By this I mean that other 

people interpreted the School-to-Work act differently than we did here in my own state.  

They drafted their own regional expectations that I myself was never obligated to enact.   

 My study is similar to some of these other studies, in that it was structured using a 

single-case design (Yin, 2003, p. 40).   By this I mean that the “case” in my study was 

operationally defined as the professional practice of a single teacher-researcher involved 

in the specific reform movement over time.   There are two sub-categories of single case 

studies that can be applied in research studies such as this one.  I chose the more complex 

model, which allows for embedded units of analysis to exist within the single case.  In my 

case, the embedded units of analysis are directly related to the five data streams that I 

collected.   

Two of the other studies took a similar single-case approach, each focusing on the 

case of a single partnership relationship between one school and one agency.  Both of 

them utilized the same embedded-unit design that I had, relying on numerous sources of 

data as evidence.  The embedded units for analysis included structural elements of the 

programs and projects, as well as ideological constructs that could be captured through 

interview data and/or direct field observations.  These other two single-case studies, 

however, were conducted by outside researchers, and were therefore written from the etic 

perspective. 

The other three studies were structured differently, utilizing a multiple-case 

research design (Yin, 2003, p. 46).   Each compared and contrasted a variety of School-
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to-Work programs and projects that were developed by many people, in multiple 

communities and/or multiple sites.  The number of variables studied, therefore, reflected 

the numerous embedded units that would provide the structure for an analysis across 

multiple contexts. One study compared and contrasted the implementation of a specific 

curriculum intervention in two distinct schools, one in the United States, and the other in 

Germany.  A second examined the relationships between school communities and the 

employer community, but gathered data from nine different educational settings.  The 

third took a similar approach, but gathered the data from multiple business firms, rather 

than from local educational agencies.  Each contributed insights into the constraints faced 

by educational practitioners, employers, students and even families.  

The five case studies each provide a glimpse into real-world practices in the field.  

What is unique about my own case study, however, is that it is the only one that reflects 

the emic perspective of a field practitioner who was in charge of designing the curriculum 

and/or partnerships that were created in support of the policy.  The other articles may 

have gathered interview data from participants and stakeholders, but none of them were 

written by a practitioner-researcher in charge of program or curriculum development.   

Several themes identified in these five case studies also exist in the data sets that I 

collected for my own research project.  The studies are therefore considered to be 

representative of contributory knowledge that can benefit this report, as well as my future 

field practice.  Although the research agenda for the other case studies varied from my 

own, each researcher did put energy into collecting and analyzing field evidence to 

support their ultimate arguments and claims.   
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The first research report that is summarized stands out from the crowd because it 

was the only case-study I found that was not housed in the journals associated with the 

educational research community.  Two researchers from Georgetown University (Bassi & 

Ludwig, 2000), received a research grant from the National Employer Leadership 

Council, to study School-to-Work programs in the United States.  The primary research 

problem was to study the relationships between the costs of training student interns in a 

work-based learning situation and the length of time it takes to recuperate those business 

costs.  It was recognized that initial periods of on-the-job training are often considered by 

the employer community to be non-productive work hours.  The question raised was 

whether or not the eight School-to-Work programs being studied were cost-effective for 

the firms that were sponsoring them. 

The multi-firm case study addressed concerns that have implications for both the 

employer and the educational communities, including the question of whether or not 

School-to-Work programs are sustainable. Another question this study raises is the degree 

to which each respective partnership community (educational and employer), is 

responsible for developing bridge mechanisms for students leaving the K-12 system, and 

preparing to enter the adult work world.  These linkages are recommended by the policy 

itself, but it is unclear as to where the lines of demarcation are, in terms of occupational 

preparation and training.  The article described the “fundamental tension between the 

desire to provide training and the need to cover STW program costs” (Bassi & Ludwig, 

2000, p. 1).   
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Here in Arizona, the School-to-Work policy funds were never allocated for 

student salaries.  It was assumed that the employers would pick up the cost for on-the-job 

training, and that the schools had already incurred the cost of basic academic training.  

What was obvious in this article was that the school system and the employer community 

have very different ideas and expectations about their respective roles in preparing 

citizens for entry-level employment.  There was disagreement about the knowledge and 

skill sets that were the most pertinent, as well as disagreement over who should be 

bearing the cost of training.  These are fundamental questions that have been wrestled-

with throughout this paper.  The study indicated that some companies were more 

motivated than others to pick up initial training costs, but that some employers considered 

it to be perfectly acceptable to ask students themselves to bear the cost of training, by 

serving in unpaid internships or working for substandard wages, which of course raises 

exploitation and equity concerns.  

Several of the employers mentioned that the basic computer skills that students 

brought with them from the K-12 system were greatly appreciated, although the details of 

these competencies were not outlined.  Many of the jobs that the students were expected 

to perform had traditionally been given to people who had already completed post-

secondary technical training at local community colleges or trade schools.   Students were 

being trained and employed as auto mechanics, engineering technicians, architectural 

draftsmen, publication editors, and graphic artists.  One of the goals of the reform 

movement was indeed to encourage training in high-tech careers, so I was pleased to see 

the types of work placements that these programs had to offer.  I was also pleased to read 
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that several of the programs offered the potential of long-term employment with the firm, 

following graduation.   

I noticed that none of the projects or partnerships described, however, served very 

many students.  Although each of the business firms involved were large corporations, 

some of which were multi-national employers with tens of thousands of adult employees, 

none of them managed to employ more than fifty students per year.  One program served 

only five students annually, and they were required to be out of high school, and already 

matriculated into the local community college.  This is consistent with my own research 

findings.  While the policy was intended to serve „all‟ high school students in our nation, 

this case study illustrates the reality that only a fraction of high school students are 

gaining access to work-based learning opportunities.  Furthermore, this case provides 

evidence that the employer community has tried to structure programs, in partnership 

with local school districts, but that they too have recognizable concerns and constraints 

from a practical perspective. 

There were no specific details mentioned about the working relationships that 

existed, between the firms studied and the schools with which they were partnered.  One 

business firm had struggled to integrate their own curriculum for their student interns into 

the structures of the local school system, and therefore designed an independent study 

course for students to take on their own.  I wondered if the school had allowed credit for 

that curriculum and/or if any school representative had been allowed to coordinate the 

learning on the job.  It was impossible to determine from the evidence supplied, whether 

or not the local educational agency had faculty members with the necessary expertise at 
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curriculum development and articulation to facilitate those processes, and whether or not 

such expertise was invited to the partnership process.       

The description of the infrastructure pieces within the various partnerships that 

were examined was useful to me.  Several of the employers had hired coordinators within 

their organizations to facilitate training, supervision, and management of the student 

interns.  This is a condition that I observed only once. The standards set for program 

participation were varied, but they were similar in nature to the ones that I have described 

myself.  Partnerships were perceived as frustrating to employers, because the school 

systems lacked an appropriate infrastructure.  Some of the projects were reported to be 

deliberately shut down, after only a few years of operation, because they were not 

meeting the needs of the business community. There was no further elaboration of that 

concept, but it was implied that the costs outweighed the benefits. 

The second article of interest was also concerned about partnership development, 

but this one was written from an educational researcher‟s perspective.   Kathleen Abowitz 

examined the extent to which a partnership between a single high school in Cincinnati, 

Ohio, and an external agency (developed by the local business community), had been 

constructed ideologically.  She used a framework for analysis that was based on 

democratic ideals espoused by the respected educational philosopher, John Dewey. She 

focused her inquiry specifically on the Deweyan principles of “free-inquiry, free 

participation, and communication for common purposes and social growth” (Abowitz, 

2000, p. 328).  The author describes the relationship between the two communities 
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(educational and employer), in terms of equality and power dynamics that may have 

influenced the curriculum at the school, as well as learning opportunities for students. 

Her research approach stemmed from critical debates related to the question of 

whether or not it is ever appropriate for the business community to be actively engaged in 

public school instruction.  The author‟s critical concern was that the relationship between 

educators and the external agency involved in this case might have been based on unequal 

power dynamics that had placed undue pressure on the school system, to conform to the 

interests of the business community.   

“Observers of many business-education relationships believe that the term „partnership‟ 

is a misrepresentation of the many ways in which business interventions in school reform 

and policy are forced upon educators” (Ibid, p. 328). 

 

The business community had gathered together to support the failing school by 

starting an external agency, with the goal of raising money for school-based projects, 

including career education endeavors.  The author laments that this created a one-way 

power dynamic in which the external organization was given considerable leeway in 

establishing priorities for the projects funded through the agency.  The question was 

raised as to whether or not such a relationship was appropriate, and it was implied that it 

was a potentially coercive power dynamic. 

The study was conducted long after the structures had been put into place that 

governed the relationship between the two entities. The starting hypothesis was that 

businesses and educators do not operate on an equal financial footing in School-to-Work 

partnerships, and that the educators‟ voices might be silenced as a result.  Her conclusion 

was that business leaders have a great deal to learn from educational practitioners, a 
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concept that I agree with. Her observations in the field, however, were not conducted 

directly, but rather through the interpretive lenses of various stakeholders who were 

reporting their own experiences to the researchers, in hindsight.    

My fundamental concern with this article was the underlying assumption that the 

business community‟s interest in the school was somehow suspect.  The business 

community had rallied to raise much-needed funds for a community that was in need.  

They were providing paid internship opportunities for students during the school year and 

summer months, as well as youth development programs after the normal school day.  

Furthermore they picked up the bill for these activities.  I was intrigued at the concept 

that the business community would be hounding the staff of the school, trying to impose 

their ways on the poor “hapless educators” (Ibid, p. 316).  My experience with the 

employer community was quite the opposite of this situation.   

There was a case study in the empirical database, however, that did explore a 

situation in which educators were asked to deliver a pre-packaged piece of curriculum 

that had been developed by a career-education think tank (Clark, 2002).  The study 

compared two schools offering business and finance education programs, one in the 

United States, and the other in Germany.  Each school was given access to pre-packaged 

curriculum materials that provided instruction related to the international banking 

industry.  Students received classroom instruction on campus, and then received paid 

internship experiences in the banking industry either during the school year or during the 

summer months. 
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The goal of the curriculum was to expose students to concepts associated with 

international monetary systems and the historical and cultural changes to the world‟s 

banking system that have taken place since the development of the International 

Monetary Fund, following World War II. The researcher used a variety of techniques to 

understand the phenomenon of „internationalization‟ of the curriculum.  The term refers 

to the perceived need to provide pro-active geography instruction in the schools, so that 

American children are made aware of historical and cultural trends that impact an 

economy that is tied to global markets.  The researcher relied on extensive field 

observations, assuming the role of a student in the course, as it was delivered over the 

semester.  Her report reflects less the extent to which the curriculum was being delivered 

as planned, and more on the process by which international concepts had been integrated 

into the curriculum.    

While I respected that the researcher devoted an entire semester of her life to 

making her observations in the field (both in the classroom and on the students‟ job sites), 

I was perturbed that she would describe that research stance as an emic perspective.  

Although she was sitting through a class all semester, she was hardly in the same position 

as the students. She was not learning the material for the first time, nor was she in a 

position where she would be held accountable for her learning; nor was she in the emic 

position of being the course instructor.   

She did not identify herself as having being a certified or licensed classroom 

teacher, either during the study or in a previous career.  Furthermore, she was not the 

person responsible for developing or testing the efficacy of the curriculum.  The lessons 
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she was observing were tied to a pre-packaged curriculum product, written by the 

National Academy Foundation.   As a licensed geography and career-education teacher, I 

could not help but be curious as to which concepts were included in the curriculum 

product.  It was obvious that the package of materials did not include provisions for in-

depth teacher training on the specific curriculum concepts that the researcher was looking 

for, because one of the teachers being observed admitted that she was not familiar with 

some of the banking concepts that she was asked to teach. 

I was also skeptical that the program that she described (a career academy 

specializing in business and finance), was funded solely through the School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act of 1994.  There was no relationship between the program and the 

policy described explicitly, and I cannot make the assumption that there was one in this 

case.  Nonetheless, I was appreciative to hear that „internationalization‟ of the curriculum 

was perceived to be an important research agenda, given that I too have a degree in 

Geography Education.  I have described herein several School-to-Work lessons that I 

created, based on statistics available through the World Bank, related to the unequal 

distribution of wealth amongst nations.  Although my study did not include an 

examination of the international finance curriculum that was studied by this researcher, 

my curiosity was piqued sufficiently to consider that as a future research agenda.  

Another study explored the concept of employer motivation for participation in 

work-based learning programs, which is one recommendation of the reform movement. 

The researchers asked an important research question, concerned with “whether sufficient 

numbers of employers can be recruited to create a national School-to-Work system with a 
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substantial work-based learning component” (Bailey & Hughes, 1999, p. iii).   Their 

findings were mixed.  In some instances there were recorded observations of a greater 

demand from students for work-based learning opportunities than a supply of 

corresponding openings, claiming that  “in those programs, interested students were 

being turned away or had to wait for a placement” (Ibid, p. 9).   The overall conclusion, 

however, was that “employer recruitment is not an insurmountable problem” (Ibid, p. 29).    

 Successful programs were defined in this study in terms of the number of students 

served, as well as the length of time that the partnership was sustained.  There was little 

corresponding evidence provided, as to the structure or quality of the programs, from an 

educative standpoint.   The authors did credit educators who had developed, managed, 

and sustained programs, despite obstacles.      

“These programs have succeeded because of the staff‟s understanding of local economic 

conditions and their skill at adjusting their strategies accordingly when those conditions 

change, as well as their ability to form relationships with area employers.  These 

educators have wisely gauged the amount and depth of involvement they can expect from 

the employers and the type and level of returns the employers require in order to continue 

their participation” (Ibid, p. 29).    

 

Some of the other conclusions drawn from this study were a tad disturbing to me, 

given that the authors‟ claims might influence future iterations of policy and program 

development.  First, the authors lamented the lack of integration taking place within the 

schools involved in the twelve School-to-Work programs that were studied.    

“Integration between academics and work-based learning, one of the aims of School-to-

Work reform, is not occurring.  At the majority of the programs we studied, work-based 

learning is simply tacked on to some part of the student‟s day or week while the rest 

remains unchanged.  Even when new curriculum is developed, the classroom and work-

based portions, in most cases, exist separately from each other.  While the coursework at 

some schools includes general references to work and careers, students‟ experiences at 

their workplaces are rarely discussed in the classroom.  Therefore, we see a neglect of the 

academic side of School-to-Work, as well as mixed efforts to create the connecting 

activities called for in the School-to-Work legislation” (Bailey and Hughes, 1999). 
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This statement is problematic to me. There was no corresponding discussion 

about what it takes to create and integrate curriculum in the first place, a painstakingly 

complex process that I described later in my own study.  Furthermore, there was not 

sufficient detail included in the report for practitioners to be able to learn from the 

structures of these programs.  I was also disappointed to learn that the authors of this 

thirty-two page study received a $4,500,000 research grant from a parallel piece of 

legislation, and then chose to study projects that were created before the School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act was implemented in 1994.  Some of the projects described in this case 

study were structured in the early 1970s, nearly twenty five years before the STWOA.  

The structures of these older programs were therefore influenced by earlier reform 

attempts, and perhaps neither funded by nor held to the same intervention expectations 

outlined by the newer law. 

The most comprehensive single-case study design was presented by researchers 

Mac Iver and Legters, from the Johns-Hopkins University, who examined the 

relationships between school-district officials and local intermediary organizations, 

which had partnered with each other in order to create smaller learning communities with 

a career-focused theme (Mac Iver & Legters, 2002).   The idea is one that is espoused in 

various educational reform literatures as a means by which to make school more relevant 

for students, so that they are less likely to drop out of high school, and more likely to 

enroll in post-secondary education (Grubb, 1995; Castellano, Stringfield, & Stone, 2001; 

Kemple & Snipes, 2000; Stern, Dayton, & Raby, 2000).  The project was robust in that it 

used a variety of data sources, as did my own study. 
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The goal of the research project was to study the relationships between the 

various stakeholders, defined as the school administrators, parents, students, and 

partnering agency.  The partnering agency, however, was a single employment agency 

that had received considerable tax dollars to provide liaison services between the school 

and local employers.  That was a significantly different model than the one I used in any 

of the places in which I was employed to provide leadership in partnership development.  

A number of research literatures were described, however, that dovetail with my agenda, 

so the real contribution of this article is that it articulates that the philosophical goals of 

the School-to-Work movement were used in other communities to support the ideology of 

improving lives for students and their families, especially in communities hard-hit 

economically by declining employment opportunities.   

The strength of the partnership described in this study was that it linked the 

schools with other agencies that share a responsibility for the social wellness in 

communities.  My experience in this arena is somewhat limited.  I worked with a number 

of businesses in my own projects, and I used some of the community agencies as a 

support system, but I never officially made a long-term relationship with any social 

service agency or employment agency in my own practice.  School personnel in my study 

did report that they felt conflicted between a myriad of reforms being conducted 

simultaneously, a tension that I too have described in greater detail herein.  They also 

reported feeling conflicted by the expectation to work directly with other government 

agencies that had a simultaneous mission to serve their students.   
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(B) - Field Interviews  

In addition to any interviews conducted within the case studies already described 

above, there were also five more studies conducted that utilized interview data, but that 

were not considered to be case studies.  Only one was conducted by members of the 

educational research community, while four were conducted by members of the 

psychological research community. None, however, were contributed by members of the 

sociology research community, or by members of the business and economics fields.     

The first study that is described in this section was contributed by members of the 

educational research community (O‟Shea & King, 2000).  Interview data was collected 

from participants in what is known in the School-to-Work literatures as an intermediary 

partnership, which is an agency or organization created outside of the school system, to 

provide linkages between the local educational agencies and local employers.   

While I myself was never required to work with such an agency, this expectation 

did exist in Austin, Texas, where this study took place.  The study was a program 

evaluation report, rather than a case study.  It was commissioned by the intermediary 

organization itself, who hired researchers from the local university to conduct the 

evaluation.  This intermediary agency utilized STWOA funds to pay for inter-agency 

liaisons, to design marketing plans, and to develop curriculum materials.     

 There was no mention as to whether or not the schools in the study received their 

own portions of the federal funds that were provisioned under the national legislative act.  

The intermediary agency, on the other hand, chose to use a portion of the funds that they 

were in charge of, to pay for teachers to serve as site-level program coordinators at local 
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schools.  It was not mentioned if these teachers were working as employees of the school 

district or as employees of the intermediary agency.  There was also no mention of how 

this arrangement would be sustained in the long run.  It was implied that the agency 

would be funded for five years.   

Here in Arizona, our local schools could apply for grant funds annually, but were 

not guaranteed that they would receive them, making long-term planning fairly difficult.  

While my salary was always paid by the school-district for which I was employed, I do 

know of one instance in which a program coordinator from outside the school district was 

hired to provide in-school liaison services.  I have used interview data to corroborate my 

own observations and experiences with this type of partnership arrangement, which 

several of us perceived to be problematic.  We have described our concerns in writing.  

This research article described assessments of the progress made by the 

intermediary agency, in terms of reaching their own annual program objectives.  The 

report lists both perceived successes, as well as perceptions of where there was still room 

for improvement.  The evaluator also listed a number of barriers to implementation of the 

program goals, which was the part of the report that can influence my own.  The 

researcher drew conclusions from interviews conducted with twenty-four individual 

participants in the program, some of which were educational administrators, while others 

were members of the business community. There were no interviews conducted with 

students, however, which is a limitation to the report.   The perceptions that were used to 

draw conclusions for this program evaluation were therefore biased in favor of the adults 
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who were each in paid positions, some of which were financed through the policy funds.  

The students‟ experiences are not described through their eyes at all. 

The adults were allowed to describe the barriers and obstacles faced in the field, 

which included a number of practical challenges reported in the study‟s findings.  These 

difficulties included the problem of building a shared awareness and vision between the 

employer and educational communities.  The author cited tensions related to how each 

respective community perceived the concept of School-to-Work, with resistance to the 

reform noted on both sides.   

There was also the mention of a notable „stigma‟ to vocational education (O‟Shea 

& King, 2000, p. 15), that may have been leading to some of the resistance for the 

reform.   Another observed constraint with program development was the idea that 

participation in the reform is voluntary on all sides.  This means that stakeholders for 

both communities are not required to participate in the reform by law.  The intermediary 

agency therefore struggled to maintain consistent participation levels of both educators 

and employers. 

 The report also documented the practical constraint of a lack of student interest as 

well as a lack of teacher participation.  The report made the claim that students in the 

region were simply not interested in high-tech careers, despite the fact that the local 

community (Austin, Texas, in 1999), had numerous high-tech job openings, illustrating 

the demand for highly-skilled labor.   The study also mentioned that there was an issue of 

teacher shortages and teacher attrition, especially in the fields of math and science.  It 

was wryly observed that school districts were in direct competition with the high-tech 
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firms for human resources with these vital skill-sets.  Those of us who work in the 

teaching profession understand all-too-well the lure to higher-paying jobs.  The teachers 

who were interviewed in this study were credited with this observation, as well as the 

critical observation that creating career-specific coursework in the high schools requires 

special expertise, licensure, and credentials that many non-vocational teachers may not 

possess.  

 The psychological research community contributed four articles that utilized field 

interviews to learn about relationships between students and the School-to-Work 

transition experience.  What needs to be said now is that the psychological research 

community is keenly aware of the factors that might impact an individual‟s choices in 

society, as well as their ultimate career development.  This academic field admits that 

they are relative new-comers to the interdisciplinary field of youth studies, and 

particularly to the discussions taking place in the academic literatures related to School-

to-Work Transition Education.  Nonetheless, they have contributed valuable insights to 

the emerging data on the influential factors that may be impeding or facilitating the STW 

transition process for youth in modern society (Bluestein, Chaves, Diemer, Gallagher, 

Marshall, Sirin, & Bhati, 2002).   

 As would be expected of psychologists in general, educational and counseling 

psychologists are interested in promoting wellness amongst individuals within society, so 

they seek to understand how individual people construct meaning about their lives.  They 

also seek to understand how individuals form their personal identities and how they gain 

the capability to navigate successfully through life.  Transitions are studied by these 
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academic researchers, over the course of a lifetime, including the transitions from 

adolescence to adulthood, and from school to work.  The next four studies to be 

examined all have one thing in common, which is that they look specifically at the 

perceptions of the world held by students, rather than by the adults in their midst.  This is 

significant, in that I myself was drawn to the work of the educational psychologists early-

on in this project, when I considered using the phenomenological approach, which is 

prevalent in the academic field of psychology (Van Manen, 1990; Moustakas, 1994).  

 The first study that I examined underscores the significance of a students‟ self-

perception, in terms of their beliefs about their own academic abilities.  Educators are 

informed early in their professional development about the relationships that exist 

between an individual‟s belief in their own capabilities, and their academic performance.  

Confidence can be built over time, as a child recognizes that they can learn, master, and 

apply intellectual concepts.  While most people would consider it to be common-

knowledge that a child‟s self-esteem is related to their successes and abilities, not all 

would agree on how to promote self-esteem.   

The term used in the next article to describe “the perceived confidence in one‟s 

ability to execute actions to attain academic goals,” is the term academic self-efficacy 

(Perry, DeWine, Duffy, & Vance,   2007, p. 104).  This term is a recurring theme in the 

psychological literatures on the topic, so research studies that shed light on the 

relationships between the School-to-Work transition process and the self-efficacy of 

students can no doubt contribute to the work of curriculum specialists who have the 

opportunity to design appropriate interventions.   
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The reason that this concept is significant in School-to-Work discussions is that it 

has been theorized (Bandura, 1986; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994 and 2002), that there 

is a clear relationship between a person‟s self-confidence in the academic arena and their 

ultimate trajectories in their careers.  The study conducted by Perry and her team 

evaluated the effectiveness of a specific career exploration curriculum, known as Tools 

for Tomorrow (TFT), a school-based program that had been integrated into a 9
th

 grade 

cohort at the single school site being studied.  The course was developed in partnership 

with university personnel from Boston College and teachers from the Boston school 

system.  The classes were taught jointly by the local teachers and by graduate students in 

counseling psychology.  The curriculum consisted of a variety of career-education and 

planning modules, delivered over the course of a single semester.   

 The curriculum, as described in this article, consists of many topics that were 

covered within the curriculum interventions that I designed myself, so I was encouraged 

to find a study that finally addressed school-based curriculum components.  I was also 

encouraged that the researchers of this study recognized the logic of presenting such 

instruction early enough in the school career to allow students to make sound secondary 

educational decisions, long before their scheduled graduations and transitions out of the 

K-12 system.  The goal of the research was to see if the specific interventions could be 

correlated to increases in the students‟ academic self-efficacy or self-confidence.  The 

findings were inconclusive, and the data was collected from 9
th

 graders, so it was still too 

early to see if that cohort had drop-out rates that were lower than those of their peers who 

did not receive the intervention.   
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 Nonetheless, I was very encouraged to see that one university was engaging 

graduate students (who hoped someday to work as school counselors), in the career-

education process, one that is traditionally conducted by vocational educators, not 

counselors.  The significance of the study for me was that it provided another example of 

how career awareness could be provided in the schools.  I was simultaneously, however, 

aware that there was not a corresponding technical or occupational education component 

mentioned in this case, other than work-based learning, which was encouraged, but not 

discussed or analyzed in this study.  The ultimate goal of my own research project is to 

describe the specific curriculum interventions that I myself created, and then to ask the 

students who participated in them how or when those interventions proved to be useful in 

their actual transition experiences.   

 Another article that emerged from the psychological paradigm was also written to 

describe students‟ self-perceptions in the context of the School-to-Work transition 

experience.  David Blustein and his colleagues (Bluestein, Chaves, Diemer, Gallagher, 

Marshall, Sirin, & Bhati, 2002), were interested in studying the relationship between 

students‟ perceptions of future career options and the socio-economic status of the 

families in which they were raised.  They therefore conducted an analysis on interview 

responses provided by twenty young people who had recently experienced a transition 

from School-to-Work.  Ten were people who had been raised in households that were 

considered to be of lower socio-economic status, as measured by the highest income of 

either parent in the family.  The other ten were people who had been raised in households 

of greater economic means or of a higher socio-economic status.   
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 There are a number of other studies that exist across academic fields, which point 

to evidence suggesting that there are widening disparities in wealth among individuals 

and groups of people in American society (Reich, 1991; Marshall & Tucker, 1992).   This 

author, however, situates his study within the concerns of counseling practitioners, 

pointing out that there is currently very little understood about the relationship between 

social class and career development processes, and particularly about the decision-

making processes made by youth during their transitions from School-to-Work 

(Bluestein, Chaves, Diemer, Gallagher, Marshall, Sirin, & Bhati, 2002).  While it is 

agreed that wealth in the household can have a significant influence on one‟s educational 

options, and therefore one‟s ultimate economic opportunities and/or trajectories, there is 

less research on the impact of wealth on a person‟s psycho-social framework, self-

concept, motivation, and/or outlook on one‟s future  

 The research goal was to determine if and how the two groups differed in their 

perspectives of the School-to-Work transition process and/or their outlooks for their 

career trajectories.  What the team agreed upon is that there was a marked difference in 

the outlook and expectation of each group, with people in the higher economic bracket 

being more confident about their options, but also more aware of a wider variety of 

possible trajectories.  The people raised in wealthier families also seemed to be more 

actively engaged in purposeful planning for their futures, and they seemed to know more 

avenues for employment.  When asked why they work, they responded less frequently 

that it was an economic necessity, and were more likely to mention lifestyle reasons, such 

as to be productively and meaningfully occupied. 
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 In contrast, the students of lower economic means were more likely to mention 

that they work for economic necessity, and not necessarily for personal fulfillment.  They 

also mentioned their awareness that it was very difficult to work while juggling both 

post-secondary education and self-sufficiency simultaneously.  They were less likely to 

have a support mechanism made up of adults who could guide them with career-related 

advice, and some mentioned that their own lack of skills were impeding their sense of 

confidence about succeeding in the long run.  The lower socio-economic group was more 

likely to mention the relationship between the lack of a college degree or post-secondary 

occupational certificate and wages than their wealthier peers.  One mentioned his literacy 

skills as an obvious stumbling block to his future, in that he struggled to read and to take 

tests well.  He recognized that certain jobs required entrance exams and/or a passing 

score on the General Equivalency Diploma, and he lamented that he was not confident 

that he had the skills to pass such an examination.  So his own literacy was considered to 

be a barrier to employment. 

 This study has obvious curriculum implications, in that the underlying assumption 

of the federal School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 was that certain segments of 

society have been disenfranchised and/or marginalized, requiring the need to create pro-

active instructional interventions to help ameliorate inequalities caused by historical 

patterns for education, training, and employment.  The findings of this collective body of 

research literatures on the relationships between self-perception and students‟ academic 

or career-related decisions can illuminate the direction for future curriculum 

development.   
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 A third psychological study examined students‟ self-perceptions, related to their 

assessment of their own readiness for the transition process (Phillips, Blustein, John-

Davis, & White, 2002).  Instead of studying students who had already transitioned out of 

high school, this team of researchers spoke with students who were still matriculated in 

the public school system, asking them about their awareness and preparedness for post-

secondary life.  Workplace preparedness was loosely defined as having the skills and 

confidence to plan for the transition process in advance, and being able to demonstrate 

optimism, resilience and decision-making skills.   

 The students who were interviewed had a variety of notions related to the adult 

work world that were not realistic, but it would not be fair to expect them to know about 

a world in which they had little, if any, first-hand knowledge.  One of the goals of the 

reform movement was to increase the awareness of the job market, through school-based 

and work-based learning opportunities.  I was not seeing any evidence in the interview 

data to demonstrate that these students were in a School-to-Work program in their own 

local high school.  It is possible that their relative naiveté is precisely the result of a lack 

of school-based career education experiences.  This is significant, in that one needs to be 

able to discern in the research literatures those empirical studies that are examining the 

effects or impacts of the reform movement, from those studies that are examining a pre-

intervention condition or situation.  I suspect that this study represented one that was not 

describing the impact of any specific curriculum or program interventions created under 

the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.    
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 The last interview project that was contributed by members of the psychological 

research community also addressed students‟ self-awareness, but this time they were 

allowed to describe their first-hand experiences on the job, and to describe the difficulties 

and emotions associated with entry-level work (Stacey, 2001).  The research project was 

significantly different from the others, in that it described the lived experiences of a 

special population of students, specifically those who have been identified through a 

variety of psychological tests to be learning disabled, and therefore eligible for a range 

of support services and transition education advice, during their high school years.  The 

researchers in this study interviewed four students with learning disabilities, all working 

part-time while attending school simultaneously.  Two were in high school and two were 

in college, and there was a male and a female student represented at each level.  Each of 

these students reported difficulties on the job, including the stress associated with 

learning new tasks, understanding verbal instructions provided by their supervisors, 

interacting socially with new colleagues, and advocating for their own special needs.  It 

was observed that they lacked confidence and that they felt a great deal of anxiety while 

adjusting to their new work situations.  My students have expressed similar butterflies 

associated with employment for the first time. 

It was noted that these students received additional support services in school, 

under the goals of several pieces of educational legislation.  Public schools that receive 

federal funds are required by various policies to provide detailed written School-to-Work 

transition plans for disabled students. Those plans are created collaboratively between 

school officials, students, and their parents, and must be in place by age 14.  This means 
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that the K-12 system is required by law to provide career-related instruction for students 

with disabilities, and to document the pro-active action plan outlined for transitioning 

each individual child with disabilities into the adult world.  The transition plan serves as a 

„semi-contract‟ (Stacey, 2001, p. 181), between the school and the family, to ensure that 

educational and occupational possibilities are explored, before the actual transition out of 

high school takes place.  The author lamented that no similar legal requirements, for 

providing additional layers of support for students, exists in the workplace. 

The author observed that students are not legally required to either volunteer or to 

work during school, which meant that they had little opportunity to become familiar with 

the adult work world …  “thus, the realities of the work world are not truly appreciated or 

encountered”  (Stacey, 2001, p. 175).  The author advocated work-based learning 

opportunities for students with disabilities, despite the fact that they can be stressful, 

implying that students can be taught how to manage stressful situations.  Authentic work 

experiences were perceived to be beneficial for students with disabilities, providing 

opportunities for growth and development, and potentially bolstering the confidence of a 

student, as well as optimism about their own futures.  

Again, it was difficult for me to ascertain if the students interviewed in this 

project were involved in a school-supervised workplace learning program that was 

developed to support the philosophical tenets of the School-to-Work reform movement.  

The authors‟ observations that three students did not receive training on the job, and that 

the fourth student received only three days‟ worth of training, indicates to me that these 

students had accepted employment in a non-skilled capacity.   
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The fact that they were employed at all, however, was a positive testament that 

(despite their learning disabilities), they had successfully navigated the job-search 

process, had overcome a number of employment barriers (not the least of which might 

have been the stigma associated with their learning disabilities), and they were all hired 

and actively employed beyond an initial period of adjustment.   

 The interviews conducted with members of the stakeholder community, therefore, 

are few and far between.  The studies in the existing empirical data base are limited so far 

to learning from educational administrators and employers in a single intermediary 

agency in Austin Texas (O‟Shea & King, 2000), and learning from students themselves 

(Bluestein, Chaves, Diemer, Gallagher, Marshall, Sirin, & Bhati, 2002; Perry, DeWine, 

Duffy, & Vance, 2007;  Phillips, Blustein, John-Davis, & White, 2002; and Stacey, 

2001).   

Although other empirical evidence exists that explores the experiences of other 

stakeholders in the reform, most of those other studies used survey tools to collect 

information, which does not provide the same rich narrative expressions that can be 

gathered from actual face-to-face conversations from participants.   

My research project, therefore, is situated amongst this handful of interview 

projects, but it stands out because of the additional conversations documented with not 

only students, employers, and school administrators, but also with special education case 

managers, teachers, parents, and other members of the community who have had first-

hand experiences with the reform movement.    
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(C) - Narrative Inquiries  

The psychological research community was the only academic field that 

contributed any articles taking a recognizably narrative inquiry approach.  A single study 

allowed students to articulate the meaning or significance of their participation in the 

reform movement, so that the researchers could distill essential themes from the data 

(Noonan, Hall, & Blustein, 2007).  The students that were interviewed for this study were 

involved in a very intensive School-to-Work program, which included school-based 

instruction, as well as intensive work-based learning opportunities in local hospitals, 

businesses and industrial establishments.  Students described the meaning they attached 

to the relationships they had established with adults that they had met in the workplace.    

 Several themes that emerged from these conversations are similar to the ones that 

I heard from my own interview respondents, which was surprising to me, because the 

School-to-Work program described in this study was conducted in an urban setting, while 

my experience is with rural or suburban communities.  Some of the students in this study 

were required to leave their own urban neighborhoods, to work in institutions and 

businesses in other locales.  Students observed social-class differences on the job, both 

between themselves and their adult co-workers, as well as between the adults in their 

work settings, in the context of relative wages, rank, and status between job 

classifications.  This pattern, which sociologists would call social stratification, was also 

observed by students in my own project, who mentioned and described examples of the 

patterns of stratification that they observed where they were employed.    
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 What was potentially contributory to my own work was the call for additional 

curriculum, related to teaching students how to recognize structural barriers in our society 

that might provide obstacles to their own social mobility … “the structural barriers that 

can thwart young peoples‟ dreams” (Noonan, Hall, and Blustein, 2007, p. 557).  The 

article used the metaphor of a ladder “to represent the way American society is set up in 

terms of money, jobs, and education” and reported that the students in their study 

expressed optimism that “mobility, or movement between the rungs of the ladder, was at 

least a possibility” (Ibid,  p. 557).  The authors of this article used the concept of 

“mobility support” from adults in the workplace as a structural element to strive for, 

meaning that adults who serve as workplace mentors should be encouraged to provide not 

only positive verbal reinforcement for students to climb this metaphorical ladder, but also 

to provide specific examples of how to overcome recognized historical barriers to upward 

mobility, including lack of occupational skills, training, and education, as well as racism.  

 In Chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation I have provided numerous examples of this 

phenomenon that were observed in my own field practice, as well as described in the 

interview data collected from my former students and their employers.  I have described 

instances in which the resulting student-adult relationships provided guidance and 

nurturance that was beneficial, as well as illustrative examples of instances in which the 

student-adult relationships were damaging to students.  Finally, I provided examples of 

the interventions I designed, in response to these potentially dangerous situations, both 

re-actively at the time, and then later, as pro-active curriculum measures, which were 

created to prevent similar situations from occurring again.  
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 In summary, only eleven articles that exist in the interdisciplinary field of School-

to-Work Transition Education were designed using protocols that I employed myself.  

There are additional empirical studies that exist, however, that examined interesting 

variables, including the attitudes of various stakeholders in the reform.  Most were 

collected through survey tools that could be considered to be semi-qualitative in nature.   

I have described these studies in the next chapter section. 

 This section, however, highlighted some general areas of concern that have been 

studied empirically by the researchers who share an interest in the transition of our young 

people into adult society.  The general themes discussed so far have been studied by 

others with a vested interest in this topic, but may not yet have been translated into 

research projects that dovetail specifically with the School-to-Work Reform movement.  

The empirical studies listed so far were identified by the various databases used, to be 

directly related to either the School-to-Work policy itself, or to the topic of School-to-

Work Transition Education.  It is entirely possible that there are additional studies that 

study the impact of parallel reform movements (vocational education, technical 

education, and even academic education), that could contribute to my overall analysis and 

conclusions.  If, however, the authors of those studies did not use the terms „School-to-

Work‟ or „Transition Education‟ in the titles, abstracts, or keyword indicators, then they 

were not considered for this chapter on a review of pertinent literatures. 

 The next two chapter sections are dedicated to understanding the key findings of 

other studies conducted on the topic that did not utilize methods similar to my own.  The 

immediate discussion revealed several themes that are discussed in the literatures, as well 
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as in my own research data.  First, was the concept of employer participation in the 

reform movement, and differences of opinion about if that is appropriate, how that 

participation should be structured, and the limits of the partnership or participatory 

relationship, in terms of roles and responsibilities.  Some researchers acknowledged and 

explained some of the differences between the employer and the educational 

communities, pointing to resistance on both sides for full participation.  Nonetheless, the 

policy was structured to encourage collaborative relationships between members of each 

respective community, implying that the relationship can and should exist. 

 Another common thread throughout the research literatures on the topic, which 

have been described in this section, is the concept of student involvement in programs and 

projects.  Students‟ perceptions and opinions have been actively sought by researchers in 

both the educational and the psychological domains, which is a healthy trend.  The 

inclusion of the educator‟s voice, however, was limited to the voices of school and 

program administrators.  Their concerns are related to the real-world constraints in the 

field, including the availability of licensed professionals, and the level of skills and 

experience that they bring to the discussion.  Not only were issues of credentials and 

licensure mentioned, but so were the real-world constraints of having appropriate 

curriculum on hand, and having sufficient resources to cover the supervisory 

responsibilities for students in the field.  Finally, both school administrators and 

employers addressed the need to investigate both the costs and benefits to all participants 

concerned with developing and sustaining labor-intensive initiatives that provide career 

and workplace skills directly to the students involved.   
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Section 2.3 – Similar Data Sets 

(A) - The Intended Curriculum 

In addition to the eleven empirical studies that used methods similar to the ones in 

my own study, there were also other empirical studies that described the successes, 

barriers, and impacts of the reform using methods that I did not use.  I made the decision 

to look at the remaining empirical studies, to determine the extent to which they had 

addressed variables, themes, and/or data sets similar to my own.  I hoped to discern if 

there were findings from these studies that could inform my project.  The first studies that 

I found to be potentially useful were those that addressed some of the foundational issues 

of the policy itself.  These studies were therefore interested in some aspect of the first 

embedded unit of analysis for my own study, which is the intended curriculum, as 

documented in the text of the federal policy.   

The first two studies were conducted here in Arizona, and both were pertinent to 

my own, because the researchers designed a survey that had a question on it that I asked 

my own interview cohort, related to the vision of the reform.  Researchers Judith 

Vandegrift and Joel Wright, from the Morrison Policy Institute at Arizona State 

University, designed a telephone survey in 1996 for citizens in Arizona, to determine 

their awareness and perceptions of the goals of the School-to-Work reform movement, 

just as the State of Arizona was establishing their own specific guidelines for policy 

implementation (Vandegrift & Wright, 1996).  These same two researchers repeated the 

survey the following year, documenting slight changes over the year, following pro-

active measures to get the “message out” (Vandegrift & Wright, 1997b, p. 4).     
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The researchers were interested in establishing a base-line measurement of the 

public‟s knowledge about, interest in, and support for the movement.  They therefore 

designed a survey that was administered to school administrators, teachers, parents, and 

businesses, asking them a number of questions related to their awareness of the goals of 

the new policy, as well as their openness or willingness to support the reform movement 

within their local communities.  Such questions can provide insight into the general 

climate into which the reform was introduced, in the context of the public support for 

educational reform.  These types of questions can also document whether or not citizens 

share the same (or at least complementary), vision that is held by the policy makers.  The 

variable shared vision is one of the complex change variables that I  used for my own 

analysis.   

The survey was not asking anybody in particular to make the long-term 

commitment to participate in the reform movement.  It was simply looking to capture the 

initial attitudes of people, to determine the extent of any possible resistance.  The survey 

canvassed a number of perceptual beliefs about the educational system in general first, 

before focusing more closely on peoples‟ awareness about the goals of the specific 

reform movement.  One finding of the study that was consistent with my own data was 

the conclusion that most people were simply not aware of the national policy, the intent 

of the reform, or the obligations of the various stakeholders responsible for program 

implementation.  The study was repeated a year later, indicating that the public was more 

aware of the policy after a year of marketing state-wide.   
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The third empirical study that addressed the issue of participation in the reform, 

using different methods than those that I had used, was found in the databases associated 

with the business and economic research communities.  The study, conducted by Mary 

Joyce and David Neumark (2001), related the findings of two national surveys that 

indicate the discrepancy between the intent of the reform and the practical realities, in the 

context of participation by rates for four different groups of students.  The two surveys 

that were used in this study provide data from national studies of youth that included data 

related to their participation in various School-to-Work programs and projects.   

The first survey is called the 1996 School Administrator‟s Survey (abbreviated as 

SAS96), a survey mailed to 8,000 schools in September of 1996.   School administrators 

were asked to describe the School-to-Work programs in their schools.  The key finding of 

this survey was that only three-fifths of the schools surveyed reported having a School-to-

Work program at all.  This is indicative of the discrepancy between the ideals purported 

by the policy (specifically that all students would have the opportunity to improve their 

lives through School-to-Work programs), and the practical reality that not all schools had 

managed to secure funds.   

The second survey is called the 1997 National Longitudinal Survey (abbreviated 

as the NLSY97), which is purportedly conducted annually.  This survey corresponds to 

the dataset of the first one, in that it canvassed responses of students attending the same 

schools where the administrative surveys had been conducted.  Approximately 9,000 

youth were asked to respond in writing to the survey questionnaire.  There were also 

interviews conducted with some of the students as well.  This survey was intended to 
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„track‟ the students in these programs, following up with additional questionnaires and 

interviews over time, to see what happened to these youth.  The major finding that the 

authors drew was that not all students were participating in School-to-Work programs in 

August of 1996, even if their school offered them to begin with. 

There are several cautions that I would urge to other practitioners who read 

studies based on these two historical surveys.  First, the data was collected from students 

and school administrators before school districts had sufficient time to develop learning 

opportunities under the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.  There is a natural 

lag-time between when a policy is enacted at the federal level, and when it is 

implemented in the classroom.  In Arizona, for instance, the grant funds were not even 

introduced to schools in local communities until the spring of 1996, and those of us who 

received the funds did not see them until October of 1996.  While our school is not 

represented in either of these data sets, we were just getting started when the survey was 

administered.   

While these studies might serve to provide base-line measurements of students‟ 

career awareness in 1997, I would caution readers to be wary of data collected so early in 

the reform movement, and to be aware of the limitations of self-reported student 

perceptions.  Surveying 9,000 students in America simultaneously is an efficient way to 

collect data quickly, so as to provide a snap-shot in time of responses to the questions 

asked.  The obvious limitation to this approach, however, is that there is little further 

information provided, to describe the quality of the School-to-Work programs and 

projects that had been created in any of the schools involved.   
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(B) - The Enacted Curriculum 

This chapter sub-section is devoted to a review of those literatures that analyze 

actual curriculum interventions that were created under the School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act of 1994.  The search term „School-to-Work‟ yielded a variety of career-

related curriculum interventions, but many were removed from this study because they 

were not directly associated with the STWOA.  There were a number of empirical 

studies, for example, that analyzed parallel reform initiatives, such as those funded by the 

various iterations of the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education Acts and/or the Tech-Prep 

amendments that are funded through distinctive laws, [i.e.: CPA I - Carl D. Perkins 

Vocational and Applied Technology Act of 1984 (Public Law 98-524); CPA II -  The Carl 

D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Act of 1990 (Public Law 101-392); CPA 

III - Vocational and Technical Education Act of 1998 (Public Law 105-332); and  CPA 

IV - Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006 (Public 

Law 109-270)].   

There were also a number of empirical studies that addressed the transition 

services that are mandated for students with disabilities, under the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act of 1990 (Public Law 101-476), its subsequent amendment of 

1997 (Public Law 105-17), and the most recent version, renamed the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (Public Law 108-446).   Studies that 

described curriculum or program structures created under these mandates were removed 

from this section of the literature review, and described later, in the background section 

of the chapter.  The studies that were removed often described the transition experiences 



 

 

  171 

of students who had not been exposed to any career education at all, or the transition 

experiences of students who had matriculated through career education or vocational 

programs designed to support the other parallel reforms.     

These other career-related learning opportunities therefore march to a different 

drummer, metaphorically speaking.  The curriculum models and program structures of 

each are guided by different and often conflicting pedagogic expectations, as well as by 

distinctive ideological goals.  They were created by a series of laws that either pre-date 

the School-to-Work policy, or that followed it.  The current paradigm in Arizona is the 

Career and Technical Education model, which has managed to synthesize philosophies 

from the original School-to-Work policy, traditional vocational education structures, and 

the Tech-Prep initiatives of the 1990s into revised state standards for academic, 

vocational, cooperative, and workplace learning.  Some of this history was described in 

this dissertation, as it dovetails with my own professional development in response to 

these paradigm changes.  This history will also be revisited in the final analysis, in the 

context of the factors that influenced my own professional praxis. 

 The total number of articles originally identified under the topic of School-to-

Work, was 2,689 (see Table 2, on page 132).  My job was to find the gap in these 

literatures, so that I could situate my study amongst the other empirical research reports.  

My sort parameters allowed me to identify only a few empirical studies that were related 

to the implementation of the policy in local settings (as opposed to state-wide, regional, 

or national efforts).  Only two studies were found, describing local projects created under 

the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.  Mine is situated amongst them, 
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providing insight into the details of actual curriculum interventions that were developed 

in local field practices in support of that policy.  

There is a separate body of literature that exists, outside of the academic studies 

on the topic, describing some of the best practices that were observed in the field of 

School-to-Work Transition Education.  These literatures, however, are not considered to 

be empirical studies that would be housed in academic research journals, because they do 

not contain more than a descriptive element.  In other words, there is no corresponding 

analysis taking place that employs the rigorous standards set by the research community.  

Such a study would need to be contextualized from either an educative or social-science 

theory perspective before passing muster as academic research.   

While I appreciated the opportunity to search through the academic articles, I was 

simultaneously disappointed, because I recognize that they do not tell the whole story.  

The best practices literatures are still an important data set that could shed more light on 

the discussion, but they are hidden from the academic community.   Educators who 

received grant funds in Arizona (including me), were required to submit routine progress 

reports to the county-wide School-to-Work consortium, the agency that dispersed the seed 

monies locally.  A single summative report was also submitted at the end of the grant 

cycle. These reports required a summary analysis of program successes and barriers 

encountered, but they are not archived in the academic literatures on the topic.  

Nonetheless, that data was generated all over the state, and perhaps in the other states that 

participated in the reform movement too. Where it ended up, either before or after the 

policy sunsetted in 2002, I do not know.  It would be an interesting study to follow-up on 
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these programs and projects, to see if any are still in existence, now that Arizona has 

adopted a different model for career, occupational, and workplace education.   

The two studies I will describe briefly now each dovetailed with some of my own 

experiences in the field.  The first study was written from the etic perspective, and 

profiles a Health Careers curriculum that was developed in a rural setting, to prepare 

students for entry-level employment (Goodman, 1999).  The program that is described 

included intensive school-based instruction, as well as a variety of opportunities for 

students to explore work-based opportunities in local settings providing health services to 

the public. The study also describes the partnership relationships developed between the 

high school and the local community college, where students could earn college credits 

for their participation in the program.  I too tried to develop a partnership between a local 

school district and a local health-care provider.  In my case, however, the partnership did 

not come to fruition during my tenure.  I will describe the barriers that I ran into myself, 

as part of the historical case study of my praxis.  

The second study was written from an emic perspective, providing an additional 

example of practitioner research (Merren, Hefty, & Soto, 1997).  The research team had 

provided leadership in the development of a summer career academy created at the 

community college level, with the expectation that local high school students would 

participate in the School-to-Work courses, and receive both high school and college 

credits simultaneously.  Reflections from their own professional experience in curriculum 

and program design strategies provided the basis for their conclusions and 

recommendations for similar projects in the future.  The projects they created were 
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funded through the STWOA, 1994.  This study was of particular interest to me, because 

my students were encouraged to take advantage of these learning opportunities, and I 

have described a few of those endeavors in this dissertation.   

As a program coordinator, I was frequently requested to make inquiries in the 

community about post-secondary educational and training opportunities for my students, 

not only those who were ready to graduate, but also for a number of students who were 

ready to give college a try.  I therefore developed a lengthy relationship with one of the 

researchers who co-authored this report (Merren, Hefty & Soto, 1997).  The project 

described in this paper is one that was developed early in the life-cycle of the grant.  The 

authors describe a number of courses that were developed by the community college, and 

designed specifically to provide a sneak-peek into college life for the high school student.   

What was distinctive about the courses was that they were not typical freshman-

level classes providing instruction in academic or core subject areas.  Instead, they had a 

decidedly career-oriented theme, and were taught by people with certification or licensure 

recognized by their respective industries.  That type of vocational education exposure 

does not always exist in American high schools, because such programs are costly, and 

current funding mechanisms are not robust enough to sustain them all.  Furthermore, 

teaching such a class for either high school or college credit requires additional layers of 

certification in Arizona, not typically possessed by members of the secondary education 

community, assigned to teach in grades 7 – 12. 

Twenty-one courses were developed in partnership with local business and 

industry representatives, serving 403 students, including more than a dozen from the 
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school district in which I was employed at the time.  The courses were clustered around 

several key career pathways, identified as vital to the local economic framework.  

Industrial technology courses offered exposure to introductory concepts in the fields of 

aviation, auto mechanics, computer technology, electronics, and environmental 

technology.  Health and human services instruction was given in courses related to 

providing professional child-care, health care, hospitality, legal and emergency services.  

Business courses covered media and office technologies, as well as opportunities for 

career exploration and leadership development.    

What was impressive about this project was that it was organized so quickly, 

demonstrating the willingness of local businesses and industries to partner with the 

community college on the behalf of high school students.  A student feedback loop was 

provided to gather data on students‟ perceptions of the experience, and some of their 

actual responses are quoted in writing, documenting their satisfaction, as well as 

suggestions for improvement in the future.  Many of the school-based instructional 

opportunities were delivered with a project-based focus that included authentic learning 

activities designed to give students exposure to the same protocols employed by 

professionals within each respective community.  The hands-on instruction and field trips 

to local business and industrial settings were the two components of the program that 

were most frequently cited by students as being positive or beneficial.   

The specific course objectives are not outlined in the report, but they were 

available to those of us in the field making the gate-keeping decisions as to whether or 

not we would accept the coursework for high school credit.  The program coordinators at 
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the college made the course objectives available to local high schools in advance, so that 

those of us who were in charge of making transfer-credit decisions had the tools we 

needed to make evidence-based decisions to transfer the college coursework back to the 

students‟ high school transcript.   

The skills and confidence that some of these students gained in this program are 

documented in my own study and data sets, because I asked an open-ended question 

allowing my former students to recall any School-to-Work activity that they felt was 

significant to their own post-secondary transition.  I interviewed former students nearly a 

decade after their participation in this summer program, and had, quite frankly, forgotten 

all about it, myself.  My roles were so simple.  First, I had to ensure that the course 

objectives were sound, in terms of high school standards that existed at the time for both 

academic and vocational instruction.  Second, I had to get the word out to my students 

and their parents, in time for them to enroll.  Finally, I was asked to work the courses into 

the students‟ educational and vocational plans back on the high school campus.  The 

students reported that this was a good investment of my time, energy, and expertise.  

The professional experiences that I gained over the course of my own ten-year 

practice in the context of providing learning opportunities for students cannot all be fit 

into the page requirement for this dissertation.  I therefore used the students‟ responses to 

a one-page matrix that I had developed, to prioritize the activities that would be 

described.  I listed succinctly every project or course that I remembered teaching at each 

of the settings in which I was employed.   
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Likewise, there were a number of projects that I had developed that were 

painstakingly time-consuming, and that I had listed because they were of considerable 

importance to me as an earth-science and environmental technology teacher.  Alas, some 

of them were not remembered at all by the students, a fact that is equally significant, 

albeit disturbing.  Nonetheless, one of the priorities I set for this project was to include 

multiple perspectives from the various stakeholders, including students, so I cannot 

ignore that several of the students were quite insistent that I include their genuine 

appreciation for the opportunity to participate in the summer academy program that was 

described in this research article.   Those conversations will be described in Chapter 5. 

 The focus of my review of literatures will now shift in that direction.  The next 

two chapter sub-sections will reveal literatures that captured the practical concerns of the 

various stakeholders included in my own project.  While there are a number of reports 

that describe the lived experiences of state-level coordinators, and a few that are related 

to the lived experiences of coordinators at the county or regional levels, I will describe 

only those empirical studies that represent the concerns of individuals working or 

learning in local settings.  The next groups of articles that are described do not 

necessarily reflect the emic perspective, but are instead  studies conducted empirically, 

but designed by professional researchers without practical field experiences or technical 

expertise in the topic or the policy.  Nonetheless, I was seeking to find studies that 

revealed the practical concerns of those of us in the trenches, designing, delivering, 

and/or administering programs and projects under the funding mechanisms and educative 

objectives of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.   
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(C) - Practitioners’ Views (Educators) 

 The goal of this chapter sub-section was to find articles that gathered additional 

empirical evidence to indicate the practical views, experiences, or concerns of 

educational field practitioners with real-world experience with implementing any portion 

of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.  Only two such articles were found 

that met this criteria and that were available from my local library system.  One article 

described the beliefs and attitudes of teachers in the field, gathered from a single field 

survey, while the other research project described the beliefs and attitudes of school 

counselors, using a similar method.  

The first study describes a survey conducted in Pennsylvania, to determine 

teachers‟ perceptions of the reform movement, and to canvass the extent to which they 

implemented the reform movement in their own practices (Goubeaud & Yan, 2001). Two 

researchers from the University of Pennsylvania surveyed teachers involved in a single 

School-to-Work partnership in a high school in their state.  While it was implied that the 

partnership had been created to support the STWOA of 1994, it was unclear as to whether 

the school had received grant money to do so.  There was also no indication as to whether 

or not the school received more than a single year‟s allocation of the federal funds.  It is 

possible that this study was taking a snapshot of a program already starting to unravel, 

because the local program coordinators were unable to sustain their pilot projects beyond 

the initial competitive funding mechanisms.  

One goal of the study was to determine whether or not teachers at this single 

school site reported were supportive of the goals of their local STW program.  I found 
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this approach to be confusing, given that the local program may have been struggling.  I 

would have preferred to have learned about the extent to which these field practitioners 

were knowledgeable about the philosophical goals of the reform movement and state or 

national policy goals, rather than the goals of their own project.  One finding of this study 

was that this discrete number of local teachers in the survey self-reported that they valued 

the goals of the reform movement and that they responded on the survey that they were 

open to the idea of integrating STW activities in their instruction.  The researcher 

lamented, however, that supporting the STW in theory did not translate to practice.  My 

obvious bias is in favor of a more qualitative approach, so I would have been conducting 

interviews and observing actual field practices, rather than drawing conclusions from a 

survey that was conducted only once, and that relied on self-reported perceptions rather 

than actual field evaluations.    

A second goal of the research project was to determine the extent to which 

School-to-Work learning opportunities were being integrated into the school.  The 

teachers were surveyed about their practices, but the survey tool itself may have been 

flawed.  For example, the teachers were asked about the extent to which they were 

integrating career portfolios or youth apprenticeships into their practices.   The 

researchers concluded that there was a discrepancy between the teachers‟ reported value 

of the STW goals and their actual involvement in all aspects of the local program.  This 

indicates to me a flaw in the researcher‟s understanding of how and why School-to-Work 

programs would be structured so as to have content specialists providing certain pieces of 

the instructional package.   
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Counselors, not teachers, are the ones who typically maintain a career portfolio, if 

one is used at all.  Field practitioners know that such tools are costly, time-consuming, 

and cumbersome to administer.  While I did use student-generated career portfolios in my 

own classes, a practice I will describe later in Chapter 5, there was no requirement that 

such a tool be developed or implemented under the STWOA. Furthermore, this survey 

project canvassed teachers, not the counseling department. Counselors are guided by 

various other sets of expectations, related to parallel career-development movements in 

their own field.  Perhaps it was the counselors in that school that were administrating the 

career portfolios, if they were being administered at all.      

I was also disappointed to see the implied expectation that youth apprenticeships 

would be integrated into and across academic subject areas.  The teachers in the survey 

were asked to report on the extent to which they had done this personally in their own 

practice.  Youth apprenticeships, while recommended by the STWOA of 1994, were not 

specifically funded under the provisions of the act.  Such work-based learning activities 

require an enormous commitment of time, money, and certified expertise.  Youths 

serving in apprenticeship programs funded by the Carl Perkins Acts are expected to have 

corresponding technical training for at least two years in their local schools, before being 

sent to the field as semi-skilled workers.   

These types of programs are supervised by vocational education instructors with 

real-world field experiences of their own.  These professional educators have dual 

licensure, indicating that they have been trained and certified as classroom instructors in a 

specific content or vocational area.  This means that they are required to have verifiable 



 

 

  181 

work experience in their vocational field, as well as any related vocational certification 

required for professionals working in that occupation.  Here in Arizona, if there is to be a 

work-based learning program that is funded under the Carl Perkins grant mechanisms, 

then there must also be a licensed cooperative education teacher assigned to supervise 

students in the work-based learning projects, to ensure that labor laws are not violated, 

safety concerns are addressed, and legal liabilities acknowledged and managed.  These 

skills or credentials are rarely possessed by academic teachers. 

The real problem I had with this article, as a field practitioner who is training to 

be a researcher herself, was a statement in the opening paragraph that indicates to me that 

this research team had a major misunderstanding of the goals, intent, and requirements of 

the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.   These following statements indicated to 

me that neither researcher was fully aware of the opportunities structures of the policy, 

which never mandated teacher, student, or employer involvement.   

“The STWOA called for teachers of all subject disciplines to integrate career-related 

activities into their curriculum.  All teachers were to integrate school-based and work-

based activities into their curriculum and participate in connecting activities linking 

school and work” (Goubeaud & Yan, 2001, p. 1).  

  

The logical flow from this false starting assumption makes it difficult for me to 

embrace the final conclusions.  The researchers themselves were operating under a 

misguided representation of the policy.  Their lack of awareness of the ways in which 

various occupational education programs are funded and structured made their expertise 

on the topic suspect.  

 The second study in this chapter sub-section canvassed school counselors in 

Arizona, to determine their perceptions and beliefs about the School-to-Work initiative 
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(Vandegrift & Wright, 1997a).   This study was commissioned in the fall of 2006.  A 

thousand surveys were sent to both traditional and alternative middle schools and high 

schools across the state.  Only 374 responses were returned and deemed usable. A 

statistical analysis of the data was used to measure counselor awareness and attitudes 

towards the reform movement.  The study indicated that more counselors were both 

aware of and in support of the movement philosophically, than other stakeholders who 

had been canvassed previously (Vandegrift & Wright, 1996).   

 The researchers concluded that it was logical to assume that school counselors 

were more aware of the reform, due to the timing of the survey.  I would agree with this 

conclusion, because I was present when the School-to-Work reform was first introduced 

to educational practitioners. Schools who were interested in competing for the limited 

grant funds would have, by this time, spent a considerable amount of time becoming 

aware of the expectations for the reform, as they were outlined by Requests for Proposal 

(RFP) documents.  Furthermore, counselors have a direct professional interest in 

providing career and educational guidance, so they would be more likely to be aware of 

this initiative than teachers, who have not traditionally served in this capacity. 

  The research report also indicated the concerns shared by counselors, regarding 

the practical likelihood that they would be able to participate in such a reform.  The study 

tallied the objections or concerns, and reported the top five that were listed by this group 

of educational practitioners as potential barriers to program implementation.  

“The top five barriers perceived among counselors that interfere with their ability to 

implement STW are: 1) lack of time, 2) lack of funding/resources, 3) lack of teacher 

support, 4) lack of employment opportunities, and 5) caseloads” (Vandegrift & Wright, 

1997a, p. 6).  
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 The school district in which I was employed at the time did not have a licensed 

school counselor on staff.  This was because the school district was still only serving 

students in grades K-8.  It would be several more years before the district had a 

comprehensive high school of its own, and a professional counseling staff.  We had a 

single social worker employed to serve students in the entire district for many years.  If 

she was surveyed in this research project, she too would have responded that she was 

very aware of the reform movement, because she and I had collaborated (along with 

several other members of the teaching faculty and support staff), on the original proposal 

for grant funds.  She was therefore not only aware of the STWOA, having been immersed 

in the requirements outlined in the RFP documents, but she was also instrumental in 

recommending some of the specific programs and projects that were eventually 

supported.   

I never received this survey, but I might have had the same concerns expressed by 

the counselors.  That does not mean that I would have expressed them, however, as in the 

fall of 1996, I was busy implementing the grant myself, and still optimistic that we could 

find the resources needed to expand the program over time.  It is important to note, 

however, that state-level administrators were wise to gather these perceptions early in the 

life-cycle of the policy‟s funding mechanism, so as to determine the extent to which 

resistance might exist.  
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(D) - Stakeholders’ Views (Non-Educators) 

This chapter sub-section was reserved for empirical research articles that studied 

the perspectives of non-educational stakeholders in the reform.  Studies were sought that 

would address the practical concerns, observations, or perceptions of non-school 

employees, including, students, their parents, and employers or business partners with 

actual field participation experience, which could be used as evidence to support their 

perceptions or claims.  It was not anticipated that any of these empirical studies would be 

written from the emic perspective, and that expectation was supported in this 

investigation.   

 Only a handful of such studies were found.  The first four were written by the 

same researchers who surveyed counselors, school faculty, and members of the business 

community, in a variety of research endeavors, which have already been described 

elsewhere in this dissertation.  Their goal was to determine the readiness of citizens for 

the reform movement.   For these four studies, however, the surveys were conducted in 

order to measure students’ perceptions of participation in the reform, as well as their 

perceptions of the perceived benefits of participation.   

 Two surveys were conducted in 1997.  The first one was addressed to seventh 

graders (Vandegrift & Larson, 1997a), and the other was addressed to 10
th

 graders 

(Vandegrift & Larson, 1997b).  Both of these surveys were conducted a year after 

teachers in Arizona had received and implemented the first wave of grant funds.  The 

survey was addressed only to the small percentage of students who were enrolled in 

schools that had received the grant funds.  This is significant to understand, in that the 
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majority of schools in Arizona did not receive any seed monies, so they were not 

expected to be in compliance with the opportunities act.  Students at the school that I was 

assigned to took these surveys, but I did not see the results for another year.  Nonetheless, 

the surveys provided some interesting findings, given the historical context in which they 

were issued.   

 The first survey of 7
th

 graders consisted of fourteen questions, only thirteen of 

which are described in the report, so I am assuming that the fourteenth question was 

discarded.  The questions allowed students to reflect on a variety of School-to-Work 

experiences that they may or may not have been exposed to in their local programs.  Most 

students indicated that they had indeed been exposed to guest speakers in their schools, at 

least once (80%), and had visited an actual workplace as well (67%).  A surprising 

number had experienced a job-shadowing event (65%), and had worked on projects in 

class that were career related (64%).   At sometime in their lives a non-family adult had 

discussed career options with two-thirds of the students (67%), but the survey did not 

discuss whether or not that discussion had taken place in the school setting. 

 Less impressive were the responses related to guidance counseling, in which 60% 

of the students reported that they had never had individual guidance on careers.  That 

should not be a surprise, given that the budgets for the School-to-Work grants were hardly 

sufficient to hire a counseling staff if the school district (such as ours), did not already 

allocate funds for their salaries.  Middle-schools often do not have counselors on staff, as 

compared to high schools. Even more students (64 %) had never had a lesson on the 
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computer related to School-to-Work, which should not be too surprising, given the 

limitations of technology of the day. 

Furthermore, that 70% of the students had not taken a career inventory of any 

type is related to the fact that these were (at the time), commercial products that schools 

do not necessarily have the budget for.  Several have been produced since, that are 

available in the public domain, but they would be issued by school counselors, who in 

1996 may not have been present in all schools.  It was also not surprising to read that 

71% of middle school students had never experienced a career fair.  These events are 

time consuming and are more likely to occur at the high school level.  Nonetheless, our 

district did pull off some voluntary evening seminars that were extremely well attended, 

that I described in this dissertation in Chapters 4 and 5.  The students in my study had 

strong feelings associated with the event, so their perceptions have been juxtaposed 

against those of this study, later in the book.  

 Another question was intended to determine the overall impact of participation for 

students, and asked if any of the School-to-Work activities listed on the survey itself had 

influenced the students to think more deeply about choosing their future careers.  Forty 

percent of the students said no.  That is the statistic that is worth studying further, and it 

indicates that there were programmatic structures across the board that could be 

strengthened.  On the other hand, it could be a function of the age of the child surveyed, 

in that not all seventh graders may be developmentally ready to think „that far ahead‟.   
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 The final questions were related to students‟ attitudes about jobs and gender-roles.  

More than half of the students agreed that certain jobs were better suited for one gender 

over another, although females were more likely to agree that all jobs are equally good 

for women and men. This is an interesting dilemma, in that schools that receive public 

funds are required to encourage an instructional approach that discourages 

discrimination, and that teaches the legal requirements for providing equal opportunities 

for women and minorities in the workplace.  Yet we field practitioners create these 

lessons in a culture in which not everybody shares this ideological bent.  I will provide 

illustrative examples of this conundrum from my own field practices (changing the names 

of the players, of course), in Chapters 5. 

 The final question revealed that 50% of the students planned to take courses in 

high school that offered job skills education or training, while 43% were not sure, and 6% 

said no.  It would be interesting to poll these students now, thirteen years later, to see how 

they structured their secondary and post-secondary educational experiences, as well as to 

see where they are today, and if they have any regrets about that situation.  That is one of 

the strengths of my study, is that I managed to find some students who were willing to 

speak to me about their own choices, successes, and sometimes, their regrets.  

 The researchers concluded that the survey results were overall „positive‟ (given 

their agenda), but agreed that “there are at least three issues surfacing from preliminary 

analyses that warrant dialogue” (Vandegrift & Larson, 1997, p. 4).   First, they 

encouraged schools to be developing and offering a variety of school-based activities to 

increase the exposure to career-related knowledge for more students.  Second, they 
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recommended more individualized attention to students, and encouraged the adults in the 

school setting (teachers, counselors, and principals), to take a more active role in career-

development.  Finally, the researchers recommend that the State of Arizona be more 

active in developing gender-equity activities, in order to overcome the “stereotypical 

views” expressed more frequently by boys.    

 The same survey was conducted a year later, but with half as many students 

(Larson & Vandegrift, 1998a).   The new cohort of seventh graders reported their 

perceptions, as solicited from the same survey instrument. The significant positive 

differences listed were in the areas of (a) computer technology (up by 19%); (b) the use 

of career inventories (up 16.2 %); attendance at career fairs (up 7.4%) and school-based 

instruction (up 4.6%).  There were no other significant differences reported, other than 

the number of students planning to take classes that would teach job-skills.  In this 

category, the research stated that the number of students who said “yes” to the question 

asked, had dropped from 53% to 48% , while the number of students saying “no” to the 

same question raised from 5.7% to 10.0 %.  Both figures were significantly different.   

The recommendations that were made, based on the survey data and comparative 

analysis across each annual data set, were similar in nature to those recommendations 

outlined the year before.  They included once again (1) the need to offer expanded and 

varied career-awareness activities to more students; (2) engage adults as mentors to 

develop students‟ career awareness, and in particular, to engage more school personnel in 

this process; and (3) developing or utilizing career development strategies that are 

targeted to each gender separately.   
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The same two researchers conducted similar surveys on tenth-grade students the 

same year that seventh graders were being canvassed.  The first survey, conducted in 

1997 (Vandegrift & Larson, 1997b), asked students questions intended to determine the 

extent to which career education and work experiences are offered systemically.  The 

researchers also wanted to learn the impact of these activities on students.  The latter 

research question dovetails with my own research project.  The results of the first tenth-

grade survey in Arizona were disappointing to me, given that high school students in the 

tenth grade are rapidly approaching their transition out of the school system, inadequately 

armed with good career, education, or transition advice. 

The students reported consistently that in 1997, more than half of them had 

responded  “no” or “only once” to the majority of questions asked about their exposure to 

a variety of School-to-Work activities.  Half of the students (52%) had not learned about 

jobs or careers in class or school on more than one occasion.  About the same number 

(51%) reported that they had not been exposed to guest speakers on campus more than 

once.   Two-thirds of the students (67%) had one or fewer opportunities to use a 

computer at school to find career-related materials, and 78% of students reported that 

they had been exposed to a career inventory only once, if at all.   

Nearly half of the students (46%) reported that they had work experience, but that 

it was not related to their future goals or career interests.  Only 15% of students had 

worked in a paid internship position, and 13% had worked in unpaid internships.  There 

was no mention as to whether or not those numbers overlapped.  Tenth graders, however, 

are still fairly young, and in most vocational education programs would not yet have 
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completed the program of study that provided the hard-skills they would need for job 

placement.  Furthermore, the School-to-Work act did not provide adequate funds for such 

a program.  Those programs would have been funded under Carl Perkins Act monies.  

The number of students working in jobs supervised by school personnel would be higher 

if they had interviewed 12
th

 graders, and not 10
th

 graders. 

It was also not surprising to me that only 6% of students had ever had a business 

mentor, given the requirement here in Arizona, that adults supervising school children 

directly have to first pass a criminal background check, be fingerprinted, and those 

records filed with the school district.  Adults who are working with Arizona public school 

children as mentors on campus must be directly supervised at all times by a paid school 

district employee, all of whom have passed the same background checks and 

fingerprinting requirements.  Adults who hire students under a cooperative education 

agreement (supported in the STWOA, as well as other vocational education laws, but not 

mandated as a work-based learning model), have a very different legal relationship than a 

mere mentor, and work directly with a licensed cooperative education teacher, who 

assumes the responsibility of documenting wage and supervision agreements.  State and 

federal laws related to child labor, discrimination, and employment practices add to the 

complexity of the system.   

Students were also asked to rate whether any of these School-to-Work learning 

opportunities were helpful or not.  The five variables that were considered to be the most 

beneficial were (a) job shadowing (50.5%); (b) paid internships (48.6%); (c) business 
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mentors (46.5%); (d) unpaid internships (41.8%); (e) using computers at school for 

career-related instruction (37.6%).    

The same researchers surveyed an additional cohort of tenth graders a year later, 

using the same survey tool (Larson & Vandegrift, 1998b).  There were few significant 

gains in terms of either school-based or work-based learning.   The highest gain was a 

7.6% increase in unpaid internship opportunities, and a corresponding 7.2% increase in 

volunteerism.  These two elements of a School-to-Work program are discussed in this 

paper, in light of my own professional experiences and admitted biases against them.   

Business-student mentorships had increased by 6% , from 14% in 1997 to 20% in 1998.   

 The overall intent of these surveys was to measure students‟ participation levels in 

School-to-Work activities, and the assumption implied is that each of these schools 

received School-to-Work grant funds two or three years in a row.  That was not my 

experience in the field.  The danger of using statistics from this study is that they provide 

insufficient background details on the nature of the programs funded at each school.  Too 

many questions remain unanswered, such as whether or not the schools surveyed in 1997 

were the same ones surveyed in 1998, and whether or not the schools funded for two 

years, or only for one. I would also want to know the nature of the School-to-Work 

program that was funded, and whether or not it was being delivered to every student.  

Furthermore, I would want to know why such a small number of students are being 

surveyed, as well as why this number decreased by half.  This may or may not be related 

to the fact that the total number of projects funded the second and third years had 

declined.  Without this supporting evidence, it is difficult for me to even want to use this 
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data as base-line data.  The middle school that I taught in when first introduced to the 

reform movement, is the only school that received any direct grant funds during my 

tenure there.  The other places I worked in were supporting the philosophy of the reform 

movement, without corresponding funds for the programs and project that I was 

designing.  This theme was  explored further in Chapters 5 and 6.   

 A similar empirical research study was conducted in Pennsylvania, with similar 

results (Yan, Goubeaud, and Fry, 2005).  This time, however, the researchers surveyed 

students in grades eleven and twelve.  The conclusions of the study indicated that 

students were only moderately involved in career-related activities.  School-based 

activities were more frequently utilized than work-based and community-based activities.  

This should not be a surprising finding, given the cost of such activities and the additional 

layers of responsibility required of educators and business partners, to ensure that such 

off-campus activities are structured appropriately to minimize dangers to students.  The 

researchers‟ conclusions indicate to me that they do not (again), understand how School-

to-Work programs were funded over the course of the original policy‟s life-cycle.  

“To improve future STW reforms and to enhance existing STW programs initiated by the 

STWOA, educators and policy makers should take an  honest look at how the goals of the 

STWOA were met in terms of student participation and the degree the reforms were 

implemented at the individual, student level” (Yan, Goubeaud, and Fry, 2005, p. 233).   

 

The recommendation represented a bias in the educational research community 

that the findings of an empirical study should impact the daily teaching practice of 

educators in the field.  This team of researchers indicated a blatant lack of awareness of 

how the policy was structured and funded over time.  There is no indication in this report 

that the programs created in this one school district were structured to be disseminated 



 

 

  193 

across the curriculum, nor is there evidence supplied to indicate that the programs that 

were designed were intended to be experienced by every child in the district. While it is 

fair to ask what we can do as a nation to provide better career education in our public 

schools, it is not fair to blame the teachers in the country for not having all of the 

answers, especially since the teachers‟ voices are eerily and conspicuously absent from 

the databases on this topic.  I have provided at least one „insiders‟ perspective of what 

was taking place in the field.   

 The final study to be mentioned in this review of empirical data, was a study 

conducted to determine employers‟ attitudes and the extent to which they were providing 

work-based learning opportunities.  I will make the statement now that I disagree with the 

author‟s assumption that the data gathered allowed for the distinction between work-

based learning opportunities created under the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 

1994, and those created under previously structured vocational education expectations.   

The data set that was used for this study was a National Employer Survey that 

was conducted several times.  The 1997 data set, however, was described by this author 

as “the first employer survey to ask explicitly about an establishments‟ participation in a 

formal School-to-Work partnership” (Shapiro, 1999, p. 14).  The questions on the survey, 

however, could easily have been misinterpreted to represent work-based learning 

opportunities that would have been both structured and funded under previous reforms.  

Youth apprenticeship programs, for instance, may have been structured prior to the 

STWOA under any one of the Carl Perkins Acts.  Drawing conclusions that employers 

were actively involved in the STWOA alone, assumes that employers can distinguish the 
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subtle differences between the various pieces of legislation.  I will show in my own data 

set how frequently people are confused about these definitions. 

The dataset was based on self-reported perceptions of the employer community, 

who may not, in all fairness, understand the difference between the School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act of 1994, and the various iterations of the Carl D. Perkins Acts of the 

past quarter century.  I suspect that the numbers generated from this survey are overly-

optimistic, representing an over-reporting of involvement, because employers do not 

know how to distinguish between the programmatic structures and expectations of either 

policy.  Furthermore, the policy required written records of programs that were created, 

and it seems to me that a more trust-worthy sampling technique would have been to find 

these records first, and back-track through the surface-level reports that were provided by 

anybody who received local funds, to determine the extent to which they had been spent 

to support the development of work-based learning activities.  That way, there would 

have been a direct correlation between the employers surveyed, and the actual STWOA. 

I will provide evidence in this dissertation of how frequently these various 

legislative acts are confused and misrepresented, across all of the stakeholder groups, not 

just the employers.  Teachers, school administrators, and parents were equally confused.  

They should not be faulted for not knowing the subtleties of an educational reform 

policy, but neither should their self-reported analysis of the extent of their participation 

be taken at face value.  I will agree with this author, however, that many employers were 

both eager and willing to partner with schools, as well as to employ students without such 

partnerships.   
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(E) - Transition Experiences  

The last data set that I sought does not exist, pointing to yet another gap in the 

research literatures that begs to be filled.  The articles I was seeking were those written 

from either the etic or emic perspective, but representing the actual observations of 

students following graduation, who had experienced participation in school-based or 

work-based learning opportunities that could be linked to the STWOA of 1994.  I could 

not find any.   

There were a fair number of statistical outcomes studies, particularly those 

contributed by the business-economics research communities that utilized older 

databases, including several national longitudinal surveys that collected data from 

students prior to the reform movement, even if the survey date indicated otherwise.   

There were also a handful of studies that made the false claim that they were 

studying the outcomes of students involved in School-to-Work programs.  It was apparent 

that each one relied on datasets that did not distinguish between the types of learning 

opportunities that were funded and structured according to the School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act of 1994, and those structured and funded under parallel and pre-

existing reforms movements.  There were a number of textual clues that these studies 

were more likely to have been describing programs created to support older legislative 

acts, including vocational, technical, or occupational education programs funded and 

structured under the Carl D. Perkins Acts, youth transition programs for disabled students 

funded and structured under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Acts, or other 

educational reform initiatives that were not required by the STWOA, 1994.      
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Section 2.4 – Background Studies  

(A) - Orientation 

 The rest of this chapter is devoted to a small number of empirical studies that 

remained, after the original focused search and sort parameters yielded the articles that 

were the most pertinent to this study.  My goal was to find those articles that were the 

most closely related to my own research objectives, in terms of studying the structures 

and processes taking place behind-the-scenes in actual local settings where the policy was 

being turned into a practical reality.  Once I pulled the most pertinent articles to the 

forefront of this review, only a dozen empirical studies remained.  They were described 

herein because they are relevant to some aspect of the upcoming analysis of the data that 

was collected from my own field practice.  

I have therefore included the next set of articles as background studies that I 

deem to be pertinent, as they illustrate the remaining concepts that have been described 

using empirical data that was collected, analyzed and then archived under the search term 

School-to-Work, even if they were not describing programs and projects created in 

support of the reform policy.  None of them describe curriculum interventions at all.  

Instead, they describe other societal factors that may have enhanced or impeded a 

students‟ entry into workplaces that were described at times as being both hostile and 

chaotic.  Each study included below described an essential theme that is distinctive from 

the ones described in the forefront articles.  

My own research question was related to the idea that educators may assume that 

with enough knowledge and skills a student has the hope of overcoming transition 
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challenges and will find a suitable place of employment, even if that means that they still 

need to accept the responsibility for obtaining education, training, licensure or skills that 

are not generally accepted to be taught on a traditional high school campus.  The 

upcoming essays will therefore describe a number of other factors that may be 

influencing a teachers‟ ability to create appropriate learning structures on campus, as well 

as a number of factors that have been studied, that may impact or influence a child‟s 

ability to transition to an adult role without too many difficulties.  

The last few chapter sub-sections will conclude the review of empirical studies on 

the topic of School-to-Work Transition Education, but they will not necessarily be 

dovetailed to specific instructional strategies that are associated with the reform policy 

itself.  Instead, each is associated with additional layers of variables that have been 

scrutinized by the professional research communities with a vested interest or concern in 

the outcomes of the transition process.   

The articles that remain are grouped by common theme, rather than by research 

community.   The three themes indicate the interdisciplinary nature of the reform 

movement.  While there are no remaining studies representing the work of the business 

and economics research community, there are several more that are written by educators, 

sociologists and psychologists.  Several of the themes discussed below were seen across 

disciplines, while others seem to represent the unique stance of a particular research 

community.   Each, however, was archived under the keyword identifier School-to-Work, 

so they were analyzed in that context.   
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(B) - Teacher Training Capacity 

There were only two broad themes remaining in the educational research 

literatures on the topic.  The first theme stands out, in that none of the other research 

communities mentioned the fact that if School-to-Work reform was to be successful in 

our nation, there would be a corresponding need to prepare the next generation of 

teachers who can step-up to the plate as I did, and integrate various aspects of the reform 

into their own classroom practices.  Teachers are typically trained in an institute of higher 

education, and therefore may be receiving instruction from people that may themselves 

have come up through the ranks as classroom teachers, but who may not possess first-

hand knowledge about the way workplaces are structured or manned.   

It is entirely possible, therefore, that those who are being asked to prepare the next 

generation of people in the front ranks of the teaching profession have no first-hand 

experience of the pressures faced by people who exist in occupations outside of the 

academy.  A number of studies mentioned that there was a lack of awareness on the part 

of teachers, regarding ways in which to appropriately design instructional and curricular 

activities that make sense in today‟s rapidly changing and technologically expanding 

society.  Not yet mentioned in this project, however, were two empirical studies that 

addressed the readiness of university professors for the expectation to provide such 

teacher education and training. 

The first study involved a survey of college professors who were responsible for 

developing curriculum in order to prepare pre-service teachers (students enrolled as 

education majors in college, but who have not yet received their first teaching degree or 
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teaching job).  Within this survey were a number of questions designed to determine the 

extent to which these college professors felt equipped or prepared to integrate the ideals 

of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 into their pre-existing curriculum and 

program standards for teacher education.  The survey asked a number of questions 

designed to determine the extent to which these professors had the knowledge or skills 

that might be required of those expected to cross comfortably from academic domains to 

those that are occupational, vocational, or technical in nature (Keller, Owens, & Clifford, 

1998).  

The survey questions asked the professors to actually reveal their strategies for 

providing such skills and knowledge to the pre-service teachers.  The questions also 

asked the professors to describe the level or extent of faculty involvement in the School-

to-Work movement, as well as to describe why their involvement was reported to be so 

low.  Finally, the survey asked what plans the professors had for developing educators, in 

the realm of preparing future teachers to develop a School-to-Work emphasis in their 

programs of study.  The survey therefore attempted to measure the relative preparedness 

or readiness of the education professors, to usher in a new educational system that might 

embrace this reform movement.  The survey canvassed professors in colleges of 

education across twenty-five states.  The results, in my opinion, were predictable.  The 

professors who responded (33% of those surveyed), admitted to a lack of awareness and 

understanding of School-to-Work concepts.  Furthermore, some indicated a lack of 

acceptance of School-to-Work philosophies, and many who were surveyed responded 
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that they had no intention or plan of developing a School-to-Work emphasis in their 

colleges of education or teacher-preparation programs of study.   

The article implied that the professors in the study were somehow remiss for 

reporting their low interest and participation in the reform movement.  In my experience, 

this was not the case at all, so I do not fully agree with the study findings.  My own case 

study will highlight the active participation of a number of university faculty members, 

both in the College of Education and in other science and technology-related 

departments, which participated collaboratively with me and the faculty members at 

several schools that are described herein. 

I would argue that the survey tool failed to include many groups of professors on 

college campuses who share the responsibility for providing technical, occupational, and 

career guidance instruction to teachers in training.  These professors may not necessarily 

be housed in the College of Education.  There was not yet a counseling education 

program at my own university when this survey was conducted.  When the program was 

finally structured, the counselors-in-training were graduate students, not pre-service 

students.  The people conducting this survey would have missed hearing from one 

professional community in our state that was actively involved in the reform. 

I did appreciate that the study addressed the issue of teacher preparation from a 

long-term planning perspective, but we also have to recognize that the current mechanism 

for creating professors does not require a corresponding period of employment in 

business, industry, or non-profit organizations.  It would not be fair to ask a professor in 

the College of Education, who does not have this background, to suddenly become an 
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expert at vocational, technical, or occupational education.  Providing flexible programs of 

study in the College of Education, which allow future teachers to take a core-subject 

concentration in that regard, outside our college or even off campus, makes more sense to 

me.   

The second empirical study in the database that addressed the same issue 

conducted a very similar survey of professors in colleges across the state of Ohio 

(Hairston, 2002).  The results were similar to those found in the first study, and I have the 

same complaint about the expectation that pre-service teacher trainers would be 

knowledgeable about a reform movement that they were never required to participate in.   

What would be interesting to study would be the academic and vocational standards in 

each state, to see how they compare and contrast.   

The current mechanism for educating future teachers is under reconstruction all 

over the nation.  These studies made no mention of the pressures that the current system 

is experiencing.  Here in Arizona, for instance, a number of distance-learning programs 

and alternative schools are providing opportunities for people to earn an education degree 

in non-traditional formats.  This is placing competition on the existing teacher-training 

programs.  It is too soon to determine the extent to which such options are either 

improving or eroding the quality of the teaching force that will enter into the front ranks 

of the classrooms in America, in the upcoming years.  Nonetheless, the system of 

education, if it is to be reformed, will need to include the creative energies of professors 

in the front ranks of providing both pre-service and in-service teacher-training. 
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(C) - Transition Services for Students 

In addition to discussing long-term plans for preparing pre-service and in-service 

teachers to take on the roles and responsibilities that are recommended and/or mandated 

in pieces of educational legislation, the educational research community has also 

addressed the need to be inclusive in their pedagogical responsibility to provide such 

instruction in an equitable manner.  The second theme that was discussed in the 

remaining literatures was addressed more frequently by members of the educational 

research community, but it was also apparent in the psychological studies, because both 

academic fields are concerned with the psycho-social wellness and educational 

development of a specific minority population.  The theme addressed the need to provide 

pro-active instruction for individuals who have been classified as disabled, due to 

physical, cognitive, emotional, or psychological limitations.   

In addition to federal laws that protect the rights of disabled adults in the 

workforce, such as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 (PL 101-336) 

there are two other laws that specifically address the need to provide pro-active 

instruction and guidance to students with qualifying disabilities who are still enrolled in 

the public school system.   The original law is called the Individuals with Disabilities 

Educational Act (IDEA) of 1990 (PL 101-476).  This law includes the expectation for 

pro-active career and educational guidance, to be provided by the school system, and 

delivered to disabled students early enough in their educational coursework to increase 

the likelihood that they will be prepared to pursue their post-secondary pathways with 

sufficient knowledge and skills to be economically viable. 
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The original IDEA of 1990 was amended in 1997 (PL 105-17), to include federal 

mandates requiring schools to work with disabled students and their families, in order to 

outline specific education and transition goals.  The newer law requires the development 

of a written transition plan, to be created collaboratively between educators, the disabled 

student, and the student‟s parent or legal guardian.  The transition plan is tailored to the 

needs, interests, and abilities of the child.  It outlines a series of specific educational and 

career-related objectives for students to accomplish while still in school, so as to prepare 

for their eventual transition from the public school system and on, to post-secondary 

education and training, work, or both.  The expectations are that this plan should be in 

place no later than a child‟s 14
th

 birthday, and that the plan should be revisited annually, 

so as to ensure that the student is making progress toward his or her career and 

educational goals.  

Nowhere in either piece of legislation is workplace learning mandated. It is 

encouraged, however, based on research that shows that there is a positive correlation 

between high school work-experiences and long-term economic security (Benz, 

Yovanoff, & Doren, 1997; DeStefano & Wagner, 1991).   I am including the following 

articles, because there is some confusion between the School-to-Work Opportunities Act 

of 1994, and the federal mandates for the provision of transition planning and educational 

services for disabled students, as described in the IDEA laws of 1990 and 1997, as well 

as within the newest version of the law, the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act (IDEA) of 2004 (PL 108-446).  A distinction therefore needs to be 
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made between those literatures that described efforts related to the STWOA, and those 

that described efforts related to the various iterations of the IDEA. 

The four articles reviewed in this chapter sub-section represent transition 

education literatures that are interested in studying the transition experiences of disabled 

students who have been exposed to learning opportunities created on their behalf.   The 

learning opportunities, however, may have nothing whatsoever to do with the School-to-

Work Opportunities Act of 1994, and are much more likely to have been created in 

support of the various IDEA mandates.  The disabled population is disproportionately 

underrepresented in the workforce, perhaps due to their physical, cognitive, and 

emotional limitations, but also, perhaps, due to their lack of confidence in themselves, 

their lack of appropriate training, and/or the lack of confidence within the employer 

community that these people can be productive on the job.   Understanding the findings 

of any empirical studies related to their transition challenges will no doubt inform this 

report, as well as future research projects and curriculum development endeavors. 

The agreement that I made when I first stepped up to the plate, to develop 

curriculum activities in support of the STWOA of 1994, included the expectation that I 

would not discriminate against minority populations, and that I would comply with other 

federal and state laws that govern the educational experiences of students in my care.  

While students with disabilities were always included in my various programs and 

projects, I was not considered to be appropriately licensed to provide every nuance of 

their educational experience.  I am a licensed academic and vocational teacher here in 

Arizona (as well as in another state of the union), but I am not now, nor have I ever been 
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a licensed special education teacher.  I am not qualified to speak to the specific 

requirements of the IDEA laws, nor was I ever required or in a paid position to develop 

specific curriculum interventions recommended by those policies. 

I did, however, at all three places of employment, have the opportunity to 

structure learning opportunities that were recommended by the STWOA, 1994, that could 

be incorporated later into a child‟s individualized transition plan, as tasks associated with 

their career development goals.  I have described some of these activities in sufficient 

detail within this dissertation to model activities that other teachers (including those who 

are licensed and required to develop transition plans under the IDEA legislation) could 

potentially emulate.  While I was hired at one place to pro-actively develop work-based 

learning activities for students with disabilities, I was never required to do so by 

legislative mandate.  It was an educational priority in the district at the time, and a 

philosophical goal that I supported then, as well as now.   

My dissertation will therefore not be describing any curriculum interventions that 

were created in support of the federal IDEA mandates to provide special learning 

activities dedicated solely to the disabled population, but it will provide illustrative 

examples of learning activities developed to support the STWOA of 1994, that could 

easily be adapted and adopted by licensed special education teachers in charge of 

programs that have been designed in support of the IDEA laws for disabled students.   

The tools that I generated over the course of my professional practice, however, are 

pieces of intellectual property that I own.  Many of the curriculum activities that are 

described in this book have corresponding worksheets, lesson plans, and activity guides 
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that were created on my own time, during various unpaid leave periods (between teaching 

contracts) that I elected to take, in order to free myself from the daily grind of teaching 

for the sake of curriculum development.  Those activities are safeguarded and protected 

under strict copyright laws and a registered trademark, to ensure that I retain ownership 

of those materials.   

The first article of this genre describes a research study that attempted to correlate 

a number of in-school curriculum activities with post-school outcomes for students (Baer, 

et al, 2003).  The post-school outcomes variables were either full-time employment 

situations (considered to be 32 hours or more per week), or enrollment in a post-

secondary educational or training school.  On the surface, this study might seem like one 

that should have been included in the forefront of this literature review, because it was 

indeed describing an empirical study that investigated the transition outcomes of 

students involved in career-related curriculum activities.   

The primary indicator, however, that the study needed to be relegated to the 

background literatures (if used at all), was the fact that the term School-to-Work does not 

appear in the article itself.  There is no mention of the legislative policy or the reform 

movement.  Instead, the very first paragraph describes the expectations of the Individuals 

with Disabilities Act (IDEA), as well as antecedent research that exists on students with 

disabilities.  Furthermore, the students who were studied in the project were identified 

through a database of graduates from the Ohio public school system who had at one time 

been classified as special education students.   
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The goal of the research project was similar to my own, in that the researchers 

were trying to determine factors that might have influenced the transitions for students 

who graduated in 1997 and 2000.  The amendments to the IDEA were published in 1997, 

so it makes sense to use graduates from that year as a baseline for comparison to students 

graduating in the years following the new policy.  The give-away that this article is not 

referring to curriculum activities developed for the STWOA, however, is that the title of 

the article mentioned that the study focused on the utilization of transition services.  That 

is a term that is almost exclusively associated with the mandates of the IDEA of 1997, 

and a term not used in the STWOA of 1994.  

Nonetheless, the study indicated that students with learning disabilities may be 

less likely to attend college.  It also indicated that those who had been exposed to 

vocational or work-study programs had a better chance of being employed full-time after 

graduation.  While there is no analysis of the types of work-study programs the children 

were exposed to in their high schools (hence the decision that we cannot assume that the 

programs were funded or structured by the expectations of the STWOA), the mere fact 

that a work-study program had the potential to benefit students who have been 

historically marginalized in the workforce, is significant to those of us structuring work-

based learning opportunities in the future.   

The study is also significant to my own because it mentions that this team of 

professional researchers chose to include a group of educational practitioners in the 

process of conducting the outcomes research.  Special education personnel known as 

transition coordinators were solicited to help provide entrée to the families who were 
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interviewed for this project.  While it appears on the surface to be an example of 

practitioner research, the public school teachers were not themselves trained to design the 

research protocols or to publish the results.  Nonetheless, the article provides an example 

of how a collaborative relationship might be established between members of the K-12 

system and members of the professional research community.  The authors made this 

recommendation, but point out that currently there are no incentive mechanisms built into 

the IDEA legislation to make this a reality.  Furthermore, the authors point out that the 

current public school structures do not have a mechanism built-in, to pay teachers for the 

time it would take to conduct outcomes research on their students, even if they were 

trained to do so. 

The second study that addressed the transition experiences of students with 

disabilities examined the relationships between students who participated in a Youth 

Transitions Program that was funded under a grant from the Vocational Rehabilitation 

Division for the state in which the study took place (Benz, Lindstrom, & Yovanoff, 

2000). Such provisions were provided in Arizona during my tenure as a School-to-Work 

program coordinator, but the programs and curriculum were created by special education 

teachers and delivered solely to special education students.  I know from professional 

experience that these programs were not consistently funded, but I do not know why.  I 

also do not know if these same grant funds are available today, or the extent to which 

they are offered across the country.  The use of the term, however, tells me that the 

curriculum interventions were designed to support the IDEA of 1997, rather than the 

STWOA of 1994.   
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This study was able to correlate a positive relationship between career-related 

work-experiences and the completion of transition goals to higher levels of post-

secondary academic achievement, as well as full-time employment.  This is significant to 

those of us who have the desire to be pro-active in our curriculum interventions.  I  have 

illustrated, from my own praxis, how this study impacted the curriculum that I developed 

for my own students, even though I was not required to provide specific goal-setting 

activities.  I used the findings of this article to encourage goal-setting for my non-

disabled students as well as the disabled students who were integrated into a mainstream 

classroom setting.  The other significant finding was that specific staff qualities were 

identified by the students in this study as being significant to their sense of confidence 

about the transition process.  Attentive and caring adults in the equation were deemed to 

be significant factors that contributed to the positive attitudes of the students in their care.  

The third article that described transition education outcomes used quantitative 

data derived from the National Longitudinal Transition Study (NLTS) to examine a 

number of post-school outcomes for people with disabilities (Blackorby & Wagner, 

1996).  The researchers were interested in seeing if there were statistical correlations 

between the disability status of school-leavers and their employment situations, wages, 

post-secondary school education, and residential independence.   The dataset used is 

unique, in that the students sampled for the study were all disabled.  The data was 

collected from people who would have graduated in 1987, and it included data from 

people who had dropped out of school two years earlier.    
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This article highlights once again the need for burgeoning researchers to be 

cautious about claims made by studies relying on datasets that may pre-date a particular 

intervention.  The transition goals of the IDEA were not articulated for the first time until 

1990, and not specified in great detail until 1997, so the students in this study could not 

have received transition services structured in support of the IDEA of either year, or the 

STWOA of 1994.  Furthermore, the study makes a rather startling comparison between 

data derived from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (which gathered data from 

a sample of the general population who had graduated in 1979), and the National 

Longitudinal Transition Study (which gathered data solely from individuals with 

disabilities, who had graduated in 1987).   There is not enough detail provided in this 

report to guarantee that the first study did not also include people with disabilities, and 

whether or not that had been taken into consideration in the research design.   

What was mentioned as a limitation of the study is precisely the concern that I 

have with using the data for my own project.  That is, specifically, that the study used 

data from two completely different sources, to compare the outcomes for students with 

disabilities to their non-disabled peers.  Furthermore, the data-sets are separated by an 

eight year span.  Youth scholars would consider that to be a generation apart.  The 

findings of the empirical study are significant to this report, however, in that they show 

that there is a difference in employment opportunities and educational attainment for 

people with disabilities, thereby laying the foundation for the arguments for pro-active 

School-to-Work transition education, as well as the need to include students with 

disabilities in local career, technical, vocational, and work-based learning programs.        
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The final article in this category emerged from the psychological research 

community, and it examined the relationships between the severity of a students‟ 

disability, their participation in a Youth Transition Program designed solely for disabled 

students, and post-secondary outcomes (Estrada-Hernandez, et al, 2008).  The study also 

mentions a specific curriculum intervention designed to provide career-related 

instruction, called the Super Senior Program, but few details were revealed as to the 

origin of the curriculum materials and/or their overall structural components. 

The study does not mention any correlation to the School-to-Work Opportunities 

Act of 1994, but it is a useful as a piece of background literature in that the study showed 

a positive relationship once again, between pro-active career-education and work-based 

learning opportunities and post-secondary employment status.  The study also focused on 

the importance of matching work-based learning experiences to a students‟ interest, so as 

to build-in intrinsic motivation for working in a setting that is satisfying.   

The article also mentioned that the students were competitively employed, which 

was always the case with my own students (as opposed to being in a closely-monitored 

sheltered employment situation).  The study also showed, however, that the severity of 

the disability had a significant effect on the students‟ employment status.  The study was 

also significant to my own because it provided the recommendation, based on student 

feedback, that early career exploration might have been beneficial to students.   Finally, 

the authors cautioned readers to consider that the outcome measurement of employment 

alone may not be sufficient, pointing out that being hired or employed during high-school 

does not necessarily translate into higher wages for life.   
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(D) - Demographic Variables  

The third theme that was discovered in the remaining articles is the concept of 

demographic classification, in terms of race, gender, and/or the socioeconomic status of 

the child‟s family.  The articles written with this frame of mind emerged from the 

psychological and sociological research communities, rather than the education or 

business circles.  There is no doubt a broader context from which these articles emerged, 

but the fact that three such articles appeared now, cross-referenced under the search term 

School-to-Work, indicates a research interest in determining the psychological and 

sociological factors that may be impacting the School-to-Work transition experiences of 

young people in American society. 

The first article appeared in the psychological literatures, and described a study in 

which a researcher sought to understand the relationships between a students‟ racial 

identity and their engagement in school (Perry, 2008).  The study was conducted in an 

urban high school, where students had been exposed to a local career-development 

curriculum intervention.  The study was not focused on the intervention, per se (an 

obvious disappointment to somebody like me who is always looking for curriculum 

materials that are already in print), but was instead focused on determining the extent to 

which a child‟s racial identity was correlated to behaviors associated with school-

engagement. 

School-engagement was described by the author as a series of behaviors and 

attitudes toward school that indicate that the child has taken a positive approach toward 

schooling, and has invested himself/herself in the process of learning and achieving 
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academically.  The presumed logic is that students who engage in school are more likely 

to succeed in it, and therefore succeed in post-secondary life as well.  Students who have 

internalized that there is a connection between schooling and economic success are more 

likely to engage in the former, in order to prepare themselves for a brighter future.   

The study therefore surveyed students in a career preparation course, examining 

factors such as their attitudes toward schooling and their self-reported assessments of 

their racial identities, to determine if there were any correlations amongst a number of 

variables.  The key findings of the study indicated that students of color who had 

developed a positive racial identity, were more likely to display positive school 

engagement behaviors, which have shown in the past to be correlated to economic 

success.   

The study relies on the work of Helms (1990, 1995, and 2003), who proposed the 

People of Color (POC) Theory, which states that “people of color must reconcile similar 

psychological struggles as they learn to adapt to White Eurocentric standards of merit and 

behavior” (Perry, 2008, p. 401).  The implication for school counselors (the intended 

audience of this research report), is that a developmental goal for minority children 

should be to help them “become aware of the varying nuances of racism and, in turn, 

overcome its negative internalization through developing an affirmative, flexible racial 

self-conception” (Perry, 2008, p. 401).   The key significance of this report is that the 

study did collect evidence to suggest that career-education interventions can indeed 

impact school engagement, which has the potential to influence academic achievement, 

and hence, post-school economic success.   
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Although I myself am not a school counselor, I am aware of the issue of racial 

inequality in the economic fabric of our society, and have developed a number of career-

preparation activities that discuss the conundrum of overcoming historical barriers to 

employment and schooling, as well as confronting contemporary attitudes in the 

workplace related to race and achievement.  I would argue, however, that a student needs 

to know about their legal rights and legal protections against discrimination, in addition 

to any skills taught on positive self-image or racial identity.  I have described instances in 

this report in which a students‟ positive racial identity was not enough, and where other 

obstacles had to be overcome too, not the least of which was economic disparity. 

 The second article that discussed demographic variables was a study that was 

interested in examining the relationships between race, wages, and a variable called 

labor-force attachment (LFA), which is a term that refers to accumulated work-

experiences and longevity on the job (Alon & Haberfeld, 2007).  The study was unique in 

that it focused on wage differences amongst adult women, utilizing data from the 

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY).  Although the study relies on a very old 

data set, the research question sought to understand the correlations between gender, race, 

wages, and educational attainment.  The empirical data confirmed that there are wage 

disparities between minority and white females, with distinctions found between women 

with a college education and those without.   

 This study relied on two sources of data, which I found a bit troubling, given the 

generational differences between the various cohorts whose profiles were studied.  The 

primary data set analyzed was the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), 
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which relied heavily on data collected from people who would have been graduates of 

high school in 1979.  The secondary data set was pulled from the U.S. Census Bureau, 

relying on information that was published in 2004.  The study showed that there is a 

widening wage gap between minority and White women who lack skills, as defined by 

their levels of post-secondary schooling or educational attainment.  The study also 

showed that Black women with a college degree earn more money than their White and 

Hispanic counterparts (Ibid, p. 370). 

 The article provided a base-line or historical marker, indicating the need to collect 

additional evidence that might be more current.  The significance, however, is that the 

article addressed the need to understand the relationship between early work experiences 

(including during high school) and long-term employment patterns. The research project 

was also important to this study in that it provided insights into other sociological and 

economic studies related to adult women‟s trajectories, and the authors make the 

observation that studying a woman‟s career path is a more complex process than studying 

a man‟s trajectory, give a woman‟s biological role as the child-bearer.   

 This concept is one that is supported by the data that I have collected, as I too 

studied women in the first ten-year period past graduation from high school, when the 

sometimes competing expectations to go to school, work, and start a family merge in a 

young woman‟s life.  The difficulties faced by women of all colors are qualitatively 

different than those faced by the males in the same age cohort.  The biological role of the 

female was not specifically addressed in this study, but nor was the potential influence of 
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culture or heritage on a woman‟s decisions regarding the timing of parenthood and/or 

advanced schooling.    

 The third empirical study that addressed demographic variables emerged from the 

sociological literatures on the topic of School-to-Work transition.  The study examined 

patterns of schooling and work, both during high school and afterwards, in order to see if 

there were ideal patterns that yielded advantages to a young person‟s long-term economic 

trajectory (Staff & Mortimer, 2008).  The authors relied on a dataset called the Youth 

Development Study, which gathered longitudinal data from students and their families, 

starting in 1987.  The data set was derived from students registered in the St. Paul public 

school system, which would be of particular interest to these researchers, as one of them 

is affiliated with the University of Minnesota.  

While the dataset may be somewhat dated, the study is significant, in that it asks 

important questions related to the balancing act that many students engage in upon 

graduation, as they attempt to find the equilibrium between working and schooling.  The 

study conducted statistical analyses to find correlations between patterns of working and 

schooling that yielded the greatest long-term benefits, and they studied these patterns 

across socio-economic divisions.  The results of the study indicated that the School-to-

Work transition process is lengthier today than it was in the past, and that individuals who 

need to work after high-school (rather than going straight to college full-time), can 

improve their long-term economic situation by working only part-time, and investing in a 

post-secondary degree.  This pattern is consistent with the instructional goals of my own 
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curriculum, recognizing that it is still an economic luxury to be able to afford to go to 

college or trade school full-time, beyond high school. 

The greatest contribution that I received from the data is that it supports the idea 

that students from limited socio-economic beginnings can improve their chances of 

economic success, and therefore also the economic success for future generations of their 

family.  The goal of my dissertation is to discover the factors that were influential in the 

development of appropriate learning activities to encourage post-secondary success.  A 

child‟s economic background, while significant to their ability to attend college right 

away, is by no means an insurmountable barrier.  This study provided empirical evidence, 

although somewhat dated, to that effect.  The pattern most clearly associated with long-

term economic viability is one in which a child has invested in their own post-secondary 

training, even if it means that they spend a pro-longed period of time in college.  The 

study also pointed out that this is the new „norm,‟ rather than the expectation that citizens 

will manage the traditional four-year college experience.   

The issues faced by young people who are already economically disadvantaged 

are discussed frequently in this dissertation, with supporting ideas and suggestions 

derived directly from the data sets collected for the project.  People in my study worked 

very hard to overcome barriers to college entrance as well as employment.  They 

described quite vividly the pressures faced by individuals attempting to juggle 

simultaneously the demands of a work schedule and the demands of schooling.  Some of 

the students in my study described the additional layers of pressure they felt when 

parenthood was added to the equation.   
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Section 2.5 – Significant Findings  

(A) - Significance of Study 

The significance of this research study is indicated by the glaring lack of research 

that has been conducted in the field by the educators who were directly responsible for 

implementing any portion of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.  Direct 

evidence from practitioners and participants in the reform movement can best be 

collected from first-hand observations made by those people who were present at the time 

that the reform movement was translated into real-world practices in real-world settings.   

The current research literature base lacks the perspective gained from an 

educational practitioner in the field, with first-hand knowledge of the variety of practical 

concerns faced in the process of program and policy implementation.  This study is 

situated amongst those in which case study research methods were employed to learn 

about past educational practices.  The historical nature of the study required me to spend 

a number of years away from my teaching practice, in order to gain the knowledge and 

perspective needed to understand the bigger picture in which this specific case of school 

reform had been situated.   

By acknowledging my familiarity with the places and people that influenced my 

ability to develop specific learning opportunities and programmatic structures, in the 

various social settings that are described in this paper, I have met the challenge presented, 

which was to gain additional knowledge through discursive modes of conversation that 

would allow me to discover hidden meanings and significance of participation in the 

School-to-Work reform movement, which would otherwise have remained obscured.   
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This paper was designed based on the recognized deficit in the literatures on the 

topic, relevant to the first-hand or emic perspective of those involved (Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle, 1993, 2009; Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2009). 

While a number of studies exist that examine the relationship between the STW 

policy and the outcomes for actual students, it turns out that many may have been 

structured badly, relying upon older sets of data that would be unlikely to support claims 

made that significant progress was made in the educational field, as a direct result of 

STWOA policy funds.  Studies that rely, for example, on longitudinal data sets that were 

collected before the policy was written, cannot logically support the claims made that the 

School-to-Work policy funds were in anyway connected to the actual lived outcomes of 

the students involved in the studies of that time period.   

Furthermore, many of the studies that claim to be studying the phenomenon of 

participation in programs funded via the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 may 

similarly be flawed, because they failed to identify the actual source of funds for the 

various projects and programs that were studied.  Researchers without a familiarity with 

various work-based learning models that were in existence already, when the School-to-

Work policy first emerged in 1994, might not have recognized the variety of program and 

curriculum expectations that reflect conflicting or confused ideologies.  This study will 

contribute to the research base, precisely because it explicates some of the subtle 

differences that exist between work-based learning models that were created around the 

same time that the STWOA emerged.  
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Individual people that were on the scene, when the Requests for Proposals (RFPs) 

were first introduced in Arizona, have lined up in this study to reveal their understanding 

of the phenomenon of the day.  Again, this is contributory knowledge.  Researchers with 

an interest in community-based action research (Stringer, 1996) and/or critical 

educational research (Carr & Kemmis, 1986) have set the stage for the inclusion of 

stakeholder community groups into discussions taking place within research circles.   

This study is distinctive from many that already exist on the topic, because it 

allowed for the inclusion of first-hand observations, which were made by many people 

who were actively involved in the various learning opportunities that were created in this 

specific case of school reform.  This research project is therefore considerably more 

robust than the others that have been published to date.  More than one stakeholder group 

is represented in these pages, with families speaking aloud about the actual transition 

experiences that were witnessed by the students themselves, as well as by their parents 

and legal guardians.  These same citizens felt a certain civic responsibility to be reporting 

their observations after-the-fact, so as to contribute to this report, in the hope that the 

findings might improve the system of public education. 

The study has far-reaching implications, because it also contributes to the body of 

knowledge that has been collected in the field by researchers contributing to the 

literatures written for the business and employer communities.  These two groups share a 

vested interest in the outcome of this specific project, because they were expected to be 

equal partners in the implementation of the original federal policy.  A number of 

representatives from a wide array of industry and business clusters have agreed to speak 
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in this report, sharing their insights, frustrations, and personal observations, in the context 

of the school-based and work-based learning opportunities that they helped to create.  Not 

one of the work-sites to be described had a perfect run-of-it.  There were a number of 

conflicts and problems that needed to be resolved in the field, and not every difference 

was reconciled.  This indicates a need for further research on the topic, to address 

programmatic structures that remain problematic.  

The goal of this study was to inform the research community that shares an 

interest in this topic.  That group (for the purpose of this study), was limited to five 

academic fields:  Education, Psychology, Business, Economics, and Sociology.  Each 

group has their own perspective of what would be considered to be an appropriate 

research agenda, related to the topic of School-to-Work Transition Education.  None of 

them, however, shares the pedagogical responsibility (Van Manen, 1990), for improving 

the lives of individual students, because none of them are directly charged with the task 

of educating young people in the K-12 public school system for their future lives.  The 

most significant factors that have been identified and described as potentially influential 

in this regard, are the gems of wisdom that can be shared across the nation, as our country 

struggles to find ways in which to prepare our teenagers to enter, succeed, and thrive in 

an ever-increasingly competitive global environment.  I am therefore inviting readers to 

share my reflexive journey (Bourdieu, 1992), so that they can learn what I learned, from 

my past teaching praxis, lived experiences, and rigorous examination of the empirical 

data that was collected for this specific historical case of school reform.  
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CHAPTER 3 – METHODS OF INQUIRY 

Section 3.1 – Research Strategies 

(A) - Case Study Design: 

The primary research methodology that guided this dissertation is a well respected 

research tradition known as the case study.  I was drawn to this tradition because it 

allows the inclusion of multiple types of data, and because it allows the researcher to 

tailor her methods of inquiry to fit both her specific research goal and the types of data 

that were available to her for investigation.  There are several types of case study designs 

described to be appropriate for educational research, but I chose to utilize the single-case 

design that incorporates multiple embedded units of analysis (Yin, 2003, p. 40).   

The single case to be investigated is my own professional practice, which is 

described in the context of implementing curriculum activities in support of the School-

to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.  My practice consisted of developing specific types 

of learning opportunities for secondary students in Arizona, where the federal policy had 

been translated by state policy makers and presented to me as a recipient of the original 

grant funds that flowed into my state as a direct result of the reform initiative.  The policy 

documents that were provided to me from the local directors of the regional School-to-

Work offices were the original documents that guided my practice for a number of years.  

My practice in this case is the primary unit of investigation, but a case study of this 

design type allows the inclusion of a variety of data sets that can inform the project 

(Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Tesch, 1990). 



 

 

  223 

The case study is bound in scope by a number of limiting factors.  First, it is 

bound chronologically to the period of time in which I was directly involved in the 

School-to-Work reform movement in a paid professional capacity.  That involvement 

started in the fall semester of 1996, which was the fourth year of my professional 

teaching practice.  I am not describing too many of my teaching experiences that pre-

dated my involvement in the reform movement, unless they are specifically relevant to a 

point I am trying to make in the analysis of the chronological data.  The more relevant 

portion of my work history (that provides the illustrative case) took place over the course 

of a time-line that spanned from September 1996 until October of 2007.  The case history 

was written in retrospect, so the design is considered to be a historical case study of 

school reform. 

The multiple embedded units of analysis that were incorporated into the single-

case design were derived from a variety of sources, each providing evidence that can be 

examined in this case study for clues that may be relevant to similar cases of educational 

reform.  A review of the literatures on the topic of School-to-Work Transition Education 

indicated that this is indeed a unique case, in that none of the other case studies in the 

existing literature bases on the topic were written from the unique vantage point of a 

teacher-researcher.  This case therefore represents an opportunity for members of the 

professional research community to receive an analysis of participation in the reform 

movement, from the perspective of a classroom teacher who has been simultaneously 

trained to become a professional researcher. 
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This perspective allows teachers who are directly responsible for translating the 

goals of the reform movement into actual lesson plans (that are then experienced by 

students for whom they are pedagogically responsible), a rare opportunity to share the 

lessons they learned in the process.  Without going into the classroom to see how the 

policy was implemented, citizens who were not present at the time may get a distorted 

image of what was taking place, because they too frequently learn only about those 

activities that make headlines.   

A number of the learning opportunities that I created during the span of my 

professional practice were indeed highlighted in local, state and even national circles.  

Others, however, were quietly delivered to students without fanfare.  Those that were 

accomplished well by my standards alone have provided the scope of activities to be 

examined, in light of their purported educative value and relationship to the reform 

movement. 

A number of the learning activities that are described herein were developed 

collaboratively with members of the professional science, technology and business 

communities, which was one of the philosophical intents of the original federal policy 

that guided my practice.  The objective of this research investigation, therefore, is to 

examine the relationships that may exist, between the goals of the reform movement (as 

articulated in actual statements written within the federal policy document) and the 

people who were involved in this specific case of curriculum development, 

implementation, and application.  By that I mean that the focus of this case study is on 

determining factors that may have been significantly influential on my abilities to 
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develop curriculum interventions in support of the policy.  Some of those factors are 

directly related to the manner in which I made decisions in the field, based on my own 

personal interpretation of the policy, as well as on my own limited technical education 

and expertise regarding the adult workforce.   

The scope of activities to be described herein are therefore limited to those I 

created myself and to those that were created with members of the professional 

employment community.  There is no discussion of activities that were created by other 

teachers with whom I worked, unless I had a direct supervisory or consultative role that 

was built into the professional paid job responsibilities associated with the teaching 

position to which I was assigned at the time.   

In other words, I was frequently expected to provide guidance to other teachers as 

they too attempted to design programs and projects in support of the legislation, under 

my direct tutelage.  Those teachers were given the opportunity in this study to speak 

about those collaborative endeavors, and if they provided written permission to me to 

include a description of those projects, then we did so together.  Otherwise, no project 

that was developed in the field by my colleagues is described, unless I had a paid 

responsibility to supervise it.  

The plan for development of each program and project is summarized, so that 

readers can distinguish between the types of curriculum endeavors that qualify as 

examples of School-to-Work curriculum.  The structural components of each type of 

project is presented in such a manner that readers can understand how simple the whole 

reform movement was.  The reform, that was never intended to be a legal mandate that 
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would be forced upon school teachers, is analyzed and presented in this report as a 

significant source of data on the state of child welfare in our country.  Statistics on the 

economic well-being of our adolescent population were provided as the rationale for the 

reform initiative, and those statistics are revisited now, fifteen years later, as a point of 

comparison. 

Improvements made in my own classroom practices are described and analyzed 

from my own perspective, which is admittedly biased and limited.  The case study 

therefore included the opportunity for people with direct personal lived experiences with 

these programs and projects to speak to me aloud about their respective perceptions of the 

same activities.  The case study design was therefore expanded to include a vital source 

of information that can shed additional light on the research question.  Semi-structured 

interview protocols were developed for this study, to add additional layers of data that 

could be included as new embedded units of analysis that have the potential to add 

significant depth to the findings of this report. 

The unique approach taken to the investigation of one case of school reform 

allows multiple stakeholders who were present at the time to triangulate their own 

perceptions of participation in the reform movement against those of the researcher.  This 

new dimension of data was collected in hindsight, and was somewhat costly to retrieve 

after the fact.  Nonetheless, the interview data that was collected for this project provided 

unique points of reference that would not otherwise have been available to me.  Each 

respondent contributed knowledge that I did not previously have access to, thereby 

providing insights that shed new light on the research questions that were asked.   
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The primary investigative framework was guided by complex change theory, a 

conceptual framework developed by organizational development researchers in the 

business field (Ambrose, 1987; Beckhard & Harris, 1987).  It has subsequently been 

adapted for use in educational research and it allows people who have an interest in 

innovation and change processes to examine conditions that may either facilitate or 

inhibit the successful integration of new ideas or programs into existing social spaces 

(Knoster, 1993; Villa & Thousand, 2000).  The data analyzed are therefore scrutinized 

with this conceptual lens. 

The case study is segmented in accordance with the various data streams that have 

been embedded into the design of the investigation.  Two specific data streams represent 

artifacts gathered to illustrate the relationship between the goals of the policy and the 

actual resulting curriculum.  Each consists of written text documents that can be analyzed 

as such, for evidence of the relationship between the intended curriculum (what the 

policy makers hoped for) and the enacted curriculum (what was actually accomplished in 

this case).  Two other data sets represent the lived experiences of those people with 

whom I collaborated, or those students that I taught over time.  These bits of information 

were distilled into evidence streams that depict the meaning, impact, significance, and 

concerns of those stakeholders who shared my journey.   

The final data stream embedded in this case study includes my own recollections 

of pivotal events that impacted my ability to do my job well.  These stories were derived 

from the personal memories of my own lived experiences as a participant in the reform 

movement.   
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(B) - A Human Science Approach 

 
 This research report relies heavily upon the first-hand testimonies of human 

beings who were either present at the time when the specific enacted curriculum activities 

were developed and/or delivered, or who were present in the field when the students on 

my case-load were exposed to connecting or work-based learning opportunities. The 

people involved in this case-study, therefore, have provided much of the data that was 

used for the analysis, in order to determine the answers to the research question.  Case 

study methodology allows for the blending of research strategies, so as to take advantage 

of distinctive types of data that may have been available for analysis (Merriam, 1998; 

Tesch, 1990).     

In this report, the policy served as textual data that could be analyzed separately, 

with a specific focus on the educative and moral intent of the reform movement, which 

was represented in the words chosen by the policy-makers.    The enacted curriculum 

consisted of descriptive text that was written after the boundaries of the case-study were 

agreed upon by the participants.  Only those curriculum activities that we recalled 

collectively were included within the scope of the historical case study.  Each activity 

could then be described briefly in textual form, providing another example of a data 

stream that could shed light on the research concerns.  

These two data streams, however, do not reflect the human actions that were 

taken, when the social actors in this story responded to the policy makers‟ plea for an 

improved educational experience for American youth.  The drama unfolded behind the 

scenes, where no historical account of the pivotal or critical events was ever written 
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down.  Even now, much of the venture remains obscured, because not every social actor 

volunteered to present their side of the story.  Some could not be reached, while others 

could not be bothered.  While I cared deeply about the topic of School-to-Work 

Transition Education (both then and now), other people lost interest in the topic, once the 

original federal policy had reached its planned sunset date. 

The reason that I expanded the original case study, so as to include rich narrative 

descriptions of past events, was that I believed sincerely that many of the answers to the 

research question were hidden in the stories that participants held, both individually and 

communally.  We each had unique responses to the call for action, choosing both 

conscientiously and deliberately to play an active role in the educational reform processes 

that are described herein.  While many of the insights to participation in the reform 

movement remain obscured in the memories of those who did not participate in this 

research project, there were many other insights that were shared voluntarily, that can 

illuminate the practical conundrums faced in the field, when human beings are asked to 

work together in favor of educational reform.   

Humans created the learning opportunities for students described herein, and 

humans created the notion that instructional improvement was necessary in the first 

place.  This project is unique, in that I had the opportunity to locate and interview people 

with first hand experiences in school-reform, which were directly linked to the scope and 

boundaries of this historical case study.  By tapping into their memories of their own 

pivotal lived experiences in the field, I was able to add whole new dimensions to the 

project.  Choosing to include narrative data, which was gathered from the life-experience 
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stories of actual participants in this case, required a special approach to the analysis of 

those unique data streams. 

Researchers who adopt the case-study as their primary methodology of inquiry 

are then required to choose an appropriate philosophical or theoretical approach that will 

allow them to assign a particular frame of reference (Tesch, 1990; Merriam, 1998), so I 

have chosen a frame of reference that is related to the human sciences.  This case study 

utilizes qualitative research strategies to understand the phenomenon of participation in 

the School-to-Work movement.  The focus in the final three data sets is on the lived 

experiences of those of us who were present at the time, when actual curriculum and 

program structures were created in this case.      

 “Phenomenology is a school of philosophical thought that underpins all of qualitative 

research – and herein lies much of the confusion surrounding the writing in this area.  

Qualitative research draws from the philosophy of phenomenology in its emphasis on 

experience and interpretation, but a researcher could also do a phenomenological study 

using the particular “tools” of phenomenology”  (Merriam, 1998, p. 15). 

 

While this is not a phenomenological study per se, it is a study that draws on the 

principles that were extrapolated from the work of Edmund Husserl, a philosopher who 

was particularly interested in understanding the nature of the lived human experience 

(Husserl, 1913/1982).  His approach was a radical departure from the methods of inquiry 

that dominated academic and scientific studies of his time.  The chief complaint about 

prior research methods was that they relied too heavily on strategies that were designed 

for the study of the physical or natural world.   Husserl and his followers contended that 

methods that measured the behaviors of physical objects were not wholly appropriate for 

the study of human beings.  Human beings have an additional dimension that impacts 

their actions, the dimension of consciousness, which is not present in inanimate objects.  
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 Husserl and his followers therefore pinned the term human science to the concept 

of studying human beings differently than one would study the natural objects and forces 

of the physical world.  The label is used today to describe a number of social science 

research paradigms that study the lived experiences of conscious human beings who 

interact with the physical world, and thereby take conscientious actions within it that both 

shape their own learning, as well as shape the physical environment they live in. 

Narrative inquiry is the specific human science research strategy that I will be 

employing to analyze the last three data sets collected for this research project.  The 

approach originated from the social and human sciences (Merriam, 1998; Creswell, 2007; 

Riessman, 2008), and is appropriate, when the focus of the inquiry is on the stories that 

are told by individual people who are describing their own personal experiences, related 

to specific events or actions taken. “Narrative is understood as a spoken or written text 

giving an account of an event/action or series of events/actions, chronologically 

connected” (Czarniawska, 2004, p.17).  In this case, the stories collected from various 

stakeholder participants provide the richest source of data for analysis.  Some of that data 

is provided via an auto-ethnographic narrative that was written from my own perspective, 

and personal lived experiences in the context of the School-to-Work movement.  The 

rest, however, was gathered through interviews of people who shared my journey, and 

therefore represents their personal perspectives of participation in the reform movement.  

The narrative accounts of those of us who were present at the time (when pivotal events 

occurred and critical decisions were made), will provide the data streams that can be used 

for the analyses that take place in the final chapter of this report.     
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(C) - Narrative Inquiry Strategies 
 

 The goal of research is to understand the past, so as to improve the future.  

Narrative inquiry has evolved from the human sciences over the past half-century, to 

meet the needs of researchers from a variety of academic fields.  The research approach 

can utilize both qualitative and quantitative strategies, to discover the ways in which 

humans make meaning out of their lived experiences in the world (Creswell, 2007).  

What distinguishes narrative inquiry from other social science practices is the focus that 

is placed on the stories that people tell, to describe how they made sense of specific 

historical events or actions taken, which were perceived to be critical or pivotal life 

experiences.  In narrative inquiry, these stories provide the rich descriptive data streams 

that can be analyzed, so as to understand a particular phenomenon that is relevant to the 

research agenda.  The data that is collected is therefore what distinguishes narrative 

inquiry. 

 “Narrative inquiry is set in human stories of experience.  It provides researchers with a 

rich framework through which they can investigate the ways humans experience the 

world, depicted through their stories” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 1).  

 

Narrative analysis has been used in applied educational research to better 

understand the world of the educational practitioner, as well as to give educational 

practitioners themselves an analytical tool that can be used to improve their own 

professional practices (Merriam, 1998; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2007). 

“The special attractiveness of story in contemporary research on teaching and teacher 

education is grounded in the notion that that story represents a way of knowing and 

thinking that is particularly suited to explicating the issues [teachers deal with]” (Carter, 

1993, p.6, as cited by Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 31).  
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The narrative inquiry approach allows practitioner-researchers with direct 

pedagogical responsibility to children, to situate their studies within contexts that shed 

light on their daily field practices.  My own subjective experiences as an educator, 

therefore, are considered in this research paradigm to be legitimate data points for 

inclusion in this study.  I am revealing the meaning that I attached to each situation, 

which was based on my own first-hand experiences and subjective interpretation of past 

events.  My dealings with the phenomenon of investigation are therefore presented in 

such a way that they are distinguishable from the observed lived experiences of the other 

people who were invited to co-participate in the investigation of the same phenomenon.   

A narrative approach requires that researchers attend to the stories that are told 

about specific life experiences or events that occurred in social settings.  These stories 

can be described and situated temporally.  Narrative data can be collected from either 

interviews or from written texts that are autobiographical or biographical in nature.  Since 

my interest was in studying the forces that were at work, when I attempted to translate the 

policy into my own practice, it was necessary for me to recall the situations of the past, so 

that I could begin to identify some of the factors that were no doubt influential.  This 

meant positioning myself in the original drama of policy integration, and telling the story, 

to the best of my recollection.  I documented my own memories of critical events with 

the reform movement first, and then ordered them sequentially, so as to make sense of the 

practical lived experiences.   

I have used two approaches to incorporating narrative data into this research 

project.  First, I followed a model of inquiry known as narrative analysis (Polkinghorne, 
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1995).  This approach requires that the researcher collect “descriptions of events or 

happenings” which are then configured “into a story using a plot line” (Creswell, 2007, p. 

55).  The story that I told in this project was written from memory.   It is told first from 

my own first-person perspective, and the story gives an account of critical events 

(Webster & Mertova, 2007), which I experienced in the context of participation in the 

School-to-Work movement.  It starts from the moment in which I volunteered for the first 

time, to play a leadership role in the development of learning opportunities for students, 

and ends with my decision to leave the public school system for the purpose of 

completing this research project.   

That version of the story is auto-biographical in nature, situating me in the 

primary role as the narrator of the story.  Although it is auto-biographical, it is not 

describing my entire life story, but rather specific personal life experiences that can 

illustrate the case in point (Creswell, 2007).  The events and circumstances that unfold 

follow a plot line, which is built around my role as the practitioner in the field who was 

primarily responsible for developing the enacted curriculum in this case.  The story is 

therefore written first, from my perspective as the practitioner, rather than from my 

perspective as the researcher.  The pivotal experiences and crucial decisions that I made 

at the time are described in raw story form.  That means that they were gathered pre-

reflectively, to depict historical events that I either created or responded to, as well as 

situational dilemmas that were unique to the various social settings I was immersed in.   

In that regard, the story has a beginning, middle, and an end.  Key occurrences are 

tied to the story line, which describes how, when, and why I made certain field decisions 
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to incorporate aspects of the original policy into my own personal teaching practice.  

Various other characters are depicted, some of whom are research project participants, 

and others who are not.  Because I am telling the story after the fact, there are nuances 

that can be observed that provide clues as to the operating conditions that I was working 

under during each phase of my employment history, which may have been significant 

variables of concern to the research question. 

How I made sense of circumstances in the field when they occurred is relevant, 

because it reveals my praxis at the time.  The term praxis in this study refers to my pre-

reflective thoughts and actions, which are associated with making the original curriculum 

and program design decisions.  My praxis statements are not necessarily representative of 

how I would operate in today‟s environment.  They therefore stand as a separate data 

stream (represented in Chapter 5.1 – The Practitioner‟s Perspective), which can provide 

the raw material for several layers of reflective analysis that take place later, in Chapter 6.    

The original story, therefore, is written so that readers can understand the contexts 

in which I was making decisions, and applying the knowledge I had at any given time, to 

the integration of policy goals.  The issues faced by practitioners in the field are the 

primary variables of interest to me.  In the process of making sense of my own personal 

lived experiences, however, I found a way to tap into the lived experiences of other 

people in the field, which indicated that there were additional variables impacting my 

field practices that I was not fully aware of at the time.  I therefore took an additional 

approach that also relied upon narrative data.  This time, however, the data was derived 

from carefully organized interview protocols.  
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The narrative analysis strategy was therefore adapted, to take advantage of 

additional narrative data sets, which provided new insights related to my past practices in 

the realm of School-to-Work policy integration.  These additional data streams were 

derived from purposeful sampling techniques and interviewing strategies that will be 

described in greater depth in the following chapter sections.  The goal, however, was to 

depict how participation in the reform movement appeared to the other participants in this 

study.  For that reason, I segregated their responses to specific questions on the interview 

protocols, so that readers could distinguish between their respective perspectives and my 

own.   

Chapter Section 5.2 – The Community Partners‟ Perspective is therefore 

dedicated to the meaning and significance that was attached to participation in the reform 

movement by those adults that worked outside of the educational system who volunteered 

to participate as partners in reforming aspects of the curriculum within the schools.  It 

also includes the perspectives of  people who were paid by their own employers to 

supervise and monitor student-learners in work-based learning situations.  Some of these 

people were employed by the school district, and supervising students who were also paid 

by the school district, but they were not licensed professional educators themselves.   

Two community partners had been educators in the past, but were no longer employed in 

this capacity when they served as volunteers in my classroom.   

Chapter Section 5.3 – The Students Perspectives were similarly derived from 

interview protocols that were focused on specific aspects of their past participation in the 

learning opportunities described as the enacted curriculum in this case.  Not only were 



 

 

  237 

students asked to recall critical events and decisions of their own, but they were also 

asked to describe aspects of the curriculum that they found to be particularly useful or 

beneficial, as well as those that they perceived to be ill-timed or ill-conceived.  That 

meant applying reasoning skills, to make the connection between a particular learning 

event and a subsequent opportunity to apply the knowledge that was offered as a means 

by which to improve their lot or trajectory.   

These people were asked a series of questions that were based loosely on 

Complex Change Theory (Ambrose, 1987), which were intended to shed light on 

variables that might have been contributing to the overall success, failure, or 

improvement of one or more of the educative goals of the original federal policy.  Those 

who spoke candidly did so from their own unique stakeholder perspective and respective 

professional stance.  This meant that they had to admit certain biases that they held, in the 

context of the organizational structures that they were used to, and the professional 

background and training that had influenced their own world-views. 

The people in this study are considered to be co-participants, in that they 

frequently spoke in the first-person, along with me.  They were not the primary narrator 

of the entire project, however, as I was the person making the qualifying decisions in the 

context of which stories were included in this project, and which were omitted.  The 

criteria I used were based on the notion that I was not interested in learning about the 

entire life history of these people.  Instead, I wished to explore only certain aspects of 

their past lived experiences, in the context of critical events that they remembered, 

associated with their own participation decisions in the field.  In that regard, therefore, 
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this study represents one that is modeled after others that take a psycho-social interest in 

narrative text about educational routines (Lieblich, et al, 1998; Riessman, 1993 & 2008; 

Webster & Mertova, 2007).   

The focus of this study is therefore based on my own particular professional 

stance and research agenda.  I consider myself to be a curriculum specialist, as I have 

devoted most of my teaching career to developing those aptitudes.  My research interests 

are naturally related to issues of schooling, pedagogy, and epistemology.   

 “Pedagogy is the activity of teaching, parenting, educating, or generally living with 

children, that requires constant practical acting in concrete situations and relations” (Van 

Manen, 1990, p. 2).  

 

The goal of the report is to determine which factors were contributing or 

hampering my own abilities as an educational practitioner.  I therefore needed to 

acknowledge that I was working with individuals who carry perceptions that are different 

from my own, and that each of them was working within the constraints of the social 

organizations and hierarchies in which they were operating or employed.  In other words, 

the paradigmatic lens of the researcher is focused purposefully, based on the worldview, 

professional stance, and research goals of the researcher herself.  The term paradigmatic 

lens refers to an imaginary pair of glasses that we all look through, that filters our 

understanding of the world in which we are immersed.  This imaginary set of glasses is 

constructed from all of our beliefs, experiences, knowledge, and assumptions about the 

way the world is structured or should be structured.  Each of us has our own hidden 

biases and bents, but the term is usually reserved for our respective professional biases.   
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There are school nurses and educational psychologists in the school system, for 

example, who might look at the same data that I gathered for this study in a very different 

way than I did.  By the same token, they would not have focused, as I did, on curriculum 

strategies, program development, or opportunity structures, because they are not likely to 

have been trained to look at the educational system with that lens. 

This project therefore takes a paradigms approach to understanding the various 

layers of narrative data.  I have integrated a narrative research strategy called analysis of 

narratives (Polkinghorne, 1995), in addition to a narrative analysis.  This approach uses 

“paradigm thinking to develop themes that hold across stories” (Creswell, 2007, p. 54).  

Creswell mentions briefly that other researchers have expanded upon Polkinghorne‟s  

original analysis of narratives model, to use “paradigmatic reasons for a narrative study” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 55).   

The paradigm approach allowed me to think about the content of the interviews in 

such a way that I could ascertain if they had any conceptual ideas or concerns that were 

held in common, between individuals (a psychological concern), stakeholder cohort 

groups (a sociological concern), and/or data streams (an educative, moral, and ideological 

concern).  This approach gave me the means through which to explore the data a second 

time, reflecting on the original statements that were made by those of us who volunteered 

to share snippets of our lived experiences.  In the narrative tradition, the text that is 

presented in either holistic form or in isolated passages, can be turned over and re-

examined, this time assuming alternative positions, in an effort to distill the meaning of 

the lived experiences that have been described in a raw and pre-reflexive manner.    
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Section 3.2 – Data Collection 

(A) - Sources of Evidence: 

 This section describes the process by which data were collected for this case 

study.  There are five discrete layers of data that are illustrated herein, each of which is 

organized around a common goal, as described in the essays that follow.  A sample of the 

artifacts that have been collected are depicted, so as to provide readers with an overall 

impression of the types of documentation that were gathered and archived for this project.   

Written text is the primary source of evidence that is used for the upcoming qualitative 

analysis of the data. Evidence that was derived from the various data streams is used 

subsequently, to support those arguments and claims that are made in the final 

conclusions of this report.   

The first data set that is described in this section is the one that articulates the 

intent of the School-to-Work reform movement.  The data stream consists of various 

statements that were put into writing, within the text of legislative policy.  The wording 

of this text contains verbiage that can be both described and analyzed.  The written text of 

the policy therefore provides clues to the overall philosophical and educative goals of the 

reform movement.   There are other pieces of federal and state legislation that impacted 

the overall direction for curriculum and program development during my practice too, but 

they will not be described in this section, because not all of them were directly linked to 

the original federal policy that jump-started my involvement in the School-to-Work 

movement.  A handful of these other policies are described later in the book, where their 

influence on my practice can be placed in the correct historical context.  
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 The second data set to be described depicts the collection of actual curriculum 

activities, lesson plans, and program structure documents that were developed over the 

course of my career.  A number of artifacts exist today that provide evidence to support 

the claim that I did indeed design interventions in support of the policy over a prolonged 

period of time.  Archived curriculum documents shed light on the types of activities that 

my students were exposed to, and include samples of my own work, as well as samples of 

former students‟ work.  One section of this chapter provides a description of the types of 

documents that have been collected as evidence to illustrate the nature of the projects that 

were created in this specific case of school reform.  

 The third data set to be described in this section includes documents that provide 

evidence of the decisions that I made as a program coordinator and/or teacher-

researcher, that guided the direction that I took over time.  A number of pivotal factors 

influenced my thinking processes and subsequent actions.  The archived data in this data 

stream is a collection of historical files that includes meeting notes, memos, photographs, 

and journal diary entries.  Some of the archived data in this collection was generated by 

me, during periods of research and reflection, while other pieces of evidence that 

impacted my decision-making were collected from external sources throughout my field 

practice.  The evidence gathered for this data stream sheds light on numerous conflicts, 

concerns, issues, and problems of practice. It also describes successes that were 

experienced, barriers that presented themselves, and solutions that were created to 

overcome many problems.    



 

 

  242 

 The fourth data set consists of the partners’ interview responses, which were 

collected from community members who forged collaborative relationships with the K-12 

community, in order to develop or deliver the learning opportunities that were created for 

students in this specific case.  These adults from the professional science, technology, and 

business communities spoke to me at great length about their own perceptions of 

participation in the reform movement.  This section describes how the interviews were 

structured, as well as the processes that were used to recruit participants for this specific 

research activity.  The data collection strategies are described in sufficient detail to 

encourage other emerging teacher-researchers to follow similar protocols in future 

research projects.  The layers of data to be described are organized around the same 

themes that are suggested by complex change theory, as illustrated on the complex 

change matrix (Knoster, 1993; Ambrose, 1987) (see Table 1, on page 52).    

The fifth and final data set was derived from the responses to interview questions 

that were asked only of my former students.  The questions in the fifth data set were also 

developed and clustered to complement the variables described in Complex Change 

Theory.  An additional set of questions were asked, however, that could be directly 

related to the transition experiences that students had lived through, as they emerged out 

of the K-12 system, and entered society as young adults.  Students described in their own 

words what it was like to apply the lessons learned from participation in specific School-

to-Work programs and projects.  They also described difficulties encountered that might 

have been avoided, if additional curriculum or education had been provided.    

 



 

 

  243 

 Each of the five data streams described now provided the backdrop and structure 

for the analysis that takes place in the following chapters.  A number of activities that I 

created over time were mentioned frequently by the stakeholder participants in this study.  

The pieces of enacted curriculum that I assumed to be significant and/or of the most 

interest were not always the same ones that the other stakeholders mentioned or spoke 

about.  My own perceptions therefore stand out as being qualitatively different from those 

of people describing the same events from their own unique vantage points.  The data 

streams that were derived from interview responses are therefore interwoven into the 

analysis of the various curriculum interventions.  I have presented many of the stories in 

context, but to protect the identities of the people and places involved, some of the 

problems and situations needed to be presented out of context. 

There was more evidence collected than that which could be reasonably analyzed.  

A process of prioritization and elimination therefore took place, to cull the data streams 

into manageable chunks and strands of information.  A number of data pieces that might 

have provided interesting insights to this project were specifically excluded because the 

records were no longer accessible to me, once I left each school setting.  Student 

transcripts, individualized education plans, disciplinary referrals, police files, reports of 

child neglect or abuse, and certain financial statements, for example, are records that 

belong legally to the students, to their parents, and/or to the school districts involved.   To 

gain access to these files would have required me to petition each school district for the 

legal permission to do so, so I made the conscientious design decision to omit such data 

from this project.   
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(B) - Data Set 1 – The Intended Curriculum 

The goal behind gathering evidence for this first data stream was to ascertain the 

philosophical, educative, and ideological tenets of the reform movement, as articulated by 

the original policy writers, rather than other people in the field who have written about 

the topic.  In my experience the term “School-to-Work” had to be explained aloud to my 

colleagues, the students, their parents, employers, and members of the broader 

community with whom I have worked over the years.  I myself was confused on a 

number of the underlying assumptions that guided the original policy, because I was 

responding to curriculum development resources provided to me by the State of Arizona 

policy makers, who had already put their own interpretive spin on the federal policy, in 

the context of the expectations for school reform.   

Not only were some of the original goals of the federal policy missing in the State 

of Arizona curriculum development resource guides (which were provided to front-line 

implementers such as me), but corresponding funding mechanisms for many of the goals 

of the original policy were never provided here in Arizona.  Nonetheless, the curriculum 

projects that I created in support of my own state‟s expectations for instruction (as 

outlined in the Arizona guidelines for program development) can be shown to be 

articulated to specific federal guidelines that exist in the original legislative act.   

There are a number of gaps, however, if the federal policy is contrasted to the 

state policy, and/or to my own curriculum endeavors.  In other words, I was successful at 

developing learning activities that can be directly correlated to text found within the 

original national policy. There are some policy expectations, however, that I was not able 
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to meet, nor was I required to do so.  The structures of the original grant proposal that I 

submitted, when I first stepped up to the plate to volunteer to provide leadership in my 

own school district, allowed me to pilot certain aspects of the policy‟s intent, but did not 

require me to develop every recommended curriculum or program structure.  I was 

allowed to create what I could, but never required or responsible for implementing every 

recommendation for school improvement that was embedded within the written text of 

the legislative act. 

The policy, for example, supports the concept of the creation of career 

academies, which are specialized programs of studies that are designed around career 

pathways.  In a career academy, students are expected to take a series of courses that have 

been developed to provide specific career awareness information, and perhaps too, the 

associated technical instruction for meeting a specific occupational training goal.  To 

create a career academy, instructors must examine and work with existing school 

structures that guide students down a particular path or track, pointing them towards 

specific occupational goals.  While there are examples in the literatures of programs that 

were developed with the career academy model in mind, there is no such corresponding 

program described in this research project.  That is not a coincidence.  I am not 

describing an example of a career academy model, because I did not create one during 

my own practice.  At least one of the school districts in which I was employed did try to 

create career academies, but that social experiment took place after I left.  I do not 

personally have practical experience with developing such an instructional model, nor do 

I wholly agree with the idea of students committing to a career major so early in life. 
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The original federal legislative act itself (The School-to-Work Opportunities Act 

of 1994) is the first source of data to be used for this project.  The legislative act is 

available through the Library of Congress.  It was printed and archived as the first artifact 

that is used for this data set.  The legislative act is divided into numerous sections that 

were perused and analyzed for clues as to the philosophical tenets and educative or 

ideological goals of the federal policy.  Specific wording within the body of the written 

text is used as evidence to support my claims regarding the goals of the movement.  

Specific issues are drawn from the statements articulated in writing.  The issues are 

related to concepts such as the intended audience, the intended participants, the intended 

reform structures, the intended responsibilities, and the intended instructional goals.  

These phrases are distilled from this data source into a succinct list of written policy 

statements that represent what the policy makers believed should be taking place in 

classrooms funded by the reform initiative.  The discrete list of statements derived from 

the original policy has contributed to the first data set, which is called Data Set 1 - The 

Intended Curriculum. 

 

The second source of data that is utilized to illustrate the intent of the federal 

policy is a three-hundred page handbook, which represents the expectations for 

curriculum development that were articulated by state policy makers here in Arizona.  A 

copy of the book, which is entitled Arizona Work Based Learning – An Educator‟s Guide 

for K-12 and Beyond (Arizona Department of Education, 1996), was provided to local 

educational agencies that received any portion of the federal School-to-Work policy 
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funds.   The handbook is segmented into fifteen sections that provide written text that can 

be analyzed for clues that can contribute to the final analysis.  The book was intended as 

a resource for practitioners in the field who were attempting to create curriculum and 

program structures in support of the original policy.  The recommendations for school 

improvement that are articulated in the Arizona educator‟s guide are not necessarily the 

same recommendations that were adopted elsewhere in the union.  Nonetheless, they 

were influential in my own practice, so they stand as a source of evidence to the claims 

that I make, regarding the types of curriculum programs and projects that were 

encouraged in my own community. 

The third source of evidence that has been collected to represent the intended 

curriculum is the actual grant proposal that guided me through the initial phases of my 

involvement in the reform initiative.  The State of Arizona allowed local initiatives to be 

generated and supervised by county-wide partnerships that served a number of local 

educational agencies simultaneously.  I have archived a copy of the original Requests for 

Proposals (RFPs) that provided insights to the local expectations for program and project 

development, as well as the grant proposal that I submitted to support my own endeavors.  

Although each school setting in which I was employed sought and received the initial 

grant funds, I was only responsible for generating the grant proposal that was submitted 

for Setting A.  I am not speaking in this report about any projects that were developed by 

people in the other two school districts in which I was subsequently hired, because those 

projects were developed before I arrived there myself.   I did archive a copy of a local 

community source book that describes other projects that were funded locally. 
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The fourth source of data that is archived consists of local policy documents 

derived from each of the three settings in which I was employed.  I was hired to teach in 

three very different school districts.  Furthermore, I was assigned duties and 

responsibilities at each place that corresponded to expectations that changed over time in 

each place.  My professional trajectory took me through three separate school districts, 

but at distinctive historical phases of the policy‟s life-cycle.  In other words, the policy 

was enacted in 1994, but was subsequently translated by the State of Arizona, and then 

translated over and over again in each of the local settings where it was being 

implemented.   I have therefore gathered samples of course catalogs for the various 

schools I was assigned to, as well as copies of my own job descriptions and several local 

written policies that can be used to illustrate how the intent of the federal policy was 

interpreted differently in each place.  These documents can be compared and contrasted 

with each other, as well as with the original federal act and the State of Arizona‟s original 

educator‟s guide, to show the subtle differences that evolved over time. 

A fifth set of documents that is used to represent the intended curriculum are a 

number of state and federal standards for education in general.  These curriculum guides 

are meant to set the bar for instruction in the classroom.  They are not mandates for 

instruction, but they articulate instructional delivery goals that educators are encouraged 

to strive for, as exemplary practices or models for teaching.  These standards are written 

at the local, state, and national levels.  They are not necessarily congruent.  Districts are 

allowed to integrate state and federal standards into their local policies, but they are not 

mandated to do so.    
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There are a number of archived records that I own that reflect the normative 

arguments related to the intent of the policy that I either embraced or rejected.  These 

records take place in the form of articles on the topic that have not yet been discussed, 

because they were not empirical studies.  There are also a number of news clippings from 

local papers and specific trade magazines that I have collected over the course of my 

career which also illustrate the opinions held on the topic that I am speaking in favor of, 

or against, as I provide illustrative examples of the issues discussed, in the context of my 

own decisions and professional practice.  I have also collected articles and notes related 

to additional legislation that exists, which is frequently confused with the School-to-Work 

movement, so that I can provide a description of practices that were not intended to be 

funded through the original federal policy.  These notes are not exhaustive, but they 

provide a sampling of the normative arguments that have been made, both in praise of the 

reform initiative and in criticism of it. 

 The archived artifacts that have been gathered for this first data stream provided 

embedded textual clues for the analysis of the policy‟s intent.  Many of the artifacts are 

public records that can be retrieved from state and national databases.  Other artifacts, 

however, are privately owned, and have therefore been safeguarded in my own locked 

file drawers.  They can be perused by members of the data triangulation team upon 

written request during the member-check process.   Sensitive data sources will be 

archived in the university vaults for a period of three years following the acceptance of 

this dissertation for publication.   
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(C) - Data Set 2 – The Enacted Curriculum 

The second data set that was gathered for this project includes samples of actual 

curriculum materials and activities that were developed during my tenure at each of the 

three school settings to be described in this report.  The artifacts consist of a number of 

documents that represent the learning activities that qualify as being representative of the 

School-to-Work initiative, because each can be linked back to one or more of the 

philosophical tenets of the reform movement.  Each has been archived according to the 

setting in which it was developed, so the list is presented somewhat chronologically.  

Each of the sample curriculum endeavors has also been classified in terms of its key 

components, so that readers can recognize the difference between activities that are 

school-based, those that are work-based, and those that fall somewhere in-between. 

A number of archived documents exist that are protected by copyright law, and 

privately owned.  They are available to the professors in charge of my program of study, 

and all of the lessons have been witnessed by at least one person who is serving on either 

the data triangulation team, or who submitted interview responses related to participation 

in that activity.  I am not claiming that each of the activities to be described was equally 

well received by the students who were exposed to them, nor am I making any claims as 

to the quality or positive impact of the activities.  The people in this research project have 

contributed interview responses that hint to their perceptions of the quality of the 

curriculum I am describing.  I too had an opinion or two of my own that is shared on this 

concept.  What I am claiming, however, is that each of the curriculum interventions that 
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were developed were created with the intent of supporting one or more of the educative 

goals of the federal policy, as I understood it at the time.   

There are four specific types of activities that have been archived, along with 

corresponding samples of students‟ work that was created to document their 

understanding of the key concepts that were being taught.  The first type of curriculum 

activity was conducted in the classroom, using instructional tools familiar to most 

educators.  These activities are referred to by the original federal policy as school-based 

activities, with the expectation that they would be developed by school teachers, or 

collaboratively with teachers being guided by members of the employer community.  I 

am describing both models of curriculum development.  School-based activities are 

conducted on a school campus, within the confines of the regular school day.  In my case, 

all of the activities were conducted in mainstreamed classrooms, rather than in special 

education settings.  This is a function of my certification and licensure as an academic 

and vocational educator, rather than as a special education case manager. 

School-based activities that are associated with the School-to-Work movement 

must have three things in common.  First, they must address some aspect of the adult 

work world, whether it is linked to a specific occupation or not.  Second, they must be 

tied directly to one or more of the philosophical tenets of the reform movement, as 

articulated in the first data set.  Finally, each must be taught in the regular school setting 

by professional educators, rather than being taught on or off campus by non-educators.  

To classify each of the activities that is described herein, I am provide illustrative 

examples of the key components expected of each type of project, so that readers can 
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compare and contrast the structural elements of each school-based activity to the 

structural elements of the other three types of activities that are described as well.   

The archived artifacts that make up Data Set 2 - The Enacted Curriculum 

include actual lesson plans, activity guides, teacher-resource materials, and student 

worksheets that I developed myself.  Most of the evidence that has been gathered over 

time was structured in writing, so as to guide teachers to the critical elements under 

investigation.  The purpose of each activity is outlined in the actual curriculum 

documents, as well as the correlated state standards for academic and/or vocational 

education.  Many of the activities in the collection were written with the expectation that 

a number of content-area specialties would be integrated within the lesson plan.  In two 

of the three settings I was simultaneously expected to deliver science instruction to my 

students, so it is obvious that science education and School-to-Work education can and do 

overlap.  In the third setting, however, where science instruction was not part of my 

assigned teaching responsibilities, readers can perceive a number of social studies and 

mathematics concepts that were integrated into the various career-awareness activities 

that are described. 

There is not a single example of the enacted curriculum to be presented later (in 

Chapter 4.2) that was not witnessed by at least one of the people involved in this study.  I 

was frequently paid to develop curriculum activities and lesson plans for other teachers.  

Several of the teachers who were asked to deliver some of these lessons to their own 

students volunteered to describe their experiences in that regard.  They have provided 

feedback through their interview responses that can illustrate the benefits and 
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conundrums associated with this model of curriculum dissemination.  I too have learned a 

few tricks of the trade to make such an arrangement more likely to succeed in the field.  

The number one issue that is described in that context is the issue of pedagogical 

responsibility.  While I was the teacher who was paid to develop the lesson, I was not 

always then subsequently the teacher of legal record, paid to deliver the lessons myself.  

The boundaries of responsibility were therefore sometimes blurred. This topic is 

addressed frequently in the upcoming analysis.  

A great deal of the fourth chapter is devoted to describing the actual activities, so 

I am staving off the temptation to describe them in greater detail now.  What I am saying, 

however, is that the activities that have been archived reflect my own teaching biases, in 

terms of pedagogic style, academic interests, and technical expertise. They therefore 

reflect a unique set of curriculum interventions that other teachers might not be as excited 

to develop as I was.   I have a professional background, for instance, in water and 

wastewater technology.  My teaching licensure dovetails with that professional training 

and the paid work experiences that I enjoyed before entering the teaching profession.  

The lessons I developed for my students have therefore been influenced by these past 

associations.  There is a whole section of this book that unravels the interrelationships 

between my professional experiences and my teaching practice, as well as the impact of 

specific personal life experiences on my professional praxis.    

Another source of data for the enacted curriculum data set is based on learning 

activities that were developed and delivered specifically to provide exposure to the adult 

work world in an explorative sense, without the expectation for students to be employed 
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yet.  These activities are known as connecting activities, and are most frequently 

represented by field trips to adult work settings and guest-speaker forums that invite 

members of the employer community into the schools.  The data collected to represent 

this type of enacted curriculum is similar to that which was collected to describe school-

based activities, except for the inclusion of documentation related to the roles and 

responsibilities of the people involved in the collaborative effort.  

A specific type of connecting activity, called the authentic activity is unique in 

that it is designed to expose students to the same protocols, procedures, and investigative 

tools used by professionals in a given occupational field.  The fourth chapter describes a 

number of the authentic activities that I developed on my own, but it also includes a 

description of those activities which were developed in partnership with members of the 

greater community.  I frequently partnered with people who had an expertise that I 

lacked.  This was done so as to broaden the scope of educational activities for my 

students.  Some of the archived records in this regard are in the form of journal entries 

that I kept over the years.  I was trained professionally to keep a learning log of my own, 

a practice that I taught to many of my students.  It is a habit of mind that is recommended 

by proponents of the teacher-researcher movement, providing documentation of 

reflection about one‟s professional practice (Richardson, 1994; Pekarek, Krockover, & 

Shepardson, 1996).    I found it to be a useful tool for self-analysis, expression, and 

discovery. 

In addition to lesson plans and activities that were developed for the classroom, I 

have also gathered evidence to reflect the work-based activities that were created for my 
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students in direct response to the original federal policy.  In Setting A and Setting B I was 

assigned to create such learning activities, but the local expectations for student work 

experiences were constructed somewhat differently at each place.   I have therefore 

gathered documents that reflect how it was that students were recruited and placed in off-

campus settings, for which they earned school credit, a paycheck, or both.  I have also 

gathered a number of program documents that indicate how program structures differed 

in each setting, and why.   A number of documents exist in my files that describe the 

nature of the jobs to which my students were exposed, as well as the expectations for the 

students on the job.  This archived evidence is described gently in context, as specific 

situational dilemmas emerge from the various data sets.  It has also been used to provide 

evidence to my claims that there are numerous differences in interpretation of how and 

why the policy should be either supported or shunned. 

Another source of evidence for the claims I made regarding the enacted 

curriculum are a series of photographs that were taken in the field.  Each depicts students 

involved in one of the curriculum projects to be described herein.  While I cannot legally 

display the photographs in this dissertation, as I did not think in advance to ask the 

students for permission to do so, I have made the archived records available to the 

professors on the dissertation committee, as well as to members of the data triangulation 

team who provide written requests to access them with my direct supervision.  The 

photographs may not be reproduced or displayed in public, because they represent images 

of real people who were minors at the time that the photographs were taken.  Finally, I 

also have an archived copy of a video tape served as a program marketing tool. 
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(D) - Data Set 3 – The Praxis Statements 

The goal of the third data set is to provide evidence of the decisions I made in the 

course of translating the intent of the policy into the enacted curriculum.  The archived 

records that I have gathered for this data stream include a myriad of written documents 

such as snippets of news articles that stimulated my thoughts on the topic, lesson plans 

generated by other people, curriculum materials that were created in support of other 

educational initiatives, samples of letters that were written to me by my former students 

(either thanking me for my advice or chastising me for not providing more of it), and an 

assortment of physical artifacts that were useful to me during my practice.  A number of 

the archived data pieces for this data set, however, are not physically present, but are, 

instead, etched into my heart and soul.  These artifacts are recollections that are locked 

deep within my own brain‟s memory banks.   

To stimulate thought on my past praxis (the invisible process by which I made 

pivotal decisions or twists and turns in my professional practice) I kept a number of 

archived data sets that I am allowed legally to own, but not necessarily allowed to share.  

I served, for example, as a dedicated teacher in the public school system for a total of 

fifteen years.  Not all of those years, however, were devoted to the School-to-Work 

movement in Arizona.  The memories that I am describing are exclusively devoted to the 

ten years of my professional teaching practice that were focused on some aspect of the 

reform initiative.  The memories are described in Chapter 5.1 in a chronological sequence 

that follows the path of my own career awareness and development in the context of the 
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federal and state policies that drove me to become an active participant in the school-

improvement processes recommended by the law.   

The third data set is therefore comprised of a combination of tools that were 

collected specifically because they reminded me of pivotal experiences, including 

moments of crisis, in which I was forced to make difficult decisions in the front-lines of 

the School-to-Work battlefield.  The artifacts that are physical may not have any 

particular significance to other people who see them, touch them, or listen to them, but 

they do have significance to me, as the person in charge of the situation that they 

represent.  I have an old copy, for example, of the archived grade reports for each of the 

students ever assigned to me in the course of my field practice.  I am allowed to have 

these old grade reports, but I am not allowed legally to share their content specifically.  

The point is that I can use these tools to stimulate my memory, by simply reminding 

myself of who the students were in my classroom during any given year.  I confess that I 

do not remember every former student on these lists, but certain stories come to mind 

when I see the names of some of them.   

The complex change variables that are listed on the matrix provided in Chapter 1 

(See Table 1, on page 52) were also used in this report to generate a list of recollected 

memories, because the variables represent factors that were indeed influential in the 

context of my ability to recall past decisions.  For instance, if I look at the chart and see 

the word “resources” I think immediately of those that were lacking.  This is because 

such a situation occurred frequently, and it was always frustrating to me.  The bigger 

challenge, however, was to step back, look at the chart again, and try to imagine 
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examples from my practice when the resources were serendipitously present, so as to be 

able to describe the projects that could be created as a result. 

I have therefore generated a list of recollections that was derived from concerted 

reflection on my past communications, relationships, and other lived experiences in the 

context of my direct involvement in the reform movement.  These recollections are 

supported frequently with archived textual documents, but many also stand alone.  The 

actual stories that are told in Chapter 5.1 were distilled from stored memories as well as 

from reflection upon physical artifacts.  Each data source reminds me of the significant 

emotional and/or intellectual events that altered the course of my own trajectory, as well 

as the shape, size and flavor of the curriculum and program interventions that were 

created during my practice.  The list of pivotal experiences that is described in Chapter 

5.1 was distilled down to those that most clearly illustrated the key concepts that I wish to 

convey in this report.  Not every decision that I made in ten years is described, therefore, 

but rather only those that I believed to be the most significant and representative of the 

situational dilemmas that I was forced to reckon with. 

The danger of sharing such intimate thoughts is three-fold.  First, I expose some 

of the inner-workings of my mind, thereby opening myself up to criticism and/or to 

ridicule.  It is easy for other people to read about the situations that I faced alone, and to 

assume (in hindsight, and from a safely distanced stance) that they would have made 

better, wiser, or more informed decisions.  I acknowledge that in hindsight, I too can 

recognize where I might have done a better job.  But I am willing to expose my relative 

naiveté, ignorance, or just plain folly, for the sake of illustrating the types of situations 
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that developed in the course of my practice, and how it was that I made the decisions that 

I made at the time, whether they are judged now to be good or bad ones.  The decisions 

are behind me, and the praxis statements indicate my thinking processes at the time, not 

necessarily the thinking on the topic that I possess currently. 

The second danger inherent in including this data stream for analysis is that I 

reveal to the world some activities that were not well received, which is emotionally 

difficult to do.  My luck on the subject changed over the course of my career.  In some 

places I was heralded as a heroine of sorts, receiving public accolades for my work.  In 

other places I was demonized for representing changes that were not welcome, despite 

the invitation to come and pilot some of my ideas.  In each place of employment I had my 

fans and supporters, but I also had detractors, critics, and even enemies.  The role of 

change agent is a difficult one.  The very same activities may have been accepted as an 

improvement over the old way of doing things in one setting, and then condemned 

elsewhere for being heretical.  Nonetheless, I am sharing some stories of my field 

practice that illustrate how, where, and (sometimes) why my endeavors were considered 

to be successes in certain climates, and failures in others.  

The pieces of evidence gathered to represent my praxis over time are used to 

support the claims I make about the pivotal decisions that I made personally, and not 

those made by others who crossed my path during the course of my career.  The third 

danger of sharing them is that they may not be believed.  I have presented each action 

that I took and the reasoning processes used to choose the course taken.  I am making no 

apologies, nor have I confessed all sins.   
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(E) - Data Set 4 – Community Partner Interviews 

 The goal of including stakeholders‟ voices in this case study of school reform was 

to ascertain how and why they participated in the specific learning opportunities that 

were created for students, but also to learn from them how the curriculum activities were 

perceived, in terms of potential benefit or harm to students in the long run.  It is rare for 

citizens to be directly involved in the development of curriculum activities for the 

classroom.  In my own professional practice I had worked with community-based 

committees in other aspects of school improvement processes, but never before I had 

developed formal partnerships with the employer community. 

My experience was limited in the past to developing relationships with members 

of the scientific community in the context of securing external grant funds.  The sources 

for these mini-grants did not require or expect that a member of the scientific community 

would actually come into my classroom space in order for me to generate curriculum 

projects that were sanctioned by the granting agency.  The expectation of the federal 

STW policy, however, was quite unique in that regard, and the expectation was clearly 

articulated that members of professional business, industry, and employer domains were 

to be pro-actively recruited for direct involvement in curriculum development. 

So, while I had practical experience in developing off-site relationships with a 

number of people in the greater community, most of that experience was with citizens 

that were retired from the workforce, or the parents, grandparents and relations of 

children still in the public school system.  These people had frequently volunteered to 

help the schools or individual classrooms by serving in an advisory capacity on short-
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term projects that did not require extensive or long-term commitments.  Community 

members frequently assisted educators in the organizational tasks associated with science 

fairs, fund-raising, textbook adoptions, parent-teacher associations, and site-based 

management teams.   

Those events, however, were rarely (if ever) attended by members of the 

employer community.  Before the School-to-Work reform movement had emerged over 

the horizon, I had already served on a number of community-based partnership teams, 

and only one was related to curriculum development, specifically the development of a 

human sexuality curriculum for middle school boys and girls.  That experience, however, 

was attended by parents, members of the faith-based community with an interest in the 

moral development of the children, and members of the health community, including 

health practitioners who were also parents of the students that I taught.  Government 

agents assisted in that project too, representing the Pima County Health Department.  

Nobody on that committee, however, had a direct interest in employing students, given 

their ages.  

The School-to-Work policy was therefore unique, in that it invited members of the 

active employer community (as well as retirees) to join forces with the school, in order to 

improve the curriculum.  Until the School-to-Work initiative crossed my personal path, I 

had rarely included members of professional business or industry circles in the 

development of learning activities for my students.  I might have entertained a guest 

speaker or two, but even the field trips that I had organized in the past did not include a 

career-oriented instructional bent.   



 

 

  262 

The number of people who responded to me in this project was smaller than I 

anticipated, but they each provided detailed accounts of why they themselves agreed to 

participate in both the reform movement, as well as in this research study.  Complex 

Change Theory accounts for the motivational objectives of participants in organizational 

change processes (Ambrose, 1987).  Many of the interview questions were therefore 

designed specifically to attempt to elicit responses that would describe the emotional 

attachments that people had, to participation in the School-to-Work movement.  If those 

interviewed were not personally aware of the reform movement before their decision to 

participate in a particular program or project, then I also sought to learn about the 

concerns that motivated them to participate. 

Caring individuals were exposed to the realities of working directly with under-

aged youth.  Many have expressed that their participation in the reform movement made 

them more aware of the constraints that educators are working under.  Not only have they 

discussed their relationships with my students, but they also described a number of 

pivotal events that allowed them to grow in awareness, about how the public schools 

have changed over the years, since they too were students in the past.  A number of 

respondents spoke openly about the need for additional changes to occur, in order for 

students to be better prepared to step immediately out of their high school environment, 

and to assume a more adult role, with corresponding layers of additional personal 

responsibility.   
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Although I had a considerable number of conversations with people involved in 

my programs and projects over the years, and had gleaned in a general sense what it was 

that some of them were looking for, I never attempted before now to document those 

conversations in a formal manner, which is the expectation for professional research.  I 

therefore had an intuitive grasp of why people in the community came forward to assist 

with the development of learning activities for secondary students.  This dissertation 

represents the first real attempt at analyzing the motivation and levels of participation that 

occurred.   

The last two data streams that were collected for this project are analyzed 

somewhat differently than the first three.  That is because they rely heavily upon 

conversations that took place privately and that were structured specifically to glean the 

importance or significance of past events in these peoples‟ lives. Without asking the 

participants in this research project directly, to answer that one question, and without 

giving them the time and opportunity to ponder and reflect themselves on the meaning 

they each attached to participation in specific elements of the reform moment, this study 

would have lacked an important dimension that has the greatest potential to guide my 

further curriculum development activities.   

I therefore made the conscientious design decision to go backwards, and to seek 

the responses of people with whom I had partnered in the past on any of the curriculum 

that was enacted during my tenure.  This required that I first make a list of each 

curriculum endeavor, and then a corresponding list of the people with whom I had 

worked on each project.  The list was long.  I therefore made the decision to prioritize the 
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list, so that it only included those people with whom I had worked over a prolonged 

period of time.  Although my practice sometimes overlapped with the practices of other 

educators, requiring me at times to supervise the development of partnerships for their 

projects, none of those relationships are described herein, because they were not ones that 

I personally fostered for my own educative goals.  

The following paragraphs describe the process by which I gathered the 

information that now makes up Data Set 4 – Community Partner Interviews.  The 

processes that were undertaken to accomplish this task were guided by the nature of the 

inquiry.  There are numerous books written on the subject of conducting formal 

interviews for a qualitative research study such as this one, but I was guided primarily by 

three specific textbooks on the topic.   

The first describes the process of gathering interview data in general, and it 

included instructions about how to modulate the tone of the experience for both the 

researcher and the people being researched.  The guidebook promised to deliver a 

deliberate and structured approach to collecting responses from individuals who were 

willing to divulge some of their own deep reflections or recollections of past social 

events.  It provided me with both theoretical and practical advice on how to design a 

research project such as this one, which would include in-depth interviews of people who 

varied in age, social status, life experience, education, and cultural values.  The specific 

protocols that I am describing below hail from this first volume, which is entitled 

Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).   
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The second book that guided the collection of interview responses for this project 

was significant because it added an additional layer for me to consider, as I learned from 

trial and error how best to construct the actual interview tools and associated protocols.  

The book, entitled Interviewing in Depth: The Interactive-Relational Approach (Chirban, 

1996) was useful because it reminded me of the additional layers of responsibility that I 

carry when I transform the relationships of the past into a current relationship that is no 

longer egalitarian, because I am the person guiding the agenda of the research project.  

The book gently reminded me to consider, for example, the power dynamic that results 

when I am no longer working with these people in a collaborative partnership, but am 

now in a sense, drawing or extracting from them a resource that I am have control over, 

in terms of its future value or use. Some have described the research process as 

potentially exploitive (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  

This is a relationship dynamic that I was cautioned to avoid.  

The third book that significantly guided the interview phases of this case study 

was written by Max Van Manen, a prominent educational researcher who writes about 

the pedagogic responsibility of people who choose to take a phenomenological approach 

to a topic of investigation.  His book, entitled, Researching Lived Experience: Human 

Science for an Action-Sensitive Pedagogy (Van Manen, 1990), revealed to me the need 

to hold-off on structuring formal interview protocols until some of the conversations that 

I hoped for had been piloted first.  There were three or four failed attempts in the process 

of developing the final interview protocols, because I had to learn the art of listening.   
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The human science approach is to conduct a long interview, to allow the 

respondents to describe significant events associated with the phenomenon of 

investigation in their own words, without being forcibly guided towards short answers or 

anticipated responses.  The process involves asking questions that are open-ended enough 

that the respondents have the opportunity to explicate on the significance of the past 

events, and to choose for themselves the structure by which their internal insights are to 

be revealed.  That means that there is an element to the phenomenological interview 

structure that allows the person who is being interviewed to answer the question in a 

manner that reveals the internal significance attached to the event. 

This historical case study was not initially proposed to include in-depth interviews 

of a phenomenological nature.  The addition of this layer of analysis was added only 

recently, after listening to several formal conversations that were piloted with the hope of 

gleaning information that was beyond my own perception.  The pilot investigations, 

while somewhat clumsy in the beginning, allowed me to hone my listening skills to the 

point that I realized just how powerful this layer of data could be.  I therefore sought 

permission from my own university‟s human subjects department to include such a data 

layer, if I could successfully find any of my former students, their parents, my own 

professional colleagues, and / or members of the professional business and employer 

communities with whom I had worked in the past.  

 In the process, I developed a new interview protocol for each of the stakeholder 

groups herein (see Appendix B and Appendix C).  The protocols were designed around 

the complex change variables, to allow me a starting structure for the subsequent analysis 
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of the interview data.  The protocols were significantly flexible, however, to allow those 

participating in the interview phase of this project to go above and beyond the initial 20-

25 questions, and to extrapolate their thinking on the topic once the interview had 

concluded.  What I mean by that is that each person in this study was given a copy of the 

research questions in advance, so that they could ponder quietly on their own about how 

they would answer each question.  They were also pro-actively counseled to consider the 

meaning of participation in the reform movement, and to imagine situations or events that 

were particularly meaningful, and to be prepared to describe how and why that was the 

case.  Once the interview had been conducted in person, and a transcribed copy had been 

offered back to each respondent, the participants were further encouraged to reflect upon 

their initial responses, and to provide additional insights later, if more came to mind once 

they saw their responses in writing, and in hindsight.  For this reason, the project was 

delayed for publication, so that each person in the study could reflect more deeply on 

their initial responses, before signing-off that they had contributed as much information 

as they cared to provide.   

The methods that were applied to the collection of interview data were the same 

for both the fourth data set and the fifth one.  They have been outlined herein, so that 

readers can understand the process that took place and the resulting pool of people who 

came forward to tell their stories out loud.  First is the process by which the people in this 

study were recruited for participation.  This is called the sampling technique.  In this 

case I used a purposeful and targeted strategy, rather than relying on one that was more 

random.  I selected people for participation because they had been involved in the past in 
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one or more of the curriculum strategies that I developed in support of the School-to-

Work movement, whether I was in a paid position to do so or not.  That meant that I had 

to first identify those curriculum events that would be discussed herein, and track 

backwards, to see if I could find anybody who might have been exposed to those 

curriculum events that would be willing to speak about them in hindsight. 

I am describing the curriculum interventions that I created during my professional 

practice, but only those that were conducted in support of the School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act of 1994.  That means that these curriculum activities span from 1996 

to 2007.   During that time period I worked for three separate school districts 

consecutively.  There were short breaks between teaching contracts that allowed me to 

delve into the research literatures on the topic, and to complete the necessary coursework 

that qualified me to design and conduct both the pilot projects to be described herein, and 

the final research project that comprises the dissertation.   

The first step taken was to attempt to locate and contact people who had been 

involved in my projects in the past.  The list was long, consisting of nearly a thousand 

individual citizens.  I managed to cull this list down to include only those people who had 

worked with me on more than one occasion, and who could still be located using 

conventional means.  Those who could not be located, because they had moved or 

because they were not listed in the local telephone directory, were not included in this 

project.   Table 3, below, summarizes the response rates between the original 

stakeholders that were invited, and those who agreed to be interviewed. 
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Table 3 

Original Stakeholders Invited - Population and Sample 

 

Stakeholders Groups
Population 

Invited

Sample 

Interviewed

Community Partners & Employers 28 14

School-District Administrators 15 8

Licensed Classroom Teachers 19 10

Former Students (over age 18) 188 23

Total Number of Citzens Involved 250 55
 

I therefore sent letters to two-hundred and fifty people who had participated in the 

enacted curriculum projects that are described in this book.  The first stakeholders to be 

invited to participate in the interview phase of this research project are the people who 

agreed to partner with me in program or curriculum development, including the creation 

of both school-based instructional events and work-based learning opportunities.   

Each participated in the design or delivery of two or more of the activities that are 

described herein.  What they have in common is that none of them were licensed 

professional educators in the K-12 system.  They therefore represent the interests of the 

wider employer and business communities, even if they did not personally hire or 

supervise a student in the workforce.  There were a total of twenty-eight business partners 

who were located and invited to this research project.  Other former participants could 

not be reached, because they had moved on.  Some had retired, some had moved out of 

state, and in some cases, the business itself had closed down.   
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Nonetheless, fourteen of the twenty-eight former School-to-Work partners who 

were invited to this project did agree to be interviewed, representing a response rate of 

approximately forty-six percent.  Some had served in consultative roles during 

curriculum, program, and project development.  Others served in a mentorship role, 

agreeing to share their particular expertise with small groups of students.  Some also 

helped to secure supplies and materials for the various curriculum projects or helped 

students search for scholarships and job leads.  There were, however, eight former 

business partners who had actually hired or supervised students in work-based learning 

projects, including both paid and unpaid internships.  These people served either as a 

direct supervisor to student technicians in the field, or as the chief executive officer for 

the company with whom I partnered.  The non-educators in this project represent a 

myriad of career interests.  Eight of these people have agreed to serve on the data 

triangulation team, and all eight contributed insights to the final conclusions drawn. 

I also mailed invitations to fifteen school-district administrators with whom I had 

worked on more than one occasion, in the context of developing infrastructure for the 

School-to-Work programs and projects that I had created.  Some had been my direct 

supervisors, while others had served in an advisory capacity, as we worked through 

various conundrums related to policies, discipline, and school finance.  Their interview 

responses, however, indicated that they had only a peripheral role in the development of 

actual curriculum and program interventions.  While their insights did provide 

unanticipated layers of data that could be analyzed in the future, their responses did not 

yield any new findings that were found to be useful in this particular volume.    I 
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therefore made the design decision to remove their interview data from this project, with 

the plan of analyzing that distinctive data set in the near future.  Two school 

administrators, however, agreed to triangulate Data Set 2, so as to corroborate both the 

employment situations under which I had been hired and the accomplishments listed as 

the enacted curriculum.     

Another group of stakeholders that were invited to participate in the interviews 

were my former colleagues in the ranks of the teaching profession.  Most were either 

academic or vocational classroom teachers from a variety of content-area specialties.  

Others were case managers, familiar with the requirements for special education and/or 

disabled students, and one was a school counselor.  They are representative of all three 

school settings.  None of the teachers, however, were revealing information that I myself 

have not revealed personally.  I made the deliberate design decision, therefore, to defer 

any analysis of this distinctive data set.    The final tally of interview respondents is 

therefore presented in Table 4, below: 

Table 4 

Actual Interview Participants – Population and Sample 

 

Data Sets Stakeholders Interviewed
Population 

Invited

Sample 

Interviewed

Data Set 4 Community Partners & Employers 28 14

Data Set 5 Former Students (over age 18) 188 23

TOTAL Number of Citzens Involved 216 37
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(F) - Data Set 5 – Student Interviews 

The remaining invitations for this research project were extended to one-hundred 

and eighty-eight of my former students.  Half of the invitations sent to them were 

returned, with no forwarding address. This indicated that families tend to move-on 

(perhaps down-sizing) after their children leave the familial home.  The female students 

were particularly difficult to locate, given the tendency for females who marry to take on 

a new surname.  A total of twenty-four former students agreed to be interviewed for this 

project.  This represents a response rate of approximately thirteen percent.  Nine of the 

twenty-four former students served on the data-triangulation team, but only two (one 

male, and one female) contributed directly to the final conclusions that were drawn in 

Chapter 6. 

The original research design included a similar set of invitations that were sent to 

the parents of the former students who had been located for this project.  Their interview 

responses, however, revealed several unanticipated conflicts of interest.  The design 

decision was made, therefore, to remove the parent interviews from this project 

altogether, and to prioritize the data analysis tasks in favor of hearing from students‟ 

voices.  They were, after all, the direct participants in the STW learning opportunities 

described herein, and had first-hand transition experiences that might have been impacted 

by those curriculum interventions.    

The goal of the final data set was to learn directly from former students if their 

participation in the reform movement had been significant in the long-run, in terms of 

their ability to make decisions related to employment and schooling after high school 
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graduation.  All of the people who agreed to be interviewed were over the age of legal 

majority, with full rights of citizenship and the legal capacity to speak on their own 

behalf.  Although some students are physically disabled, none are considered to be 

cognitively impaired.   All students were willing to speak about one or more of the 

enacted curriculum activities that comprise this case study.   

Some of the students were eager and enthusiastic, while others were a bit reticent.  

They indicated that the transition process had been much more difficult than any of us 

had anticipated, and not all were willing to share the nature of the difficulties.  For that 

reason we established the agreement that they could discuss their experiences in high 

school, and not speak about their transitions thereafter.  The interviews were therefore 

slightly longer for students who were willing to discuss their post-secondary life 

experiences with me in any detail.  Not all of the students in this project chose to include 

specific details about their personal lives after high school, but those who did so, were 

quite frank with me about the curriculum interventions that seemed to work, as well as 

those that did not. 

The number of transition stories that are told herein may therefore have a bias in 

favor of „happily-ever-after‟ scenarios, because those students whose experiences were 

negative were less likely to agree to my request to document the experience.  

Nonetheless, none of the experiences described to me, whether documented or not, 

represent such tragic conclusions that I was discouraged.  What I heard instead were 

instances in which the students described problem-solving strategies that I could learn 

from.   
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Section 3.3 – Data Analysis 

(A) - Tools for Analysis 

 The five data streams that were collected for this research project are analyzed 

separately first, and then compared and contrasted with each other, to see if any 

significant patterns or themes are noticed within and across the data sets.  Each data set 

potentially holds clues that can help to answer the research question.  The goal is to 

identify factors that impacted my ability to create learning opportunities in support of the 

School-to-Work reform movement.  Each data set has undergone an initial analysis that 

was designed specifically to fit the nature of the data, and to reach the goals established 

for that distinctive data set.  These initial analysis processes are described in the essays 

below.   

Each data set is examined in a slightly differently manner in the initial analysis, 

due to the nature of the archived artifacts that were studied.  For the purposes of this 

study, however, all of the data sets are translated into text files, including the auditory 

records of the human conversations that took place during the interview phases of this 

project.  The data sets were then processed, using a specific type of text analysis, tailored 

to search for the key elements anticipated to be hidden within the specific data streams.  

Once each data was organized and aligned appropriately, the next step was to determine 

how they compared and contrasted to each other. 

The primary tool that was utilized to strengthen the analysis of each data set is the 

Managing Complex Change matrix, which was introduced to readers in Chapter 1 (see 

Table 1, on page 52).  The tool allows investigators to comb and sift through a tangled 
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web of variables that are presumed to be potentially influential, in terms of facilitating or 

thwarting complex change endeavors within organizations.  The format and structure of 

the matrix provides a mechanism by which the various data streams can be organized 

more efficiently.  The tool allows for the analysis of many strands or layers of 

information that can be depicted in tabular or chart form.  This feature allows the 

information distilled from each data set to be more easily compared and contrasted across 

the various data sets.   

I first used the chart during my tenure as a systems analyst, when I worked for the 

IBM Corporation in the World-Trade Scheduling offices of a local manufacturing facility 

here in Arizona.  I used it again, later, when I was attempting to integrate other 

curriculum development activities related to my master‟s degree emphasis in 

environmental education.  The chart was developed for use in industrial settings and 

adapted later for use in other practical settings, including the K-12 public school system 

(Villa & Thousand, 2000).   The chart is based on a long history of scientific research 

related to the ways in which innovation is integrated into existing social architectures, 

processes which have been documented by a number of researchers (Huberman & Miles, 

1984; Ambrose, 1987; Beckhard & Harris, 1987; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Amado & 

Ambrose, 2001; Olson & Eoyang, 2001; Fullan, 2007).  The chart is based on 

observations that have been conducted over the years, related to the variables that have 

been observed to be influential in either facilitating a proposed change within 

organizations, or that are presumed to be necessary for change to occur.   
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The chart provides single-word variables that can be used as clues to guide 

analysts through data that is related to a complex change process or complex innovation.  

In this case study, the integration of School-to-Work philosophies into existing school 

structures (with the goal of reforming educational practice) is the complex change 

process that is discussed.   The matrix uses terms recognized by complex change theorists 

to be representative of conditions within an organization that will either help or hinder the 

integration of new ideas or programs into the social architecture of existing 

organizational structures.  Underlying the chart is the theoretical concept that humans 

within an organizational system are likely to make decisions related to changes that are 

being introduced, based on the availability of certain conditions within the system.  If 

those conditions are lacking, it is presumed, then, that the innovation is difficult to 

integrate, and that change may be delayed or thwarted altogether.  Innovators that are 

aware of these factors can be on the look-out for evidence that suggests where a proposed 

change may be running into complications.    

The chart can be used in a number of ways.  I have chosen to use it to organize the 

data that I have collected, so as to distill key bits of information out of my data streams, 

specifically the variables that are mentioned in the chart.  This allows me the opportunity 

to see if any of the structures that existed during the course of my tenure were particularly 

facilitative or, perhaps, the opposite.  Once each of the data streams was analyzed with 

this focus in mind, I reversed my thinking, and try to recollect instances in which I 

experienced an emotional reaction in the field that would classify as one of the 

operationally defined pivotal signals to be looking and listening for.  In other words, the 
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words that exist within the complex change matrix, if reflected upon, may stimulate 

thoughtful connections between the data at hand, and the theoretical implications that the 

chart represents. 

The chart, therefore, is used to scrutinize each data set twice.  The first pass 

focuses on the five operating conditions (Vision, Skills, Incentives, Resources, and 

Action Plan) that are assumed to be necessary for change within an organization to occur. 

These variables run horizontally across the first row of the chart.  If any are missing, the 

complex change process is expected to be thwarted, resulting in one or more of the 

outcome variables (Confusion, Anxiety, Gradual Change, Frustration, or False Starts), 

which are listed vertically in the final column of the chart.  The process begins with the 

first data stream (the intended curriculum) and it continues until all five data streams have 

been analyzed for their distinctions.   The interview protocols were designed around 

complex change theory, and have been structured so that the questions were clustered 

into pre-designated categories that are aligned to both the operating conditions and the 

outcomes variables.   Once the existing data has been analyzed in this fashion, the data 

that can be explained by complex change theory is segregated and interpreted in that 

light.  The additional data still remaining is then re-examined, this time using a more 

discovery-oriented approach, to search for patterns or themes that were not noticed in the 

previous phase of analysis, or explained by the Managing Complex Change matrix.   

Once the various data streams had been analyzed, the results were synthesized into a final 

report that was presented to the data triangulation team for review and revision.   
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(B) - Policy Analysis 

The opportunity structures that exist within the School-to-Work Opportunities Act 

of 1994 are the first ones described and analyzed in this project.  Wording within the text 

of the original federal policy is coded and analyzed, using the primary variables 

associated with complex change theory, specifically those that speak to the assumed 

operating conditions that must be in place for a complex change process to be successful.  

The School-to-Work reform initiative was an opportunities act, meaning that it was 

intended to provide new opportunities for segments of the population that may not have 

had these opportunities in the past.  It was segmented into three or four primary sections 

that can be established as the key organizational structure of the law.  

Embedded within the archived text document are a number of written statements 

that can be analyzed in terms of their purported educative goals.  Certain phrases stand 

out from others on the page, because they contain language that most Americans would 

recognize as purporting values that are long-standing in the American cultural tradition. 

These values are associated with a democratic government in which citizens have certain 

rights and freedoms protected by our laws.  Our laws are derived from a long-standing 

cultural commitment to the values that are espoused in certain historical documents, 

including our rights to free speech, the right to govern ourselves, and the right to lead 

purposeful lives, with the corresponding right and freedom to choose our own destinies.   

The original federal policy is therefore described and analyzed as the first 

embedded unit of analysis for this historical case study.  The policy is scrutinized for 

words that indicate the policy‟s intent, in terms of the people whom it is striving to 
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support and the educative objectives that are hoped for, as learning opportunities are 

structured to support the goals of the law.  The policy itself has not been analyzed in 

terms of its historical roots, but rather its verifiable written instructions to those of us who 

agreed to accept any portion of the grant funds provided by the act, so as to make changes 

within our own educational settings.  The policy makers articulated their goals in writing, 

so I am using their words to reconstruct the ideals that they depicted via the sentences 

written, some of which provide direct and visible evidence of their intent. 

Once the original policy was been analyzed, I used a similar methodology to 

analyze the documents that were provided to educators in the State of Arizona when the 

initial grant funds were made available to local partnerships through a competitive 

bidding process.  Written guidelines for educators were scrutinized for clues that 

indicated how and where the federal guidelines were followed, as well as where they may 

have been either dismissed or altered.  Once the state and federal policy documents had 

been compared and contrasted to each other, a list of policy expectations for educators 

was distilled, so that it could be used as a point of reference during subsequent layers of 

analysis that were planned herein.  The policy expectations therefore represent the vision 

for the reform movement, as it was presented in writing to educators in the State of 

Arizona when the policy was first introduced here.  The vision for the reform movement 

was then described, in terms of the law‟s educative, moral, and ideological objectives.  

The vision that the policy makers had for the reform movement could then be compared 

and contrasted to the vision for local curriculum activities in this specific case study. 
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The same policies were then analyzed to see if any of the written text described 

specific skills that were expected of participants in the reform movement.  Given that this 

study is interested in learning about factors that influenced local curriculum design 

endeavors, I was interested to learn if the policy makers made any references to the types 

of skills that they hoped would be learned by students, or contributed by participants in 

the reform. Curriculum development, for example, is a complex change process that 

requires specific knowledge and technical expertise to accomplish.  Curriculum 

development skills are ones that I brought to the table.  I was curious to see if the policy 

makers mentioned or listed specific skills that they expected from teachers, students, or 

business partners.  If so, the goal was to list and describe what the policy makers 

recognized to be critical skills for participants.   

The various policy documents were also scrutinized for evidence that depicted the 

incentives built into the text that would foster initial participation in the reform, as well as 

motivation to sustain involvement over a prolonged period of time.  Curriculum and 

program development are arduous processes that require a considerable amount of time, 

effort, and energy.  The original federal grant offered seed money to local initiatives, 

providing an economic incentive to stimulate initial involvement.  I was curious to study 

the federal policy more carefully, to see if there were other incentive structures 

(economic or psychological) that were included in the written text of the legislative act.   

The specific resources provided were another variable that I was particularly 

interested in learning about.  The policies were therefore scrutinized to see if they made 

mention of financial resources, and if so, to what extent.  The policies were scrutinized to 
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determine the total federal and state budgets that were allocated to the reform movement, 

as well as to identify any other resources that were committed to the reform initiative that 

are mentioned specifically in the policy documents. 

Finally, the expectations for local implementers (as opposed to those that outline 

the duties of state-level participants) were studied, with the goal of determining the 

specific action plans specified, as educators and business partners prepared to work 

together to transform the policy‟s recommendations into real-world activities for 

students.  The types of curriculum interventions that were recommended were my 

primary concern, but I was also curious to see if the policy documents made specific 

recommendations beyond the mere suggestion to change what was currently in place.    

The result of this policy analysis is a succinct list of policy expectations for 

educators and business people who agreed, upon receipt of the grant funds, to develop 

and pilot learning opportunities for the reform movement.  My focus is on analyzing the 

original policy documents that guided my own practice initially.  This provides the 

starting point from which the historical case study can develop.  The intended curriculum, 

as espoused here in Arizona, can then be presented, using complex change theory as the 

organizational framework for subsequent layers of analysis.  Subsequent iterations of the 

reform movement that occurred thereafter were not described in this section, because 

they did not influence my initial curriculum development endeavors.  Subsequent policies 

are described in their historical context, later in this dissertation, when I reveal how and 

why I encountered them, as well as how and why they influenced my curriculum projects, 

after the sunset date of the original policy.   
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(C) - Curriculum Analysis 

The second embedded unit of analysis required me to scrutinize the various 

curriculum interventions that were created during my practice, for their elemental 

components, so that each one could be identified and classified by its internal structure.  

The goal was to distill a list of curriculum interventions that were created in each of the 

three school districts in which I was employed over the extended period of time in which 

I was involved in the School-to-Work initiative.  The activities are described in the 

context of their purpose, population served, educative goals, and primary learning 

activities.  None is described in sufficient detail to provide a complete lesson plan.  Those 

pages are reserved for a subsequent volume of text, to be published later.  The activities 

are, however, described in enough detail for readers to be able to get the gist of each 

project.  The projects are then charted on a one-page matrix for each of the school-

settings, to provide a visual organizer for this data stream. 

This chart lists each event or activity that took place, and provides a 

corresponding column that correlates the activity to one or more of the philosophical 

goals of the reform movement that were distilled from the various policy pieces in the 

first layer of analysis.  None of the activities are analyzed further in this section.  The 

goal of this embedded unit of analysis is simply to describe how each activity can be 

recognized, as being either school-based, work-based, and/or a connecting activity, as 

well as to depict, in tabular form, how and why each curriculum intervention qualifies as 

a School-to-Work activity, based on its connection to one or more of the identified goals 

of the initiative.  The second layer of analysis is conducted to show the scope and 
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sequence of the various projects, thereby illustrating the boundaries of the historical case.  

The list of activities provides an additional dimension to the structure of the case.    

The policy expectations, having been compared to the list of enacted curriculum 

activities, were then contrasted to them, to see where gaps may be evident.  If there were 

recommendations in the policy for curriculum development that were not applied in my 

own practice, I identified them, and explained why that was.  The managing complex 

change matrix was used as the first tool to conduct the gap analysis, but I also identified 

additional reasons for the gap.  I have described candidly why the decisions were made to 

create the specific projects that are described, as well as the rationale for ignoring some 

of the policy expectations. 

The list of the gaps between the intended and the enacted curriculum provides the 

first real glimpse into the power that local educators have, in terms of influencing the 

direction of educational opportunities provided in classrooms across America.  The 

learning opportunities that I created were designed with specific educative intent.  Not all 

of them were perceived by the stakeholders in this group in the same light that I saw them 

in.  This is to be expected, given that I was the person in charge of the curricular agenda 

that drove these activities.  What is apparent in the next layer of analysis is the extent to 

which I was influenced by a number of factors, some of which may have been visible to 

other people and some that were not.  The second layer of analysis provides the overall 

chronological structure to the narratives that follow in the next two embedded units of 

analysis, each of which depend upon the recollection and description of lived experiences 

by those of us who were present at the time.    



 

 

  284 

(D) - Reflective Narrative Analysis 

The first two data strands (the intended and the enacted curriculum) consisted of 

numerous statements that were derived from historical documents, which were presented 

in textual form, so as to describe various elements of the case in point.  The last three data 

sets are also presented in text form, but they represent much more than simply words on a 

page.  The comments were derived from first-person accounts of actual lived experiences 

of those of us who not only participated in the reform movement, but who also had the 

opportunity to reflect on our past participation, with the express goal of being able to 

describe to others what that experience meant or signified to each of us.   

The data that was collected from these past lived experiences is qualitatively very 

different than the data that was collected from the historical documents.   The last three 

data sets are derived from the perceptions of human beings.  Data-sets that describe 

human awareness or elements of consciousness can be transcribed into written text, but 

the whole point of gathering narrative data was to capture the inner workings of the 

human mind and spirit, forces that are invisible until they are elicited pro-actively.  

Narrative data streams therefore require a different strategy for analysis, one that can link 

human decisions, thoughts, and beliefs to courses of action that were taken in a particular 

circumstance or historical happening.   

The purpose of the reflective or reflexive analysis that is applied to these 

narrative data sets, therefore, is to find out what the people in the study (including me) 

thought about their past involvement in specific aspects of the reform movement, and 

why they thought what they did.  The goal was not so much to ascertain whether or not 
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any specific activity was judged to be „successful‟ (or perhaps a „failure‟), but rather to 

ascertain the qualities of the lived experiences with the enacted curriculum that were 

memorable, significant, meaningful and/or poignant, so that these qualities could be 

investigated further.  The point was to explore variables associated with human decision-

making that might provide answers to the research question.  

The narrative inquiry approach relies upon dictated stories that are intended to 

reveal the meaning that critical life experiences and events had on the person who is 

telling the story.  The data that was collected for this case study was gathered from 

participants many years after they were actually involved in the specific events that are 

described herein.  That meant that participants in this study had time, both before they 

were invited to be in the research project, as well as afterwards, to think deeply upon their 

past experiences in the context of School-to-Work, so as to make sense of them 

personally.  What they remembered or recollected in the interview process is significant, 

in that certain memories surfaced and not others.  Each story, therefore, reflects meaning 

and significance to the teller.   

The reference points that will be studied in the reflective analysis that follows, are 

the key lived experiences and critical events that appear in the original story that I tell, as 

well as those stories that were told by the other stakeholder participants.   

 “Stories allow us to watch what an experience can do to the people who are living that 

experience.  It is the precise role of narrative to offer us a way of experiencing those 

effects without experimenting with our own lives as well” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 

20). 

 

The narrative data that was gathered for this research project was steeped with 

clues that were used to verify the existence of meaning-correlates, which link specific 
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conscious thoughts or beliefs to the actions taken by the stakeholder participants in this 

study.  Meaning-correlates are identifiable phrases found within conversational data that 

represent evidence that the person who is describing a past event in their lives attached 

meaning to a specific conscientious act that they took, which could provide clues to the 

research question.  All people in the world take deliberate steps that are guided by their 

purpose and/or their intentions (Merleau-Ponty, 1973).   

 “The narrative can tap the social context or culture in which this construction takes 

place.  Just as a story unfolds the complexities of characters, relationships and settings, 

so too can complex problems be explored in this way” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 4). 

  

The problem in this case was to determine the relationships between public policy 

statements and the perceptions of those of us who were involved in the reform movement 

during a specific period of time, and in three distinctive social places.  The case study 

reveals these aspects of human lived experiences in concrete form.  The reform 

movement was supposed to facilitate the transition process, out of high-school and into 

the adult work world.  The narratives in this story will begin to illustrate examples of 

where the reform efforts proved to be successful, and where they were not, as we begin to 

unravel the mysteries behind the scenes that were influencing program and project 

development.  

“Narrative can allow us to take the measure of schemes intended for human 

improvement, and examine them as a story of experiences.  (Webster & Mertova, 2007, 

p. 20). 

 

I conducted this research project because I hope to improve my professional 

practice in the future, by learning from past experiences, both successes and mistakes.  

There was a need, therefore, for me to evaluate my own past thinking processes, in order 

for me to make sense of what was accomplished in the past.  That meant remembering 
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the actions that I took, when I first stepped up to take an active role in the reform 

movement, and tracing my activities thereafter, along with the decisions that drove those 

actions.  My interest was in determining which factors in the past were impacting my 

attempts to develop and deliver instructional strategies in the first place.   Every story that 

was shared describes historical events, not as the whole truth, but rather as portraits of the 

subjectively interpreted truth, which differs across members of this study.   

The first sets of stories that are told in this case study are therefore written from 

my own personal perspective as the practitioner in charge of curriculum development, 

program design, and policy integration.  They represent what my lived experiences 

looked like to me, as I moved through my day-to-day teaching practice as an active 

participant in the reform movement.  My participation started in 1996, and ended 

officially when I stepped off the last payroll in the fall semester of 2007.  The data that is 

presented first is presented in chronological order, from my own perspective, as the 

practitioner in the field who is recalling memories of pivotal historical events that 

pertained to my own professional praxis, or decision-making processes.  Those 

statements reveal not only what I was doing at the time, but also how I made meaning 

correlates, in order to link the messages that I received about what I should be doing, to 

what I was or was not able to accomplish in the various practical settings in which I was 

employed.   

I am warning readers now that they may be shocked to read the raw praxis 

statements that I have included in the first narrative account.  The recalled experiences 

reveal my relative naiveté‟ regarding the federal policy over the course of my teaching 
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practice.  This section of the report is therefore a raw and un-analyzed version of the 

practical experiences that I had in the field, related to my own personal participation in 

the movement, without any reflective discourse included about the actions taken.  Some 

readers may be amused by the tales told, and others may be offended.  Many will 

question the scholarly intent of this section of the book, but my goal is to follow the steps 

required of a narrative analysis, so I am asking readers to suspend judgment of this 

section of the book until they are led through the subsequent layers of analysis of past 

events, which can help to shed light on the lived experiences in a much more reflective, 

thoughtful, and scholarly manner. 

 The stories that were collected for this research project were selected purposively 

because they illustrate one or more key concepts that illuminate the relationships that 

were sought in the research agenda.   Narrative inquiry is used frequently in educational 

research, precisely because it has the power to shed light on how humans make sense of 

their day-to-day practices over time.  In this case, the research paradigms that were 

chosen to analyze the various embedded units of analysis each dovetail or blend with 

each other, to provide a textured and multi-dimensional view of what was taking place 

inside classrooms, as well as inside the souls of those people who were present when the 

educational reform movement was being implemented in the field.   

 “…in the context of research, what makes them [the stories] noteworthy is their 

educational value.  Unlike many of the stories we meet elsewhere, those we read and hear 

in the teaching and learning context are usually intended to help us learn – either directly 

about the subject matter of instruction or, alternatively, about the strengths or 

shortcomings of the teaching itself.  This fundamental link of narrative with teaching and 

learning as human activities directly points to its value as an educational research tool” 

(Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 15). 

 



 

 

  289 

Researching a topic means “examining with a sense of wonder” (Barritt, 

Beekman, Bleeker, & Mulderij, 1985, p. 25).   I wondered what meaning or significance 

(if any) existed in the curriculum opportunities that I created for students, year after year.  

The only way to find the answer to that question was to find former students and 

community partners and to ask them frankly to share their perceptions.  The human 

beings who were actively and consciously involved in any of the enacted curriculum 

strategies that are described in this dissertation are the only people who could describe 

the meaning that they attached personally to their own actions.  Without asking these 

people about their lived experiences, I would have no way of knowing about their 

perceptions, beliefs, or the values attached to participation.  

That meant exploring a potential data set that was hidden in the memories, minds, 

and souls of people that I no longer had daily contact with.  Once I received approval to 

seek their insights on participation in the various learning activities, I then had to get over 

my own reticence about asking to probe through their recollections.  The process left me 

vulnerable to criticism of past performance that I hoped would be constructive in nature.  

Sixty five people in the original interview cohort group graciously described how my 

teaching endeavors impacted their own lives, both in a positive and in a negative way.  I 

learned a great deal about other peoples‟ expectations of me. The exchange of stories 

between us was a healthy intellectual process that was absolutely necessary as a part of 

the reflective analysis of the historical data.  

In the process of these lengthy discussion, there were memories of past events that 

we each held in our respective mindsets that did not always align, forcing us to recount 
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the past events several times with each other, until we came to a common understanding 

of where our difference of opinion might have emerged from.  Quite frequently we 

realized that our respective subjective interpretations of what had occurred in the past 

were related to our respective professional assumptions about the way in which certain 

occurrences should have been handled professionally.  My stance as an educator was not 

always appreciated by non-educators without my professional training, expertise, or life 

experiences in the classroom.  By the same token, my colleagues in the business world 

had practices or opinions and beliefs about the way work-based training should take place 

that were a function of their own professional training and biases. 

Narrative inquiry therefore requires on a process of give and take, in both the 

collection and display of stories that are told.  Priorities are placed on stories that are 

perceived to be both accurate and informative, so not every story that was experienced 

was shared in this single volume.  There was a need for each of us to be flexible in our 

decisions about which stories would be included, and which would be excluded.  

Furthermore, there was a need for all of us to admit that there might be multiple 

interpretations of each story, reflecting the unique perspectives of both individuals and 

stakeholder groups.  It was therefore necessary to establish fluid relationship and to 

constantly re-negotiate agreements between the co-participants of this study, as the 

stories were told and then re-told, so as to make sense of chronological events and human 

reactions to those events (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2007). 

 “Data are interpreted in light of thematics, developed by the investigator (influenced by prior and 

emergent theory, the concrete purpose of an investigation, the data themselves, political commitments, and 

other factors” (Riessman, 2008, p. 53).   
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Narratives may be guided by a theoretical lens or perspective.  The interview 

protocols in this case were therefore built around complex change theory, which argues 

that certain variables within organizational systems must be in place for complex changes 

or innovations to be successful (Ambrose, 1987).  The interview questions were 

developed to illicit responses that might shed light on the vision, skills, resources, 

incentives, and actions plans that were either available or missing in the field when 

specific curriculum activities were generated.   

Exploring these complex change variables, however, proved to be only the 

starting point for data collection.  The questions that were asked were sufficiently open-

ended enough in nature to elicit additional insights that were illuminated only after the 

stories were gathered and compared, both within and across participant stakeholder 

groups.  Each respondent was given the opportunity to expand the interview beyond the 

original sets of questions.  As a result, new issues and themes emerged from the stories 

that I would not have thought to ask about myself.   

It took three trial runs before I was fully confident that I was asking the right sets 

of questions.  The result, however, was a data set that could be compared and contrasted 

to my own understanding of the reform movement. I was not attempting originally to 

determine the efficacy of my past practice, but in the process of listening to the narrated 

stories of the other participants, they indicated to me that part of the problem with my 

original curriculum and program structures was that I was not taking into consideration 

variables on the outside of the K-12 system that were competing with, or otherwise 

interfering with my practices at the time.   
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So while I assumed that every lesson plan or activity that had been developed and 

delivered was safe and sound, both the students and former community partners in this 

project were indicating not only where some of the lessons were incomplete (and 

therefore missing the mark), but in some cases, why.   The narrative inquiry approach that 

I took in this research project therefore shed light on instances in which I was not fully 

aware of other dynamics that were at work simultaneously, which were placing additional 

demands on students and/or community partners, as well as their families and the 

community at large.   

The three distinctive sets of stories that exist in this research project are presented 

in Chapter 5, and then analyzed further in Chapter 6.  The stories that illustrate my own 

lived experiences in the context of this historical case are presented first, in Section 5.1 – 

The Practitioner‟s Perspective.  These raw stories are divided into five specific episodes, 

each representing a particular teaching assignment over the course of my career.  Each 

episode spans a distinctive period of time in which I was employed at a specific school 

site.   

Although I was hired to work in three school districts, I was assigned to work in 

different schools over the course of my tenure.  In one district, I had district-wide 

obligations to work with educators at several school sites, but I was situated in only one 

building.  In the other two districts I was assigned to serve different schools 

consecutively, without the corresponding expectation to serve two schools at once.  Each 

story is therefore placed in its correct historical and social context, so that readers can 



 

 

  293 

begin to discern subtle differences in each social setting, in terms of the expectations and 

professional demands that were placed upon me.  

The stories that were derived from the semi-structured interview protocols of 

stakeholder participants are also presented in Chapter 5 and analyzed further in Chapter 

6, but they are presented in a slightly altered format, due to the nature of the data 

collection methodology.  While my own story was presented in holistic fashion, creating 

an image of my own association with the reform movement over time, the other stories 

are presented thematically.   

 “The story line may include information about the setting or context to of the 

participants‟ experiences.  Beyond the chronology, researchers might detail themes that 

arise from the story to provide a more detailed discussion of the meaning of the story 

(Huber & Whelan, 1999).  Thus, the qualitative data analysis may be a description of 

both the story and themes that emerge from it” (Creswell, 2007, p. 56).   

 

My story is told chronologically, from beginning to end, while the other 

participants‟ stories are arranged around issues or concepts that were either elicited pro-

actively via the interview questions, or that emerged unexpectedly because of the open-

ended nature of the protocols.  The auto-biographical account of my own experiences is 

therefore laid out in the first section, so that readers can get a holistic image of the scope 

of the case.  The stories that represent the lived experiences of the community partners 

with whom I collaborated over time are therefore presented separately in Chapter 5.2- 

The Community Partners‟ Perspectives.  The motivation that these citizens had for a 

participatory relationship with the public school system was a dimension worthy of 

investigation.  Liaisons that provided specific linkages between my classrooms, schools 

districts, and the adult work world spoke frequently about issues that seemed to be 
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recurring across geographical boundaries and social settings.  These comments are 

examined in light of their potential impact on the success of projects and programs.   

The third set of stories are presented in Chapter 5.3 – The Students‟ Perspectives, 

and they are derived from the interviews with my former students, who shared snippets of 

their lived experiences, as they transitioned out of the K-12 system and attempted to 

apply the lessons learned from their exposure to specific curriculum activities, programs 

and projects.  Again, these stories are presented thematically in isolated instances or 

occurrences, rather than in holistic form.  It is not until Chapter 6 that we learn from a 

small sub-set of the students who were interviewed, how it was that they framed the 

learning opportunities, in the context of their actual transition experiences.   

The reflective analysis is therefore performed on narrative data only after the raw 

stories are collected and presented first.   

 “The narrative materials of the life stories will be processed analytically, namely, 

by breaking the text into relatively small units of content and submitting them to either 

descriptive or statistic treatment.  This is normally called content analysis which is, in 

fact, the classical method for doing research with narrative materials in psychology, 

sociology, and education (Manning and Cullum-Swan 1994; Riessman, 1993)” (Lieblich, 

et al, 1998, Page 112).  

 

The stories therefore are told in the first-person originally, but they are rearranged 

methodically in a chronological order that provides a framework for understanding the 

case in point. The analysis of narrative text includes a process in which “narrative 

segments and categories within the interview-story are isolated by the researcher, and 

larger patterns and meanings are determined” (Creswell, 2007, p. 158).  Once those 

patterns have been determined, then the researcher draws a subjective interpretation on 

past events, using both deductive and inductive reasoning strategies.  In the end, the goal 
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is to distill the key elements of truth that shed light on the research question, and present 

them in summary form.   

Characteristics found in common are then subjected to the reflective gaze of 

hindsight, which is not always an accurate portrayal of every event, but the researcher 

now has a heightened awareness of some of the critical elements that she is going to 

explore, because she has not only had time to reflect on the original circumstances that 

led to the research agenda in the first place, but she has also had the privileged stance of 

distance, after-the fact.   

 “Reflexivity might be understood as a heightened awareness of the self, acting in the 

social world….  In the context of research methodology, the notion of reflexivity is used 

more specifically to indicate an awareness of the identity, or self, of the researcher within 

the research process.  Reflexivity means the tendency critically to examine and 

analytically to reflect upon the nature of research and the role of the researcher in 

carrying out and writing up empirical work” (Elliott, 2005, p. 153). 

 

A number of authors advocate the inclusion of narrative data, and a number of 

strategies have been suggested for the analysis of that data.  I have chosen specific 

approaches that are based on the paradigmatic assumptions that people are employed in 

specific settings based on their own backgrounds and expertise.   

“Experience happens narratively … Therefore, educational experience 

should be studied narratively” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 19).   

 

The paradigm approach that I am employing, therefore, allowed both the 

researcher and the participants in the study to reflect on their own levels of responsibility 

to children, in the context of the decisions they made in the field, when we were working 

towards the common goal of creating learning activities that would develop career 

awareness and concrete opportunities for students to explore adult work settings first-

hand.   
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(E) - Thematic Content Analysis 

Narrative texts can be analyzed reflectively, using any one of a variety of 

methodologies.  I have chosen to use a paradigms approach as the starting place for a 

series of decisions that I had to make, when integrating narrative data into this case study.  

Once the stories were collected, it was necessary to determine what it was that I wanted 

to study within the narrative data sets.   The strategies that I would ultimately employ, to 

analyze these three distinctive sources of data, were guided by my research goals and 

paradigmatic lens, as an educator. 

“Preference for one variation or another is related to the researcher‟s adherence to criteria 

… of hermeneutic and qualitative perspectives” (Lieblich, et al, 1998, p. 112).   

 

Narrative analysis can concentrate on either the content of a storied account, or on 

the structure or form of the story.   I chose to focus on the content of the narrative, 

because I was interested in learning what happened to the people who told the story, and 

why that story was included as a potentially illustrative example of variables that were 

impacting participants. Content analysis has many variations.  The purpose of the study 

will determine the method of content analysis that is employed.   

“While some researchers attempt an holistic analysis which seeks to preserve a narrative 

in its entirety and understand it as a complete entity, other analyses can be described as 

categorical analyses in that short sections of the text are extracted, classified, and placed 

into categories for analysis”  (Elliott, 2005, p. 38).   

 

  I chose to approach all three narrative data sets using the categorical approach.  

Although the first narrative data set, representing my own perspectives and professional 

decisions, was presented in holistic fashion, with a beginning, middle, and end point to 

the story, it was not analyzed in a holistic fashion.  I chose to tell my own story first, so 

that readers could gain an overview of what I was trying to do.  This allowed all readers 
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to see a number of problems that were embedded within each story told, without a 

corresponding analysis of those problems right away. 

“The categorical approach may be adopted when the researcher is primarily interested in 

a problem or a phenomenon shared by a group of people, while the holistic approach is 

preferred when the person as a whole, that is his or her development to the current 

positions is what the study aims to explore”  (Lieblich, et al, 1998, p. 12). 

  

I was interested in exploring the phenomenon of participation in the School-to-

Work reform movement, from the unique vantage points of many people, rather than 

exploring my own personal professional development over the course of time. 

“Researchers may be primarily interested in the actual events and experiences that are 

recounted in a narrative, i.e. they focus on the content of the narrative.  To elaborate 

further, the content of a narrative can be thought of as having two functions: one is to 

describe past events, i.e. to produce a chronological account for the listener or reader, 

and the second is the evaluative function, making clear the meaning of those events and 

experiences in the lives of the participants” (Labov & Waletzky, 1967; republished 1997, 

in Elliott, 2005, p. 38). 

 

The data that is presented in Chapter 5 serves the first function listed in this 

paragraph, which is to simply provide a descriptive account of past experiences, from the 

perspectives of each of us who were present at the time.  Each of us attended to specific 

issues that were significant to us on a personal level.  Chapter 6, however is the place 

where each story is re-examined once again, but this time through the scholarly gaze of 

pedagogic responsibility (Van Manen, 1990).  Thematic content analysis strategies have 

been integrated into this case study, to analyze the three narrative data sets through my 

own unique paradigmatic lens as an educational practitioner (Lieblich, 1998; Webster & 

Mertova, 2007; Reissman, 2008).   

 “[These studies] concentrate on the explicit content of an account, namely, what 

happened, or why, who participated in the event, and so on, all from the standpoint of the 

teller. Another content-oriented approach aims at getting to the implicit content by asking 

about the meaning that the story, or a certain section of it, conveys, what traits or motives 

of the individual are displayed, or what a certain image used by the narrators symbolizes”  

(Lieblich, et al, 1998, p. 12). 
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Because I had collected stories from a number of people, and not just a few, and 

because I was interested in studying the lived experiences of people who shared in 

common that they were participants in a reform movement at the same time, I chose to 

don a particular set of paradigmatic lenses that is associated with the educational 

psychology profession, but that is used by other educational field practitioners as well 

(Creswell, 2007).    

I employed several narrative inquiry and analysis strategies that were first 

introduced into the human and social sciences by Edmund Husserl (1913/1982).  Those 

strategies are associated with a branch of philosophy known as either reflexive 

phenomenology or hermeneutic phenomenology (Van Manen, 1990; Moustakas, 1994; 

Sokolowski, 2000; Cerbone, 2006).   

  Educational practitioners are trained professionally to consider their moral 

obligation to those human beings they have been privileged to serve.  The reform 

movement itself implied that teachers in the field could potentially improve the lives of 

their students by improving aspects of their own practices, specifically in the arena of 

curriculum and program development.   I internalized this challenge, and worked 

diligently in the field to improve my curriculum materials so that they could potentially 

improve the lives of the students on my professional case load.  In the process, and over 

many years of trial and error, I could see patterns emerging. 

Not every topic that I was interested in could be explored in the amount of time 

allocated for this research project, so I had to make a series of other qualifying decisions 

to focus my interests further.  Since I was interested in the trajectories of individual 
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students, the paradigmatic lens of reflective phenomenology allowed me to explore 

several individual peoples‟ experiences, and to compare and contrast them.  The 

paradigmatic lens that I donned allowed me to combine my interests in educative 

practices with my interest in human histories.   

Learning and decision-making both take place within an individual person‟s 

cognitive structures, as well as within social hierarchies.  Reflective phenomenology 

focuses on how people, both as individuals and as members of social groups, make 

subjective interpretations to derive meaning out of their lived experiences.  Subjectivity 

implies that each of us make meaning from life experiences, only after filtering them 

through our own worldviews.   

While I was not privy to the worldview of each person in the study, I did have 

some awareness of their professional trajectories, because I asked them to describe their 

respective areas of expertise.   Looking at the data in retrospect, therefore, meant that 

everybody in the study was making comments and describing perceptions based on their 

own personal life histories, including me.  I was the only person who explored the 

relationship between my personal biases and the projects described herein.  That process 

involved another type of narrative reflective analysis, which strives to ferret out those 

variables that influenced my practice, which can be traced back to my own professional 

and personal trajectory.   

These biases are subjected to an additional layer of reflective narrative analysis 

that hails from the sociological tradition.  It is called reflective sociology (Bourdieu, 

1992).  I therefore invited the participants in this study to reflect back on our past 
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experiences in the field, with the express purpose of determining how and where we were 

making progress, how and where we ran into obstacles, and how and why we made the 

decisions we did at the time.   

Nobody who participated in this project came to the table as a blank slate.  Each 

and every one of us was guided by some desire to help our students through the maze of 

the public educational system, and on … towards productive lives as adult citizens.  In 

order for us to make sense of our endeavors, we needed to reflect backwards on our lived 

experiences, and to recall the major themes and issues of concern.  I guided the research 

agenda, so I started with the complex change structures, probably because I myself was 

trained as a systems‟ analyst, so my focused gaze was on systematic structure that may 

have been either facilitating or impeding my practice.  Taking that focused interest got 

the research project off the ground, but in the end, I had piles and piles of data that I had 

collected, not all of which was pertinent.   

I therefore utilized the suggestions of other researchers, specifically those 

recommended by Yoder-Wise and Kowalski (2003), which were summarized by Webster 

and Mertova (2007).  They encouraged researchers to be looking for specific patterns 

and concepts described, which  are frequently seen in narrative data sets related to 

practical educational research.   First, was the recurrence of themes within the 

descriptions of critical events and actions taken.  It was suggested that a person‟s actions 

will frequently “represent one‟s values, priorities, concerns, interests and experiences” 

(Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 32).   Second, were examples of consequences that arose 

from specific actions.  Researchers were encouraged to examine “the cause and effect of 
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choices that have been made” (Ibid).   Third, were the lessons learned by the teller of the 

story, in the context of “what was learnt that influenced subsequent actions or behavior” 

(Ibid).  Fourth, was a focus on what worked, to find instances in which the story turned to 

recollections and reflections on successes encountered.  Fifth, was a focus on potential 

vulnerability, in the context of mistakes that are admitted, including “failures to stimulate 

listeners to explore better approaches to problems” (Ibid).  The content of the narrative 

data was therefore scrutinized with these elements in mind.  

In the course of this investigative study, I was able to find specific techniques that 

“fit” the analysis of the narrative data sets that I had collected, as well as the paradigmatic 

approach that I employed.  Lieblich, et al (1998), described the basic steps taken, in a 

variety of research strategies, which can be employed across the human science 

disciplines, when analyzing the content found in narrative data streams, from a qualitative 

and hermeneutic perspective.  The basic analytical steps can be modified and tailored to 

fit the specific study, but they include four basic processes (Lieblich, et al, 1998, p. 12). 

First, is what they describe as the selection of the subtext.    This is a process by 

which portions of the original text are removed from the actual life experience story, so 

that they can be treated as independent units of analysis.   The research question and/or 

the interview protocols will guide how it is that these elements are selected, sorted, and 

categorized.  

 “In some studies, when the research question or hypothesis leads the researcher to choose 

a directive interview, namely, an interview that instructs the teller to focus on the 

“relevant” material (and not to provide a complete life story), all the obtained text can be 

taken as the data for the content analysis” (Ibid, p. 112). 
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Second, is a process described as the definition of the content categories. “The 

categories are various themes or perspectives that cut across the selected subtext and 

provide a means of classification in units, whether words, sentences, or groups of 

sentences” (Ibid, p. 113).  In my case, the first set of content categories were the complex 

change variables, while the other categories were defined only after the original set was 

exhausted, and piles of data still remained.  

“This categorical-content approach is more familiar as “content analysis”.  Categories of 

the studied topic are defined and separate utterances of the text are extracted, classified, 

and gathered into these categories / groups” (Lieblich, et al, 1998, p. 13). 

 

 Third, is a process task that requires the sorting of material into the categories.  I 

used a specific technique, known as bracketing, first, which allowed me to segregate my 

own stories out, so that they could be distinguished from the other narrative data sets.  

The raw stories told from my own perspective are therefore given a distinctive name and 

place in the hierarchical ordering system that I used.  Once the various narrative accounts 

are segregated by stakeholder group, the data that is contained within them is categorized, 

so as to reduce the amount of data present.    

“At this stage, separate sentences or utterances are assigned to relevant categories.  

While the utterances may all be from a single story, categories may also include 

utterances by several different individuals” Ibid, p. 113). 

 

Finally, the researcher is required to draw conclusions from the results of the 

narrative, employing methodologies that are suited for the research agenda.   In a 

qualitative study such as this one, “… the contents collected in each category can be used 

descriptively to formulate a picture of the content universe in certain groups of people or 

cultures” (Ibid, p. 114).   
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To be able to draw conclusions, the researcher must put the categorized data into 

a framework that helps the researcher make sense of the elements, and to reconstruct 

them into a holistic image that offers a plausible explanation to describe the relationships 

that were examined in the first place.    

The analysis of narrative data consists of a number of steps that are designed to 

distill key themes that appear within individual stories.  These themes can be clustered, so 

as to compile a framework for an interpretive analysis that both exposes the vicarious 

nature of the lived experiences under scrutiny, and that exposes simultaneously the 

significant and non-varying structures that have been identified by the people in the 

study, as key elements that shed light on the significance of such a lived experience. 

The initial step that I took was to approach the narrative data streams with a 

strategy in mind that was recommended by Webster and Mertova, (2007), who advocated 

the application of critical event narrative analysis strategies.  This provided the initial 

conceptual framework that I could employ, as I tackled the original sixty-five interviews 

collected for this study.  The goal was to identify the most significant historical events 

that were recalled by participants.  Once those critical events were identified, they could 

then be organized thematically, and analyzed further in the context of the research 

agenda, goals, and questions. The advantage of this strategy was that it allowed me 

almost immediately to begin to reduce the narrative data into manageable chunks.  

Webster and Mertova recommend that researchers start with a classification of the data, 

so as to begin to sort it into clusters that can be broken down even further into the key 

concepts being discussed.    
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They use three specific sort parameters, in order to begin the data reduction 

process.   

First, is the critical event, which is defined as “an event selected because of its 

unique, illustrative, and confirmatory nature” (Ibid, p. 79).   A critical event is easily 

recognizable, because the person who is telling the story can also describe how the event 

had a significant impact on their own life.  A critical life event is unplanned and has an 

unanticipated impact that can be either negative or beneficial.  Some students in this 

study, for example, described opportunities that arose, which were unanticipated results 

of having been involved in the School-to-Work programs at their respective schools.  The 

opportunity to be involved in the original programs and projects sometimes led to 

unanticipated new opportunities for college scholarships, employment opportunities 

beyond high school, and/or the opportunity to share original research with larger 

professional societies. 

Other students reported incidents of discrimination in the workforce.  One 

student reported that he had been falsely represented, and judged to be a student who was 

capable of violence, following the Columbine High School shootings in Colorado.  As a 

result, he found himself not being allowed to conduct certain tasks in an industrial 

chemistry laboratory, and was never promoted past the position of dishwashing, despite 

the fact that he was a very talented science student, with no history of violence.  

Discovering that he had been misrepresented by some of his peers and teachers, the 

young man fell into a deep depression.  Only by reflecting privately on issues of fairness, 

kindness, and even self-advocacy, did he find the strength to pull himself out of his 



 

 

  305 

emotional pain.  The event was critical to the teller of the story, and therefore highlighted 

in this report, because it was illustrative of some of the key issues that I discerned to be of 

mutual interest, to both me as the researcher, and to the person who was recalling the 

event.   

This critical event story illustrates an example of discrimination in the workforce, 

and we can see the impact that it had on the person who realized he was being 

discriminated against, only after he left the worksite, and had time to reflect on the way 

he was treated by the other people with whom he had been employed.  The theme of 

discrimination was seen both within and across data streams, so instances or occurrences 

of passages within the textual data that illustrated this theme, could be identified, 

bracketed-out, coded as critical events, and prepared for further analysis.  

 Second, are the like events, which are each defined as an event that “repeats the 

context, method, and resources used in the critical event, but with different people” (Ibid, 

p. 79).  In other words, like events are events that are related to the critical event, because 

they illustrate how the critical event can be seen across cultural contexts.  In this research 

project there were statements made by other people who witnessed the critical event 

described above, indicating that the critical event could be verified.  These like event 

stories, however, did not necessarily reveal that the teller was significantly impacted 

personally, or that the experience was life-changing for them.  The advantage to linking 

the critical event to like events is that it allows the researcher to pull additional 

dimensions out of the lived experiences of several storytellers simultaneously, and to 

begin to see patterns, both within and across stories.   
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 Third, are the other events, which are “further events that take place at the same 

time as the critical and like events” (Ibid, p. 79).    In the context of the critical event, 

which was told from the perspective of the person who felt victimized by the 

circumstance, there were additional anecdotes in the data that indicated that other people 

knew about the situation.   Other events are therefore linked to the original critical event 

and its related like events, so that the separate anecdotes can begin to illustrate a more 

holistic picture of the context of the shared event. 

 Once the data can be segregated by these three sort parameters, and then 

organized by event, then the key issues that emerge from the story can be examined in 

greater detail, but also compared and contrasted between critical events.  The themes that 

emerge from the narrative data sets can then be analyzed and presented in the context of 

the relationship between the story and its meaning, and the light that it sheds on the 

research question.  So if the critical event was describing instances of discrimination in 

the workforce, as this example was illustrating, then the research question variable of 

interest becomes the discriminatory aspect of the workforce.  The narrative itself, 

therefore, becomes a source of evidence to my claim that one factor that influenced my 

practice in the field, was the occurrence of incidents of workplace discrimination. 

 In the process of identifying critical events, it became obvious to me that many of 

the stories told were describing parameters that I personally was not interested in 

exploring in this study.  For example, many of the educators spoke of their own woes 

related to the teaching profession.  Some lamented about their own perceived workplace 

injustices and abuses,  while others complained (as I have), about issues such as 
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inequitable allocation of resources, student behaviors, lack of cooperation amongst 

colleagues, and the pressures associated with meeting the expectations and demands of 

the community at large.  They were describing aspects of contemporary schooling that 

were not pertinent to my research questions.  

The stories, for instance, were told in the context of their teaching practices, not 

mine.  They were therefore culled, because my study is focused on the teaching practice 

of one single teacher.  In the end, therefore, I made the design decision to discard these 

statements from the list of those that might be relevant, in the process of qualifying 

pertinent narrative data.  The decision was not meant to dismiss the legitimacy of the 

claims that the other educators were making, but rather to distill out those concepts that 

would be discussed in this report, and to shed those that would not be explored just yet.   

A similar situation was observed, when I read the interview transcripts to begin 

the process of identifying critical events in the stories that were told by the school 

administrators and parents.  What I discovered was that both groups of people were 

describing their participation in the School-to-Work movement from a somewhat 

distanced stance.  They were too frequently reliving tales told by other people, and did 

not relay very much knowledge gained from first-hand experiences with the reform 

movement.  Furthermore, some of the parents were telling me aspects about their own 

children‟s upbringing that were very intimate, and perhaps too private for me to disclose, 

without the corresponding permission from my former students, who are all now adults, 

with the legal right to keep some of their childhood woes out of these pages.   



 

 

  308 

If a former student agreed to disclose any negativity about their childhood, then 

they did so in the context of the impact it had on their own personal School-to-Work 

transition education experience.  They did so voluntarily, and in a first-person narrative, 

upon reflection, and when they were adults.  To disclose family issues, however, without 

the explicit written consent of the former students involved, would be a violation of the 

ethical standards to which I am held in this project. I therefore decided that some of the 

comments made by parents were not appropriate for this project.  There are other 

researchers who study concepts associated with unequal childhoods, (Lareau, 2003), 

aggression and violence, (Gordon, 1989; Deater-Decker, et al, 1996), and single-

motherhood (Edin & Kefalas, 2005).  I chose conscientiously to select only first-hand 

accounts of these issues, rather than to include second-hand observations or opinions that 

that might violate the rights to educational privacy, which protect my former students.   

Once the critical events and like events had been identified, I then had my 

„subtext‟ to work with (Lieblich, et al, 1998), and began the process of clustering the 

concepts into recognizable themes.  Here is where the Managing Complex Change matrix 

proved to be helpful.  

The original matrix variables (Ambrose, 1987; Knoster, 1993), were used to 

identify initial categories for exploration.  Phrases that could be tied to either the 

operating conditions (Vision, Skills, Incentives, Resources, and Action Plan), or outcome 

variables (Confusion, Anxiety, Gradual Change, Frustration, or False Starts), were 

sorted out by those themes.  The same process was used with all three narrative data sets, 

including my own statements of praxis.  Those phrases that did not fit the matrix were set 
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aside for further thematic categorization.  Individual phrases, sentences, and utterances 

were re-examined, in the context of the specific category that was isolated for scrutiny.   

The process I chose to employ in the final stage of the data reduction process was 

derived from the phenomenological tradition, because of the number of interviews 

involved, and because of my interest in exploring aspects of a specific phenomenon, 

which was defined as participation in the reform movement.   That is the one element of 

the case study that depicts from a human perspective how it was that human beings made 

sense of the original policy, and then translated it through human consciousness into real-

world practices.   

In a phenomenological reduction, the meaning of an event or action is analytically 

tied back or correlated to the experience with the phenomenon, as well as to the 

conscious acts that were taken as a direct result of the experience.  The approach to a 

narrative data set therefore relies upon the paradigmatic concerns and the mindset of the 

researcher, which is focused on searching for clues that provide evidence of the 

relationships between awareness and subsequent action.   This is of particular 

significance to this research study, because I am seeking to find the relationships that 

exist between people and their participation in the reform movement.  If their own 

conversations can shed any light on their conscientious actions, then the narrative 

approach was an important tool to use in this study. 

I therefore took each set of stories that were told, and analyzed them twice.  The 

first time, I followed the same methods described previously, in which I examine the data 

from the perspective of complex change theory.  The second wave of analysis, however, 
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was conducted with the goal of finding additional themes that shed light on the 

significant variables not described by complex change theory.  The rules are similar to 

that of a discovery-oriented approach to other types of written text, except for one 

identifiable difference.  The difference is related to the idea that I am attempting to find 

correlations between thought and action.  The written text of each narrative account was 

therefore scrutinized with that goal in mind.   

The last task in the data reduction process is called horizonalization (Moustakas, 

1994; Cerbone, 2006).  The stories are scrutinized for key phrases that indicate the depth 

and breadth of the experience that had the potential to shed light on the research question.  

These phrases are then listed out of context, so that the researcher can search for 

meaningful patterns.  Semiotic word clues, which hint to a connection between a person‟s 

awareness and the purposeful actions they took, are utilized to make a distinctive list of 

cause and effect relationships that can be derived from the interview responses.  

Statements that are duplicated (or that overlap), are deleted, so as to whittle the total 

volume of data down to a discrete list that represents the invariant meaning structures 

mentioned by respondents in the study.    

“In the end, the narrative study tells the story of individuals unfolding in a chronology of 

their experiences, set within their personal, social, and historical contexts and including 

the important themes in those lived experiences” (Creswell, 2007, p. 57).  

 

The final report represents how the researcher integrated each separate data 

stream back into a holistic explanation to provide plausible answers to the research 

question.  That initial explanation is then analyzed for potential biases, which may shed 

additional light on the relationship between the researcher and her subjective conclusions.     

 



 

 

  311 

(F) - Bias Analysis 

The final layer of analysis is one that is conducted only on the praxis statements 

and reflective analysis of meaning structures associated with the researcher‟s own lived 

experiences.  It is a subjective analysis in which the researcher‟s actions are scrutinized 

from the perspective of the potential sources of her subjective bias.  The fact that research 

is a human endeavor, which is influenced by the paradigmatic or interpretive lens of 

human beings involved in the process (all of whom have a limited life experience), is not 

only acknowledged, but it is celebrated. 

The specific protocol that is used in this study to shed light on some of my own 

paradigmatic biases that are likely to be factors influencing the development of learning 

opportunities in my own practice, is a protocol that was first described by the French 

sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu.  The protocol is called bias objectivation, or participant 

objectivation, which should not be confused with participant observation, a very different 

type of sociological research strategy. The point of the exercise is to methodically and 

systematically examine a number of factors in a researcher‟s life that are likely to yield 

such biases. 

The first source of researcher bias that I can describe is related to my personal or 

cultural heritage.  My gender and social class, as well as cultural upbringing have 

introduced me to certain belief systems and notions that I might not have encountered if I 

had been born or reared in a different time, place, or circumstance.  I was raised in a 

middle-class Christian home, for example, and I have a Jewish ancestor who signed the 

Declaration of Independence, as well as a Native American ancestor who survived the 
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Trail of Tears (a forced walk from North Carolina to Oklahoma), by disobediently 

stepping out of line and disappearing into the surrounding environment.  These are 

elements of my personal background that have significantly influenced my worldview.  

Each event represents facets of my social origin that have shaped my attitudes and 

awareness of social issues.  These events have created certain ideological bents, as well 

as assumptions about the nature of society, life, and the physical universe. 

The second level of analysis that I am conducting, to reveal possible biases in my 

research stance, is related to the conditions under which I have been asked to work in 

society.  The roles I have played reflect a number of positions, ranks, privileges, loyalties, 

and obligations.  I therefore work in a political field, as well as a professional one.  The 

fact that I myself am a classroom teacher, for example, and not paid to serve in an 

administrative capacity has had an impact on my understanding and attitude toward 

certain administrative practices.  The loyalties that I have developed over time are also 

likely to have been influenced by the political dimensions I have been exposed to.   

The final potential source of bias that can be objectified for analysis is related to 

my stance within my own scientific or academic field of study, or in the position I hold in 

what Bourdieu called the universe of cultural production (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, 

p. 69).  My professional preparation, training, and licensure have, without debate, 

influenced the view that I have as a researcher on this particular subject.  I sometimes see 

the world and analyze problems through these professional lenses. This is called one‟s 

intellectualist gaze (Ibid, p. 69) and it can be traced to one‟s professional development.  
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(G) - Data Triangulation 

Data triangulation is a means by which the people who were involved in a 

research project can work towards the verification of the accuracy of both the description 

and the interpretations that were derived from data that was contributed from multiple 

sources.  While it was my duty to collect data and synthesize the findings of my analysis 

into a summary report, the responsibility for checking my conclusions for evidence of 

misinterpretation was a shared one.  The ultimate responsibility for the outcome of this 

research project sits squarely on my own shoulders, but those who volunteered to 

participate in the member-check process agreed in writing to provide written feedback 

throughout the project, if they thought I was heading in the wrong direction, or 

misleading anybody to false conclusions. 

Each chapter was sent out to members of the data-triangulation team, which was 

comprised of twelve volunteers, a subset of those participants in the interview phases of 

this report.  All participants were invited in this last phase of data analysis, but most of 

the people interviewed for the project signed a waiver saying they were not interested in 

serving further in this capacity.  The people who did volunteer to provide written 

feedback as the book was being written, contributed insights voluntarily, and were given 

a special opportunity at the end of the book to contribute once again if they so desired. 

The purpose of the process was to allow co-participants another chance to see 

how the data they contributed was used in the research project.  The data triangulation 

team that was assembled was a blend of citizens from each of the stakeholder groups.  

There are representatives from both genders, a number of career fields, multiple social 
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ranks, and professional interests.  The responsibility required that each member of the 

team read the chapters of the book as they were being written, which was an enormous 

time-commitment, in light of the genre chosen and number of drafts that were involved.  I 

have to assume that their internal drive or purpose was sufficiently stimulating to keep 

them involved in the process for more than two calendar years.   

Individuals on the data triangulation team could cease participation at any time.   

The team members that saw this project to the end were loyal participants, who have 

contributed a number of insightful recommendations that have improved the quality of 

this report.  Not only did they provide immediate editing feedback, correcting my 

sentence structure, grammar, and spelling, but they also challenged me to think about 

situations from their perspective, which was a primary objective of the exercise.  I was 

reminded of situations I had not recalled myself, and informed of how and why the 

situation was perceived very differently from their perspective, rather than my own. 

The final task that individuals on the data triangulation team were asked to 

accomplish was the task of reading my final interpretations, so as to clarify, extrapolate, 

or even refute my claims with further evidence or interpretative analysis, conducted from 

their own vantage points.  Those that participated in this final phase of analysis were 

allowed to contribute any additional insights in writing to me before the project was 

concluded.  
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CHAPTER 4 – THE HISTORICAL CASE 

Section 4.1 – The Intended Curriculum 

(A) - The Vision for Reform  

The vision that the policymakers had for change within the American school 

system was associated with their concerns for the national economy.  It was assumed that 

there was a natural connection between the abilities of American citizens to solve 

complex problems and our national economic interests.  It was further assumed that there 

was a link missing, between what students were currently being taught in school, and 

what they needed to know, in order to have a seamless transition out of the K-12 public 

school system and into productive avenues for long-term career development. This gap 

put the young people in our country in a potentially vulnerable economic position, which 

in turn put a drain on the resources of the nation.    

Policy makers hoped to create a systematic means by which to fill this void in the 

educational system, by teaching students how to see the relationships between what they 

were doing in the classroom and what they could be doing later in life, as productive 

members of the adult workforce.  The School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 (Public 

Law 103 § 2, 108 Stat 568) was therefore established as a mechanism through which 

federal tax dollars could be used to remedy a problematic situation.  The goal was to 

motivate students to be more aware of their existing educational opportunities, and to 

build additional learning opportunities that would engage students in the process of 

planning for their own economic security.  Investing in the school system was therefore 

considered to be an investment in America‟s future.   
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The thread that is visible throughout this first embedded unit of analysis is the 

notion of the policy’s intent.  In complex change theory, the variable described as vision 

is understood to be related to those ideals shared within a social structure that guide 

programs and processes towards a common goal.  This theme runs concurrently within 

both the federal policy and state guidelines for educators, but it can also be seen 

embedded throughout the enacted curriculum activities that are described in this case 

study, as well as within the stakeholder interview responses and the reflections of my 

own past experiences with the reform movement.  

The policy document contains written text that includes statements indicating the 

overarching philosophical goals, educative objectives, and moral reasoning behind the 

law.  A careful analysis of these statements sheds light on the key components that were 

endorsed by the policy makers, as recommendations for educators in the field, who would 

be responsible for implementing the intent of the law.  The priorities I have set for this 

policy analysis are guided by my research questions, goals, and objectives, which are 

related to understanding the influential factors that impacted the specific learning 

opportunities that I created for my own students in support of the reform initiative.  I 

have examined the policy from several perspectives, identifying key structures of the law 

that represent the vision that the policy makers had for educational reform.   I then 

concluded this chapter section with a list of statements that represent the intended 

curriculum, or those component structures that the policy makers believed should be 

developed, in order for the intent of the law to be sufficiently implemented.   
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The term reform implies that the older ways of doing or thinking were indeed 

flawed, and should therefore be replaced.  The policy recommendations for changes in 

curriculum design, program structures, and instructional delivery methods in the public 

school system were therefore assumed to be an improvement over older approaches to 

teaching.  The policy analysis highlights those changes that the policy makers advocated, 

as necessary adjustments to the existing system of public education. It also points to 

several ideological underpinnings, assumptions, and beliefs that are articulated in writing 

and that can therefore be used as evidence to further support my interpretative analysis of 

the intent of the law. 

The letter of the law is not the same thing as the intent of the law.  This policy 

analysis focuses on both, but it is the latter concept that drives this first embedded unit of 

analysis.   The letter of the law can therefore be used to shed evidence on the intent or 

vision of the law, but not every section of the law has been reviewed.  That is because 

there are some sections of the law that were not written specifically to address curriculum 

or program expectations, but rather to guide state-level agencies that were responsible for 

the coordination of the flow of grant funds.   

The priority for this layer of analysis is therefore concentrated on identifying the 

underlying structures that are recommended for educators in the field, rather than on 

those recommended for regionally appointed government agents.  This policy analysis 

focuses on specific statements written into the text of the law that shed light on the 

perceptions of the people who were in charge of organizing and writing the legislative 
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act.  Specific phrases within the written document reveal thinking processes that guided 

the law‟s structure, as well as specific implementation goals.   

The federal policy expectations are presented first, as expressed by the policy 

writers themselves.  This exercise grants us all an opportunity to suspend our own 

expectations and perceptions of what was expected of individual citizens, long enough to 

learn what the policy document actually states in writing.  The goal is to discern what 

was expected of participants in the reform movement, according to those who initiated 

the legislation.    

The title of the law implies that the policy was never intended to be a set of 

mandated expectations.  Instead, it was structured to seed local initiatives that could be 

built around the concept of empowering students, so as to improve their long-term 

earning power and career trajectories.  As such, the policy is considered to be an example 

of an opportunities project, which implies that it is built around the ideological construct 

that it is the role of the federal and state governments to build opportunities for citizens to 

become aware of structures that exist in society that can help them better themselves in 

the long-run.   

The goal of the initial investment of federal dollars into the public school system 

was to foster and encourage hope that our nation‟s educational system could be improved 

over time, by stimulating educators in the field to consider the long-term ramifications of 

their endeavors in the classroom, particularly in the context of the economic success of 

the students for whom they are pedagogically responsible.   
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(B) - The Policy Analysis 

The rest of this chapter section is devoted to an analysis of the School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act (1994), the primary policy that guided the reform initiative.  Various 

layers of policy analysis have taken place, so that readers can see the general structure of 

the original law, as well as its underlying assumptions and educative goals.  Eight 

primary divisions within the law were analyzed for the component structures that have 

relevance to this particular case study, and they were outlined and distributed to the data 

triangulation team, so that they could visualize the organizational layout of the legislative 

act.  Readers are encouraged to access a copy of the original policy, and instructions are 

included in Appendix D.  The policy was revisited again from several different 

perspectives, so that readers could determine the relationships that exist between the 

policy statements and the goals of this research project.   

I have guided readers through these various layers of policy analysis, pointing to 

evidence found within the written text of the original federal law in this chapter.  I 

revisited the relationship between the federal and state goals in Arizona later in the book.  

The Arizona State Department of Education did create a guidebook for educators who 

received grant funds during the initial phases of policy implementation.  Only the original 

federal policy, however, has been used in this chapter, to derive a list of policy 

expectations that drove many of the learning opportunities that I was able to create during 

my own field practice.  This list has been presented to readers as a representation of the 

intended curriculum, which can then be used as reference points for comparison and 

contrast to the other data sets gathered in this historical case study. 
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The first wave of analysis that takes place herein is directly related to the concerns 

of field practitioners.  I searched through the policy text to find any hints or clues that 

shed light on what the policy makers were hoping would take place in local educational 

agencies, in the context of actual curriculum intervention strategies.  There are a number 

of places in the policy where these clues are provided, and readers are guided through 

these expectations, while simultaneously hearing from me, as I interpret each one through 

the paradigmatic lens of a certified career and technical education teacher.  A number of 

specific recommendations are provided for educators in local school settings, related to 

the expectations for curriculum development.  The intervention strategies are referred to 

as learning opportunities for students, and they represent the expectations for lesson 

plans and activities that were anticipated to be developed by teachers, in partnership with 

the employer community. 

In addition to specific teaching strategies that are recommended, the policy 

writers also made practical suggestions related to program development, so as to ensure 

that any learning opportunities that were created would have the best interests of the 

students in mind.  The second wave of analysis therefore focuses on the program 

components that were recommended by policy makers.  These structures go beyond the 

recommendations for curriculum and instruction, providing educators with specific 

suggestions for inclusion of participants, the development of program infrastructures, and 

the allocation of funds.  Expectations for program development include aspects of 

program design that encourage building equitable structures within local programs, so as 

to ensure that all students were welcome and included in projects funded through this 
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specific legislative act.  Educators are also reminded of their legal obligations to create 

programs that are structured so as to complement other federal, state, and local laws 

governing education, training, and employment. 

The last wave of policy analysis dovetails with the impetus for the reform 

movement, already described briefly in the first chapter of this book.  In this section I 

describe a number of statements made in the policy‟s text that shed light on the moral 

reasoning behind the movement, as described by the policy makers.  The impetus for the 

reform was indeed related to two layers of concern.  The first is the concern for the 

national economy, in light of a perception of increased global competitiveness and 

changes to technology that were purportedly interfering with our ability to compete in 

international business and trade endeavors.  The second is the concern for the economic 

well-being of our youngest citizens, being invited to work in an increasingly 

technological society where the ability to solve complex problems is considered to be a 

necessary skill set that both could be and should be taught in the public school system. 

This last portion of the policy analysis therefore sheds light on the expectations 

held by the policy makers in 1994, related to the development of pro-active opportunity 

structures that could help to overcome traditional challenges to employment and career 

success for certain segments of the population.  A number of the curriculum intervention 

strategies that I created myself had this moral intent integrated into the specific lesson 

plan or activity.  Before I discuss the moral and educative bent that I applied myself, I 

need to show readers portions of the policy that describe the same concepts from the 

perspective of the lawmakers.   
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(C) - Subjective Interpretation 

Any interpretation of policy documents require the researcher to assume a 

position that is based upon their assumptions related to the nature of the conversation, as 

well as to the nature of presumed realities.  I have therefore conducted an interpretive 

analysis that is admittedly subjective, having been influenced by my specific research 

agenda and goals, as well as by my own limited world view.  Other people might 

approach the same policy with differing objectives than those I selected as the key points 

of interest, to draw additional conclusions.    

My interest lies in understanding what was expected of field practitioners.  My 

interpretation, therefore, is biased from an educator‟s perspective.  A policy analyst 

trained in the social sciences might look at the policy and its significance differently than 

I would.  My unique stance and set of interests are what drives the next few sections of 

this chapter.  Each essay that follows is written in order to explore a range of possibilities 

that can be concluded to be relevant to the policy makers‟ intent when they organized, 

structured, and worded the legislative act.   

In this case, I determined three groups of structures that I wanted to understand, 

specifically the curriculum intervention strategies, the programmatic recommendations, 

and the opportunity structures woven into the text of the law.  Each is therefore analyzed 

through my personal and professional understanding of how and why the policy was 

framed as it was.  I therefore remind readers to be aware of the subjective nature of any 

interpretive analysis, including this one.   
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(D) - Presentation of the Policy  

The next few pages are devoted to a description of the physical layout of the 

original federal policy.  The entire United States Code is a legal document that is broken 

into chapters, subchapters, and sections.  Many of the sections of this particular law are 

irrelevant to this study, because they were intended to be instructions for state-level 

political agents in charge of distributing funds down to county-wide or (in this case) 

regionally appointed partnerships, which in turn, hired a local manager to serve as the 

liaison between the Arizona State Department of Education and local school districts.  

The local School-to-Work offices in our community were manned by a single 

administrative agent and her clerical staff, presumably hired with allocated policy funds.   

The primary roles of this contracted administrator were to oversee the 

dissemination of grant funds and to gather data on program and project implementation.  

The local School-to-Work offices provided educators in the field with limited access to a 

repository of news articles and summary briefs about programs and projects being created 

in support of the reform movement, but there were no corresponding opportunities that I 

was aware of, for staff development for those of us creating learning opportunities in the 

field.  I relied heavily upon my former training as a systems analyst and curriculum 

developer to teach myself what was expected of educators in the field, and to deliver 

what was promised in the first grant cycle.  

I was first introduced to the federal policy in the fall of 1996, when it was 

presented verbally to our school by the administrative liaison that had been contracted in 

our region.  The first written guidance that I received about local expectations for 
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program and curriculum development was not a copy of the federal law itself, but rather a 

resource guide for teachers that had been written by the Arizona State Department of 

Education.  The guidebook, which is entitled Arizona Work Based Learning: An 

Educator‟s Guide for K-12 and Beyond (Arizona Department of Education, 1996), was 

gifted to those of us whose ideas for new projects had been accepted through the 

competitive bidding process.   

The Arizona guidebook was intended to introduce teachers in the field to a 

number of practical suggestions regarding the implementation of the federal act, but the 

actual federal policy was obscured to me, as a field worker hired under grants 

administered in my local region.  For that reason, I describe the original federal policy 

first, as I understand it now, not as I came to understand it over the years of my field 

practice.  Later in this book I explore the relationship between these two texts.  For now, 

however, only the federal policy is used to distill a list of the original policy‟s intent. 

I have owned a copy of the Arizona guidebook for educators since it was first 

gifted to me in 1996.  It was the primary text that guided my own professional practice in 

the context of the law.  It was not until the spring of 2006, during a period of unpaid 

scholarship between teaching contracts, that I gained the skills to obtain a copy of the 

original federal policy for myself.  I took a policy analysis course at my university, 

specifically to learn how to unravel the complexities of the law.  I have revisited the 

federal policy document several times since then. This current analysis represents 

intellectual reflections that occurred during the spring of 2010.   
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The national law is a discrete body of text that can be used to inform this study, as 

a distinctive data set that represents the thinking or intent of the policy writers who 

organized it.  We can study the words of the textual document to see how the policy 

makers communicated their expectations for people who chose to seek any portions of 

the grant funds that would be provided to local educators and business people willing to 

participate in the reform‟s agenda.   

Subsequent iterations of the policy do not exist at the federal level.  The policy 

was, instead, integrated into subsequent educational policies enacted at the state level, by 

those state governments that decided to participate in the reform movement.  I did not 

address the subsequent layers of policy expectations that emerged over the course of my 

career until after I have had a chance to describe those changes in historical context.   

I personally only received pockets of the stimulus grant funds for the first year in 

which I was involved in creating learning opportunities for students in support of the law.   

That was during the 1996 – 1997 school year, when I was employed as a middle-school 

science teacher at Setting A.  I was in charge of administering the grant funds that were 

received in that first year of operation, and I simultaneously assumed the leadership role 

of program coordinator.  I guided the development of all grant-funded activities, which 

included curriculum and program development, partnership development, infrastructure 

development and the responsibility for writing all required research reports on local 

implementation endeavors. 
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When the first grant cycle ended, so did the distribution of grant funds to our 

district. I personally continued to contribute curriculum activities and to provide 

leadership within the district related to School-to-Work efforts for an additional four 

years.  I created new opportunities for both students and my colleagues, to expose them 

to the ideals that were espoused in the law, as I understood them at the time.  I happened 

to work in an environment that fully embraced the intent of the law (as it had been 

articulated to us, up until then), so the district paid my teaching salary and allocated a 

portion of my teaching day to support the development of these types of learning 

activities.   

I embraced the policy and provided district-level leadership in its initial 

implementation in Setting A first, before being hired to do similar work in Setting B.  By 

the time I arrived at Setting C, in the 2004-2005 school year, the School-to-Work policy 

had sunsetted at the federal level, and the local School-to-Work offices had closed their 

doors.  Thereafter I contributed quite willingly for as long as I could sustain my interest.  

I  describe later in this book the details behind the way in which each setting was 

structured in support of the policy, but suffice it to say that there was no direct funding 

provided to me personally via the original federal grant structures beyond the first year of 

my involvement with the reform initiative.    The provisions of this law were created with 

the express purpose of encouraging the development of specific curriculum and program 

structures designed with the intent of improving the long-term economic opportunities for 

students still enrolled in the K-12 system.  There are a number of policy statements that 

shed light on the congressional intent and impetus for the law.   
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(E) - Curriculum Interventions  

There are a number of written statements found within the federal policy that can 

guide us toward an understanding of the intended curriculum.  The first group of policy 

statements that I searched for were those that made any reference to actual classroom 

lessons or activities that could be taught to students, in preparation for entering the 

workforce for the first time.  I sought statements that could shed light upon the 

expectations that the policy makers had for practitioners in the field who might be 

preparing to create actual learning opportunities for students in local settings, in direct 

support of the reform movement‟s stated goals.   

I looked for three specific types of recommendations:  (a) those that were content-

based, recommending specific knowledge or concepts to be taught; (b) those that 

addressed the motivational concerns of students, providing insights into their anticipated 

affective or emotional needs, and (c) those that were advocating the acquisition of 

specific skills or technical competencies.  Together, these three types of statements were 

collected and used as evidence to shed light on the curriculum intervention strategies that 

could potentially be developed in the field to steer students towards productive career 

trajectories, which was a primary goal of the policy.  

The policy was structured in such a way that the instructional recommendations 

were found in only two divisions of the law.  Many were listed in the introductory 

sections, sometimes implied rather than stated overtly.  The rest were articulated in the 

first subchapter of the law, where three basic School-to-Work program elements are 

defined and outlined.  There are approximately thirty such references, and I  describe 
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each in the context of the specific types of learning structures that are both recommended 

and defined as the preferred instructional delivery model.    

The key structures that are anticipated within a School-to-Work program are (a) 

school-based instructional activities that are focused on career exploration and 

preparation; (b) work-based instructional activities that are conducted in workplace 

environments but linked conceptually to school-based instructional activities; and (c) 

connecting activities that are designed to promote linkages between the K-12 public 

school system, places of employment, and/or post-secondary educational institutions.  All 

three of these elements are presumed to be missing in most educational settings, and are 

therefore advocated as a welcome addition to traditional instructional techniques. 

The law provides clues as to the expectations that the policy makers had for 

curriculum development and instructional delivery strategies. Some of the policy makers‟ 

recommendations can be directly linked to the curriculum and instructional strategies that 

I developed myself over time, while other suggestions were not integrated into my 

professional practice at all.  This was a function of the fact that I was not presented with 

the original policy during my tenure in the classroom.  Instead, I relied upon the written 

instructional materials provided to me by the State of Arizona, which are discussed later 

in this report.  Specific policy recommendations made at the federal level were simply 

not emphasized at the state level during the first grant cycle in which I was involved in 

policy implementation.  They did emerge into Arizona policy structures over time, 

however, which is described later, in the context of my learning curve.   
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School-Based Instruction 

 

The federal policy recommended that School-to-Work learning opportunities be 

developed in accordance with existing standards for both academic and vocational 

instruction.  This expectation can be seen in a number of places, where it is assumed that 

there is a need to integrate instruction between two domains of the educational field that 

typically work separately, rather than in an interdisciplinary fashion.  This condition 

produces a system in which students receive differentiated instruction, leaving some 

students inadequately prepared to make a smooth transition into postsecondary education, 

training, or employment opportunities. The reform recommendation is that academic and 

vocational instruction be more closely aligned, although no specific recommendations are 

provided to suggest how and where this should take place.   

Nonetheless, we can perceive the expectation of the policy makers for this to 

occur more frequently, because they stated that expectation explicitly.  The first clue is 

given in the very first section of the introduction to the law, where it is stated that 

“…students in the United States can achieve high academic and occupational standards 

…” (STWOA, 1994, § 6101, p. 1108). As a classroom instructor who has been certified 

as both an academic and a vocational instructor, I know how to access the standards for 

academic and vocational instruction that exist in Arizona and at the federal level.  I am 

also familiar with what these standards expect of students, teachers, and school systems, 

recognizing that the standards themselves do not necessarily reflect the total range of 

skills and aptitudes that a student needs to possess in adult life. 
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The fact that policy makers listed academic and occupational standards separately 

indicates to me that they are aware that these educational expectations are housed in 

separate documents that teachers in each domain may not be fully aware of.  In other 

words, academic teachers should be familiar with the academic standards for their 

particular discipline (math, science, social studies, or language arts) and vocational 

teachers should be familiar with vocational standards for their specific industrial cluster 

(business, industrial technology, culinary arts, family and consumer sciences, etc.).  It is 

not likely, however, that teachers who do not possess dual certification would be familiar 

with the standards that exist in teaching disciplines for which they have not been trained.   

The second place that the expectation for integration is mentioned is in the 

Purposes section of the law, where the legislative act was purportedly designed “… to 

help students attain high academic and occupational standards” (Ibid, § 6102, p. 1108).  

This implies that students are exposed to both domains of the educational field, and that 

one goal of the law is to help students rise to the expectations articulated within these two 

types of educational standards.  It is also stated explicitly that the policy makers believe 

that the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994  “… improve the knowledge and 

skills of youth by integrating academic and occupational learning, integrating school-

based and work-based learning, and building effective linkages between secondary and 

postsecondary education” (Ibid, § 6102, p. 1109).   Finally, the policy makers recommend 

“… a program of instruction and curriculum that integrates academic and vocational 

learning (including applied methodologies and team-teaching strategies)” (Ibid, § 6112, 

p. 1112).  This statement implies that academic and vocational teachers should be 
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encouraged to work collaboratively, to develop learning opportunities that are 

interdisciplinary and that provide opportunities for students to find practical applications 

for lessons developed. 

The vision for educational reform, therefore, includes the concept that academic 

and vocational teachers should be working collaboratively together to develop learning 

opportunities for students that are interdisciplinary, in the context of integrating academic 

and occupational goals, as articulated in a variety of standards-based documents that exist 

at the state and federal levels.  This implies that teachers know how to integrate across 

academic domains, as no further instructions are provided within the policy itself on how 

or where this should be taking place.   

The actual content to be taught within a School-to-Work program is somewhat 

vague as well.  The first evidence that I found that provided a clue as to the anticipated 

learning objectives was found in the introductory paragraphs, where the rationale for the 

reform movement is articulated in writing.  It is implied immediately, within the first 

sentence of the law that students should be prepared to go on to college.  I was often 

frustrated by the false assumption that other people carried, regarding the policy‟s view 

towards a college education.  Many people told me that they could not embrace the policy 

because it pointed students away from college-level or university programs of study.  I 

frequently argued against this common misperception. 

The policy begins with the lament that “… three fourths of high school students in 

the United States enter the workforce without baccalaureate degrees” (Ibid, § 6101, p. 

1108), implying that this condition puts them at risk for not being prepared to assume the 
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challenging responsibilities that are required of the modern workforce.   There is no 

mention as to whether this is a new trend or not, or whether the citizens in our country are 

choosing to work instead of attending college, or postponing college until they have 

saved up enough money to pay for the cost of tuition or books.  Nonetheless, the 

introductory paragraph of the entire legislative act implies that the lack of a bachelor‟s 

degree is problematic, and that the policy supports the concept of encouraging young 

citizens to explore that option in their personal quests for career advancement. 

The same sentiment is echoed elsewhere in the policy.  The expectation for 

postsecondary education is described in the Purposes section of the law to include lessons 

for students that “… increase their opportunities for further education, including 

education in a 4-year college or university” (Ibid, § 6102, p. 1108).  Student coursework 

within a School-to-Work program is expected to include classes that both prepare students 

for a first job and that encourage postsecondary education and/or training.  The field of 

study that a student engages in “… may lead to admission to a 2 or 4-year college or 

university” (Ibid, § 6103, p. 1110), but it could also lead to a variety of other 

postsecondary occupational training schools.    

A recurring expectation for field workers is the concept that they should be 

working pro-actively to “… establish effective linkages between secondary and 

postsecondary education” (Ibid, § 6111, p. 1112), and to develop “…procedures to 

facilitate the entry of students participating in a School-to-Work Opportunities program 

into additional training or postsecondary education programs, as well as to facilitate the 

transfer of the students between education and training programs.”  The law advocates 
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the development of connecting activities for students that promote “… continuing their 

education, or entering into an additional training program” (Ibid, § 6114, p. 1113).   

This implies the need to create lessons that teach students how to navigate 

through high school, so that they are adequately prepared to enter college or trade school, 

by taking the pre-requisite courses that are available to them at their local high school 

campus.  This instructional objective was a high priority throughout my own professional 

practice, and I describe later how and why specific lessons were created over time to 

meet this educative goal. Students were taught how to recognize a variety of course 

sequences that could be leveraged so as to maximize their educative experience while 

still in high school.  There are a number of opportunities for students to prepare 

themselves for college entrance, but students are not always aware of them, so education 

on that topic is important.  

The policy also implies that teachers should be preparing students better for the 

demands of a changing economy.  It is lamented that approximately ten percent of 

students have dropped out of school, with no indication that they will be returning.  This 

is stated in the opening few sentences of the policy, where the concern is raised that 

leaving school before graduation from high school leaves people “… particularly 

unprepared for the demands of a 21
st
 century workforce” (Ibid, § 6101, p. 1108).   It is 

therefore implied that a teacher who is involved in the School-to-Work movement should 

be developing lessons and activities that prepare students for the demands of the modern 

workplace, so as to “… motivate all youths … to stay in or return to school or a 
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classroom setting and strive to succeed, by providing enriched learning experiences” 

(Ibid, § 6102, p. 1109).  

The policy developers made several more comments that indicated their 

expectations for instructional delivery within a classroom setting.  In addition to 

integrating academic and vocational instructional standards, the policy makers also 

advocated for specific career-related educational goals.   School-to-Work instruction 

found within the public schools was anticipated to include opportunities for students to 

learn about the labor market and a variety of job opportunities.  It was articulated that 

educators would develop “… a system … that enables youths … to identify and navigate 

paths to productive and progressively more rewarding roles in the workplace” (Ibid, § 

6102, p. 1108).  Furthermore, teachers were expected to provide instruction to help 

students “…acquire the knowledge, skills, and abilities and information about and access 

to the labor market necessary to make an effective transition from school to career-

oriented work or to further education and training” (Ibid, § 6101, p. 1108). 

This expectation requires teachers to understand how our economy is organized, 

in terms of labor supplies and demands.  This puts educators in charge of developing 

lessons that can guide students into a workforce that might be foreign to teachers, if they 

themselves have never had the opportunity to work outside of the educational system.  

Learning opportunities that promote career awareness and career exploration are 

educational goals that are advocated frequently in the policy‟s text.  Lessons are to be 

developed that allow students to “…identify, select, or reconsider their interests, goals, 

and career majors” (Ibid, § 6112, p. 1112). These lessons should “… expose students to a 
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broad array of career opportunities, and facilitate the selection of career majors, based on 

individual interests, goals, strengths, and abilities” (Ibid, § 6102, p. 1109).  Teachers must 

therefore not only know about career options in contemporary society, but they are 

expected as well to be able to help children understand the connection between careers 

and personal talents, bents, or leanings.   

Furthermore, teachers would need to be able to develop learning activities that 

could help students see the relevance between their interests, specific academic and 

vocational lessons taught in school, and the jobs that exist in society.  The policy 

encourages lessons that allow students to “… identify their academic strengths and 

weaknesses, academic progress, workplace knowledge, goals and the need for additional 

learning opportunities to master core academic and vocational skills” (Ibid, § 6112, p. 

1112).  This implies raising students‟ awareness about how to recognize their own 

aptitudes and interests, and encouraging self-improvement and achievement. 

Finally, the policy advocates that teachers provide education that “… incorporates 

instruction in all aspects of an industry” (Ibid, 6112, p. 1112).  This concept is further 

defined within the definition section of the policy.  The expectation is that students 

should be taught that sectors of industry have a variety of career options within them.  

Students are to be instructed on the stratified nature of most industries, so that they can 

understand the connection between educational preparation and starting salaries for the 

various components of a particular career cluster.  While students are being prepared for 

an entry-level position, they are also to be taught about higher-level jobs that can be 

attained with additional training, experience, and effort.  Aspects of an industry include “ 
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… planning , management, finances, technical and production skills, underlying 

principles of technology, labor, and community issues, health and safety issues, and 

environmental issues related to such industry” (6103, p. 1109).   The federal policy does 

not specifically delegate the responsibility for school-based curriculum development or 

instructional delivery to either educators or employers.  

In summary, therefore, the policy makers expected school-based instruction to 

include both academic and vocational concepts that would be taught in an 

interdisciplinary fashion, with teachers working collaboratively with each other, as well 

as with members of the professional business and employer communities.  Teachers were 

expected to develop appropriate linkages between the educational and business 

communities, so that students could be exposed to the culture of the adult workplace 

while still in high school.   

The goal was to increase the range of skills, aptitudes, and knowledge beyond 

what was traditionally being taught in segregated academic or vocational programs of 

study. The sequence of courses offered to students would begin early-on in their public 

school careers, so that they could leverage the existing opportunity structures within both 

the K-12 system and the community at large.  

Specific learning opportunities that were anticipated to be included in school-

based instructional lessons were not explicitly identified, but rather implied.  They 

included lessons that encouraged students to go on to college, university or post-

secondary technical or trade school.  A bachelor‟s degree was implied to be the minimum 

standard for students to shoot for, so educators were encouraged to point students in that 
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direction, by ensuring that their high school coursework included the necessary pre-

requisites for college entrance.   

The secondary plan of study was also expected to prepare students for their first 

jobs, implying the need to integrate occupational preparation concepts into both academic 

and vocational courses.  Educators were to encourage students to recognize the 

importance of staying in school, in terms of improving one‟s long-term economic 

security.  Teachers were also encouraged to teach students how to identify and recognize 

marketable talents that may be linked to personal strengths and aptitudes.  All aspects of 

industry were to be explored, implying that students should consider career paths beyond 

just entry-level work, including planning and management.  

Work-Based Instruction 

In addition to lessons and activities conducted on school campuses, there were 

also expectations articulated in writing for School-to-Work programs to include 

instruction that took place in actual adult work settings, including work sites in which 

students might actually be employed in jobs or receiving school credit for training 

conducted at a job site.  The policy‟s goal was to provide students with exposure to the 

adult work world, in order for students to gain work-related competencies and skills.   

Nowhere was it mandated that students be hired for pay. Paid work experiences 

were considered to be amongst a number of permissible activities that were to be 

developed in partnership with the employer community, but unpaid work experiences 

were also encouraged, in the context of career exploration and/or personal growth (Ibid, § 

6113).  Service learning opportunities were also encouraged, but the expectation was that 
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such activities would be voluntary, and for the purpose of developing career-related skills 

and aptitudes.   

Adult work settings were therefore seen as a place where career-related 

instruction could be expanded, in order to increase the relevance of what was being 

taught in school.  The policy states clearly that “… many (students) learn better and retain 

more when the students learn in context, rather than in the abstract” (STWOA, 1994, § 

6101, p. 1108).  The policy makers further argue that “…the work-based learning 

approach, which is modeled after the time-honored apprenticeship concept, integrates 

theoretical instruction with structured on-the-job training, and this approach, combined 

with school-based learning, can be very effective in engaging student interest, enhancing 

skill acquisition, developing positive work attitudes, and preparing youths for high-skill, 

high wage careers” (Ibid, § 6101, p. 1108).   

The policymakers also described their expectations for what a School-to-Work 

learning activity would look like, so that it could be distinguished from other employment 

opportunities that students have in the community.  The policy makers acknowledged that 

“…while many students in the United States have part-time jobs, there is infrequent 

linkage between such jobs; and the career planning or exploration, or the school-based 

learning of such students” (Ibid, § 6101, p. 1108).  The policy makers therefore 

advocated that a School-to-Work experience in the workforce be tied directly to a “… 

planned program of job training and work experience, including training related to pre-

employment and employment skills to be mastered at progressively higher levels” (Ibid, 

§ 6113, p. 1113).   
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The policy makers expected teachers to provide “… instruction in general 

workplace competencies, including instruction and activities related to developing 

positive work attitudes, and employability and participative skills” (Ibid, § 6113, p. 

1113).   

The expectation was that work-based learning would “…utilize workplaces as 

active learning environments in the educational process by making employers joint 

partners with educators in providing opportunities for all students to participate in high 

quality, work-based learning experiences” (Ibid, § 6102, p. 1108).    

There is no other mention of the specific skills, attitudes, or theoretical instruction 

that should be provided.  The recommendation, however, is that such curriculum 

interventions should hold the potential to render work-based learning as a potentially 

beneficial and complementary component to school-based instruction.   

 

Connecting Activities 

The final category of instructional or curriculum intervention strategies are 

referred to as connecting activities.  These activities are designed to build bridges 

between students and the educational and employer communities, as well as the greater 

community in which schools and places of employment are immersed.  A number of 

specific statements in the policy reflect the expectation for teachers to develop learning 

activities for students that can broaden their awareness about, and provide direct access or 

experience with organizations that provide resources that might assist in the transition 
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from the public school system to first jobs and/or postsecondary education and training 

institutions. 

One educative goal that meets the definition of a connecting activity is to link 

participants in the reform movement, specifically the students enrolled in such programs, 

with “…other community services that may be necessary to assure a successful transition 

from School-to-Work” (Ibid, § 6114, p. 1113).  In our community, for instance, there are 

a number of government agencies that are devoted to helping citizens with special needs 

to overcome employment or educational barriers.   

Pro-active instruction was provided during my practice that taught students how 

to access these services, and to determine if they were eligible for additional employment 

or training assistance upon graduation.  A number of my students, for example, were 

considered to be physically or cognitively disabled, so they were taught about the various 

organizations that exist in our community to help them with their special transition needs.   

An additional expectation is that teachers would make connections between youth 

development activities and “… employer and industry strategies for upgrading the skills 

of their workers” (Ibid, § 6114, p. 1113).  I interpreted this statement to mean that as a 

practitioner in the field, I should provide opportunities for students to meet with 

professionals from a variety of career fields, so that they could explore avenues for skill 

acquisition that might not be readily known by people outside of a specific industry.   

I developed community outreach events that allowed us to discover a number of 

on-the-job training opportunities for young adults that lead to industry-recognized skill 

certificates that are not otherwise provided to people enrolled in high school or college.  I 
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described specific examples of connecting opportunities that broadened my own 

knowledge about the availability of occupational skill training in our community that is 

industry-driven, rather than driven by a particular college or university. 

Developing connecting activities is described as a joint responsibility, with both 

educators and members of the greater society sharing in the organizational tasks 

involved.  No specific examples are provided in the text of the written policy, but it is 

implied that such activities should be developed early enough for students to become 

both aware of and personally interested in exploring avenues that they had not considered 

previously.   

Activities such as field trips and tours of adult work settings would fit this 

category of learning opportunity.  Career fairs, guest speaker series, and short workshops 

or seminars on financial planning would also meet the criteria of a connecting activity.  

Short-term mentorships and single-day job-shadowing experiences would also qualify 

under this category heading, because neither requires the commitment to long-term skills 

training on the job.  Examples of these types of lessons and activities are described in this 

report, from the perspectives of employers and students, as well as from the perspective 

of the teacher-researcher in charge of developing them.  
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(F) - Program Components 

The second wave of analysis focused on the programmatic expectations that the 

policy makers had, related to the quality and overall structure that they anticipated in 

programs and projects funded through the legislative act.  The three primary components, 

as mentioned previously, were the School-based, Work-based, and Connecting Activities, 

but there were also a number of general requirements that fell outside of those broad 

categories.  The most frequently mentioned aspects were outlined in the second division 

of the law (Subchapter I – Basic Program Components), where the three key elements are 

referenced explicitly.  The other expectations for program development are listed 

primarily within Section 6102 (Purposes and Congressional Intent); Section 6231 

(Requirements) and Section 6234 (Prohibitions on Federal Mandates, Direction, and 

Control). 

The first point to be made is that there is verbiage that is specific to the concept 

that the law is not a federal mandate.  School districts were never required to participate 

in any portion of the reform movement. Furthermore, they were not required to spend 

money out of their own resource base. “Nothing in this chapter shall be construed to 

authorize an officer or employee of the Federal Government to mandate, direct, or control 

a State‟s local educational agency‟s or school‟s curriculum, program of instruction, or 

allocation of State or local resources, or mandate a State or any subdivision thereof to 

spend any funds or incur any costs not paid for under this chapter” (STWOA, 1994, § 

6231, p. 1130).  Participation was therefore voluntary, and required the submittal of a 

competitive bid on the part of the States and on the part of local partnerships.  Individuals 
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within a school district who elected to participate here in Arizona were responsible for 

organizing their own proposals, which were to outline their plans for programs and 

projects that were anticipated to be funded by the grant seed monies.   

The second point to be made is that the funds were competitive, which meant that 

not everybody who hoped to participate would be funded in any given grant cycle.  The 

funds were intended to be venture capital, that was supposed to be used “… to 

underwrite the initial costs of planning and establishing statewide School-to-Work 

Opportunities systems that be maintained with other Federal, State, and local resources” 

(Ibid, § 6102, p. 1108).  This meant that both State governments and local partnerships 

were warned up-front that the funds would be limited to specific annual grant allocation 

limits, and that there was no guarantee that a local school district, local partnership, or 

State government would receive funds every year.   

There was also a built-in expectation that the flow of federal dollars would cease 

shortly after the anticipated termination date of the federal law, which occurred on 

October 1, 2001.  A key goal of each program or project that was pitched for funding was 

to illustrate how they would be sustained using local resources, once the federal funding 

stopped.  This policy structure is one that was controversial from day one, and there is 

evidence in this historical case study, as well as in related literatures on the topic, that the 

funding mechanism short-changed schools that were unable to get any portion of the 

money, due to the competitive nature of the granting process, as well as those schools 

who started projects with the seed monies, and that were not able to sustain the programs 

and projects on their own, once the grant money dwindled.   
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Career Majors 

 A policy expectation that was mentioned frequently within the federal policy was 

never articulated in the written guidelines for teachers in Arizona, so I was not aware of it 

until some years later, after the federal policy had been handed over to each State.  What 

is interesting to note is that Arizona does support the concept described as a “career 

major” but it is not a construct that was required of the programs and projects that I 

participated in myself.  One of the three school districts in which I was employed was 

gearing up in this direction when I decided to step off the payroll to work on my graduate 

program of study full-time.  I therefore have no personal experience with this structure, 

which the policy calls a “career major”.   A career major needs to be distinguished from a 

more recent development in the field, called a “career academy”.   

 It has long been established in the postsecondary education and training arena that 

there are occupational clusters that are frequently referred to as “majors” in college.  In 

other words, students who leave high school and who are able to afford and manage a 

college-level program of study are required, eventually, to declare their program 

emphasis.  This practice is encouraged by the policy to occur even before a child has 

matriculated out of middle school.  I have resisted the temptation to evaluate the merit of 

that expectation until later in this book, when I provide evidence from the other data 

sources about how difficult that might be for students who have not had sufficient 

instruction yet about their options in life.  Suffice it to say, however, the concept is the 

same.  The School-to-Work Opportunities Act (1994) does have the written expectation 
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that students should be guided in their programs of study to declare a career major that is 

“… based on individual interests, goals, strengths, and abilities” (Ibid § 6102, p. 1109).  

 The declaration of this career major was anticipated to take place “… not later 

than the beginning of the 11
th

 grade” (Ibid, § 6112, p. 1112), although there is also the 

written expectation that the process of career education, awareness, and counseling on 

that aspect of the reform movement should begin even earlier.  School-to-Work programs 

were expected to include “…career awareness and career exploration and counseling  

(beginning at the earliest possible age, but not later than the 7
th

 grade) in order to help 

students who may be interested to identify, and select, or reconsider, their interests, goals, 

and career majors” Ibid, § 6112, p. 1112).    

 The policy describes a career major as a focused program of study that combines 

career exploration, self-discovery and evaluation, technical or occupational training in a 

particular industry, opportunities for occupational learning that integrate school-based 

and work-based learning, two years of high school coursework that is geared to prepare 

students for at least two more years of coursework beyond high school, and “… to the 

extent practicable … strong experience in … the industry the students are planning to 

enter”(Ibid, § 6103, p. 1109).   

Choosing a career major early in one‟s educational experience is perceived to be 

beneficial in the long run, in that students are encouraged to take a sequence of courses 

that can more efficiently gear them towards a productive post-secondary career.  No 

specific career majors are recommended within the written text of the original federal 

School-to-Work legislation.   
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Program Outcomes 

 Another set of policy expectations that are articulated in writing are referred to as 

the anticipated program outcomes.  By this I mean that there are a number of statements 

that reflect the policy makers‟ anticipated outcomes for students, as a direct result of 

having participated in the programs and projects structured according to the law.  The 

first expectation is that all students be geared toward “… further education and training, 

such as entry into a registered apprenticeship program, or … admission to a 2 or 4 year 

college or university “(Ibid, § 6103, pp. 1109 – 1110).  As such, students are expected to 

either graduate from high school or earn an equivalent certificate (such as the General 

Equivalency Diploma) as the entry-level minimum requirement to be eligible for 

acceptance into institutions of higher learning.   

 School-to-Work programs were not meant to replace the existing curriculum in 

local schools, but rather to enhance it, by taking an integrated approach that dovetails 

with both student interests and local opportunities for entry-level jobs in “high-skill, 

high-wage careers” (Ibid, § 6102, p. 1108).  The types of careers are not specifically 

mentioned in the federal policy, but the expectation is that program development include 

the goal of meeting industry-related skill levels, articulated in other pieces of federal 

legislation.  The goal was to make sure that students were encouraged to reach high 

academic and occupational standards set by State Departments of Education, which 

receive federal tax dollars to support public schools in general.   
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 If possible, it was hoped that local School-to-Work programs would be developing 

standards-based instructional methods that would integrate academic and vocational 

goals, and that could also incorporate the teaching of specific occupational skills, as 

defined by the National Skill Standards Act of 1994 (20 U.S.C. 5931, et seq.). The fact 

that both of these laws were enacted the same year may be a contributing factor as to why 

I personally never heard of the latter act until after the School-to-Work policy had already 

sunsetted.  Nonetheless, the federal policy mentions that an anticipated goal of the reform 

movement is the development of programs of study that not only lead to a high school 

diploma and the potential for college entrance, but that would also include the issuance of 

an industry-recognized skill certificate (Ibid, § 6103, p. 1111). The goal was to have 

students emerge from the K-12 system with a general academic background sufficient 

enough to prepare them for college entrance, but simultaneously robust enough to 

provide a skill set that could be leveraged in the entry-level labor market to secure first-

time employment in jobs that were productive, of interest to the student, and lucrative.  

 Career guidance was a key program component that was deemed necessary for 

students to be adequately prepared to make sound educational and career decisions.  The 

goal was to allow students to explore their interests, strengths and talents, and the 

relationship between one‟s personal goals and the array of career options in society.  

Readers are left wondering who is responsible for this task.  It is unclear as to whether or 

not career guidance is to be supplied by school counselors, educational case managers, or 

classroom teachers.  Furthermore, there are no specific references to career-education 

guidelines, or to recommended curriculum materials.    
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Integration of Work-based Learning 

A planned and comprehensive School-to-Work program was anticipated to 

include work-based learning, but it was also anticipated that the work-based learning 

would complement the curriculum and instruction that was taking place on the school 

campus.  What was not expected was for students to simply earn school credit for their 

current part-time job experiences.  School-to-Work work experiences were to be 

distinguished from general work experiences by the fact that were tied to educational 

objectives that fostered career awareness, long-term educational planning, and the 

expectation for additional skill training, both on the job and in appropriate secondary and 

postsecondary institutions of technical training or higher education.   

This point needs to be made now, because a number of discussions that are taking 

place in this research project are related to the misunderstanding that exists in our 

community about the qualities that distinguish various types of work experiences for 

young people who are still enrolled in the K-12 system. Work-based learning that was 

anticipated in the types of School-to-Work activities allowed through the funding 

mechanisms of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 are therefore 

distinguishable from other types of work-based learning models espoused in other pieces 

of federal legislation.  Work-based learning could be developed to complement a number 

of pre-existing laws “…to build on and advance a range of promising School-to-Work 

activities, such as tech prep education, career academies, school-to-apprenticeship 

programs, cooperative education, youth apprenticeship, school-sponsored enterprises, 

business-education compacts” (Ibid, § 6102, p. 1108).  
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Cooperative education, for example, is a model of work-based learning that is not 

specifically required in a School-to-Work program, because it is a model that is funded 

and structured through the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education reform movement.  

Here in Arizona, cooperative education teachers hold special licenses that are earned 

above and beyond a Career and Technical Education teaching certificate that is required 

for all vocational educators.  Vocationally certified teachers may not hold any academic 

teaching credential, so they are assigned often to teach elective course offerings that 

provide vocational or occupational training, but that do not earn students credit in an 

academic area of study (Math, Social Studies, Science, or Language Arts).   

In other words, teachers who hope to oversee a cooperative workplace learning 

partnership, as operationally defined and funded in the Vocational Education domain are 

required to have two separate state teaching licenses, one related to their vocational 

specialty area (in my case, that would be Industrial Technology, but other teachers might 

be licensed to teach vocational courses in Business, Family and Consumer Science, 

Agriculture, Automotive Technology, Aviation Technology, Medical Technology, 

Culinary Arts, etc.).  These licenses allow vocational teachers to provide instruction in 

career education as well as in their vocational focus area, but they do not allow the same 

teachers to supervise students in cooperative workplace learning placements in the field.  

To be qualified to assume that additional responsibility, vocational educators are required 

to complete additional coursework related to the supervision of students who are placed 

in vocational work assignments that complement the sequence of technical training 

courses that students matriculated through during their high school career.   
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The goal is to find entry-level paid employment opportunities that match specific 

vocational programs of study that are structured according to industry-recognized skill 

standards in a limited number of occupational areas.  A School-to-Work program might 

not have been simultaneously funded under the Carl D. Perkins laws, and so it would 

have been structured with different goals.  I  provide illustrative examples throughout this 

paper that shed light on the strengths and weaknesses of the various work-based learning 

models, and I discuss the differences between each that have been argued to put academic 

and vocational teachers at odds with each other, and students in the field at risk of harm.   

While the funded School-to-Work programs were supposed to include work 

experience for students, those work experiences did not necessarily have to be tied 

directly to a vocational course of study.  Furthermore, a School-to-Work program could 

include other short-term work experiences, including job-shadowing (a practice in which 

students follow a professional for a short period of time, to learn first-hand what the daily 

routine of a given profession might look like), school-based enterprises (the development 

of student-run businesses in which students gain work-experience through activities that 

allow them to develop authentic routines, either in profit-making or not-for-profit 

endeavors), or on-the-job training in a broad array of careers, not necessarily limited to 

the narrower range of occupations advocated by vocational education laws.   

A School-to-Work learning opportunity was expected to comply with all current 

labor laws, as well as with laws pertaining to the education and training of students, who 

were anticipated to be younger than the age of majority.  Child labor laws in particular 

were to be respected, so as to minimize the risk of a child being exploited by employers, 
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and/or to ensure that students were not being asked to put an employer‟s workforce 

demands above the educational needs of the children in the program.  While the 

expectation was to develop entry-level jobs (in partnership with the employer 

community) that were “… paid high-quality, work-based learning experiences” (Ibid, § 

6101, p. 1109) there were no specific examples provided.     

 

Prohibitions 

The Basic Program Components division of the law also listed a number of 

activities that were specifically prohibited in School-to-Work programs.  The first is 

called a prohibition on displacement, which refers to the practice of using students to fill 

the positions within an industry that are currently manned by adult citizens.  This practice 

was discouraged, with the statement that “…no student participating in such a program 

shall displace any currently employed worker (including a partial displacement, such as a 

reduction in the hours of nonovertime work, wages, or employment benefits)” (Ibid, § 

6231, p. 1130).  

Similarly, there was a specific prohibition against replacement of adult workers 

by a student workforce.  “No student participating in such a program shall be employed 

or fill a job – (A) when any other individual is on temporary layoff, with the clear 

possibility of recall, from the same or any substantially equivalent job with the 

participating employer; or (B) when the employer has terminated the employment of any 

regular employee or otherwise reduced the workforce of the employer with the intention 

of filling the vacancy so created with the student” (Ibid, § 6231, p. 1130).   
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The third practice that was discouraged was described as a “prohibition on 

impairment of contracts”.  The goal of this prohibition was to avoid a situation in which 

student employment could undermine or thwart pre-existing labor contracts that might 

have been developed under unionized trade or labor agreements.  While placing students 

at workplaces that were unionized was encouraged, it was also acknowledged that student 

workers might be perceived as potentially threatening in situations where work 

production had halted due to disagreements between labor and management.  For that 

reason, a stipulation was provided in writing that stated “… no such program shall impair 

existing contracts for services or collective bargaining agreements … without the written 

concurrence of the labor organization and employer concerned” (Ibid, § 6231, p. 1130).   

The final practice that was prohibited was related to the wages of the students 

who were participants in the reform movement.  The funds allocated under the School-to-

Work Opportunities Act could not be used for the salaries or wages of the students or any 

workplace mentor.  A workplace mentor is a person who is employed by the students‟ 

employer to supervise their instruction on the job.   

This role is defined under the law as a person “…who possesses the skills and 

knowledge to be mastered by a student, and who instructs the student, critiques the 

performance of the student, challenges the student to perform well, and works in 

consultation with classroom teachers and the employer of the student” (Ibid, § 6103, p. 

1111).   
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School-Site Coordination Duties 

The expectations for School-to-Work program coordination are outlined explicitly 

to include a number of activities that would naturally be conducted by an individual 

known as the school site mentor, as contrasted with the workplace mentor.  The policy 

defined this role as “… a professional employed at a school who is designated as the 

advocate for a particular student, and who works in consultation with the classroom 

teachers, counselors, related service personnel, and the employer of the student to design 

and monitor the progress of the School-to-Work Opportunities program of the student” 

Ibid, § 6103, p. 1111).   This was my role as a field practitioner, although I carried a 

variety of job titles over time. 

According to the policy makers, this person‟s responsibilities included:  (a) acting 

as a liaison between the student, the employer, educational personnel, parents, and other 

community partners, as appropriate;  (b) matching students with appropriate work-based 

learning opportunities made available by  the employer community;  (c) providing 

technical assistance in designing learning opportunities both on the school site and in the 

workforce; and (d)  “training other school personnel and work-site mentors, as well as 

counselors” (Ibid, § 6114, p. 1113).    

The school site mentor was also delegated the responsibility of “encouraging the 

active participation of employers, in cooperation with local education officials, in the 

implementation of local activities,” with the employer community defined as those 

representing both “public and private” business enterprises (Ibid, § 6103, p. 1110).   The 

school site mentor was expected to work directly with work-site mentors to evaluate 
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student progress, although no specific time-tables or assessment tools were mentioned in 

the federal policy.  The school site mentor was therefore the person primarily in charge of 

coordinating the “regularly scheduled evaluations involving on-going consultation and 

problem solving with students” (Ibid, § 6112, p. 1112).    

 

Partnerships with Others 

Another primary job responsibility of the school site mentor was to create 

linkages with others in the community who could assist students with their long-term 

career trajectories.  The emphasis was placed on developing relationships with employers 

and postsecondary institutions, although the term “partnership” is loosely defined.  The 

school site mentor was expected “… to promote the formation of local partnerships that 

are dedicated to linking the worlds of schools and work, among secondary schools and 

postsecondary education institutions, private and public employers, labor organizations, 

government, community-based organizations parents, students, State educational 

agencies, local educational agencies, and training and human services agencies” 

(STWOA, 1994, §6102, p. 1108).  While I considered myself to be talented in this regard, 

I did experience a number of frustrations related to working with other agencies that are 

purported to be providing additional services to citizens in the context of economic 

security and postsecondary job placement.  I therefore analyzed my own experiences, 

frustrations, limitations and biases in that regard, during the pages of this book that 

describe my own professional praxis and decision-making skills. 
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The grant funds that were provided under the School-to-Work Opportunities Act 

(1994) therefore introduced a mechanism through which to encourage change within the 

public school system.  The policy makers intended for school districts and employers to 

work collaboratively to create exciting learning opportunities for students that would be 

conducted in the workplace and greater community.  The analysis of the program 

expectations, however, indicates that the bulk of the educative task was to fall on the 

shoulders of individual educators, including me, who would be willing to step up to the 

plate to do so.  What was unusual about this specific piece of legislation was that it was a 

rather open-ended invitation to teachers with an interest in improving the lives of 

individual students in their own classrooms. 

What makes this policy unique, from my perspective, is that it seems to favor 

teacher leadership, by paying teachers to be innovative, to create interesting projects, and 

to develop relationships outside the school system.  The policy makers provided incentive 

pay funds to those of us who were implementing the policy in actual school settings.  The 

funds were intended to be used to pay teachers for their time and expertise.  It was 

assumed that teachers would be the ones who would know how to create the programs 

and projects recommended by the law, so the law itself was funded with this goal in 

mind.  Teachers were not supposed to give up their whole careers, but rather to integrate 

portions of the philosophical intent of the law into their older routines, where it was 

presumed that these types of structures were not yet in place.  In my case, I show how 

that is true in some respects, but not wholly an accurate assumption of what is actually 

taking place in classes like those that I was assigned to teach. 
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(G) - Opportunity Structures 

This last portion of the analysis of the original School-to-Work Opportunities Act 

(1994) focuses on understanding the nature of the law, in the context of it being what the 

name implies, specifically an opportunities act, rather than a federal mandate.  Although 

there are portions of the law that describe what would be anticipated of programs that are 

funded under this specific policy, the expectation to participate in the School-to-Work 

reform movement, as articulated by this one single piece of legislation, was considered to 

be strictly voluntary, not a mandated requirement.  The policy was therefore structured to 

offer certain opportunities to people, specifically the students enrolled within the K-12 

educational system.    

The goal of the policy was to increase the likelihood that students would be able 

to overcome the obstacles that are admittedly present in our society, which can prevent 

young people from reaching the age of majority with the requisite skills, knowledge, and 

aptitudes to be able to support themselves economically, if their parents are no longer 

willing or able to do that for them.  Although there are a number of avenues that young 

people can follow to reach their economic or career potential, not every student or parent 

is aware of them. Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest that some avenues for success 

were not historically open to all segments of society, leaving certain individuals or groups 

of people within the community barred from the opportunity to pursue those particular 

options. 

Plenty of opportunities already exist in our society for young people (with or 

without family money) to attend colleges and universities, as well as both public and 



 

 

  357 

private trade schools.  But without the knowledge of how to gain entrance through the 

portals that lead to higher education, students would not be able to take advantage of 

those opportunities, which have been shown to be effective conduits to a number of good 

jobs.  Traditional educational policies related to occupational training may not have 

encouraged every member of society to consider all options before making decisions 

about their career plans.  It has been argued that the educational system has been 

systemically discriminatory, tracking certain individuals towards education and training 

options that are not as lucrative as others (Oakes, 1985). 

A School-to-Work priority was therefore placed on developing learning 

opportunities for students to teach them to become increasingly aware of the 

relationships that are generally acknowledged to exist, between secondary education and 

one‟s postsecondary options in life.   Portions of the funding provided by the law were 

earmarked specifically for use by educational practitioners, who would be paid to 

develop specific types of learning opportunities for students to teach them how to 

explore, seek, find, and secure the necessary education, training and work experience to 

be productively employed citizens for the rest of their lives.    

Students would be taught to navigate their own educational careers in such a way 

that they were led through the maze of opportunities that already existed there.  The 

difference, however, would be that students would be given guidance related to how and 

why the system was organized currently, and where they could leverage the menu of 

options to suit their own needs and maximize their potential.  Activities would be 

structured in such a way that more students would exit the system with skills, aptitudes, 
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and talents sufficiently developed so that they could move efficiently towards their 

individual career goals.   

Drawing on the literatures related to education, school counseling, and 

professional development, it has been argued that there are a number of structural 

elements present within our society that give some students an advantage over others, 

when preparing to enter the workplace (Roberts, 1968; Beinstein, 1976; Walker & 

Sutherland, 1993; Miller, 1999).  Some would argue that these structures are based on 

historical markers of success, such as hard work, completing one‟s education in a timely 

manner, and/or showing interests and abilities that are currently in vogue or demand.  

Each of these conditions can increase one‟s chances of being able to find and keep an 

employment situation that an individual could both love and afford to keep.  These 

attitudes, habits, behaviors, or traits could (in theory), be proactively developed within a 

classroom or workplace environment, increasing the success rate for more people.  

The policy makers‟ theoretical argument was that people who were exposed to 

appropriately structured learning activities that were seeded through the opportunities act 

could be taught to recognize the structural elements and opportunities that exist in our 

society, so that they could take full advantage of them.  Traditional structures that 

presented unnecessary challenges to students in the past could be dealt with pro-actively, 

so as to allow more students the opportunity to make more informed choices related to 

their own economic futures.  The knowledge, skills, and awareness gained from the 

specific instructional, curriculum, and program goals of the policy would empower 
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students by providing them with the appropriate tools they needed to set goals, overcome 

obstacles, and reach their desired destinations. 

Whether or not the policy makers‟ dreams were realistic or not is not the focus of 

this particular layer of policy analysis.  Instead, my goal is to identify, within the letters 

of the law, a third layer of policy expectation that is imbedded into the text of the 

legislative act.  In addition to curriculum intervention strategies and program component 

elements, the policy makers also recommended that practitioners develop specific types 

of opportunity structures within programs and projects funded through the legislation.  

The term opportunity structure refers to mechanisms that exist within society, 

schools, families, and organizations (including places of employment), that offer 

individual citizens and/or groups of people the opportunity to gain something that they 

did not have before passage through that portal.  An opportunity structure, is seen as a 

mechanism that can provide the opportunity for students to improve their own life 

trajectories, by guiding them towards any one of a number of conditions that are known 

to be beneficial to individuals who are competing within the labor market for the best 

jobs and the best positions from which to finance their lives.   

The underlying assumption is that these structures provide a scaffolding effect, 

meaning that people are lifted up through participation in the specific type of experience.  

The goal is to open avenues and doors of opportunities for citizens that may have been 

closed to them in the past, due to ignorance, social exclusion, or lack of adequate 

preparation.  In theory, the learning opportunities suggested by the School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act of 1994, if properly designed, would provide the necessary 
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mechanisms to empower young people with the appropriate knowledge or skills to allow 

them to enter the adult workforce with greater ease, and then to climb the metaphorical 

ladder of economic success.   

The term opportunity structure has a number of meanings, each with a slightly 

different connotation. The term was coined by two scholars, Richard Cloward and Lloyd 

Ohlin (1960), who studied youths involved in criminal behaviors, to understand and 

develop a theory for their delinquency.  They proposed the idea that when legitimate 

career or educational opportunities are not provided to young people, then they may 

choose to develop illegitimate pathways for themselves, which would explain certain 

criminal behaviors and patterns in society.  They viewed opportunity structures as either 

the legitimate pathways to economic success offered by society (such as education or 

training), or the illegitimate pathways (such as selling drugs, prostitution, stealing, gang 

activity, etc.), developed by individuals to gain economic success, if the legitimate ones 

are not available to them.   

The work of Cloward and Ohlin was founded on a sociological framework 

developed by the American sociologist, Robert Merton (1957) related to a concept that 

was first described by the French sociologist, Emile Durkheim (1893/1997).  The concept 

of anomie was used by each of these scholars, to describe the relationships between 

personal goals, economic deprivation, and the culturally sanctioned means by which 

individuals obtain the resources to reach those goals.  Anomie is described in the Oxford 

Dictionary of Sociology as “a psychological state of disorder and meaninglessness” of an 

individual, as well as “an absence, breakdown, confusion, or conflict in the norms of 
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society” (Scott & Marshall, Eds., 2005).  The theory of anomie proposes that in times of 

economic hardship within a society, individuals and groups of people may fall into this 

emotionally crippling state, resorting to desperate or socially deviant acts. 

Kenneth Roberts (1968, 1977) introduced the term opportunity structures into the 

career education and development literatures.  He studied young people in Great Britain 

who were leaving school at an alarming rate and entering the labor market prior to 

completion of their secondary school programs of study.  The reigning career 

development theory at the time was based on the work of Super (1953/1957) who 

proposed the idea that all students had opportunities to make rational choices about their 

futures, a concept that has since been challenged.  Roberts‟ argument was that not every 

student made choices in a universal manner, because the opportunities for education and 

employment are not the same for all individuals.  He therefore advanced the notion that 

one‟s options and choices in society may instead be limited by a number of structural 

constraints, which he too called opportunities structures.  

There are a number of studies in various social science literatures that explore the 

specific structures that exist within society, states, and/or institutions that provide 

opportunities for some people to succeed, while simultaneously denying such 

opportunities to other groups of people (Miller, 1999; Kitschelt, 1986, Schurman, 2004).  

Gender scholars, for example, have studied the relationships between certain industry 

segments and the opportunities they present for women to gain access to careers in the 

science and technology fields, domains that have been traditionally reserved for males in 

society (Whittington, 2007).  Political scientists have used the term to describe the types 



 

 

  362 

of structures that exist in government that either encourage citizens‟ participation within a 

democratic society or that discourage segments of the population to be involved in self-

governance (Rootes, 1999; Wilson, 2006, Gleditsch & Ruggeri, 2007; Nentwich, 1996).  

Social movement scholars use the term to describe the factors that influence the 

collective behaviors of groups of people who mobilize their talents and efforts in order to 

influence change within society (Kitschelt, 1986; Schurman, 2004).      

I use the term opportunity structures somewhat differently in this paper, because 

its meaning has been expanded since Robert‟s work was originally published.  The term 

has been used in these pages to refer to specific types of elements that I was able to 

discern within the policy‟s text that allow students to become more aware of their options 

in life.  I identified at least four specific types of opportunity structures that the policy 

makers recommended as mechanisms that could potentially create advantages for 

students planning to enter a globally competitive labor market.  Each has been described 

individually. 

A number of opportunity structures were revealed within the places in which the 

students were employed, as well as within the various colleges, trade schools, and 

postsecondary educational programs that were explored when my students and I started to 

reach out to the community for additional information about the avenues that were open 

to them, either during high school or after they graduated.  Although a number of 

community resource materials were provided to me through the local School-to-Work 

liaison and other agencies with a shared interest in career or educational development, 
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none was comprehensive enough to guide me to the answers to all of my questions about 

existing opportunity structures in the local community. 

An opportunity structure can exist within society, the workplace, educational 

institutions, and even families.  The differences between individuals can also be seen to 

provide either favorable or unfavorable conditions when looking for a job. I disclose 

examples of opportunities that were both offered and denied to my students, and the 

context in which decisions were made to either open or close doors for them.  I also 

examine a number of situations in which my students may have been discriminated 

against, in the context of their race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, physical 

appearance, and/or disability.  I also disclose the attempts I made personally as a field 

practitioner, to help students overcome a number of societal barriers, as well as instances 

that reveal where I had success and/or where I failed. 

Not all of the incidents that I was personally responsible for can fit in this book, 

so I made the qualifying decisions as to why some incidents were reported and others left 

out.  Those decisions are based on my desire to present representative examples of the 

key themes I hope to discuss throughout this treatise. Those incidents have been 

discussed openly in Chapters 5 and 6, where each member of the data triangulation team 

was welcome to contribute their own experiences with similar incidents, practices, or 

events.  My intent is to address common difficulties that do exist in our society, from an 

intellectually distanced stance, so that readers can understand the practical difficulties 

that I encountered, many of which are directly related to the fact that we are dealing with 

issues of society, culture, and humanity.   
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The remainder of this chapter section has been devoted to describing the four 

specific types of opportunity structures that I perceived to be implied within the policy‟s 

written statements.  Each has a particular character that dovetails with the ideological 

assumptions that are imbedded into the intent of the law.  I therefore address each 

separately, in the context of their respective characteristics.  The policy makers‟ own 

words have been used as evidence to support my argument that these hidden structures 

were included as an additional layer of policy expectation for practitioners in the field.  

Educators were indeed charged with the task of providing a spiraling scope and sequence 

of learning events that could help students climb to the peak of their natural abilities, 

talents, interests, and earning power.   

 

Opportunity Structure 1  

Build Comprehensive Educational Systems 

The first type of opportunity structure to be described herein is the 

recommendation for the building of comprehensive educational systems, so as to 

improve what was assumed to be currently taking place in the schools that was perceived 

to be problematic.  A number of policy statements refer to this concept, including those 

that lament the correlation between the state of the national economy and the state of the 

public school system.  Improving the national situation was assumed to be tied to 

strengthening the schools from which the majority of American citizens were emerging.  

If the nation was going to be a stronger power in the global economic arena, then our 

people needed to be better educated and more technically trained, so as to maintain our 
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competitive edge in the world‟s markets for goods and services.  The policy has specific 

references to this concept.  The first statement reads: 

“…the workplace in the United States is changing in response to heightened international 

competition and new technologies, and such forces, which are ultimately beneficial to the 

Nation, are shrinking the demand for and undermining the earning power of unskilled 

labor” (STWOA, 1994, § 6101, p. 1108). 

 

This paragraph includes a couple of hidden assumptions, each implied through 

the logical flow of the statements, but not necessarily written explicitly.  First, there is a 

reference made to the impact that changing world conditions were having on the 

American workforce in the early 1990‟s, when the policy was being prepared for 

enactment.  Although no specific references are cited in the policy at all, it is implied that 

there must be evidence in economic circles that pointed to this condition.  I address this 

specific historical claim later in this book, when I compare and contrast this statement to 

the state of affairs in the United States both then and now, citing statistics that are readily 

available through both the U.S. Department of Labor and the U.S. Census Bureau.  

Suffice it to say, however, that the policy makers saw a link between changes in the 

world markets, and the demands for certain types of labor. 

The paragraph also links influential forces found in the changing international 

arena as contributing to a more competitive work environment, where new technologies 

have also changed the way in which people do business there.  It is implied that America, 

as a nation, was increasingly aware of the need to change her workforce habits in 

response to these new challenges.  It is also implied that the new challenges, if addressed 

appropriately, were potentially stimulating and beneficial to the nation as a whole.  The 

statement therefore implies that our country intends to conduct business on a global scale, 



 

 

  366 

and that our businesses and industries anticipate growth by trading their goods and 

services across international boundaries.   

It also implies that the youth of America can be and should be prepared to 

participate in such activities.   The paragraph also links these changing factors to the 

unfortunate condition that the changes have lowered the demand for workers without 

technological skills, which puts citizens without such skills at risk of being non-

employable in the new economy.  To gain a competitive edge in the labor market, 

therefore, it is implied that more American citizens need to be highly skilled, so that they 

can be prepared to go after the jobs that have the greatest potential for personal earning 

power, but also that have the potential to ensure that American businesses and industries 

remain amongst the world‟s leaders in the international economy.  

The logical expectation, therefore, is that American children should be educated 

in a new way, in response to these new challenges.  The goal was for individual citizens 

to contribute to the overall health of the national economic situation, by fostering their 

ability to apply technological knowledge and skills to solve complex problems that might 

be encountered in a highly competitive world marketplace.  The policy makers‟ argument 

is framed in such a way that they imply a correlation between American business 

interests, the national economy, and the skill sets that American students need in order to 

contribute to the state of the nation. It is implied that students with technological skills 

are more likely to contribute to the economic fabric of society, and that they can join 

older adults in the pursuit of a competitive edge.  Technology is linked logically to 

innovation, which in turn has the potential to lead to prosperity.   
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The argument is, then, that the current school-system needed to change too, to 

ensure that Americans could compete with people educated in foreign countries, for the 

best jobs, the best prospects, and the best opportunities for economic gain.  The latter part 

of the twentieth century, when the policy was written, was considered to be a turning 

point in business, industry, and education, and our nation‟s leaders attempted to provide 

mechanisms through which the school system could be adjusted accordingly, in order for 

the nation to contend in a rapidly expanding race to corner emerging global markets that 

had not existed previously.   

 A number of trends were mentioned that were obviously troubling to the writers 

of the School-to-Work policy.  The first was related to the number of students in America 

who leave school before completing their secondary education.  It was noted in the policy 

that “…in 1992, approximately 3,400,000 individuals in the Untied States age 16 through 

24 had not completed high school and were not currently enrolled in school, a number 

representing approximately 11 percent of all individuals in this age group, which 

indicates that these young persons are particularly unprepared for the demands of a 21
st
 

century workforce” (Ibid § 6101, p. 1108).   

Again, it is implied through this written policy statement that the demands on 

workers today have been more rigorous than in previous periods of history.  Students 

leaving school before they have gained the appropriate education are at greater risk of 

competing for the very types of jobs that are disappearing in our nation, specifically those 

that do not require technical skills.  Students‟ economic earning power could therefore be 

jeopardized, a trend that is clearly documented in the research on youth employment 
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trends (Junankar, 1987; Borman, 1991; Cote & Allahar, 1996; Mishel, Bernstein, & 

Shierholz, 2009).  Furthermore, the writers of the STWOA (1994) noted that:  

 “… unemployment among youths in the United States is intolerably high, and earnings 

of high school graduates have been falling relative to earnings of individuals with more 

education” (Ibid § 6101, p. 1108 – emphasis added).   
 

This statement expresses the perception that the number of years that students 

remain in school can be correlated to their wages and earning power.  What is not stated 

or mentioned anywhere in the policy are the specific types of technology that the policy 

makers had in mind when they wrote the legislative act, nor the specific skills that would 

be needed.  While there are numerous references to other pieces of legislation that might 

have influenced their thinking in this regard, there is no direct mention of specific skill 

sets that the policy makers hoped would be generated by those educators in charge of 

developing new curriculum or instructional strategies.  

Another complaint of the policy makers with the current system of public 

education in America is related to the fact that students are not receiving the appropriate 

lessons, hence the desire to persuade individual educators to bridge the gap between what 

the children are learning in school and what they could be doing to earn a decent living: 

 “…the United States lacks a comprehensive and coherent system to help its youths 

acquire the knowledge, skills, abilities and information about and access to the labor 

market necessary to make an effective transition from school to career-oriented work or 

to further education and training”  (Ibid, § 6101, p. 1108). 

 

This policy statement therefore implies both a problem and a solution.  The 

problem is that the educational system is not providing the correct types of instructional 

strategies, nor providing mechanisms through which students can travel efficiently from 

the school system into the workplace.  Furthermore, the current K-12 educational system 
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was perceived to be disjointed, and instruction was perceived to be delivered 

inconsistently.  “Federal resources currently fund a series of categorical, work-related 

education and training programs, many of which serve disadvantaged youths, that are not 

administered as a coherent whole” (Ibid § 6101, p. 1108 – emphasis added). 

So the policy makers seemed to advocate a change to the system, so that it might 

be better coordinated at a national policy level, so as to provide instructional 

opportunities that were more effectively delivered, as well as relevant to the modern labor 

demands for highly skilled workers.  On the one hand it was recognized that the public 

school system had the potential to provide the necessary knowledge and aptitudes that 

students would need in contemporary work situations.  Simultaneously, however, on the 

other hand it was lamented that the public schools were created, maintained, and 

administered through the provisions of a number of educational policies that were not 

well coordinated.  As a result, there were gaps left open that the policy hoped to fill, as 

well as overlapping objectives that were perceived to be redundant or inefficient.   

The new policy was therefore intended to provide an overarching set of principles 

that would (in theory) synthesize the educative goals of a number of separate legislative 

acts into a coordinated and holistic system that might better serve all students in the long 

haul.  A primary goal of the new policy was to build “… a national framework within 

which all States can create statewide School-to-Work Opportunities systems that … are a 

part of comprehensive education reform” (Ibid § 6102, p. 1109).    

The implication in all of these policy statements, when combined logically, is that 

there is a need for educators within the current system to build upon existing foundations 
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that are already in place, in order to transform the way in which curriculum, instruction, 

and programs are structured, so that there are additional opportunities built-in for all 

students to be involved actively in their own economic planning and earning power.  The 

specific opportunity structure that is advocated herein, therefore, is that educators 

themselves should be developing mechanisms within their own school settings that 

highlight upward mobility pathways that can elevate a child‟s awareness of global 

conditions and the connection between school and work, so that students know what 

opportunities and challenges are awaiting them when they leave school, whether it is with 

a diploma (the preferred condition) or not.   The goal is to integrate fragmented portions 

of the curriculum and to show students what lies ahead, as well as how to get there. 

 

Opportunity Structure #2 

Illuminate Educational Pathways 

 Winding one‟s way through the maze of existing educational opportunities within 

the traditional school system was perceived by the policy makers to be a potentially 

hazardous road.  Children were too often left wondering what the next step in their 

educational or career trajectories might look like, and too often depending upon peers, 

parents, or other family members to know what was expected of them, and where various 

paths might lead.  If an individual was being guided by popular belief, rather than 

empirically derived knowledge, then it was possible that children were being led to 

believe a number of conditions about the adult work world that were falsehoods, myths, 

or folk-tales. Career advice that was being given by teachers, parents, and even guidance 

counselors was sometimes outdated or obsolete. 
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Unlike our ancestors, we are not expected to follow directly in the paths of our 

forebears.  In the process of becoming an industrialized nation, our traditional modes of 

job-entry have been replaced with increasingly more complex mechanisms.  We are no 

longer required or expected to take on the profession or trade of our parents.  Some jobs 

have become obsolete with the advance of new technologies, while new jobs emerge as a 

result of innovation.  Nowhere is it written that children have to be in the same line of 

work that their parents were in, and it is becoming increasingly difficult to find work in 

modern society without specific skills that are gained outside the family circle, and 

frequently outside the K-12 public school system. 

A number of students in my own practice reported that they were eager to learn 

about career options in society because their own family members were struggling to find 

and hold jobs.  Others wanted to know the quickest route out of their parents‟ control, so 

that they could assert their autonomy and develop individual identities on their own.  

Those intending to work their way through college, wanted to know which jobs were the 

easiest. A few were open to the goals that their parents had set for them, while others 

wondered how to convince their families that an alternative path of their own choosing 

would be equally or more rewarding.   

While one student hoped to be a pastry-chef, for example, his father wanted him 

to pursue a degree in mechanical engineering.  One girl hoped to become an astronomer, 

while her mother argued that she was more likely to find employment opportunities as a 

cake decorator.  A boy was being groomed to take-over the family business, but he 

secretly desired to be a firefighter.   A child‟s dream to become a gymnast needed to be 
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re-evaluated when the training became physically too painful, and the resulting injuries 

proved to be potentially disabling.   

A girl wanted to pursue a career as a marine biologist, requiring that she attend 

college out of state.  Her mother argued that such a plan put an unnecessary financial and 

emotional burden on the family.  A female student hoped to serve as a missionary 

overseas, but was pressured by the military recruiters on campus to serve her country 

first.  A disabled student argued convincingly that she had the equal right to apply and 

compete for a job in a florist shop, along with her non-disabled peers.  When others tried 

to track her into a sheltered work setting, she came forward for my help, protesting 

indignantly “I‟m not that retarded”.  These incidents illuminate some of the issues to be 

explored, in the context of the specific learning activities developed to shed light on the 

availability and practicality of a variety of job opportunities. 

The School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 makes several recommendations 

that would be considered to be opportunities structures precisely because they teach 

students, in a pro-active manner, about what career options exist in society.  Teachers are 

encouraged to develop lessons and activities that would allow students to explore their 

interests and the types of jobs that might suit students‟ personal needs, aspirations, and 

talents.  The recommendation is that this type of instruction should occur at an early age, 

not later than the seventh grade.   

The policy writers therefore seemed to recognize the importance of tending to the 

motivation of each individual student when building opportunities for curriculum and 

instruction.   Teachers were to structure their School-to-Work programs so as to “… 
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motivate all youths … to stay in or return to school or a classroom setting and strive to 

succeed, by providing enriched learning experiences and assistance in obtaining good 

jobs and continuing their education in postsecondary educational institutions”  (STWOA, 

1994 § 6102, p. 1109).   

The teacher is therefore being charged with the responsibility of creating a second 

type of opportunity structure within her programs and coursework.   Her job is to create 

mechanisms through which her students can learn about the various pathways to 

productive employment, that exist for people either during high school, after graduation, 

or following a college program of study.  The overarching principle is to point students 

upward, in terms of educational attainment, so that they can be encouraged to stay in 

school long-enough to reach one of the career pathways leading to the better jobs in 

society, thus avoiding the sand-trap of becoming a member of the unskilled labor force. 

The policy makers assumed that by providing direct access to a number of 

concepts related to economic empowerment, students in the K-12 public school system 

would have new opportunities to widen their range of potential career options.  This 

would allow individuals the rights and freedoms to take charge of their own career 

trajectories. The objective was to expose students to a set of curriculum activities that 

made it possible for them to distinguish between good career options and less viable 

ones.  It was presumed that students who were armed with appropriate sets of knowledge 

and skills would be able to choose careers that had the greatest potential to provide a 

substantial economic base from which to launch their lives.  The policy was therefore 

intended to reach pockets of society in which this knowledge was not yet fully available.   
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Many opportunity structures in our society are obscured to both students and their 

parents.  Parents who have never attended college, for example, may not know how to 

guide their children towards the mechanisms that allow people entrée‟ into higher 

education and training.  This is the vast majority of the American adult population.  

Parents who have never been in the military might not understand how it is structured 

internally, nor understand how to leverage modern opportunity structures designed to 

provide service men and women with access to technical training, college coursework, or 

occupational experiences that can be translated into civilian career pathways.  Parents 

with disabled children may not know which agencies in the community are poised to 

provide opportunities for postsecondary education, training, and housing for students 

with special needs.  Grandmothers raising teenagers might never have been employed 

themselves, and are therefore limited in their knowledge of the modern workplace.  

Career and guidance counselors, frequently employed within large, 

comprehensive high school settings, do provide this type of instruction, to some extent.  

Many schools, however, do not have guidance counselors on staff, particularly if the 

secondary school is serving middle school students only, or if the school population is 

small, which is frequently the case in public charter schools and small alternative 

programs. The policy makers therefore, hoped to see these types of educational practices 

incorporated systemically into the curriculum, rather than relying upon limited 

professional expertise or older routines that unintentionally denied career education 

opportunities to some students.  This expectation would ensure that students who had no 
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other access to career education would be afforded the same opportunities as students 

who did.   

The goal was to teach students how to recognize legitimate opportunity structures 

in society, so as to encourage them to set goals for themselves, and to find a gainful and 

productive avenue for employment over the course of their life span.  The students were 

shown a variety of structural opportunities that would allow them to gain an economic or 

educational advantage.  Some of my students, for example, chose to work for companies 

that employed them both during and after high school, so that they could have a stable 

economic situation while going to college.  Others took advantage of college course 

offerings while still in high school, which allowed them to complete their freshman 

college credits early, saving them a year of living expenses later. 

Other students applied the lessons they learned in our school-based coursework to 

pursue a career in the military before college entrance, recognizing the opportunity 

structures provided by the GI Bill, including financial assistance for tuition and life 

expenses following a tour of duty.   They were able to work in a paid position, receive 

health and dental benefits, and obtain some of their college credits for free, while still in 

the military.  Others were able to leverage the skill sets and work experience earned 

during their service to obtain higher paying jobs when they re-entered the civilian 

workforce.  Several decided to pursue the military for a long-term career. 

 What is interesting to note here is that the policy makers never mentioned military 

service as a specific opportunity structure that is built into our society.  The concept of 

encouraging high school students to pursue this pathway is controversial, especially 
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where issues of race, gender, and economic disadvantages are being discussed in 

historical contexts.  Military recruiters are welcome on some campuses, but actively 

resisted on others.  Parents have the legal right to insist that their children be spared from 

any lessons or activities that encourage military service.  I therefore provided illustrative 

examples of the controversies faced by teachers who do choose to illuminate pathways 

that take students through high school, military service, and beyond.   

 There are clues hidden in the text of the policy that illustrate some of the biases 

that the policy makers did have, in terms of specific types of degrees, licensure, and 

certification that they hoped students would pursue.  While the policy encouraged 

students to stay in school and/or return to school, the goal was to pursue educational 

paths that yielded authentication that students had mastered specific occupational or 

academic competencies that are recognized to be of value in the labor market.  Many 

people in our society value a college degree, for example, and educators know the 

statistics that correlate the earning power of people in our society to higher education.   

But the policy makers also wanted students to consider careers in fields that did not 

require college, but rather technical or occupational training that was industry-specific.  

For that reason, there are many references in the text of the policy that refer to 

postsecondary educational opportunities that do not exist in the public college or 

university system.  While the policy writers were careful to encourage a sequence of 

courses that would not deny anybody the opportunity to matriculate in college, they were 

also careful to point readers to the non-college options that are frequently overlooked or 

down-played in career and educational guidance scenarios.  There are a number of 
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references that indicate that educators should also be pointing students toward trade 

apprenticeships and community college programs of study that provide industry-related 

trade certificates in lieu of an academic degree.   

One stated curriculum objective was to “… offer opportunities for all students to 

participate in a performance-based education and training program that (i) enable the 

students to earn portable credentials; (ii) prepare the students for first jobs in high-skill, 

high-wage careers; and (iii) increase their opportunities for further education, including 

education in a 4-year college or university” (Ibid § 6102, p. 1108 – emphasis added).  

The number of references to the development of occupational skills are too many to 

reference just yet, but they are included in the next few chapter sections, as the 

curriculum that I developed for my students is revealed.   

Nowhere in the policy, however, is there the written expectation for educators 

who have received pockets of the School-to-Work stimulus funds to use those funds to 

create actual technical, occupational, or vocational training programs.  Such programs are 

enormously expensive, and are funded in the public school system through a number of 

other federal policies, most prominently the Carl D. Perkins Acts and the National Skills 

Standards Act of 1994 (108 Stat 192, 20 U.S.C. 5933).   This is a point I need to make 

immediately, because it was the most frequently asked question during my field practice.  

People were always confusing vocational education and School-to-Work education, so let 

me make just a few more points in this regard, so that readers understand why I focused 

on the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994, and not the myriad of other 

educational legislation that existed already. 
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The first point that I need to make is that the School-to-Work policy emerged in 

response to complaints that the public school system was flawed, in part, because it 

encourages an educational practice known as tracking.  This practice segregates students 

by their ability to learn, as measured on a number of standardized tests that assess a 

students‟ ability to grasp concepts related to mathematical computation and/or language 

acuity.   

The seminal body of work that problematized this common practice was written 

in 1985, only a few years before the School-to-Work Opportunities Act (1994) was 

presented to the nation.  It is therefore possible that the writers of the policy were 

influenced by the criticisms of the public school that were outlined in the book written by 

Jeannie Oakes (Oakes, 1985).  Any wording in the legislative act that refers to the need to 

integrate academic and vocational programs, as well to provide career education options 

to all students that are based on their own interests and goals, suggests that this is the 

case.   

Furthermore, any words that imply that students should be included in the process 

of planning their own career and educational trajectories, once empowered with the tools 

to make sound educational decisions on their own, infers that the policy makers were 

hoping to build opportunity structures for students that could illuminate a pathway that 

was upward-bound, encouraging students to reach their full potential.   
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Opportunity Structure # 3 

Build Links in the Community 

 The third type of opportunity structure that the policy makers hoped would be 

created by practitioners in the field includes mechanisms that allow students to become 

aware of community assets that exist within their neighborhoods that can lead to job 

opportunities. These assets might also lead to unanticipated avenues that might provide 

authentic experiences in ways that are not traditionally included in the typical secondary 

school experience.  The policy makers called these mechanisms linkages.   

“…while many students in the United States have part-time jobs, there is infrequent 

linkage between such jobs and career planning or exploration, or the school-based 

learning, of such students” (Ibid § 6101, p. 1108 – emphasis added). 

 

 The priority for providing such linkages is based on awareness that students do 

not possess the same status or life experiences that adults have.  They are not well 

connected socially or professionally, relative to their working parents, their community 

leaders, or their older siblings and friends.  It is therefore necessary to gently build 

bridges between individual students and opportunities in the community for them to start 

to build relationships and skills.  One goal of the act, therefore, was to build such 

pathways in a carefully supervised and structured manner, so that students could meet 

new people and expand their social horizons. 

 The concept is based on the notion that one‟s social connections are an important 

asset that can be pro-actively developed. The French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu, noted 

that having certain cultural assets leads to opportunities and prospects in the work world 

that can be advantageous (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Bourdieu, 1993).   The goal, 

therefore, is to provide such opportunities for students, especially if those students are 
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known to be disadvantaged because of their own limited cultural exposure or social 

interaction.  The notion of expanding “who you know” is just as important in School-to-

Work reform as the focus on “what you know”.   

The policy makers also recognized the need to build a child‟s awareness of the 

socially accepted avenues for obtaining job skills, even before employment.  Students are 

therefore encouraged through these social opportunity structures to become aware of the 

myriad of life experiences that are possible in their neighborhoods that might eventually 

translate into hard skills that can be documented onto their résumés‟.  One statement 

mentions the need to provide linkages in the understanding that students are gaining 

through any opportunity in the community for part-time employment, whether or not it 

was initiated by the school district, and whether or not it is a paid work experience. 

Authentic work experiences in the community can also be powerful opportunities 

for students to see the relevance behind their classroom lessons, according to the policy 

makers. 

 “… Work-based learning … combined with school-based learning can be very effective 

in engaging student interest, enhancing skill acquisition, developing positive work 

attitudes, and preparing youths for high-skill, high-wage careers” (Ibid § 6101, p. 1108 - 

emphasis added).  

 

Yet the development of work-experience for students requires that such positions 

be negotiated and planned in advance, hence the inclusion of the expectation for both 

school-site and workplace mentors, each of whom were anticipated to work 

collaboratively in this regard.  Before such arrangements could take place, it was 

anticipated that educators would be the ones to reach out into their community to explore 

the possibility of working partnerships with members of the employer community, in 
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both the public and private sectors, where job placements could occur.  The priority was 

placed on developing paid working experiences for children, but it was also recognized 

that such a commitment was not necessary in all cases, nor appropriate for certain 

individuals.  The policy recommended work-based learning to be correlated to part-time 

employment, but it also advocated the development of learning opportunities in the 

community that were short-term, explorative, and not overly demanding for those 

students who were not ready for a larger commitment of time and energy. 

The policy was intended to encourage career awareness at an early age.  Nobody 

would think it appropriate, including the policy makers, to put youngsters to work too 

quickly, lest their educational development be thwarted, or their energies exploited to the 

point that the students‟ trajectories were curbed.  The goal was to keep the students in 

school, not to lure them to the workplace before their education and training had been 

maximized.  One of the most common complaints I heard during my field practice was 

that people assumed that the policy would discourage higher education, and that students 

who participated in work-based learning might actually prefer the workplace and drop 

out of school.  That was not the policy maker‟s intent.   

Work was seen as a natural habitat in which students could explore their career 

options in a manner that allowed for genuinely authentic and first-hand experiences that 

could provide insights not otherwise available through classroom settings, lectures, or 

reading assignments about the workplace.  Work experience was also seen as an 

opportunity for students to become familiar with routines and protocols required of adults 

who are responsible for earning their own living.  New skills could be learned that were 
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impossible to obtain in a school setting, and the exposure to the normal routines of a job 

might whet a students‟ appetite for further education and/or a better job.  Furthermore, 

once inside the adult workplace, students would presumably be present, if and when 

additional opportunities arose on the job for advancement.    

To create such learning opportunities, it was therefore necessary for educators to 

build relationships with members of the employer community.  This requires a great deal 

of energy, and I am sharing quite a few insights that I gained in my own professional 

practice in this regard.  To build such opportunities for students requires that educators 

create linkages between the schools and the employer community.  The policy makers 

intended for employers to be solicited as “… joint partners with educators in providing 

opportunities for all students to participate in high-quality, work-based learning 

experiences” (Ibid § 6102, p. 1108).  

There is no specific mention in the policy of what differentiates a “high-quality” 

work experience from one that lacks quality.  There is the expectation that the work 

experience should be structured carefully, but no protocols listed, other than the 

expectation to follow existing child labor and safety laws.  What was encouraged was the 

development of planned learning opportunities that would be conducted in partnership 

with not only members of the professional business community, but also with members 

of the public sector as well.  

Finally, the policy advocated creating linkages between the schools and those 

government and private community agencies that might provide opportunities for 

students to gain entrance into society more easily.  A number of students are at a 
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disadvantage when they reach the age of majority, because they were reared in 

households that have struggled economically.  Some students find themselves 

unexpectedly without the resources they need to transition successfully beyond their 

parents‟ homesteads.  Through no fault of their own, they are expected to know how to 

navigate from childhood to adulthood, which will incur specific financial costs that they 

may not have been warned about.  

For that reason, the policy makers advocated that children should be made aware 

of the variety of public services that do exist to help people who may need temporary 

assistance as they struggle to find employment.  Nowhere in the policy is it advocated 

that the students be taught how to get on welfare.  Simultaneously, however, it is noted 

that there are people in society who are at risk of falling into desperate conditions if they 

are not prepared adequately to know how to navigate their way around certain conditions 

known to be akin to economic quicksand.   

Leaving the parental home too quickly, for example, can lead a student to a 

situation of homelessness.  Having a baby too soon can lead young mothers to a situation 

in which they are financially dependent upon others, whether it is their parents, a spouse, 

a boyfriend, or the State.    Certain risky behaviors can put a person in jeopardy of an 

arrest record or jail time, thereby creating legal problems that add additional burdens to 

one‟s transitional path.  Finally, lack of planning ahead can mean that students find 

themselves without sufficient resources to solve problems that may arise once they are on 

their own.   
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The policy therefore advocates that educators warn students of these pitfalls, 

providing instruction that can link students to services and agencies in the community 

that can help them through such difficulties, should they arise.  The goal of the 

instruction, however, was intended to be pro-active, not re-active, so that students would 

learn that these services were available in an emergency, but not to be relied upon as a 

way to make a living over the course of a lifetime.   

Services made available through tax dollars and private contributions, such as 

those provided by the Department of Economic Security and a number of faith-based 

organizations (that provide services to individuals which range from temporary financial 

assistance to long-term housing) are funded through mechanism that are already under a 

great deal of strain.  Educators were encouraged to show students how these services 

could be used in emergency situations, as opposed to a career plan.  Training students to 

plan for their own transition needs in advance would therefore promote self-reliance, 

self-motivation, and self-sufficiency, rather than a reliance or dependence upon charity 

from the government or the faith-based community.  

These types of opportunity structures, therefore, were to be designed by educators 

in partnership with members of the larger community, which was defined to include 

employers as well as community organizations and agencies with a shared and vested 

interest in the economic security and well-being of the youngsters who would be 

emerging from the public schools and joining their adult colleagues in roles of increasing 

responsibility.  Teaching students how to tap into their cultural surroundings to find 

opportunities for themselves was a key educative goal.   
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Opportunity Structure #4 

Build Inclusive Systems 

 The fourth and final opportunity structure that was advocated by the authors of 

the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 was related to concerns for equity and 

social justice.  The law was intended to complement a number of other federal and state 

initiatives related to creating educational and workplace environments that are free of 

discriminatory practices, well documented already within American culture.   

 The federal policies that have emerged over time related to overcoming historical 

abuses to individuals in the workplace are too numerous to address in this dissertation.  

The issue of workplace safety was addressed only briefly in the policy text, but the issue 

of workplace fairness was mentioned repeatedly.  This fact provides evidence to my 

argument that the policy makers‟ intent was to encourage working conditions for the 

students in School-to-Work programs that were equitable, just, and fair.  A number of 

specific statements reference this desire, but there is also the explicitly demonstrated 

expectation that educators in the field would build programs of studies for their students 

that were built around the sociological concepts of inclusion and merit.  

 The first such statement is found in the introductory paragraphs of the law, where 

it is stated emphatically that all students should be included in programs and projects 

created with stimulus grant funds allocated under the School-to-Work legislation.  

Portions of the definitions section of the law are also devoted to providing operational 

definitions for concepts that are directly related to this policy expectation.  Not only is the 

word “discrimination” used repeatedly throughout the policy‟s textual statements, but 

there is also a thread of moral decency that is interwoven simultaneously, providing the 
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strong undercurrent that provisions should be made to ensure that discriminatory 

practices not be condoned. 

 “All students – The term “all students” means both male and female students from a 

broad range of backgrounds and circumstances, including disadvantaged students, 

students with diverse racial, ethnic, or cultural backgrounds … students with disabilities, 

students with limited-English proficiency, migrant children, school dropouts, and 

academically talented students” (Ibid § 6102, p. 1109). 

 

The policy makers included this expectation, to justify a number of goals that 

were designed to overcome historical precedents that had allowed for the creation of 

negative mechanisms, which operated to exclude certain members of society from certain 

employment sectors.  Provisions were therefore recommended to encourage educators to 

be mindful and respectful about disparities in income today that can be traced historically 

back to times when anti-discrimination laws did not yet exist.  It is unclear in the text of 

the policy whether or not educators are expected to know these statistics and historical 

patterns.   

In my practice and in this research project there is evidence to suggest that 

professional educators are not necessarily well versed in these literatures.  I have 

described herein my own difficulties in this regard, and the learning curves that I faced 

personally, to become more familiar with the historical research that attempts to correlate 

the relationships between the public schools, the national economy, and the allocation of 

job opportunities.  I argue later that the typical classroom teacher may be lacking a 

sufficient awareness of these historical trends to be effective in this aspect of instruction. 

The policy recommend in writing that educators provide learning opportunities 

for each and every student, yet ironically, the policy was offered as an opportunities grant 

under a competitive funding mechanism.  As a result, only those school districts that 
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submitted grant proposals had the opportunity to receive grant funds.  A number of 

school districts in America did not receive grant funds at all, so it is unclear as to whether 

or not they were ever involved in the reform movement, despite the lofty policy goal to 

reach all students (Larson & Engmark, 1999).  Furthermore, of the districts that did apply 

for grant funds, the competitive nature of the funding mechanism meant that not 

everybody who did apply would be funded the first year, or any year thereafter.  If 

schools did receive a portion of the funds, the expectation was clear:   

 
“… provide all students with equal access to the full range of such program 

components” “(Ibid § 6111, p. 1112 – emphasis added). 

 

 

The chief compliant registered by the policy makers is that the system of public 

education in America fails to prepare all students in such a way that they are directed to 

pre-existing opportunity structures that can benefit individuals, and therefore benefit the 

nation as a whole.  As a result, the system of education cheats some members of our 

society out of the opportunity to gain an economic foothold early enough in life for 

individual citizens to benefit from these structures over the course of their lifetime.  This 

in turn hampers the national economy, but also the ideological and morally decent goal of 

providing respect for individuals, and the rights of each of our citizens to reach their 

potential to be happy and fulfilled in the roles they pursue for themselves. 

Each section of the policy addressed the need for educators to be inclusive in their 

approach.  This means that educators are responsible for ensuring that all students are 

welcome to each and every opportunity provided in the School-to-Work programs and 

projects.  This does not mean, however, that all students have to attend each event.  It 
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simply means that they were invited, and/or recruited fairly and equitably.  The law 

specifies that all School-to-Work program development and design endeavors should: 

 
 “… provide all students with equal access to the full range of such program components, 

(including both school-based and work-based learning components) and related activities 

such as recruitment, enrollment, and placement activities” (Ibid, § 6111, p. 1112). 

 

The authors of the policy stated in writing that all other state and federal laws that 

are designed to be anti-discrimination laws shall be abided, implying that educators 

would both know these laws and be willing to support them. 

 
“… nothing in this chapter shall be construed to modify or affect any Federal or State law 

prohibiting discrimination on the base of race, religion, color, ethnicity, national origin, 

gender, age, or disability, or to modify or affect any right to enforcement of this chapter 

that may exist under other Federal laws, except as expressly provided by this chapter” 

(Ibid § 6231, p. 1130). 

 

 The laws that pre-existed in our country related to education and employment 

were to be enforced.  Nonetheless, it was also stated that students should not expect to 

receive School-to-Work instruction as an inalienable right.  The statement that reflects 

this sentiment reads “… nothing in this chapter shall be construed to provide any 

individual with an entitlement to services under this chapter” (Ibid, § 6111, p. 1112 – 

emphasis added). 

To build inclusive programs and practices, therefore, is the fourth type of 

opportunity structure that the policy makers had in mind.  They also outlined their 

expectations for pro-active educational and counseling techniques that were to be created 

specifically to encourage certain segments of society to overcome historical barriers and 

discriminatory structures.   
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Educators were charged with the responsibility of creating lessons, activities, or 

practices that could: 

“…aid students to develop career options with attention to surmounting gender, race, 

ethnic, disability, language or socio-economic impediments to career options and 

encouraging careers in nontraditional employment” (Ibid § 6102, p. 1109 – emphasis 

added). 

 

The very real possibility, of course, is that teachers alone cannot overcome 

societal barriers and discriminatory attitudes that have existed for centuries, but the 

expectation is that instructional strategies should be developed that can help students see 

these historical patterns in such a way that they are not immobilized with fear as they 

head into the workplaces themselves.   

It is implied, therefore, that teachers should not only know about anti-

discrimination laws, but also teach students concepts related to their legal rights as 

citizens, and their roles and responsibilities associated with keeping their own work-

places informed of the expectation that such conditions shall prevail.  This means there is 

a need to teach students themselves about the laws that were written to protect them in 

the workplace, as well as techniques and strategies for self-protection under the law, and 

reporting workplace injustices.   

Teachers were also expected to include lessons that pointed to the relative 

advantages and disadvantages of following career paths that have been traditional for 

certain segments of society.  Teachers were encouraged to instruct their students on new 

or non-traditional careers, especially for segments of the society who have been tracked 

in the past to low-wage, low-skill occupations with little, if any, career advancement 

potential (Ibid § 6112, p. 1112).     
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The policy writers also make this reference to the statistically correlated 

relationship between drop-out rates and cultural or ethnic heritage: 

 

“… a substantial number of youths in the United States, especially disadvantaged 

students, students of diverse racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds and students with 

disabilities do not complete high school” (Ibid § 6101, p. 1108). 

 

 

 Opportunity structures should therefore be developed by educators that help 

certain disadvantaged people, specifically those that are “minorities, women, and 

individuals with disabilities” (Ibid § 6102, p. 1109), but that also simultaneously 

encourage all interested students to participate fully.  I have not yet addressed the 

practical reality of reaching the ideological or moral goals that were intended by the 

people who wrote the School-to-Work policy.   

What I did address, however, in the remaining pages of this fourth chapter, are the 

relationships that exist between the intended curriculum and the enacted curriculum.  A 

summary chart has been included below, (see Table 5 – The Intended Curriculum, on the 

following page) to list the key policy structures that represent the intent of the original 

School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.   

This list has been used as a point of reference for additional layers of analysis that 

have been conducted later in this report.   The remainder of this chapter describes the 

learning opportunities that I created for my own students in support of the federal policy, 

over the course of my career.   The next chapter section is therefore devoted to a 

description of the enacted curriculum.   
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Table 5 

The Intended Curriculum 

 
I.  Curriculum Intervention Strategies: 
 

 School-Based Learning Objectives: 
(1) Integrate federal and state standards for academic and vocational education and/or training.   

(2) Prepare students to be accepted into an array of postsecondary education and training options. 

(3) Teach students how to navigate through the educational system and on to productive jobs.  

(4) Teach students how the labor market is changing and the resulting impact on the labor force. 

(5) Encourage students to actively engage in their own personal career planning and education. 

(6) Allow students to explore and identify their personal interests, talents and career aspirations. 

(7) Teach students how and where to learn more about the broad array of careers in society. 

(8) Show the students the relevance of what they are learning in school in the context of jobs. 

 

 Work-based Learning Objectives: 
(1) Provide opportunities for direct work experience, either paid or unpaid, within the community.   

(2) Utilize actual workplaces as learning environments for students. 

(3) Include members of the employer community as partners in the educational process. 

(4) Integrate theoretical instruction with practical and structured on-the-job training.  

(5) Develop positive work attitudes and job-related skills and competencies. 

(6) Prepare youths for high-skill, high wage careers. 

(7) Provide linkages between student employment situations and school-based career instruction. 

(8) Provide instruction in workplace competencies, attitudes, and employment skills. 

 

 Connecting Activities Objectives: 
(1) Provide instruction that shows the connection between secondary school courses and careers.   

(2) Provide instruction that shows the connection between academic and vocational education. 

(3) Teach students about the array of postsecondary education and training options that exist. 

(4) Teach students about related transition services that exist within the greater community. 

(5) Teach students about local opportunities to upgrade occupational skills on the job.  

 

II.  Program Structures: 
 

(1) Participation in all aspects of the program is voluntary, not mandated. 

(2) Federal funding is offered for a limited time, as venture capital to seed projects, not sustain them. 

(3) Students  explore career options, in preparation for declaring career majors as late as the 11th grade. 

(4) Program outcomes has been geared toward career-oriented, high-skill occupations and trades. 

(5) Postsecondary education options to be encouraged include trade schools, colleges, and universities. 

(6) Instruction has been performance-based and integrated to state and national skill standards. 

(7) Students has been encouraged to obtain skill certificates, credentials that are recognized by industry. 

(8) A bachelor‟s degree is considered to be a minimum career goal for an international competitive edge. 

(9) Career guidance and counseling has been included as early as the seventh grade.  

(10) Work experience has been included, but it can include both paid and unpaid structured experiences. 

(11) STW programs are subject to prohibitions against displacement or replacement of adult workers. 

(12) STW programs  not undermine pre-existing labor contracts. 

(13) STW funds cannot be used to pay for salaries of students or workplace mentors. 

(14) Supervision in worksites is to be coordinated between school-site mentors and workplace mentors. 

(15) Employers are to be included as equal partners in the development of quality workplace learning jobs.  

 

III.  Opportunity Structures: 
 

(1) Build a comprehensive educational system that integrates federal, state, and local standards and laws.   

(2) Develop curriculum structures that illuminate a broad range of career pathways for students. 

(3) Create mechanisms that provide linkages between the schools and community resources. 

(4) Build inclusive school systems to overcome past and present discriminatory practices and patterns. 
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Section 4.2 – The Enacted Curriculum 

(A) - Local Implementation 

Chapter 4.1 (The Intended Curriculum) provided us with an overview of the 

idealistic goals and rationale for the reform movement.  The first layer of analysis 

showed us what the policy makers had in mind, when they organized and proposed the 

School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.   Chapter 4.2 (The Enacted Curriculum) will 

describe some of the actual learning opportunities that were created during my tenure, in 

support of the educational reform initiative.  What each of the learning opportunities has 

in common is that they were developed as part of the professional practice of a single 

teacher-researcher, binding them together into a single-case history of school reform.  

None of the projects that are described herein were conducted in isolation, 

however.  Most were developed in partnership with fellow educators and/or with 

members of the professional research or employer communities.  The projects dovetailed 

with my interests in several branches of the science and industrial technology domains, 

and included school-based, work-based, and connecting activities.  Each has been 

described in the correct historical context, with a subsequent analysis of how they were 

all linked to one or more of the structural elements that the policy makers hoped would be 

developed in local educational settings.    

The rest of this fourth chapter is therefore dedicated to a brief description of 

various learning opportunities that were created in the three school districts in which I 

was employed.  The description is structured so that readers can understand the 

employment situations in which I was hired to do the specific jobs and tasks required by 
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the administrative teams of each place.  There were three specific school districts in 

which I was employed sequentially.  Each district had a variety of goals and expectations, 

some of which were in common with the policy makers‟ goals, and some of which were 

based on other priorities and educative objectives.   

The learning activities have been presented in chronological order, following the 

sequence of employment situations in which I was hired.  The educative goals for each 

have been outlined very briefly, so that readers can get the gist of what was 

accomplished.  The list of activities at each of the three school districts can easily be 

correlated to the policy, in the context of the specific structural components (curriculum 

intervention strategies, program components, or opportunity structures) that they were 

attempting to resolve.   

School-based learning activities have been described first, at each of the three 

school districts, followed by the range of connecting activities, and then the work-based 

activities (if applicable).  A longer narrative was provided to each member of the data 

triangulation team, as the complete data set.  Those essays provided additional 

background information to allow the participants in the member-check process to 

recollect their personal involvement with specific activities.   

The essays that follow in this section are a subset of the original data set, having 

been streamlined for the intended scholarly audience of the final published draft.  The list 

of learning opportunities can easily be correlated to one or more of the philosophical 

goals of the reform initiative.  Readers should now be able to discern some of the factors 

that influenced my practice. 
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The school districts in which I was employed during my career as a classroom 

teacher and School-to-Work program coordinator had a great deal in common.  Each 

district covered a large geographic region, with portions of the school districts devoted to 

residential dwellings and small business operations, while large rural tracts of land 

remained unoccupied.    

The districts were allowed to hire a number of educational specialists, and each 

district did employ people to monitor learning opportunities that were created to support 

the specific legislative act that is the focus of this research investigation. All three 

districts, therefore, embraced the reform initiative, and were actively involved in 

implementing the policy.   

While each district received portions of the federal seed monies, I was involved in 

securing the grant funds at only the first institution. There were other people at each of 

the districts involved in the reform, but I have described only my own personal 

accomplishments at each place, not those of other educators, unless they agreed to speak 

with me about their own participatory endeavors.    

This is therefore not an exhaustive study of what was accomplished at each place, 

but rather a focused study on what I was able to accomplish personally, and why.  The 

research question that guides this study, however, allows us to explore a variety of factors 

at each place that may have been significant to my abilities to create and sustain learning 

opportunities for my own students. 
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Setting A – Asteroid School District 

The grant that seeded all efforts at the first school district (which is referred to in 

this report as either Setting A or Asteroid School District) provided the initial contact 

between the regional School-to-Work liaison and that school district.   My role was to 

organize the original grant proposal, in collaboration with other members of the school‟s 

faculty and the various business partners that we were required to secure, in order to be 

considered viable contenders for the competitive funds.   

That role was based loosely on the expectation that the grant proposal would be 

accomplished in a timely fashion.  When it came down to the deadline, the other faculty 

members bowed out of the grant-writing process, and deferred to my action plan to have 

the original proposal reviewed by members of my university organization.  They had 

more expertise in grant-writing than any of the rest of us held ourselves.  The original 

proposal was then restructured slightly, based on the recommendations of several 

professors in my minor department, who agreed to read through our proposed projects 

because they had agreed to serve in an advisory capacity as collaborative partners in 

several of the proposed activities. 

The funds that were provided to our team were never intended to be replenished.  

The argument is made later in these pages that the original stimulus package did indeed 

seed my own professional thoughts and actions for a number of years.  Setting A 

managed the resources provided to us, by establishing a number of separate accounts that 

I was given the authority to manage.  During the course of the original grant cycle, the 

funds flowed through my office, under the guidance and supervision of the district‟s 
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financial officer.  The money that was received that first year was equivalent to a single 

teacher‟s paycheck (approximately $25,000), but it was distributed as extra-duty pay, to 

the dozen teachers who agreed to provide leadership in the development of the myriad of 

learning opportunities.  

I personally received approximately $6,000 that first year, having been paid to 

administer the School-to-Work program on my own time, as well as to develop a number 

of the learning opportunities that are described in these pages.  That money was 

considered to be a stipend, meant to compensate me for the extra duties that were 

accomplished above and beyond my normal contracted school day.  Thereafter, the 

school district was responsible for maintaining the School-to-Work program, a program 

that has changed considerably over the past fourteen years, but that still remains (in some 

fashion) today.  I personally never received any more federal STWOA tax dollars, but I 

continued to work in favor of the reform movement for the rest of my teaching career, 

which ended in 2007.   

The subtle, yet distinctive structures that existed at this first local setting are 

explored in several of the embedded layers of analysis scheduled to be accomplished in 

this report.  Suffice it to say, however, that a number of factors were indeed favorable for 

curriculum and program development in all three settings, or I would not have a 

dissertation to write.  The policy was embraced by members of the faculty, as well as the 

administration, in Setting A.  That is the first factor that is listed, when I attempt to distill 

the answers to the research question.   
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Setting B – Bolide School District 

 Like Setting A, the second place of employment embraced the School-to-Work 

reform movement, but they interpreted the priorities slightly differently.  I was not 

present when they first became involved in the reform movement in 1996, but they too 

were recipients of some of the original grant funds.  I do not know if they ever received 

additional layers of financial support for their various programs and projects (beyond the 

first grant cycle), but I do know that they had the advantage of being actively funded 

through vocational education initiatives, in addition to receiving funds through the 

School-to-Work policy.   

 The district hired me in the fall semester of 2002.  The original policy had already 

reached its sunset date, but the local School-to-Work offices were still open and providing 

guidance to those of us working in the field.  I was hired to coordinate and manage the 

district‟s work-based learning program.  There was a simultaneous expectation to provide 

school-based instruction to several separate cohorts of students.  The first group consisted 

of those students that had matriculated into an evening class that was dedicated to the 

support of twelfth-graders who had been hired to work both on campus and off campus 

(in the greater community) as part of the cooperative workplace learning program.   

The second group consisted of students who were matriculated into an alternative 

educational program that provided Career and Technical Education off the main high 

school campuses.  These students were not enrolled in the work-based learning program 

that I was responsible for, but they did receive classroom instruction from me, related to 
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career education and planning.  These students had fallen behind their peers in credit 

accumulation, and were considered to be at risk of dropping out of high school. 

The third group of students that I provided direct instruction and educational 

services to, were special education students who desired the opportunity to learn about 

career options, in the context of creating transition plans with their special education case 

managers.  These students were allowed the opportunity to receive instruction from me as 

early as their junior year, with the hope that they would later matriculate into the work-

based learning program that was offered to seniors.  They were invited to participate in 

learning opportunities that were developed pro-actively to support both the School-to-

Work policy, as well as the Individuals with Disabilities Act, which was amended in 1997 

to encourage School-to-Work transition education. 

Scrutiny of the subtle differences between the first and second school districts will 

reveal a number of factors that were beneficial at both places, in terms of facilitating my 

curriculum and program development activities, as well as a number of factors that can 

be argued to have been barriers to curriculum and/or program development.  I will 

caution readers against assuming that I am referring to situations that were unusual, or 

that do not exist in other school systems.  This district had the advantage of a long-

standing relationship with members of the business community already, but these 

relationships and structures had been developed before the School-to-Work Opportunities 

Act of 1994.   As a result, I arrived at a time when the district was attempting to bridge 

the expectations of older vocational education structures, the newer STWOA, and the 

emerging State of Arizona policies designed to integrate the two reform movements.   



 

 

  399 

Agreements were being blended and coordinated the entire five semesters that I 

worked in Setting B, which shall be called Bolide District in this report.  The seasons of 

my employment contract merged gracefully with the need to re-vamp this research 

project, and I was provided a rare historical glimpse of what three distinct phases of 

career education look like.  Setting B was a researcher‟s dream, and I make the argument 

in subsequent chapter sections that there are qualitative differences in these three 

historical phases of career education reform that need to be explored thoroughly, beyond 

what I was able to accomplish myself in the page allocation of this single volume.   At 

the heart of the issue is the underlying vision for career education, a topic that provided 

the backbone for the final reflective analysis that takes place in Chapter 6.   

 

Setting C – Comet School District 

 Unlike settings A and B, the third setting, which is called Setting C or Comet 

School District did not hire me specifically for my School-to-Work expertise, although I 

had applied for such a job.  The district was involved in the original School-to-Work grant 

cycle, but again, I was not present at that time, nor will I be exploring any of their 

original grant-funded projects.  Instead, I was hired to teach science classes, originally at 

the 8
th

 grade level, and subsequently at the 9
th

 grade level.  In both circumstances I was 

able to create school-based learning opportunities for my students, in accordance with the 

Arizona standards for science education, where remnants of the original federal STW 

policy can be seen today.   

 



 

 

  400 

(B) - Employment Situations 

The learning activities that were created during my professional practice are 

described sequentially, in the context of the specific social settings in which they 

occurred.  Although I was employed in three separate school districts over the course of 

my teaching career, I was asked to execute different duties as my career progressed.   

I started as a classroom teacher at the middle school level in District A, but over 

time I assumed greater leadership roles.  My roles and responsibilities at District B 

remained consistent for the entire time in which I was employed there.  District C hired 

me at the middle-school level, but I eventually changed my employment situation there, 

so as to teach at the high school level.   

I have therefore distinguished these periods of my professional practice, so that 

this report can ascertain the factors that were influential in each of the five distinctive 

employment situations.  Four of the five employment situation took place in the context 

of paid periods of contracted teaching or program coordination assignments.  The fifth 

employment situation represents an unpaid administrative internship that took place 

between teaching contracts.    

Each of the following phases of my career dovetails with the learning activities 

that are described in this chapter section.  These phases of employment will also provide 

the organizational structure to the time-line of pivotal events that were explored in this 

historical case study.  
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(1) Employment Situation 1 – Asteroid District – Middle School  (1992 - 1997): 

The first employment situation had the expectation to teach five science classes 

each day, to cohorts of students at the middle school level.  By the time I was introduced 

to the School-to-Work movement, I had already accomplished a master‟s degree in 

science curriculum development, focusing on the environmental sciences as the specialty 

content area.  My introduction to the School-to-Work movement occurred when I was 

entering my fourth year of professional teaching practice, but before I had started either 

the doctorate program of study or any subsequent administrative license.   

I was looking for new opportunities to provide leadership to the local school 

district.  I had previously been commissioned by the superintendent to develop replicable 

curriculum materials that could be shared amongst the school staff.  Most of my 

endeavors up until then were in the domain of science curriculum development, including 

the development of human health and human sexuality education courses.  I frequently 

sought external grant funds to supplement the district‟s budget for science equipment, 

tools, and teaching materials.   

I stepped up to the plate in the School-to-Work movement, therefore, because it 

was a natural extension of my previous teaching and workplace abilities.  In addition to 

developing a number of learning opportunities for my own students, I was also the person 

in charge of finalizing the written grant proposal for our school district, and I assumed the 

leadership role in managing and administering the grant funds, once received.  I had a 

minor supervisory role, in the context of over-seeing the various curriculum projects, and 

assumed responsibility for ensuring the quality of the curriculum materials that were 
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developed.  I designed the assessment rubrics that were used to judge the quality of the 

final curriculum products, and authored the periodic written reports that were required by 

the granting agency.  

(A) - Employment Situation 2 – Asteroid District – Charter High School (1997 - 2000):  

The second employment situation occurred in the same school district as the first.  

Our district was previously only K-8, and therefore without a high school.  Our students 

were being bussed to a variety of neighboring communities, where some were 

experiencing difficulties, including social ostracization.  Parents, educators, and local 

community members leveraged various charter-school initiatives in Arizona to create the 

district‟s first high school, so as to provide a secondary school option for Asteroid City 

students in their own immediate neighborhood.   The goal was to provide a local 

educational opportunity for students that could help them overcome the obstacles they 

faced as outsiders in the neighboring school districts.  The families in our district wanted 

the high school experience for their children to be constructed and guided by local values 

and priorities.   

I was approached by the district‟s administrative team to help provide leadership 

in the new school‟s start-up.  The charter school was located at a Science and Technology 

Research Park within the district‟s geographical boundaries, because space could be 

rented there at a reasonable rate.  I worked in this new setting in a paid capacity for the 

next three years.  My primary assignment was to teach science, but I also served in 

several leadership roles.  I was the person in charge of developing the School-to-Work 

curriculum and program expectations, working with other teachers on site, as well as with 
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local business representatives.  Simultaneously I was in charge of developing the career-

education curriculum, as well as serving as the school‟s registrar and students‟ academic 

advisor.  I was also in charge of developing the master school schedule, scheduling 

course assignments, and maintaining the database of student transcripts.   

The charter high school served between 100 and 150 students per year during my 

tenure there, a function of the space that was available for our use.  The documents that I 

prepared for the career education courses were shared and piloted with other teachers on 

site.  A number of the activities were expanded and used in subsequent settings, as a 

direct result of an unpaid leave of absence the year following my departure from this 

particular setting, in which I conducted a number of pilot investigations for this 

dissertation.  Students who were thrust into transition from our school to their respective 

post-secondary lives have reported in this research project on the relationship between 

our curriculum and their lived transition experiences.  

(B) - Employment Situation 3 – Asteroid District – Administrative Internship (2001):   

The third employment situation allowed me to work under the direction of the 

district‟s Associate Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction, as an unpaid 

administrative intern.  My assigned tasks included the development of protocols to 

support the goal of articulating high school coursework with local community college 

expectations, so that students could take college-level coursework on the high school 

campus.  The objective was to identify existing structures that could be leveraged to 

create academic and vocational learning opportunities in support of the Arizona Tech-

Prep initiative, a spin-off of various federal policies, including the STWOA (1994).    
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(C) - Employment Situation 4 – Bolide District – Program Coordination (2002 - 2004):   

The fourth employment situation was unique, in that I was not expected to teach 

science classes at the same time that I was asked to support the School-to-Work 

movement.  This new job was offered to me after I had received administrative licenses, 

and following a year of unpaid leave, while tending to a number of professional research 

obligations.  The new professional situation allowed me to work exclusively with 

members of the professional business community, in order to develop work-based 

learning activities for the district‟s students.  My job involved the practical tasks 

associated with coordinating the learning opportunities for students in the workplace.  

There was also the assigned responsibility of delivering the appropriate school-based 

instruction for students working in paid internships both on and off the school campus.  A 

number of jobs existed for students that were directly related to their vocational training, 

but there were an equal number of jobs available to students that were correlated simply 

to the child‟s career interests, rather than occupational coursework.   

I was therefore assigned to work collaboratively with members of the district‟s 

vocational education staff, as well as with counselors and the people assigned to run the 

career centers on each high school campus.  I was not assigned to work at any one school.  

Instead, I was housed at the district offices and assigned to serve two comprehensive high 

schools and a small alternative program simultaneously.  My duties included the 

expectation to coordinate a number of work-based programs that had existed in the 

district for many years.  Each was structured slightly differently, and my job was to blend 

them so that they could be more consistently managed.  
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(D) - Employment Situation 5 – Comet District Schools  (2005 - 2007):   

The fifth employment situation occurred in the third school district in which I was 

employed.  The original assignment was on a middle school campus, where I worked for 

a single semester, part-time, delivering science instruction to three cohorts of 8
th

 graders.  

There was a corresponding need to provide elements of School-to-Work instruction in 

these classes, precisely because School-to-Work goals had been integrated into the 8
th

 

grade standards for science education here in Arizona.  The following term I was 

assigned to a ninth grade classroom located on a high school campus, where I taught five 

classes of ninth graders for each of the three semesters that I worked there full-time.  My 

assigned content area was freshman Biology, and the Arizona State Standards for 

academic instruction provided a number of opportunities to develop school-based 

learning activities in support of the School-to-Work reform movement.   

Most of the learning opportunities that I described in this chapter were lessons 

that were guided by the expectation to include authentic work protocols, even if those 

protocols are not conducted in actual work-settings.  This would be appropriate in a 

freshman-level academic class, because most freshman students are too young to work 

off-site.  There were a number of protocols that I followed that would be considered to be 

the same types of activities that a professional scientist might conduct in the field.  Some 

were designed to support units in microbiology, while others were developed to support 

protocols in natural history.  Students conducted experiments of their own design using 

authentic scientific methods.    
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(C) - Learning Opportunities 

 The policy analysis in the first half of this chapter revealed a distinctive data set 

that listed what the policy makers were hoping would be accomplished with this one 

specific piece of federal legislation.  The second half of this chapter, however, now turns 

to a description of the various learning opportunities that were actually created in this 

specific case of school reform. These accomplishments serve as illustrative examples of 

the types of curriculum interventions (school-based, work-based, and/or connecting 

activities) that were designed pro-actively during the course of my professional practice, 

to support the goals of the policy.  Each was successfully delivered to students in real-

world settings.  They are each presented in tabular form, on Table 6 (see following page). 

 

The learning opportunities that were described herein are organized in the same 

sequence as the five employment scenarios that were outlined previously.  Each dovetails 

with a portion of my professionally assigned duties.  None were accomplished outside of 

the public school system, although I did volunteer to provide similar instructional 

methods to a variety of community agencies during my periods of unpaid and off-

contract time.  I was able to pilot some of my lessons with homeless youth, as well as 

with students at the community college level who are receiving transition services due to 

their status as political refugees.  Furthermore, I am actively involved in the faith-based 

community, and have had numerous opportunities to apply similar teaching interventions 

in settings where home-bound students and home-schooled students exist.  A number of 

the activities that I developed during my off-contract time were influenced by the needs 

of these special populations, most of which are not enrolled in the K-12 system. 
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Table 6 

The Enacted Curriculum 

Situation 1  Asteroid Middle School Name of Activity:

1 Program Infrastructure Program Coordination

2 School-Based Instruction Botanical Tile Art

3 School-Based Instruction Solar Engineering 

4 Connecting Activity Meet the Pros

5 Connecting Activity Guest Speakers

6 Connecting Activity Academic Advising

7 Work-based Learning Docent Training

Situation 2 Asteroid Charter High School Name of Activity:

1 Program Infrastructure Program Coordination

2 School-Based Instruction Career Education Courses

3 Authentic Science Activities Valley Visions Project

4 Authentic Science Activities Meet the Pioneers

5 Authentic Science Activities Wastewater Engineering

6 Connecting Activity Community Outreach

7 Work-based Learning Paid Internships

Situation 3 Administrative Internship Name of Activity:

1 Program Infrastructure Articulation of College Classes

Situation 4  Bolide School District Name of Activity:

1 Program Coordination Program Infrastructure

2 Career Education Classes School-Based Instruction

3 Work-Based Learning Programs Work-Based Instruction

Situation 5 Comet Middle School Name of Activity:

1 School-Based Instruction 8th Grade Science Class Labs

2 School-Based Instruction 9th Grade Science Class Labs

 

The learning opportunities that were chosen for scrutiny in this volume are a 

subset of all that I created during the course of my career.   They were selected because 

each was delivered successfully, and because each was judged by people who were 

interviewed for this study to be either significant or meaningful in some aspect of the 
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School-to-Work Transition Education process.  The learning opportunities are described 

only briefly here, in Chapter 4.2, so that readers can visualize the general nature of each 

activity and understand its correlation to the intent of the policy.  The list therefore 

provides the boundaries of the scope of the historical case.  The same activities were 

analyzed in greater depth later in the report, from the perspectives of the various 

stakeholder groups that participated in them.   

Each of the activities described herein did illuminate potential answers to the 

research question.  The goal of the final analysis was to discern which factors were 

influential in the design and delivery of these specific curriculum interventions.  I 

encourage readers now to be on the look-out for two specific types of factors that may 

have influenced my work.  The first type of factor is called an exogenous factor, which is 

a term that refers to structures within a social architecture that are outside of the realm of 

control of individual players.  One example of an exogenous factor is the policy itself.  I 

did not have a say in the policy‟s structure, funding mechanisms, priorities, or written 

statements.   These were therefore exogenous variables. 

The second type of factor that no-doubt influenced my ability to create learning 

opportunities in support of the School-to-Work policy are those that are called 

endogenous factors.  This term refers to structures that exist within individuals, who are 

situated in socially contracted work spaces, operating as independent agents of change.  

An example of an endogenous factor would be my own particular bent towards the 

environmental sciences, rather than other science disciplines.   Other educators might not 

be interested in creating the same types of activities that I created during my practice.  
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(D) - Asteroid Middle School 

I stepped up to the plate to help the team of teachers that had volunteered to 

submit the original STW grant proposal at Asteroid Middle School, in 1996.  The team 

pitched the idea that we would expand our current exploratory elective course offerings 

to include the development of elective classes that had a School-to-Work focus.  I 

provided leadership in developing the grant proposal and the administration of the funds, 

once received.  I coordinated the various projects that had been seeded under the original 

distribution of money, ensuring that the tasks were accomplished in accordance with the 

grant requirements.  The primary products that the team produced were a number of 

replicable teacher resource curriculum binders that could be shared between schools as 

the district continued to grow demographically.  In the end, there were more than thirty 

small projects or events that were developed under the grant funds provided during the 

first grant cycle.  Only a few of them are described herein, however, since some of the 

projects represent the professional pedagogy of individuals who did not choose to 

participate in this study.  Their rendition of participation in the reform movement will 

therefore remain obscured from these pages, and within their own creative control.    

 

School-Based Activities 

The primary goal of the plan that we submitted was to develop our existing 

exploratory electives program into one that had a career education focus.  Our intent was 

not to replace all of the existing electives that were being offered, but rather to strengthen 

them, if possible, by integrating lessons that would help to illustrate how each of the 
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current courses could be tied productively to the empowerment ideals espoused by the 

reform movement.   One or more of the curriculum ideals that were recommended by the 

new law were expected to be incorporated into existing course offerings, but we also 

proposed the idea of developing a handful of new courses that could be directly tied to 

the goals of the new legislation.  Of the myriad of courses that were adapted to meet the 

goals of the School-to-Work movement, I have described only those that I had a direct 

and active role in developing and/or delivering. 

 In one instance, for example, I partnered with an art teacher to incorporate 

School-to-Work objectives into her existing fine arts elective, as well as into my school-

based science classes.  She used a portion of the grant funds to invest in special tools that 

were required for the development of a Ceramic Tile Art Enterprise.  Students in my 

science classes were taught botany concepts and then encouraged to participate in the 

manufacturing and selling of decorative ceramic tiles that had a botany motif.  Students 

were responsible for researching scientific facts related to at least ten different types of 

plants that grow here in the American southwest.  They were then encouraged to produce 

a series of botanical drawings that could serve as plates, to be carved later into clay slabs.  

The clay tiles were then glazed and hardened in the school‟s kiln, producing hundreds of 

decorative tiles that were then sold in the community by the students.  My role was to 

assist in the school-based science instruction, by providing lessons and learning 

opportunities that increased students‟ scientific literacy.  The art teacher‟s role was to 

supervise and manage the manufacturing process, once the botanical drawings had been 
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generated and transferred to the raw clay slabs.  Together we worked with members of 

the wider community to market the products that the students had created.  

Anther school-based activity that I was directly involved in was the creation of a 

solar engineering class, which was developed in response to student demand, generated 

the semester before.  My after-school model club had been challenged to build and race 

model cars that ran on photovoltaic power cells, in order to compete in a local 

competition between middle schools in the county.  We decided that we needed dedicated 

time to work on our designs the following year, so we pitched the idea of having the 

model club offered as an electives course during the regular school day, instead of an 

after-school club.  We could therefore attract more students and devote more time to 

preparing for the current year‟s competition.  The supplies and materials we needed to 

get started, however, were beyond the allocation of the normal school‟s budget.  A 

portion of the School-to-Work grant budget was therefore allocated to the investment of 

tool kits, as well as the creation of a teacher-resource binder to ensure that the class 

would be taught in the future, in the event of staff turnover.   

 

Connecting Activities 

A number of community-based activities and events were created in support of 

the STW reform objective to branch-out into the local business and employer 

communities, so as to provide opportunities for students to become more familiar with 

the range of job options that existed locally.  This meant providing two types of outreach 

and exchange opportunities: those that brought business professionals onto school 
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campuses, and those that brought school children into a variety of work-settings, so that 

both groups of people could be introduced to each others‟ cultural surroundings and 

physical environments. 

The first connecting activity that was developed for students on the middle school 

campus allowed me, for the first time in my teaching career, to work closely with 

teachers on campus that were not on my seventh grade team or teaching within the 

science disciplines.  The event was called Meet the Pros Night and it was based loosely 

on the idea of a career fair.  The typical career fair is often structured as a large and 

showy event, with members of the community setting up individual booths, and students 

rotating at their own pace from display to display.  This event, as I explained to my 

guests, was supposed to look more like a “cocktail party without the cocktails.”  It was 

meant to be held in an intimate setting that encouraged one-on-one conversations 

between members of the greater community and individual students.   

Students were groomed by their homeroom teachers to prepare a list of questions 

for our guests from the community, related to educational training and career avenues.  

The students were also required to interview two or three guests during the course of the 

evening event, and to present what they learned on the following few days, back in class.  

The evening event was not organized by me alone, but rather by a number of 

professionals and volunteers from the greater community. There was a need to advertise 

and promote the event, as well as to recruit guests and correspond to each partner.  It was 

also necessary to structure the learning opportunity so that all involved were safe, 

adequately supervised, and comfortable with the expectations placed on them.  I relied 
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heavily on the other teachers and the school‟s paid volunteer coordinator for their 

contributions of names of individuals with whom they had connections, to expand upon 

the community links that I was aware of personally.  The event was repeated several 

times over the course of my career, and other members of this study remember both the 

initial event that took place in 1996, as well as subsequent iterations of it.  Those 

observations are recorded later.  

A guest-speaker forum was also created on campus to introduce students to 

actual professionals from a variety of career fields.  Many teachers were involved in 

organizing guest speakers from the greater community.  I contributed to the guest-

speaker forum by sharing the responsibility for recruitment and supervision of several of 

the events with another science teacher on our faculty.  Our contacts in the community 

complemented our own individual academic interests, and there was some overlap.  

Furthermore, both he and I were affiliated with the local university, so we each tapped 

into members of the scientific research community there.  We were also assisted by a 

specific university professor, who had been our own science education mentor, and who 

had helped us in a variety of instructional projects in the past.   

School-to-Work grant funds were also used that first grant cycle to send three 

educators, including myself, to a series of workshops designed by professional 

counselors to promote career-based advisory programs.  The model that we explored for 

our advisory base was called Comprehensive Competency Based Guidance.  Three of us 

were exposed to the theories of guidance counseling in a number of professional 

development workshops that were offered through a local university, in partnership with 
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the Arizona School Counselors Association.  I paid for the tuition, but the School-to-

Work grant paid for all other workshop and travel fees.  The school district paid for 

substitute teachers on those days in which the workshops coincided with our teaching 

responsibilities.  We also used a portion of the School-to-Work funds to purchase a 

number of pre-existing lessons plans and activities that were made available at each of 

the workshops we attended.  We thereby built a small career-education teacher-resource 

library that could be shared by all staff members. The resources collected were organized 

for the purpose of developing a single career-education course, which would be made 

available to students on campus as part of a school-wide career guidance program.   

Our hope was to prepare every home-base teacher for the possibility of assuming 

a more robust role related to academic advising.  We therefore used a portion of the grant 

funds to compensate two people for providing specific leadership in the development of 

the course.  A licensed vocational educator and the school‟s social worker worked 

collaboratively to gather additional curriculum materials that were either in the public 

domain already, or available for purchase at little or no cost.  They were able to collect a 

number of career-based inventories, lesson plans, and resource materials that were 

collated into a teacher-resource binder that was available to the rest of the staff.    

The goal was to draw on the expertise that both of these women had, so as to 

share it with other educators who might be willing to teach this particular elective class in 

the future.  We planned eventually to integrate the career-based lessons into an existing 

advisor-advisee structure, in which homeroom teachers served as mentors to students, 

and assumed a guidance capacity that was conducted on a daily basis, in the context of a 
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personal working relationship developed pro-actively in the classroom.  Middle school 

students were guided in a number of activities designed to promote a sense of community 

and belonging, for the express purpose of creating an atmosphere on campus that was 

conducive to learning.   

The final connecting activity developed at the middle school was unique to our 

particular historical and geographic context.   Our school district was organized as a K-8 

district at that point in our cultural history.  The district did not yet have a high school, so 

students in the 8
th

 grade and their parents were faced with a difficult decision, related to 

the choice of a high school.  School-to-Work grant funds were used to pay one teacher 

(who was simultaneously enrolled in a Master‟s degree program in school guidance 

counseling) to organize a number of activities designed to help families with the high-

school selection process.   

She created a variety of educational planning tools that could be used by parents 

and students in the context of choosing the most appropriate secondary school setting.  

Factors such as geographical distance, academic course offerings, vocational programs of 

study, and school climate were addressed, as key factors that the students and their 

families should consider.  Field trips were organized for all 8
th

 graders on campus, so that 

they could get a first-hand exposure to each high school campus.  The teacher organized 

these exchange opportunities, and worked with the high school counselors to structure 

the excursions so that our 8
th

 graders would have the opportunity to actually meet and 

talk with small groups of high school students during the course of the field trip.  The 

educative goals of each event were documented and made available to other teachers.  
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Work-Based Activities 

 In addition to the learning opportunities that were incorporated into the existing 

electives wheel, there were three specific activities that would be classified as work-

based activities, because they took place in authentic work environments.  None, 

however, were paid work experiences, because of the age of the students involved.  Each 

would be classified as a service learning opportunity, because the younger students were 

exposed to work-related routines that were performed on a volunteer basis, yet provided 

verifiable experience that could be used to build students‟ résumés in preparation for a 

first paid job experience.  

The primary work-based learning opportunity that was developed in part through grant-

funds provided via the School-to-Work policy, took place after school and on weekends.  

Students in my science classes wanted to learn more about careers in the environmental 

sciences, so we partnered with scientists who were working in a volunteer capacity to 

develop a docent-training program at a local State Park.  Several students volunteered to 

receive the training, and were subsequently provided with opportunities to work as 

docents in the State Park, delivering environmental education lessons and activities to 

other members of the local community.  These activities dovetailed with a number of 

School-to-Work policy goals, and allowed my students the opportunity to spend an 

extended amount of time with professional botanists, soil scientists, meteorologists, 

hydrologists, and wildlife biologists.   My role was to supervise the school-based lessons 

that were created in support of the docent program, and to secure additional mini-grant 

funds, to provide tools and materials for field instruction.   
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(E) - Asteroid Charter High School 

The second employment situation began in the Spring of 1997, just as the original 

School-to-Work grant was being accomplished and prepared for the final sets of written 

reports that were due to the granting agents.  The district administrative team had just 

received the go-ahead to begin the process of advertising and staffing for the proposed 

new Charter High School.  I was approached by the middle school principal, and asked if 

I would like to work on the project too.  I accepted the challenge and we began to 

organize our plans around the concept of providing a technology-rich curriculum that 

integrated portions of School-to-Work philosophy, including the development of a career-

education curriculum and the inclusion of authentic work experiences, if we could find 

partners in the greater community willing to hire our high school students.  

Although we had applied for a second allocation of School-to-Work grant funds, 

we did not receive them, due to the fact that the competitive bidding process gave priority 

to those schools who had not received any funds so far.  It was explained to me that the 

perception was that we had received the “lion‟s share” of local funds the year before, and 

that it was not fair to expect to receive any more money.  While admittedly disappointed, 

we managed to accomplish what we could by leveraging district incentive-pay funds to 

compensate those of us taking-on additional leadership roles in the context of developing 

the School-to-Work and technology curriculums.  The school district paid for our 

teaching salaries, as would be expected, but they also paid for the extra-duty assignments 

from that day forward.  We never again received cash from the federal School-to-Work 

policy. 
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School-Based Instruction 

In addition to teaching five classes of science during the 1997-1998 school year, 

the first year of the charter school‟s operation, I was also responsible for developing a 

career education class that could be taught by each teacher on campus.  The class was 

structured so that it was taught once per week as part of the home-base / advisor-advisee 

course, following a similar model of instruction developed at the middle school level.  

The goal was for each teacher to provide academic guidance to students in their 

homeroom classes, and to deliver a pre-determined set of lesson plans and instructional 

activities that were developed by me.   

The course was offered as a half-unit of vocational education credit.   The course 

was given to every student who had matriculated in the charter school that first year of 

the school‟s operation.  Subsequently, new students could opt-out of the class if they 

could show on their high school transcripts that they had received similar education 

elsewhere in the community.  The career-education course offered to students at the 

Charter High School therefore became a graduation requirement, rather than an elective 

course.  Students received fifteen discrete lessons, each with additional assignments that 

could be accomplished by students, either during class or as follow-up work on their own 

time.  The lessons were prepared on my own time, and furnished to the other teachers 

with the expectation that they would be delivered to students over the course of the 

following week.  Teachers could develop lessons on their own too, and some did so 

eagerly, while others were more reticent.   



 

 

  419 

The original career-education class was developed using materials that had been 

collected by middle-school teachers working under the original grant seed money, the 

year before.  The teacher resource binder that they had developed consisted of a number 

of lessons and activities that were designed by other people in the nation, and used 

elsewhere.  Too many of the lessons, however, as it turned out, were copyright protected, 

and we did not own duplication rights to them.  We therefore found ourselves co-creating 

a series of new lessons, designed with similar educative objectives, but utilizing 

worksheets and reading materials that were created for our own use.             

The initial lessons that were offered the first year of our school‟s program evolved 

into three separate courses.  The career education course covered a myriad of concepts.  

These included: (a) where to look for and find jobs during high school and afterwards; (b) 

how to leverage the school‟s technology and academic programs to gain entrance into the 

work-based learning courses; (c) the relationship between schooling and employment 

opportunities; (d) the relative wage scales of a number of entry-level jobs for high school 

graduates and college graduates; (e) educational programs of study available in Arizona 

at both private and public post-secondary institutions; (f) careers in the military; (g) 

financial planning for life beyond high-school; and (h) exposure to a number of career-

exploration and planning tools that exist on-line.   

The career focus course offered additional opportunities for students to explore 

specific jobs in greater depth, and introduced students to the concepts of personal 

financial planning.  The costs and benefits of pursuing a variety of educational 

trajectories were explored using databases provided by the U.S. Department of Labor.  
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Students were taught job-search skills, including resume writing and interviewing 

techniques.   They were also allowed the opportunity to explore a variety of work sites at 

the research park, including where some of the older students had been hired already to 

work in paid internship positions.  A number of connecting activities were therefore 

integrated into this class, allowing students short-term exposure to adult work settings as 

well as introductions to adult representatives from a variety of professional career fields.  

The work-based learning course was designed as part of the support system for 

those students employed in paid internship positions.  The school-based instruction took 

place once per week, following the model of a brown-bag lunch seminar.  The weekly 

activities were structured to focus on developing strategies to solve specific work-place 

dilemmas that the students were experiencing.  The lessons were derived from the 

dialogue that took place between me, the students, and their site supervisors.  Students 

were required to keep daily journals of the lessons they learned on the job, which 

provided a great deal of the backbone to the weekly forum.  Students were also taught 

how to plan and prepare for their transition to adult life.  

The original career education class was taught as a home-base curriculum for only 

the first year of operation.  We chose to hire a licensed business and technology teacher 

during the second year of the school‟s operation, who agreed to share the responsibility 

for developing and teaching the careers curriculum with me and with another member of 

the original faculty team.   I continued to teach the freshman-level and senior-level 

courses for the rest of my tenure at that school.  We worked collaboratively to develop a 

scope and sequence for the three classes, so as to minimize overlap in the curriculum.   
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Authentic Science Activities 

A number of science-related activities that shared a School-to-Work bent were 

integrated into the various science classes that I taught personally.  Biology students, for 

example, were taught how to use microscopes, which is considered by School-to-Work 

philosophy to be introducing students to authentic science protocols and tools.  Chemistry 

students in my classes conducted a number of laboratory experiments utilizing equipment 

and methods that real scientists would use.  Earth science students tracked hurricanes 

during the peak storm season, utilizing modeling tools that are intended for professional 

meteorologists.  Environmental education students conducted field protocols in 

partnership with members of the professional hydrology, soil science, and remote sensing 

communities and a number of them continued to participate in the Young Docent 

program that had started during their middle-school careers.  

Of all of the school-based activities that were conducted during my tenure, 

however, I will only describe in-detail now those that seemed to have had the most 

impact on my students, as judged by their interview responses.  Each was created 

independently, and offered to groups of students who were enrolled in one or more of my 

science classes.  Students were required to take four years of science at our school, so we 

offered a number of courses to choose from.  I personally taught courses in astronomy, 

biology, chemistry, earth science, environmental science, and human health (not all in the 

same school term).  Another teacher came to join us subsequently who agreed to teach 

the biology, chemistry and health curriculum, as well as a physics class.   
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 A number of short-term projects were integrated into my science classes, but were 

not necessarily accomplished solely on the school-campus; nor were they developed 

solely by an educator.  While some people would classify them as connecting activities, I 

will classify them instead by a new term, one that I have found useful in distinguishing 

between school-based instruction and instruction intended to explore adult work settings.  

The term I will use is authentic learning activity, and I will operationally define it to 

describe those activities performed in the context of a school-based course that involve 

exposure of students to authentic protocols, tools, and procedures used by professionals 

in their respective career fields, even if the students themselves are not exposed to an 

actual adult work-setting.   

In the three examples that I will use to illustrate the quality of such authentic 

learning experiences, the students were also exposed to professional scientists 

simultaneously.  More frequently, however, the protocols that were taught to my students 

were learned by me at the university or in other professional-development opportunities, 

including those provided in my previous career in industry.  Such learning opportunities 

can therefore be provided to students in the course of their regular school-day without the 

dependence upon outside business partners for curriculum development.  The goal I set 

for myself was to ask members of the professional science community to help me 

develop lessons for my students during a single year of collaboration.  Thereafter it was 

assumed that I would be providing similar lessons to future cohorts of students, with no 

further need for guidance or the expenditure of time and energy from outside experts.   
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(A) - Valley Visions Project  

The idea for this authentic science activity came from a number of pre-existing 

curriculum protocols that had been presented to me during my master‟s degree program 

in environmental education.  At the time, however, I was working exclusively with 

middle school students in grades seven and eight, who were still too young to be able to 

perform the activities. The content of the curriculum materials was meant to be taught to 

students after they had mastered both algebra and geometry, which typically does not 

occur until grades nine or ten.  During the spring of 1999, as I was completing a course in 

remote sensing technology, (which earned me the industrial technology teaching 

certificate that I had applied for) I had the idea that my earth science students might 

benefit from similar instruction. 

I knew that my own students would not be able to comprehend all that I had 

learned in the semester-long graduate course at the university, but I believed they might 

be interested in learning how satellites and airplanes are used in the workforce to gather 

information about the land‟s surface, for the purpose of understanding the ecological 

relationships that exist on earth, including those that impact people all over the world.  

The course that I had taken reminded me of the older protocols that had been introduced 

to me several years earlier.  I therefore took several months over the summer to 

familiarize myself with them once again, and saw the opportunity to adapt them, so as to 

integrate some of the concepts into an environmental science class that was to be offered 

at Asteroid Charter High school for the first time, the following fall semester.   



 

 

  424 

In the process, it occurred to me to ask the people in my minor department if they 

had any ideas to recommend for curriculum development, and two researchers lent their 

expertise for the next several months.  The greatest contribution that they made was that 

they were able to secure a number of satellite images of our own neighborhood for me to 

use, including images that could be downloaded from databases that the University had 

access to, but that I did not.  The charter high school had a fairly modern technology lab, 

as well as a staff member who was technologically savvier than I was.  These assets 

allowed my students to gain access to some fairly sophisticated technological advances, 

so that we could begin a project that would allow the students to explore both their 

immediate neighborhoods geographically, as well as a number of micro-climates that 

exist within an easy commute upwards in elevation.  The students were taught a number 

of scientific protocols, both by me and by representatives from the professional science 

research community, in an authentic learning activity that was referred to as the Valley 

Visions Project.  

Students were taught how to apply the field protocols that they had learned in 

class and on campus to conducting ground-truth measurements in a variety of locations, 

which could then be compared and contrasted to the colors and shapes on the topographic 

maps and the satellite images that had been donated by the professional science 

community.  The students concluded this work with an extensive field study exercise that 

was conducted in a local mountain park.  The students were allowed to conduct biometry 

transect exercises in sites of increasing elevation, so that they could learn about the 

variety of plant species that grow in each life-zone.   
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(B) - Meet the Pioneers 

Related to the Valley Visions project was another authentic activity that was 

conducted by 11
th

 and 12
th

 grade students in my environmental science classes, as well as 

by 8
th

 grade students in an Arizona history class that was taught at the middle school 

level.  The project, known as Meet the Pioneers was structured similarly to the Meet the 

Pros event that had been conducted in previous years, but the focus was on developing 

authentic research skills rather than on exploring potential careers.  This particular 

learning opportunity was created collaboratively by me and a dear colleague of mine, 

with whom I had team-taught in the past.  We decided to join forces that year, so that 

both classes of students could learn more about the history of the neighborhood, as well 

as about the physical geography of the region.   

We therefore designed an oral-history project that would require the middle 

school and high school students to work together collaboratively.   The goal was to learn 

as much as we could about how life had changed over the years, as the school district had 

evolved over time, in relation to increased population pressures in the area.  We decided 

to locate people in the area who remembered the district in each of the decades that had 

preceded the building of the new high school.  The students in this project were interested 

in talking to people who might have remembered what they themselves perceived as 

„ancient history‟ … referring to any period of time before their own births.  For most of 

the students, therefore, ancient history was operationally defined as before the 1980s.    
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A number of fact-finding adventures were therefore created to send the students 

out into their respective neighborhoods in search of people who would be willing to 

speak to them about the natural history of the area, as well as the cultural geography.  

Names were accumulated by the students and archived into a database of potential guests 

for an evening seminar.  The district‟s volunteer coordinator assisted the students in 

preparing an invitation to private citizens, asking them to join us for an evening of 

storytelling and interviews.  Approximately sixty adults of varying age-levels agreed to 

participate in the children‟s evening forum.   

The high school students were responsible for preparing visual displays that 

communicated their progress on their environmental science investigations.  The students 

then developed interview protocols that would elicit information from the guests related 

to changes to the landscape over time.  The middle school social studies students 

organized their own set of interview questions for the citizens, based on their 

instructional goals and objectives.  They also gathered a number of historical reference 

materials about the district, including old letters, newspaper articles, and photographs.  

Furthermore, they also created a time-line to provide a visual organizer for the historical 

facts they had uncovered in their research projects.  The interviews were conducted in 

small groups, and the responses were recorded in writing by teams of students, as part of 

their class assignment in either social studies or environmental science.  The educative 

goal that ties this project to the School-to-Work policy was the objective of encouraging 

students to consider careers in the natural and social sciences, by teaching them how to 

design original research projects.   
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(3) Wastewater Engineering Project 

The final project that serves as an illustrative example of an authentic science 

activity was also conducted in my environmental science class the last year that I taught 

it.  The environmental engineering activity dovetails with my own past professional 

experiences related to the field of environmental technology.  An opportunity was 

presented for my students to work with a community action organization, whose primary 

goal is to increase awareness and understanding between people of diverse cultural 

backgrounds.   

The goal of the engineering project was to design and build some very simple 

structures that would allow members of a Seri Indian community in Sonora, Mexico to 

have privacy as they utilized low-tech composting latrines that were presumed to be an 

improvement of their current situation.  The community elders had agreed to allow the 

service organization to bring volunteers into their residential neighborhoods, where no 

such sanitary provisions yet existed.  Citizens of the Mexican town used the surrounding 

landscape for their sanitation needs, relying on the soils to absorb and biodegrade the 

human wastes.   

Our students were studying the basics of water and wastewater treatment, as well 

as concepts related to biodegradation, soil microbe activity, and health.  I recognized an 

unusual opportunity for students to be exposed to a new culture, a new place, and new 

insights related to the costs and benefits of providing sanitation technology to people in 

developing communities.  What I did not anticipate were the colorful cultural exchanges 
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that would take place between my students and the students who were enrolled in the 

local high school of the community into which we were invited to work.   

The connection to the School-to-Work policy was three-fold.  First, students were 

taught environmental engineering concepts on the school campus before heading to the 

field to do the service-learning project.  Second, students were introduced to issues 

associated with globalization and the distribution of resources between individual people 

and communities.  Finally, the students‟ awareness was raised and broadened, in the 

context of the relevance of what they were learning in school and what they needed to 

know in the greater community.  Many poignant conversations took place, in class, en-

route to the destination, and as follow-up concerns on the way back home. 

The trip was intended as a pilot investigation.  Three adults served as chaperones 

for the four high school students who participated in the week-long event.  The students 

learned authentic construction skills, met school children their age who were also just 

learning to speak Spanish, and had the opportunity to meet with tribal elders, who gave 

them a personal tour of a neighboring island that was uninhabited, and ecologically quite 

wild.  The students purchased supplies and materials in a Mexican hardware store and 

learned how to conduct simple commercial transactions in Spanish. The activity was 

conducted in an outdoor setting, where students were responsible for setting up a tent 

camp that served their housing needs during the project.  They were also responsible for 

camp cooking and clean-up, as well as for planning certain aspects of the day‟s 

construction activities.  The project was only conducted once, and the praxis statements 

in Chapter 5 will reveal the meaning attached to the various stakeholder participants.   
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Connecting Activities 

Most of the connecting activities that were developed at the charter high school in 

support of the ideals of the School-to-Work reform movement took place in the context of 

either a guest speakers’ forum, or short field trips, both on and off the research park 

campus.  The guest speakers were invited, based on the curriculum priorities of the 

various courses offered on campus.  Science guests included an astronomer who had 

made a number of research discoveries that had earned him local fame as well as national 

esteem.  There was also a research scientist with an expertise in lunar exploration who 

shared his adventures with our students.  A medical technician provided an interactive 

demonstration on blood typing, and a microbiologist helped to develop and teach a lesson 

or two on microbiological analyses.   

The students were also provided with a number of opportunities to take career-

related field trips, in the context of their academic courses and curriculum objectives.  

Each teacher was responsible for coordinating such events, as field trips were an element 

of instruction that was valued in District A.  Our students were invited to participate in a 

number of early-outreach opportunities.  They frequently visited college campuses, where 

they received instruction on programs of study, interesting research projects being 

conducted by professional scientists, and information regarding scholarships and work-

study programs available to undergraduate students.  The students were also invited to 

participate in a college fair that was devoted to the engineering professions.  The students 

received campus tours from graduate students who were studying several types of 

engineering, including chemical, electrical, civil, and mechanical.  
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The most robust connecting activity related to post-secondary careers, however, 

was an opportunity for all students to participate in concurrent college enrollment 

opportunities developed in partnership between our school, the local university, and the 

local community college.  Students were eligible to take college coursework at the high 

school‟s expense during their junior and senior years if they met the program eligibility 

requirements.  Most students took Freshman English or an advanced math class, 

depending on their interests.  A few took vocational courses, such as machine shop and 

manufacturing assembly classes, while others elected to take foreign languages, business, 

and humanities.   

Finally, the students were encouraged to participate actively in local outreach 

opportunities, by preparing samples of their academic work for display in community 

exhibitions.  An annual Pride Day was held in the local fairgrounds and provided 

opportunities for students to develop real-world communication skills.  Each participating 

student was encouraged to create a poster board display that highlighted one or more of 

their scientific investigations or inquiries.  Students examined topics of interest and 

presented their findings in a public arena.  Community volunteers were frequently 

solicited to help the students get ready for the event.  The community partners 

contributed research and editing advice, as well as formatting suggestions for the 

graphical displays.  One such event was conducted in partnership with researchers from 

the scientific community, who helped the students create a PowerPoint presentation that 

was shared in several technology workshops and presented at a national remote sensing 

conference that was hosted by NASA.    



 

 

  431 

Work-Based Learning 

The majority of work-based learning opportunities that were developed for our 

students at the charter high school were paid employment situations, most frequently tied 

to the students‟ occupational areas of interest, technical training on campus, or academic 

coursework.  The types of partnerships that I was able to develop were no doubt 

influenced by my own background and training.  The majority of our students worked in 

paid positions related to their science, technology, and health courses.   Most of the 

partnerships were developed on the research park campus, but I also negotiated paid 

work-based learning opportunities for students in neighboring businesses, industries, and 

non-profit organizations.    

My job was to develop workplace learning opportunities for students in actual 

adult work settings.  That required that I introduce the goals of the School-to-Work 

movement to potential employers, and that I open up the dialogue for a potential long-

term relationship between the school district and the business or industry.   If I could 

negotiate entrée‟ into an employment situation for my students, then I was the person 

required to structure the new jobs in such a way that they were educative and safe.  I 

therefore worked collaboratively with representatives from each employer organization to 

plan and structure appropriate learning goals for each student. 

The first real paid internships for students were created at a research and 

development company with an interest in developing pharmaceutical drugs. Company 

representatives described their motivation for partnering with the school system as being 

related to shortages for skilled labor in their particular academic field.  It was mentioned 
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frequently that the Chemistry and Chemical Engineering industries struggle to find 

Americans who have been adequately educated and trained in the chemical sciences to 

fill their higher-paid positions.  This was a sentiment expressed by the policy makers as a 

concern for other industries as well.  I will show in the interview data how and why some 

students pursued this career path, while others did not.  This company actively 

encouraged college enrollment, a process that some of my students described in great 

detail, to be shared in Chapter 5. 

The company hired up to a dozen students each semester to work in their 

laboratory facilities, which were housed in the same building as the high school campus.  

The partnership was originally structured to serve only those students in my chemistry 

class that showed promise for the subject. Over time, however, the program evolved so as 

to serve non-chemistry students as well.  The company created a built-in mentoring 

system, pairing one student to one research scientist in the laboratory, and/or one student 

to one business professional in the company offices.   

The first year of the partnership was devoted to working out some of the 

supervisory roles and expectations.  I provided periodic visits to the worksite, and 

frequently spoke with the individual mentors about their respective roles in the 

workplace.  A former school teacher, who had subsequently been hired by the chemical 

research firm, served as the work-site mentor, and provided support services to students 

on the job.  All of the students earned minimum wage to begin with, and some gained 

additional pay hikes as they learned new skills.  A few of the students worked there for 

the remainder of their high school careers, and on, into college.   
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Another learning opportunity for my students that was created on the research 

park campus took place in an industry that was related to the development of battery 

technology.  The students who were hired to work in this firm were also allowed to work 

alongside professional scientists.  Some students worked in the engineering laboratories, 

applying their science and technology skills, while others worked in the company offices, 

learning routines associated with procurement and book-keeping.  The students were 

required to log what they were learning on the job, so that I could monitor their progress. 

Their field journal notes allowed them to write summary reports each semester. At least 

one of the students elected to work for this company beyond graduation and into college.  

This company encouraged college enrollment for their workers, and adjusted the 

student‟s schedule accordingly. 

There were a variety of work-based learning opportunities elsewhere on the 

research park, including software engineering positions for students emerging from our 

computer technology classes.  One of the students who participated in this type of 

opportunity structure described his post-secondary experiences in the context of 

transitioning to college-level classes and finding his way into the computer-technology 

career field full time.  Another opportunity on-site was given to two students who shared 

an interest in Astronomy as a science field to pursue.  Both were hired to work with a 

research institute that had received federal grant monies to conduct space exploration 

research, and both were hired to assist the company with some of their simpler routines 

and protocols.  
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Finally, there were a number of students employed part-time off site, away from 

the technology research campus.  They were hired in a variety of paid positions related to 

their personal interests.  Several worked in the local grocery store, which was part of a 

national retail chain.  Others worked in the dry-cleaning industry, local movie theatres, 

veterinary hospitals, doctor‟s offices, and in the real-estate business.  Only one student at 

the charter high school worked as an apprentice in the trades, having been hired by a 

licensed Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning contractor.  Although I had several 

members of the cabinet making, auto-motive technology, and solar engineering career 

fields approach me for potential partnerships, none of them panned out, because our 

school did not have a corresponding occupational or vocational program to provide 

students with those skills.    

A very popular work-based learning opportunity for our students took place in the 

context of early childhood education.  The district had a very vibrant before and after 

school program for elementary school children, to provide supervision and extra-

curricular activities beyond the normal school day, for those students whose parents had 

the need for such services. Our students were routinely hired to help the adult staff who 

supervised these programs at each of the neighborhood elementary schools.   

Some of my students participated in these work-based learning programs because 

they hoped to become school teachers, counselors, or child psychologists some day.  At 

least one worked her way through college in such a capacity, in preparation for entrance 

into graduate school in psychology.  The students were allowed to take a corresponding 

set of classes through the institution that hired them, to earn industry-related certification.   
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(F) - Administrative Internship 

The third employment situation was also located in District A, where I was 

assigned to serve as an administrative assistant to the district‟s Director of Curriculum, 

Supervision and Instruction.  The unpaid internship allowed me to earn certification as an 

educational administrator, and yielded new professional licenses as both a principal and a 

superintendent.   My assigned task was to explore the possibilities of articulating portions 

of the Charter School‟s curriculum to meet the standards of college-level coursework 

already offered in the local community college system.  The first priority that was 

established for me that semester was to re-orient my thinking about the school‟s 

involvement in the concurrent enrollment program, so as to ascertain the school‟s 

capacity for taking on additional teaching responsibilities.   

We had been asked to explore the possibility of bringing some of the community 

college courses to our own campus, so as to expand college enrollment opportunities to 

more students. One of the problems with our current program was that it only served a 

small number of students who had transportation of their own, or who were willing to 

carpool with their peers.  This left a certain segment of the population unable to 

participate in the program, given the lack of public transit in our rural neighborhood.  The 

students who were currently participating in the program were gaining an academic 

advantage over their peers who did not have a car.  This was an equity concern, as a 

significant number of our students were known to be struggling financially at home.  One 

way to overcome the transportation barrier was to bring the college-level classes to the 

students, instead of sending students into town.   
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My job was to explore a number of the structural elements that we had in place, 

so as to determine the likelihood that such an experiment would work in our specific 

social situation.  A survey was conducted of students and their parents, to determine their 

perspectives on an array of possible solutions to the perceived problem. A similar survey 

was conducted of the teachers that were on staff that year, to determine their willingness 

to strengthen their courses and obtain the necessary licensure and credentials to be able to 

offer their courses for both high school and college credit simultaneously.  A large 

comprehensive high school is more likely to have a pool of secondary teachers that are 

content specialists, but a small charter high school like ours did not have a sufficiently 

large faculty population from which to find a wide array of teaching specialties.   

The only courses that we found to be potential candidates for the concurrent 

enrollment structure were our technology and business classes.  Although we did not 

accomplish our goal of developing college-level coursework in business or technology 

education during my tenure as an administrative intern, we did lay the foundation for that 

possibility in the future.  Some of the teachers at the charter school and the professors at 

the community college were open to the idea and were willing to coordinate curriculum 

objectives.  I orchestrated the initial dialogue, and encouraged a participative relationship 

between individual educators.  A number of structures were examined, to research the 

feasibility of offering more college-level coursework on the high school campus.  The 

project laid the groundwork for future articulation of both academic and vocational 

classes, a School-to-Work goal that was integrated into the Arizona plan for providing 

seamless transition opportunities between secondary and post-secondary schools.   
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(G) - Bolide District Programs 

 The fourth employment situation began in the fall semester of 2002, following a 

brief period of unpaid scholarship.  A job was advertised in the Bolide School District 

that seemed to dovetail with my research interests and previous work experience as a 

School-to-Work program coordinator.  The district was looking for a licensed educator to 

oversee two of their pre-existing School-to-Work programs, which were going to be 

combined into a single program, for the first time in the school‟s history.   

The two older programs were designed originally to meet the work-based needs of 

two distinctive populations of students.  Each program had been comprised of school-

based and work-based learning opportunities, but one served the general population of 

students, while the other one served special populations of disabled students.  It was rare 

for special education students to be enrolled in the evening classes that were offered to 

their non-disabled peers.  The district hoped to blend the two older and parallel School-

to-Work programs, so as to ensure that the disabled population would receive instruction 

from a licensed vocational educator. This would ensure that they too could receive school 

credit for the work-based learning that was taking place in the context of a paid job 

within the greater community. 

By blending the two older programs into a single package, the district hoped to 

solve two additional problems.  First, they hoped to save money on the cost of program 

coordination, by hiring a single teacher, instead of two.  Second, they hoped to reduce 

overlap in the context of partnership development.  Employers in the greater community 

had asked for this to take place, so that they would no longer be approached repeatedly 
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by more than one district representative. The district hoped that a single person in charge 

of developing partnerships with local businesses would reduce the public perception that 

the district was not well-coordinated.    

 The two blended programs were expected to be delivered in a coordinated 

fashion, so that all of the students that were assigned to my tutelage would receive similar 

instruction, and so that nobody felt uncomfortable with the expectation to be receiving 

career and transition education in a mainstreamed setting.  My primary task was to look 

into the structures of the two older programs, so as to blend them holistically into a single 

course, with consistent expectations for student learning and on-the-job performance.  I 

was hired with the expectation that I would bring both programs into alignment with the 

burgeoning Arizona Tech-Prep Initiative, which was the School-to-Work instructional 

delivery model that Arizona adopted when the original federal STWOA policy reached 

its sunset date.     

I was therefore expected to coordinate the work-based learning opportunities for 

students in Bolide School District, and to teach the correlated school-based instruction 

that directly supported those programs.  Other people in the district assumed the primary 

responsibility for developing School-to-Work connecting activities.  Licensed 

professional counselors, special education case managers, and certified vocational 

instructors were actively involved in the reform movement simultaneously.    Students 

had access to small career centers on their school campuses, which were manned with 

dedicated support staff in charge of coordinating college preparation and career education 

events, such as field trips, guest speakers, scholarship seminars, and military recruitment.   
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Diversified Cooperative Education 

 

The first of the older work-based learning programs that I inherited was referred 

to as the DCE Program, an acronym that refers to either Diversified or Distributive 

Cooperative Education.  Cooperative work-based education programs are designed in 

partnership with the employer community, and complement school-based instructional 

goals that are outlined in vocational education standards.  Such programs are considered 

to be diversified or distributive when they provide work-based learning opportunities for 

students emerging from more than one vocational training program.   Bolide District had 

organized more than twenty vocational programs of study (see Table 7, below).    

 

Table 7 

District B Vocational Programs  

Number District B HS 1 HS 2 Alt Ed

1 Accounting Yes No No

2 Agricultural Education No Yes No

3 Allied Health - Medical Lab Assistant Yes No No

4 Allied Health - Sports Medicine Yes No No

5 Allied Health / Med-Start No Yes No

6 Automotive Technologies Yes Yes No

7 Building Trades No No Yes

8 Business Information Technology Services (BITS) Yes Yes No

9 Business Management Services Yes Yes No

10 Computer Servicing & Programming Yes Yes No

11 Culinary Arts / Food Production Yes Yes No

12 Drafting / Design Technology Yes Yes No

13 Early Childhood Professions Yes Yes No

14 Education Professions Yes No No

15 Financial Services Yes No No

16 Interior Design Yes Yes No

17 Internet and Web Page Design No Yes No

18 Marketing / Management / Entrepreneurship Yes No No

19 Multi-media Technology No Yes No

20 Nursing Services Yes No No

21 Psychology Yes No No

22 Radio/Television Technology Yes No No

23 Welding No Yes No
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The DCE program was structured originally around vocational education 

paradigms that pre-dated the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.  The DCE 

program therefore intended to serve the needs of students emerging from a diverse array 

of vocational courses.  Students would be eligible for work-based employment during 

their senior year of high school only if they had completed their vocational coursework 

first.  The worksite for each DCE student was supposed to be correlated to the school-

based instruction that they had already received in a specific vocational focus area.  This 

would ensure that students would have an identifiable skill-set that employers would both 

recognize and value.   

Participation in the DCE program also included the expectation for students to 

take an after-school class, to be taught on Monday nights.  This course was aligned to 

workplace success skills, rather than specific vocational or technical skills.  The class 

ensured a forum for students to be able to discuss issues they were facing in the 

workforce. It also included a number of lessons and activities designed to prepare 

students for career advancement and job success.   During the five semesters that I taught 

the evening class and managed the work-based learning program that was taken 

simultaneously, I was encouraged to structure the program to be more inclusive to special 

populations who may not have had equal opportunities to participate fully in the variety 

of jobs that existed, both on campus and in the greater community. 

In theory, then, the Diversified Cooperative Education program would not 

necessarily receive all students who were enrolled in the district‟s high schools, but 

rather only those that had completed a vocational education track first.  In reality, 
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however, the DCE program in District B had suffered a drop in enrollment of the specific 

population of students that was required for the program to receive full funding from the 

Carl D. Perkins grant sources.   An annual tally of eligible students in the program 

revealed this pattern of decline during the five or six years that correspond to the School-

to-Work era.   This indicated that recent cohorts of students who were matriculated in the 

program were not necessarily vocational program completers, a term used to describe 

the students for whom the program had originally been designed.  Instead, a number of 

general education students had enrolled in the program, to fill consistently empty seats.   

The number of vocational completers in the course directly influenced the amount 

of federal tax dollars that were being allocated to the program.  The district‟s 

administrators therefore asked me to institute subtle changes to the recruitment processes, 

so as to turn this trend around.  For the remainder of my time in the district I was under 

subtle but persistent pressures to increase the number of students who had completed 

vocational coursework before being sent into the adult work-world their senior year of 

high school.  This pressure was consistent with the State of Arizona‟s goals to provide 

technical and occupational training to students, in addition to work-based learning 

opportunities.   

The DCE program that I received, therefore, was operating under two distinctive 

work-based learning models.  The first paradigm, the cooperative occupational 

education paradigm, embraces the notion that students will find better jobs, if they 

receive technical training on a school campus before they are hired in the adult workforce 

(Stadt & Gooch, 1997).   The chief complaint against the vocational model has been that 
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the vocations that are supported by the funding mechanisms of the Carl D. Perkins Acts 

are limited to only those occupations that the Department of Labor has identified to be 

priority areas, in the context of skill shortages for specific labor markets.  Some have 

argued that the vocational course offerings that are funded through these mechanisms are 

therefore limiting to certain populations of students, who may be led to believe that these 

are the only „good‟ jobs in society.   

 “… a number of scholars who have written about this subject have seen (vocational 

courses) as a means of sorting poor and minority students into programs that limit their 

future opportunities and, in fact, relegate them to low-level occupations and social 

status” (Oakes, 1985, p. 150).  
 

 

The second paradigm, which is called a general work-based learning model, also 

values work-experience for students who are still in high school.  It does not, however, 

specifically require that students take vocational coursework first.  The model recognizes 

that some entry-level jobs do not require specific technical skills (Husted, Mason & 

Adams, 2003).  The general work-based learning model can accomplish a number of 

other social, moral, or educative objectives, which are perceived to be equally 

worthwhile, when compared ideologically to the cooperative education goal of providing 

specific occupational skills training.   

Some educators have argued that the general work-based learning structure can 

improve a students‟ self-esteem and help them see the relevance or importance of their 

schooling, as well as help them to raise money to meet their economic needs. The 

School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 allowed work-based learning experiences that 

fell into both categories. 
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Youth Transitions Program 

The second of the older work-based learning programs was called the YTP 

Program, which stood for Youth Transitions Program.   A transitions program with this 

acronym is typically created to support special education students, who are preparing to 

transition from high school to their post-secondary lives.   The district‟s transition 

program was funded through an external grant mechanism that was tied to a State 

Agency known as the Rehabilitation Services Administration, which was associated with 

the Department of Economic Security.  The grant was referred to locally as the V-R 

grant, referring to the concept of providing access to vocational rehabilitation services in 

the greater community. 

This type of program encouraged special education students with specific 

disabilities to be pro-actively involved in making plans for a successful transition to life 

beyond high school.   Students in District B‟s YTP program were encouraged to 

participate in a distinctive after-school learning opportunity that did not necessarily earn 

them school credit, nor the right to be actively involved in the DCE program.  There was 

a concerted effort to help students find jobs in the community, but it was perceived to be 

problematic that the jobs for YTP students were not being structured so as to monitor the 

learning taking place; nor were they being supervised by somebody with knowledge, 

expertise, or licensure in work-based learning.    

The YTP program had been staffed the previous year by a special education 

teacher who was required to split her day between her normal teaching responsibilities 

and this program.  The grant structure helped to pay for her part-time coordination duties, 
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which included the supervision of two full-time adult employees whose jobs were also 

paid-for by the grant mechanism.  These two people were responsible for developing the 

off-site employment opportunities for students, but neither had any specific licensure, 

training, or expertise in vocational education or work-based learning. 

The Arizona vocational education standards require that students who are earning 

school credit for their work-based learning be supervised by a certified professional 

educator with specialized training, education, and credentials in career and technical 

education.  The Cooperative Education teaching license is a specialty license that is only 

offered to certified vocational educators who take additional coursework to document an 

expertise in developing formal partnership agreements and training plans with members 

of the employer community who are willing to hire student-learners in cooperative work-

based experiences.   

A special education teacher or case-manager is not eligible to obtain this specialty 

license, unless they are also licensed vocational educators, which is a rare occurrence.  I 

was informed that this is why the person who had run the YTP program in the past would 

not be running the new blended program.  The district made the administrative decision 

to blend both programs, but to put a licensed cooperative education teacher in charge of 

partnership and work-site development.  The person they hired to be the teacher-

coordinator would therefore be required to receive this specialty license before the end of 

the first school term.  This would ensure that the new program was in compliance with 

Arizona standards for vocational and cooperative occupational education, and therefore 

partially funded through these sources. 
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To be eligible for the new position, I was therefore required to obtain that specific 

credential.  I accomplished that task during the first semester of my tenure at Bolide City, 

by taking a graduate level course that was only offered in a business college at a 

University that was located elsewhere in the state.  I was required to take the class via a 

distance-learning format that combined internet activities, correspondence lessons, and an 

occasional commute to the college campus, which was located three hours away.   The 

professional development opportunity documented my familiarity with workplace 

learning standards and applicable laws related to child labor, and it supplemented my 

existing vocational, academic, and administrative licenses.    

I perceived that the real value of taking the cooperative education licensure class 

was that it taught me how to identify and recognize a number of key structures, so as to 

be able to discern between the two paradigms of work-based learning that were now 

supposed to be blended under my watchful eye.  The new program that I was supposed to 

create would therefore need to be designed, so as to be wary of the strengths and 

weaknesses of each model type.   The DCE program was a blend of both cooperative and 

general structures, while the YTP program had been decidedly a general work-based 

program in the past, with few opportunities for students to receive occupational or 

technical training before entering the work-world.   

The evening class was now operating with two paradigms in place, and I was the 

person in charge of the process by which both would be blended amicably.  On the one 

hand, I was now expected to ensure that the cooperative education rules were closely 

followed, so as to meet the vocational education program standards that were tied to new 
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funding mechanisms that would impact my classroom.  On the other hand, the program 

was also being guided by the expectation to ensure that special education students were 

being pro-actively registered in work-based learning opportunities. Those students were 

also expected to receive any additional support systems that they might need, which 

could be provided under the auspices of the special grant funds provided and intended for 

their exclusive use only.   

The school-based lessons that were created the first year that I was employed in 

the Bolide School District evolved over time, starting with remnants of the curriculum 

that I had developed in District A, adding some lessons that my predecessors (from both 

sides of the house) had left behind, and creating new lessons, based on the specific 

educational concerns and questions that the students brought with them to class each 

week.  While I entertained students in the evening sections of the new blended course, 

they were each occupied during the daytime with a full schedule at both school and work.  

My students complained frequently that they had little time for socialization, so I did my 

best to make the activities in the classroom as inter-active as possible, so as to provide 

them with a welcome relief from their day-to-day grind, when we met once each week. 

The remainder of my work-week was devoted to providing opportunities for my 

students to be successful on the job.  I was behind the wheel of my car for hours on end, 

initiating new partnerships, designing training plans in cooperation with site supervisors, 

attending to the routine complaints and problems that inevitably arose, and resolving 

numerous customer satisfaction issues, including conflicts been my students, their 

employers, their school or work schedules, and on occasion, their families.   
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Alternative Program – Career Education 

In addition to the responsibility for blending the DCE and YTP work-based 

learning programs, I was also assigned to work with the director of the alternative school 

program, who had been hired over the summer to restructure it, so as to shift the 

curriculum focus towards Career and Technical Education.   The original alternative 

education program was considered to be a credit-retrieval program, designed to provide 

an alternative instructional delivery model for students who were considered to be at-risk 

of dropping out of school, before graduation.   

It was not considered to be a separate high school, per se, but rather a specialized 

instructional program that would allow students to earn additional credits that could be 

transferred directly back to their respective high school transcripts.   Students who had 

fallen behind on their school work were encouraged to remedy the situation by attending 

classes that were structured differently that traditional classes. They attended school in an 

alternative setting, which was situated at the District Offices, rather than on their home 

campuses.  The program was structured to allow for more one-on-one service contact 

time between educators and students.   

Class sizes were smaller than those that are typically offered, and the students 

were encouraged to complete only one or two courses at a time, rather than attempting to 

juggle five or six classes simultaneously.  The instruction was provided via a semi-

independent learning format, with self-study packets designed to complement small-

group discussions that were teacher-led.  There were some opportunities for students to 

practice discrete skills, related to mathematical computations and vocabulary 



 

 

  448 

development, utilizing pre-packaged curriculum modules that were provided via 

computer terminals that existed in a centralized lab.   

The school had been in existence for a number of years, but had been structured to 

simply provide opportunities for academic credit retrieval.  Much of the instruction was 

conducted in small group settings, with teachers who were content-area specialists in a 

number of academic subjects.  Prior to my arrival, the district-wide alternative program 

had focused on delivery methods designed for at-risk students, with no specific 

opportunities for students to receive vocational, technical or occupational instruction.   

A school administrator had been hired over the summer to reform the existing 

alternative program into one that would provide occupational instruction.  The nature of 

the vocational or technical education provided at the alternative program would be 

dependent upon her ability to negotiate such learning opportunities in the greater 

community.  She was hopeful to develop new opportunities for these students in 

vocational clusters that did not compete directly with the twenty-three clusters that were 

offered back at the larger high school campuses.  The new administrator had therefore 

been assigned to perform a very challenging task.    

I was hired that same summer, with the stipulation that I would also lend my 

expertise in career education to those people on her staff who had returned from their 

summer break, to discover that they would each now be assigned the task of teaching 

career education to the students on that campus.  I knew that it was not an ideal situation, 

given that I would be the only person present with the experience, expertise, licensure, 
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and vocational credentials to offer school credit for any school-based career-related 

instruction that was delivered. 

The agreement was that I would provide weekly lesson plans for the alternative 

program teachers to use that first year, as the alternative program was revamped over 

time.  I would be housed on the alternative program campus, in a small classroom and 

office suite that were dedicated for my use as the work-based learning coordinator for the 

district.  This administrator would be my direct supervisor, but I was not technically 

assigned as a member of the alternative program staff.  There was no corresponding 

requirement that I assist that faculty in academic, vocational, technical, or work-based 

instruction, although some of the students in the alternative program did eventually join 

the DCE program that I managed.       

I volunteered to provide a weekly lesson to the teachers who were assigned to that 

school as faculty members, and together we would deliver the instructional packages.  

Our goal was to deliver a simple career-education course to the approximately 100 

students that were assigned to the alternative program campus.  These students were older 

than average, given that many of them were still classified as freshman and sophomores, 

even though they might have been junior and seniors, if they had not fallen behind in the 

accumulation of Carnegie credits.   

The course included lessons that would be appropriate for students who were 

preparing to enter adult life, and included opportunities to explore the relationship 

between careers, schooling, and incomes, as well as a number of other socially relevant 

concepts, such as where to turn for information that might help students access 
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employment, schooling, housing, and financial assistance, should they need help upon 

graduation.  A number of community resources were identified for this population of 

students, because many were already displaced out of their family households, and some 

were already parents and/or supporting themselves financially.  The career education that 

these students received was therefore tailored to fit their instructional needs, and it 

overlapped somewhat with the instruction that was provided in the evening DCE course.   

The enacted curriculum that was created in Bolide School District was therefore a 

combination of school-based and work-based learning opportunities that were developed 

to meet the needs of four specific types of student populations.  Vocational completers 

were the first group of students that were served annually, whether or not they were 

disabled.  General education students were also served by the DCE program, if any seats 

remained, once the vocational completers had interviewed and been situated in jobs both 

on and off the district campuses.   

The DCE program was also re-vamped to allow greater inclusion of special 

education students.  Those who had completed vocational training received the same 

opportunities for job placement as their non-disabled peers with similar skill sets.  Those 

who had not taken vocational coursework were pro-actively instructed on the value of 

obtaining occupational skills while still in high school.  Alternative education students 

were also given pro-active instruction that met their distinctive needs, and were 

encouraged to join the DCE program for work-based instruction.  My professional 

challenge, therefore, was to meet the educational needs of the various populations of 

people who were assigned to my professional case-load.  
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(H) - Comet School District  

The fifth employment situation came fortuitously to me in the fall semester of 

2005, following a second unpaid leave for the purpose of completing my graduate school 

coursework. The non-contract time was enormously productive, allowing me the time 

and the opportunity to re-pitch the dissertation project, so as to be able to recruit and 

correspond with private citizens from the settings in which I had been employed. Once 

the dissertation committee reorganized some of my research priorities, I was free to begin 

the process of finding people who might be interested in participating in the new wave of 

interviews.   

I was working at the University part-time, but the income was not sufficient to 

meet my needs, so I began the job-search process myself, looking for a way to dovetail 

my interests in teaching with my research project, now ready to be accomplished.  In the 

course of taking direct responsible action related to my own employment situation, I 

never saw this job coming.  I was consumed with the research project, a number of 

obligations on the home front, and seeking a suitable job for myself when I received a 

telephone call out of the blue, asking me if I was interested in a part-time science 

teaching job at a local middle school.   

I could not believe my luck.  I had not applied for the job, nor did I know it was 

yet open.  I had applied for a work-based learning coordinator‟s job at one of the high 

schools in Comet City, and in so doing, had filled out an application that asked me to list 

all of my licensure and experience.  It was a science-related reference point that was 

picked up by the computer search that this principal had conducted, to fill an 
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unanticipated slot on his middle school campus.  The position was part-time, teaching 

three classes of seventh grade science to students whose original teacher had left to take 

care of aging parents.  The job was to be shared by a young woman who taught the other 

3 cohorts of seventh grade students.  She was preparing to give birth later in the semester, 

and I was asked to teach her classes too, when it was time for her maternity leave.  

The goal of this research project is to describe the factors that influenced my 

ability to create learning opportunities for my students, and one factor was that I seemed 

to be able to find employment, whenever I needed it.  That is remarkable, given that I 

chose a research agenda that is associated with a policy that was no longer supported 

federally, yet still apparent in a variety of avenues.  While I had sought a position to 

provide work-based learning opportunities, I received one that provided a number of 

opportunities for me to develop school-based learning activities.  Nobody seemed to 

mind that this was a desire of mine in the classroom.  Furthermore, the Arizona State 

Standards had been revised recently, to incorporate the expectations for career-related 

instruction to take place in 8
th

 grade science classrooms around the State.   

The first activity that I developed was based loosely on a set of reading materials 

that were provided by the authors of the textbooks that were used at that school.  I was 

not particularly familiar with the series before then, but I certainly appreciated that the 

textbook authors had included a concise list of careers in the sciences as a separate 

glossary section at the end of the book.  The series had three types of science included, 

which were correlated to the National Standards for Science Education.  One book 

focused on careers in the life-sciences, one on careers in the physical sciences, and the 
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third on careers in the earth and space sciences.  This provided a free resource for written 

text materials that the students could access in the classroom. 

The goal of the first set of exercises that I developed for my students, therefore, 

was to familiarize them with the range of science professions, by helping them relate the 

activities performed by different types of scientists to the names of those professional 

domains.  I created a list of the “-ologies” for the students, and had them draw pictures of 

themselves, in the garb that they figured would be appropriate for each career domain.  

They used the textbook references to begin the process of learning about the various 

science career fields, and then were allowed to delve more deeply into one or two of the 

career fields, by conducting a library, internet, and magazine search, utilizing personal 

library resources that I had invested in. 

I also borrowed on-line resources available from the U.S. Department of Labor, 

and utilized some of the same worksheets that I had developed and piloted for my 

students at Settings A and B.  The students were then asked to present what they had 

learned about a career field that they believed they might be well suited for, to their peers.  

Their drawings and findings were kept in science portfolios, and they were encouraged to 

consider classes in high school that would ensure that they were well prepared for college 

entrance.   

The second creative learning activity that was developed for these students was 

conducted off-site in a field trip that was organized by the school district.  The students 

were invited to the University of Arizona to participate in an early outreach event 

designed to promote college participation amongst populations of people who have not 
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been traditionally represented to the extent that they exist demographically.  The event 

included a well-organized tour to several university departments, including a tour of the 

fine arts and photography studios, science laboratories, and gymnasium facilities.  The 

tour was attended by a number of the school‟s faculty, which gave me an opportunity to 

get to know some of the other teachers on campus for the first time.   

When the tour was completed, I was able to integrate several more reading and 

writing assignments into the science class, asking the students to help make connections 

between what they were learning in my classroom and what they had discovered to be 

taking place on the university campus.  The students could see the connection between 

our science laboratory and those that we toured, but they did not realize that a person 

could study science in such great detail as was being described by their tour guides.  In 

retrospect, I can see how I might have developed additional lessons for the students, to 

show them some of the inter-relationships between the arts and sciences.   

At the end of the first semester in the district I was allowed to interview at other 

schools, knowing that the woman with whom I was teaching would be returning full-time 

the following school year.  Although there were work-based learning coordination jobs 

advertised in Comet City, I was advised to go back into a science classroom, because the 

nature of the work-based learning programs were in flux, due to the recent establishment 

of a Joint Technical District in the community.  I was guided to a full-time tenure-track 

position that was now open in a school that was situated in my own neighborhood.  I 

accepted the job-offer, knowing that I would be working once again with the older 

adolescent (my preference).   
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High School Instruction 

My assigned teaching role was to provide school-based instruction in the context 

of teaching a freshman biology class to five cohorts of students daily.  My major School-

to-Work accomplishments were therefore related to developing authentic learning 

experiences for the students in the classroom.  There were four specific laboratory 

investigations that were developed in support of the STWOA.  All of them were 

examples of authentic science protocols, a type of School-to-Work connecting activity 

that was advocated at the time in the district‟s science policies, as well as in federal and 

state standards for science instruction.   

The first involved an investigation of the growing conditions of certain seed 

plants.  Students conducted a number of observations of plants growing from seeds in a 

number of environmental settings.  The students were learning about the life cycle of 

plants and the contributions of plants to the food and energy chains on earth.  They were 

first introduced to key instructional concepts and vocabulary by their textbook authors, 

and then allowed to delve further into plant physiology concepts via short research 

inquiries of their own.  The end result of the unit included student-generated drawings 

that depicted their seedling observations over time, as well as written laboratory reports.   

The second laboratory investigation was conducted in the context of a 

microbiology unit.  Students were taught about micro-organisms in the context of a soil 

science experiment.  The unit included several specific inquiry-based instructional 

learning opportunities in which the students were expected to design their own 

investigations, following scientific methods of inquiry used by professional scientists.  In 
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one lesson the students investigated the topic of biodegradation, testing a number of 

organic and inorganic samples to determine the outcome of burying the samples in an 

assortment of soil types.  The students investigated the relationships between their 

samples of interest, soil conditions, and soil types.   

The third activity was another microbiology experiment.  This time the students 

were allowed to collect microbiological specimens from their school campus, following 

techniques used by industrial hygienists and health-care professionals.  The students were 

taught basic protocols related to specimen collection, and allowed to grow microbial 

colonies in agar-lined Petri dishes.  The colonies were then studied under a microscope, 

so that students could see an assortment of microbial life.    

The fourth and final activity was a very robust investigation that took place in the 

context of a botany unit.  Students were encouraged to design experiments or 

observational protocols to learn more about both seed-plants and rhizomes.  I purchased a 

variety of seed packets and bare bulbs, and allowed the students to grow flowers for both 

Earth Day and Mother‟s Day.  The students were allowed to choose the growing 

conditions, and some plants grew in natural light outdoors, while others were tended to in 

the classroom.  They each grew several dozen plants, in a variety of environmental 

conditions, comparing and contrasting the outcomes for each variable that differed.  The 

students kept growth charts on their plant specimens, which required them to produce 

botanical drawings.  The rest of this report is dedicated to an analysis of the factors that 

impacted the development, delivery, application, and perceived relevance of the enacted 

curriculum that was created in this specific case of school reform.  
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CHAPTER 5 – LIVED EXPERIENCES 

 

Section 5.1 – The Practitioner’s Perspective 

 

(A) - The Epoche’ (Raw Stories of Praxis) 

 
The lived experiences of those of us that participated actively in one or more 

aspects of the School-to-Work movement in this case, have been collected and presented 

here, in Chapter 5.  This chapter is divided into three separate sections, each of which is 

dedicated to a specific stakeholder group.   The narrative text presented in this chapter 

describes scenarios that illustrate the key themes that will be analyzed reflexively and in 

greater depth later, in Chapter 6.    

Section 5.1 – The Practitioner‟s Perspective - The first section of Chapter 5 is 

dedicated solely to the raw and pre-reflective thoughts that I had, as I personally 

encountered the reform movement. My stance was unique, in that I was the primary 

person responsible for implementation of the policy.  This section allows readers to see 

the reform movement from my own perspective, through the paradigmatic lens that I 

wore at the time.  My experiences were shaped by the limitations of my awareness.  The 

essays reflect a steady stream of personal consciousness, as I reveal the environmental 

conditions in which I was immersed, the variety of expectations placed upon my 

professional plate, and my response to those expectations.  Readers will see my raw 

professional praxis, as I synthesize these variables through my own framework for 

thinking, and reveal how and why certain curriculum activities were generated.  

Section 5.2 – The Community Partners‟ Perspectives - The second section of 

Chapter 5 reveals the perceptions held by members of the greater community, who shared 
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an active role in the design or delivery of the various curriculum projects described as the 

enacted curriculum in this specific case of school reform.  The essays are designed to 

reveal the significance or meaning of participation in the reform movement that was held 

in common by this unique stakeholder group.   Each of the individuals who were 

interviewed responded to a set of questions that were chosen purposefully to explore the 

complex change variables known to impact efforts to integrate new ideas into existing 

organizational structures (Ambrose, 1987; Knoster, 1993).  Their individual insights were 

compared and contrasted, in order to distill a list of potentially significant factors to the 

development of the learning opportunities, as described by the participants themselves.  

The interview responses were analyzed a second time, to determine the extent to which 

additional themes emerged that also shed light on the research question.   

 Section 5.3 – Students‟ Perspectives – The third section of Chapter 5 explores the 

interview data that was collected from my former students.  These people shared insights 

related to participation in the reform movement, including involvement in school-based, 

work-based, and connecting activities.  Some of the students also provided examples of 

how the various curriculum and program interventions influenced their own personal 

transition journeys, once they graduated from high school and entered the adult 

workforce.  Their responses contributed to portions of the final analysis, in which the 

impact of the various curriculum projects is explored, so as to determine the implications 

for future curriculum development or improvement.   

This research report provides readers with an opportunity to pause and reflect 

with me, as I reveal what it was that I personally encountered during my practice, and 
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what the stakeholders perceived to be significant to them.  None of us are revealing every 

little nuance of our lived experiences, but rather the pivotal experiences and critical 

events that were memorable in hindsight, after an extended period of time away from the 

phenomenon of study.  I remind readers that this first section is written from my 

perspective alone, and that it is quite candid in places.   

All of the lessons that I learned about myself will not be revealed in these pages, 

because there is insufficient space to explore every point that I could possibly make.  I 

will reveal only those episodes that I encountered that left impressions on my heart, mind 

or soul.  In a narrative piece, the researcher is allowed to reveal her pre-reflective 

thoughts, whether or not other people approve of those revelations.  Members of the data 

triangulation team were also welcome to reveal their own thoughts on each and every 

pivotal experience that they shared with me, as well as those that they experienced first-

hand, that I may not have witnessed myself.  

We may not agree on every point, but each participant in this study was given the 

opportunity to reflect along with me, and to contribute their own unique conclusions, 

drawn from their specific stance.  It is possible, therefore, that each of the remaining 

layers of data analysis will shed light on how and why specific learning opportunities 

were significant to one group of people, but irrelevant to others.  This is not a 

comparative study.  The goal is not to find flaws at any given location; nor is it my intent 

to point a finger of blame at any one group of people or at any particular individual.  

Instead, the point of this layer of narrative analysis is to seek structural elements hidden 
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in these three data set that might be held up for further scrutiny in Chapter 6, where the 

final conclusions and implications for other educators are drawn.   

The value that is associated with this type of educational inquiry is that it allows 

others to see how the world of the educational practitioner and the distinctive worlds of 

the students in her charge are organized together.  The relationship between an educator 

and her students is inter-subjective, meaning that the dynamic at play involves both 

giving and receiving, while teaching and learning.  The learning objectives that were 

distilled from the policy expectations still had to be negotiated in social constructs.  Some 

activities were well received in the first location to be described, while others were 

rejected.  The same activities that were accepted in one place were sometimes dismissed 

or de-valued in another.  The reasons why were not readily apparent to me, before asking 

other people to clue me in. 

Teaching involves the participation of more than one individual, so there are 

social and cultural dynamics at play which impact an individual‟s ability to make sense 

out of the activities that were designed to teach specific cognitive or affective objectives.  

To teach effectively, a teacher must engage her students, and convince them that what she 

has to offer them is both informative and helpful to them in the long run.   The rest of this 

chapter section is devoted to my take on what was happening around me, albeit I am 

acknowledging up front, that I was working from the limitations of my own personal 

perspective, as I worked to translate the goals of the policy into my teaching practices at 

each location.  Nonetheless, taking a behind-the-scenes look at my own thinking 

processes in the field is where I start this story of school reform.   
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(B) - A Call to Action 

 
 I remember exactly where I was when I heard, for the first time, the Call to 

Action for the School-to-Work reform initiative.  It was a beautiful September afternoon, 

in the fall of 1996.  The school year had barely begun, and all teachers and students were 

invited to attend a pep assembly at the middle school gymnasium.  I herded my class of 

eighth graders up into the bleachers, taking my place next to my best friend and 

colleague, with whom I team-taught.  It was the end of the school day, so my students 

and I were equally pleased to get out of our academic assignments for the rest of the 

afternoon.  There were a group of teenagers doing cartwheels down on the gym floor, 

while the remainder of the teachers and their students filed into their assigned seats.   

I perched myself conspicuously in the top row of our section, to keep a wary eye 

on a group of my male students who were seated several rows below me.  They had been 

scolded just moments before our arrival for pawing through my supply of model rocket 

engines.  Judging by their body language (they were huddled together, whispering, 

giggling, and darting quick glances over their shoulders in my direction), I suspected that 

I had not shaken them down thoroughly enough before leaving the classroom.  So I stood 

up, stepped down to where they were sitting, told them to move apart, and plopped 

myself right in between the two most likely to be guilty.   

The whines of protest began: “Oh, no, Mrs. Orton! You can‟t sit here with us!”  I 

shrugged my shoulders apologetically as if to imply “what did you expect, boys?” and 

held out the palm of my hand.  I didn‟t have to say a word.  I wiggled and flexed my 

fingers as if to say, “Hand it over!”.    They each began to empty their pockets.  
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I counted the five pieces, shook my head in disappointment, sighed 

conspicuously, and pretended to settle myself contentedly in their midst for the remainder 

of the event.  They did not hide their discomfort, so I flashed a “Cheshire Cat” grin at 

them and suggested, “You boys know gosh darn well how to get rid of me.”  It took thirty 

or forty-five seconds for each of them, one by one, to reach deeper into their pockets to 

retrieve the last of the loot.  I heard one boy mutter under his breath, “Damn it! How does 

she do that?” to which I replied hastily “that‟s darn it, please, and she is psychic.”  

I tucked the rocket engines into my lab coat pocket and climbed back up to where 

my colleague was sitting.  She just laughed, shook her head, and rolled her eyes 

knowingly.  Two female students cuddled up next to me and asked politely if they could 

do something creative with my hair.  The school year had only been in session a few 

short weeks, but I had already bonded with this pair.  They were bright, eager to learn, 

and cheerful.  They had very tactfully pulled me aside earlier in the week to express their 

concern that my wardrobe was somewhat limited.  They convinced me to sit in the 

bleacher row beneath them so that they could experiment with my hair-do.  They insisted 

that (with a little bit of work), I had the potential to look absolutely beautiful.  I complied 

with their request and sat in front of them, leaning backwards into the stands.  They 

started to braid my hair, and I found myself fighting the urge to fall asleep.   

The assembly started, we were asked to stand for the Pledge of Allegiance, and 

then the principal introduced a guest speaker.  I did not catch her name, but she was 

introduced as somebody who was an expert of some sort.  I confess, I was not really 

paying much attention.  The guest started her speech, which seemed to be aimed at the 
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adults, not the kids, and I remember being bothered by that.  Teachers of middle school 

students know that boredom leads to shenanigans.  I was hoping and praying I had 

retrieved all of the missing engines, when the guest speaker said something about rockets.   

It caught my attention and the attention of that particular circle of boys 

simultaneously.  They darted a look in my direction as if they were a couple of deer 

caught in the headlights.  I remember being startled back into the present moment.  I 

thought “Huh? What was that she said about rockets?”  She was actually saying 

something about becoming rocket scientists.  I listened more intently.  She was talking 

about careers … and was talking to the kids after all.  She was asking them, “Do you 

know what you want to be when you grow up?  Well it is not too soon to be thinking 

about that.”  One of the boys smiled at me, nodded in agreement with her, and gave me 

an enthusiastic “thumbs-up” signal.  He was apparently listening too. 

The guest then turned her message to the teachers.  She asked, “Do you have any 

ideas about how we could do a better job of introducing our young people to potential 

careers?”  I paused to reflect on that question, and thought of my rocket club.  My 

husband is an engineer at a company that manufactures and sells both rockets and rocket 

components.   The guest speaker continued speaking, so I checked back into what she 

was saying.  I caught the phrase “do you teachers want some grant money for your 

classrooms?”  Now I had to sit up and listen.  She had my undivided attention … she was 

speaking my language.   

Science teachers who design hands-on activities and labs require equipment, 

tools, and materials to teach key concepts.  Like most taxpayers, I just assumed that every 
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school in America has the “stuff” that teachers need to do their jobs.  That is too often not 

the case.  The school district in which I was employed that day had lost much of its tax 

revenue in recent years, when one large employer pulled out of the region.  By the time I 

arrived on the scene in 1992, the existing textbooks were worn out and much of the 

equipment was in disrepair.  I had since spent a number of years working with district 

administrators to try to remedy that situation.  I had leveraged a number of community 

partners and organizations to muster up the resources needed in my own classroom, as 

well as in science classrooms of other teachers on campus. 

Our district was experiencing rapid demographic growth, and new science 

teachers had been hired to assist with the expanding teaching load.  As I entered my 

fourth year of teaching in the fall of 1996, the number of students consuming or using the 

shared supplies had increased significantly, while the budget remained about the same.  

The lack of adequate resources was putting a strain on science teachers, especially those 

newest to the profession.  Tensions were high and morale was slipping.  As the science 

curriculum team‟s chairperson, I was keenly aware that our instruction was impacted by 

the situation, and I felt somewhat responsible to try to make it better for my colleagues, 

our science students, and myself.  So when this particular guest speaker mentioned the 

possibility of teachers receiving grant funds for their classrooms via the agency she was 

representing, my ears pricked up and I thought  “Ah-hah … she‟s my new best friend.”   

The guest speaker made several comments about the link between education and 

an individual‟s economic well-being.  The comments resonated with me, as a person who 

had experienced financial hardships, following a corporate lay-off that had left thousands 
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of people in our community out of work overnight.  I was now fully attentive, listening 

more closely to what the guest speaker was offering to us.  I looked around the 

auditorium, but nobody else seemed to be listening.  The kids were now restless and 

watching the clock in anticipation of going home for the day.  The teachers were 

similarly impatient, and starting conversations of their own, to hurry the perception that 

“enough is enough already.”  The principal glanced first at the clock on the wall and then 

at her watch, and interrupted the guest speaker saying “thank-you very much … if any 

teachers would like to learn more about what our guest is proposing, come see me.”   

I found myself, after the students had been excused for the afternoon, making my 

way to the podium, where the guest speaker was standing and speaking with the middle 

school principal. I don‟t know why I stepped forward, but something this woman was 

saying was hitting a nerve, eerily familiar, and making me uncomfortable, thus pushing 

me into action.  I didn‟t know what I was going to say to her, but it just seemed to me that 

maybe I could help somehow.  Of course I considered the potential benefits too.  If there 

was a chance I could get some more supplies and materials for our science classrooms, 

then I was definitely open to a dialogue with this person.  So I shyly introduced myself as 

one of the science teachers, and told her that what she was saying made sense to me, 

given my experience and former career in industry.   

I explained to her some of my professional background.  Before becoming a 

teacher, and approximately seven years before this particular conversation, I had been 

employed within the industrial technology sector, working for a private company in their 

local manufacturing plant.  The company was the same one that had employed many 
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people who lived and raised their children within the school district‟s boundaries.  Like 

many of my neighbors, I was forced by the closure of the plant to update my own 

education and training, so as to prepare myself to find new employment.  The company 

that I used to work for provided a tuition re-imbursement package to their former 

employees, encouraging us to obtain new skills before re-entering the workforce.   

I chose to take advantage of the opportunity structure, and enrolled in the 

University of Arizona‟s College of Education, to learn how to become a teacher.  This 

decision was based on the fact that I had already spent many years providing technical 

training to adult employees, and I relished the teaching role.  I leveraged my background 

in industry to get the appropriate degrees and teaching credentials to teach science and 

technology in the public schools. Upon graduation from a baccalaureate program in 1992, 

I secured a job in the Asteroid School District, teaching science, Spanish, and various 

electives courses at the middle school level.   

Before becoming a professional educator, therefore, I had already experienced a 

number of professional roles that may have prepared me to assume the type of leadership 

tasks that would be required to secure the grant funds that were being offered to us.  In 

addition to the nine years that I spent working for private industry, I had also served for 

two years in State Government.  Furthermore, I had served simultaneously as a reservist 

in the military.  Teaching was therefore not my first career, nor my only skill-set.   The 

school‟s principal asked me quietly “are you sure you would like to help with this project, 

Madelene?”  I replied tentatively, “I think this is something I can assist you with, if you 

can use the help.”   
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The Grant Proposal 

The principal of the middle school organized a series of planning meetings for 

those of us on the faculty who hoped to participate in the grant-writing process.  The RFP 

(Request For Proposals) required that we submit our plan for school improvement in time 

for the bid to be reviewed by the granting agents, which was within a few short weeks of 

the announcement.  The process involved gathering ideas from the school faculty, 

collecting official signatures from potential partners from the community, and blending 

our ideas for curriculum and program development with those of the policy makers.  I felt 

very rushed by the expectation to coordinate the grant proposal so quickly, but I was not 

the only teacher who stepped up to the challenge, so I felt that I was in good company.  

Although more than a dozen of my colleagues were present when the first meeting was 

held, the final grant proposal was written by only five of us. 

The information materials that were provided to us by the granting agents 

included a template to use for any proposal that was developed and submitted for the 

competitive funding process.  The most difficult aspect of writing the grant proposal was 

that it was extremely difficult for us to estimate how much money we should ask for.  

The guidelines provided absolutely no direction on financial planning, budgets, or 

monetary allocations.  We did not know whether to submit a request for a thousand 

dollars, ten thousand dollars, or a hundred thousand dollars.  I personally asked the local 

liaison from the School-to-Work offices for guidance in that regard, but she was evasive 

in her answer.  I remember being put-off by that, in that my time was precious.    
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What I remember most about the planning sessions is that it was my own 

suggestion to focus on improving our current exploratory electives program that was 

embraced as the starting point for the design of our grant proposal.  I also remember the 

need to collect blue-ink signatures from members of the greater community who were 

willing to make a formal written commitment to assist the school district in the 

development of any new curriculum or program projects.  This required a significant 

amount of stamina on my part, as I was teaching classes all day long, and then chasing 

after potential new partners on my own time.  Once those signatures were in place, 

however, the proposal was complete.  I was bothered by the expectation to be submitting 

the grant request, not knowing if our hard work would be rewarded or not.   

 I was sitting in my car, after collecting signatures one day, with a copy of the 

most recent draft of the proposal spread across my steering wheel, nervously wondering 

if the proposal was yet “ready” to submit.  As luck would have it, one of my colleagues 

from the university, a fellow graduate student in my minor department, saw me and 

stopped to say hello.  I told her why I was perplexed that afternoon, and she brightened, 

then reached into her backpack, to pull out the notes of a seminar that she had recently 

attended, that was related to writing successful grant proposals.  She not only shared the 

document with me, but she also agreed to read our proposal, so as to help me improve it.  

Once the grant proposal was accepted, I assumed the leadership role for the 

administration of the funds.  Projects were broken down into manageable tasks, resources 

were allocated, and the actual work of curriculum reform began.  
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(C) - Asteroid Middle School 

 

The grant money began to flow in November of 1996, with the expectation that 

all of the curriculum projects would be in place no later than May of the following 

semester.  This meant that I would need to develop a mechanism by which to track our 

progress.  I therefore set up a collection of control books, organizing the various projects 

into a number of expectations, including documentation related to the nature of the 

project, the anticipated contacts lists of potential community partners, and the proposed 

expenditures for each activity that was planned that year.   

This system was developed by me, in accordance with procedures I had learned 

while serving as a coordinator of special projects during my tenure as a systems analyst 

in a world-trade business office.  I therefore relied heavily on my previous lived 

experiences as a project manager in industry, to stay focused and organized as the grant 

products were developed and delivered.  

I then developed a personal relationship with the district‟s finance officer, who 

gave me specific instructions, related to the do‟s and don‟ts of school finance.  Working 

on the School-to-Work grant-funded projects took place after I had taken economics, 

business, and accounting courses in my undergraduate program of study, but before I had 

taken a school-finance course in a school administration program of study.    

The district‟s finance director supplied me with a short list of budget codes that 

could be used to delegate the funds properly, for accounting purposes.  That is when I 

first became interested in the possibility of following a career path that would include the 
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administration of special educational projects, either on or off a school campus, which 

could be funded through soft grant money. 

A number of ticklish questions arose, as I learned how to account for the flow of 

money. The most significant concerns were related to the issue of fiscal responsibility, 

and how to document our expenditures to the granting agency, so as to demonstrate 

accountability for our spending.  A number of items had been identified by each teacher 

as being important tools for their various projects.  Some of the tools were more 

expensive than we had originally budgeted for, so there was the need to adjust our 

expectations on occasion.   

Despite our careful planning, when the money was actually available to us, some 

people perceived that they could request funds above and beyond what they had 

originally been allocated.  Projects were therefore immediately perceived to be competing 

with each other for the limited funds, which did cause a certain amount of friction 

between faculty members of the school, in the early phases of the grant‟s seven-month 

life-cycle.   

We found ways to be flexible, to stretch the money as far as possible, and to 

prioritize in favor of immediate needs.  Several of the classes, for example, were offered 

as pilot programs the first year, so as to avoid over-investing in a class, should it not 

prove to be of interest to the students.  We decided to invest in tools for a single class at a 

time, to test the waters before any additional capital outlay.  We also sent teachers into 

the greater community to explore opportunities for curriculum and staff development, 

seeking and finding curriculum materials that were already written and researched. 
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Initiating Activities 

Shortly after the grant cycle began, I proposed the idea of conducting an initiating 

activity, so as to leverage the enthusiasm that had been generated by the grant process.  

The goal of an initiating activity is to allow individual members of distinctive 

communities to become better acquainted with each other, in a low-key and non-

threatening manner, before embarking on any project that will require long-term 

commitments by either group (Danzberger, et al, 1996).    The assumption exists that 

meaningful dialogue and exchange are necessary, in order for one person to understand 

the views of another (Blumer, 1969).  Both groups of people must first be willing and 

able to exchange ideas, knowledge, and resources, as well as respect differences in each 

other‟s culture, before meaningful collaboration can take place.   

Activities that are designed to foster such communication and understandings are 

therefore potentially advantageous to building sustainable partnerships between the 

educational and employer communities.   In this situation, my goal was to bring all of the 

participants in the grant proposal process together in one setting, and to begin to 

introduce them to the rest of the faculty, as well as to interested students and their 

families.  I wanted more people on our school campus to be aware of the potential 

benefits of the new grant funds, and how they would be used to restructure the 

exploratory electives curriculum over the next few school terms.  I also hoped that the 

evening event would foster a new wave of enthusiasm for the burgeoning School-to-Work 

program and new partnerships.   
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I therefore decided to structure an initiating event for the newly funded School-to-

Work program.  The idea was to provide an avenue for networking and outreach, building 

upon the newly established relationships that had been forged during the grant-writing 

phase of the project.    The goal was to organize the first event of the year in such a way 

that individual citizens would be able to interact comfortably with each other, in a 

relatively relaxed social environment.  The additional challenge, of course, was to tie the 

event to the curriculum goals of the policy, so as to provide an initial example or model, 

for others to emulate in the future.  The hope was that such an event would launch the 

new program, and generate enthusiasm from the existing partners, so as to energize the 

entire process of program development.  

The idea for organizing such an exchange opportunity was introduced to me in 

my master‟s degree program, when I learned about community partnership development 

strategies that had been successfully piloted and employed in a number of environmental 

education programs, here in Arizona.  The initiating event that I developed to launch the 

new School-to-Work program in Asteroid School District was based loosely on a similar 

event that had taken place in my classroom the year before.   Students in my middle-

school science courses had the opportunity to meet and interview a number of 

environmental scientists, who had been allowed to use my classroom one evening, for the 

purpose of meeting to exchange ideas related to the sustainable use of desert grasslands.  

My students reported to me that the event was both exciting and informative, changing 

their perspectives about the people who work in science-related careers.   



 

 

  473 

Meet the Pros Night 

I decided to pitch the idea of creating an event that was similar in structure to the 

Meet the Scientists evening seminar.   At a staff meeting that was held to announce the 

receipt of the School-to-Work grant funds, I proposed the idea of hosting a similar 

initiating activity, only this time inviting partners for the grant proposal, as well as a 

slightly expanded guest list, to include representatives from a broad array of career fields, 

instead of just environmental or earth scientists.  My own dilemma was that my 

professional contacts included scientists, engineers, computer technicians, and health 

professionals, but was short in other career domains.  I needed help from the rest of the 

faculty to expand and balance the guest list.  I therefore asked if each teacher would 

submit one or two names of people they knew in the greater community who might be 

willing to participate in a career-awareness seminar that could launch the new School-to-

Work program.  Nearly one hundred and twenty five names, addresses, and phone 

numbers were submitted to me, and several faculty members offered to help me organize 

the event.   

I then drafted a letter extending an invitation to each potential partner.  The letter 

described my goals, expectations, and motives for the event.  My goals were to provide 

an opportunity for students, teachers, and professionals to meet and interact with each 

other and to recruit even more long-term partners.  I did not want a typical “career fair” 

with fancy displays, isolated booths, formal speeches and crowds of people.  Instead, I 

envisioned the evening to be fun, easy, low-key, personal, and cordial at the same time 

that it was informational.  I also hoped for as much “one-on-one” contact between 
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students and adults as possible.  I anticipated that my students might be apprehensive 

about engaging in personal dialogue with professionals, so I informed the adults that each 

student would have a short, ten-question interview tool to initiate each conversation.  A 

copy of the questionnaire was included in the invitation to the event, and each potential 

partner was asked to be sensitive to the students‟ possible intimidation.  Furthermore, 

specific suggestions for appropriate topics of conversation were also provided in writing.  

Adults were encouraged to be prepared to tell stories that might help students make the 

connection between subjects studied in school and skills used on the job. 

The guest list was expanded to include students, their parents, and teachers.  I 

targeted the 120 seventh & eighth grade students on my caseload that year. I also invited 

their parents, knowing that my students were non-drivers.  Asteroid District is quite large 

geographically, and many families will not return to a school-function in the evening.   I 

therefore planned for thirty adults and thirty students, which represented those who 

replied with a commitment to participate.  In actuality, forty students and seventy-five 

adults turned out.  Each student was asked to interview at least six professionals during 

the event.  There were some organizational problems with the event, such as too many 

adults per student, some adults being interviewed twice while others were not 

interviewed at all, and not enough punch and cookies for everybody.  Overall, most 

participants reported satisfaction with the evening, and a willingness to participate in the 

STW program further.  I concluded that this event was a powerful tool for recruitment of 

business partners, as well as a powerful tool for exposing students, teachers, and staff to 

School-to-Work philosophies.   
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Science Related Activities 

The science-related activity I enjoyed the most was the Young Docent Training 

Program.  Another district teacher coordinated and supervised the weekend field 

seminars, but I donated my time for the school-based instruction for a dozen students in 

the program who wanted to apply the knowledge they were obtaining in the field to 

inquiry-based science projects that were required for credit in my science classes.  

Students in my classes are routinely asked to develop inquiry-based projects on their own 

time, but that can be used to fulfill a portion of the tasks required for their semester grade.   

The students in the Young Docents Program asked to use my personal science 

library, which was kept in my classroom, not at home.  They were allowed to borrow 

field guides, some of my college textbooks, and any classroom tools that I owned to 

supplement what they were learning on the weekends.  The students were so eager to 

learn concepts that went beyond the typical middle-school curriculum that I was inspired 

to explore new avenues for this to take place.   

I will say right now that I bonded with this small cohort of students, and they are 

the ones who gave me the idea that School-to-Work concepts could and should be 

delivered to older students.  At the time, however, I was too busy administering the 

School-to-Work grant, teaching classes all day and developing portions of the new 

electives curriculum to join the kids in every Saturday field excursion.  I realized, 

however, that the skills they were learning on the weekends could certainly be taught to 

more students, if those lessons were provided during the school day, and integrated 

directly into the school‟s curriculum.   
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Three of the students that were in the original Young Docents program (which 

was partially funded through the School-to-Work grant), participated in this dissertation 

research project, contributing insights into the impact that this project had on their own 

career trajectories.   They are the people who stimulated the discussion about developing 

more career-based lessons.  They are also the people who convinced me to go to the high 

school level, to see what we could manage in the context of a School-to-Work program.   

The aspect of earth science that they wanted to explore further was oceanography.  

We live in the desert, and the nearest body of salt water is in Mexico.  Of all of the earth 

science units that I could potentially include in my annual curriculum, oceanography was 

the one topic I had personally avoided, because I have never had a class in it myself.   

The School-to-Work proposal at the middle school had included the opportunity 

for me to chaperone a science-related field trip that was organized annually by another 

teacher, who worked at the elementary school.  She had partnered over the years with a 

research institute that had an early-outreach component built into their organizational 

structure.  They routinely invited classes of students to camp-out at their beach-side 

research facility in a small coastal community located on the banks of the Sea of Cortez.   

My own eighth grade students asked me to consider developing science lessons 

for older students that would complement those that had been taught to them in their 

earlier school careers, related to the ecology of the desert shores along the Sea of Cortez, 

in northwest Mexico.   I therefore agreed to tag along with the elementary school teacher, 

to see what I could learn from her.  I hoped to establish a partnership of my own with the 

people who ran the environmental education program on the shores of the Sea of Cortez.  
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Marine Sciences Field Trip 

 

The marine sciences field trip had been a well-established tradition, conducted by 

one of the cherished elementary school teachers for many years.  My own son had 

participated in the event, but my interest during the first year of the School-to-Work grant 

cycle was to document the learning that was taking place at the elementary school level, 

to see if it could be spiraled up to an appropriate secondary experience for either 8
th

 

graders or perhaps 9
th

 graders, as the district was already negotiating for the development 

of a new Charter High School.  I therefore tagged along as an additional adult chaperone, 

taking notes en-route, while observing the various educational events that took place. 

The first stop that was made on the four-hour car trip was at a State Park in 

Arizona, where local flora and fauna were featured in a small eco-museum.  My students 

keep their own eco-museum in our classroom, collecting artifacts and taking turns 

updating a bulletin board that has been dedicated to this purpose.  I knew that my 

students would appreciate the same efforts made by the local park rangers, and jotted in 

my notebook as a note to myself that we could arrange for the park rangers themselves to 

speak with older students about their careers in the natural sciences.   That same stop 

allowed students to see a large geographical and geological display that depicted the 

basin and range topography of the region.  The map was very similar to some of the 

raised-relief maps that I had displayed in our own classroom.  It occurred to me that I 

could develop lessons for older students related to the physical geography of Arizona that 

could then be correlated to lessons not yet developed.  I was beginning to outline a future 

environmental education class, yet not consciously aware of it yet.  
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The second stop allowed students an opportunity to visually survey a large lava 

bed that was evidence of volcanic activity in the region over time.  I did not know then 

that this feature existed so close to home.  I was very excited to learn that older school 

children could actually go into the field and receive hands-on instruction from the 

caretakers responsible for the stewardship of this place, so I noted it as yet another 

potential feature to study in greater depth.  I confess that at the time, I was annoyed that 

we did not delve more deeply into the natural history of this landmark, but then I realized 

that the decision was probably a function of the age of students that the elementary 

school teacher was serving.  Fifth graders have a much shorter attention span than 8
th

 and 

9
th

 graders do, and Earth Science is introduced to students in Arizona in the seventh 

grade, and then featured again, in much greater detail, in the 9
th

 grade.   

Our final destination was the research facility that existed on the beach.  The 

sleeping accommodations were rustic, with outdoor pavilions providing minimal shade 

and protection from the elements.  There were indoor cooking facilities, however, and the 

group shared communal meals that had been organized by the non-profit organization 

that runs the facility.  Students were treated to an introduction to the facility, which 

included an evening tour of the tidal beds that were within an easy walk from the main 

premises.  I would argue that the trip was magical.  I returned from the field trip 

convinced that an oceanography unit should be considered for future secondary 

instruction, and planned to create such a learning opportunity for older students, 

sometime in the future.   
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The Decision to Move On 

 

 I was busy in April of 1997, preparing to write the final reports that were now 

due, as the grant cycle was coming to an end.  It had been a whirlwind school year, and as 

we came down to the final deadlines for accountability, we were also deeply immersed in 

the year-end school responsibilities which are equally arduous.  I was therefore pulling 

double-shifts to get all of the last-minute work accomplished, and I was tired.   I was 

looking forward to returning to the same classroom the following year, because for the 

first time in my teaching career I was not being asked to pack up my classroom to move 

into another one.   

 Late one afternoon the middle school principal came to my classroom and asked 

if she could speak with me.  I confess that I wondered if I might be in trouble for 

something.  I could think of four or five reasons that she might be perturbed with me.  

She went on to say that the district had just learned that they had received permission to 

build a new charter high school in the district.  I listened, but was not overly enthused 

about taking on an additional leadership role.  My School-to-Work reports were still 

hanging over my head, along with year-end grades that needed to be posted, just as soon 

as I found time to wade through 150 term papers that I had foolishly assigned so close to 

the end of the semester.   

She patiently explained that the district was going to put together a small team of 

educators to develop the school‟s curriculum and structure.  She also said that those 

people would be hired now, to work over the summer, and that I was invited to interview, 

if I were interested.  I didn‟t really yet understand what she was proposing or asking of 
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me.  I did not even know what a charter high school was yet.  I really was not interested 

at all.  My classroom was finally furnished and decorated to my liking, and I had paid for 

the storage units and some of the furniture.  The room was now furnished with central air 

conditioning, a situation that had not taken place until mid-term.  I felt comfortable and 

secure in my current setting, and really wanted to rest on my laurels.  So I was hesitant. 

 She convinced me to at least prepare my resume‟ and a portfolio to present in an 

upcoming job interview for one of the new positions.  I showed up without giving the 

event too much thought, playing along, but not at all curious as to what might be 

discussed.  I knew everybody on the interview panel, and answered their questions to the 

best of my ability.  One question was related to the work that was anticipated at the new 

school, and I chimed-in with a response that connected the proposed curriculum methods 

of the new school to one of my favorite historical educators, John Dewey.   

I was making the connection between his ideas, related to unifying instructional 

goals with activities that were being conducted in real-life by adults.  “We can get only 

an artificial unity so long as we confine our gaze to the school system itself.  We must 

look at it as part of the larger whole of social life (Dewey, 1915, p. 45) .” I was mid-

sentence, when one of the people in the interview interrupted me, challenged my 

judgment of the value of Dr. Dewey‟s work, and proceeded to counsel me on the errors of 

Dewey‟s thinking.  His tone was harsh, critical, and condescending.  I was taken aback, 

but did not attempt to find common ground with him.  I just figured that the interview 

would be over soon, and I had already made up my mind not work for this man, who was 

assigned to be the principal of the new school.   
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I had a job.  I did not need a new one.  My son and I would be on compatible 

school schedules, I was done with graduate school, and I imagined that the rest of my 

teaching career would take place in my current classroom, where I was perfectly content.  

The interview had taken place within walking distance of my classroom, so after it had 

concluded, I walked calmly back to my own quiet space, and was at-peace with myself, 

for having retained my composure under what I felt had been a bit of a verbal attack.  I 

was very calm about my decision. 

The principal of the middle school surprised me with another visit, shortly 

thereafter.  She came to tell me that she knew exactly what I was trying to relay in the 

interview response, and reassured me that other people at the table knew the work I was 

describing too.  I thought it was kind of her to come and speak to me, but I really was not 

bothered at all, as I was not really interested in the extra work-load that day.  I did not 

hear any more about the subject for another week or so, so I just figured that the 

interview team had offered the job to somebody else. 

Then I received a telephone call from the man who had blistered me in the 

interview.  He asked if he could come see me in my classroom at the end of the school 

day, and I just figured that he was coming to apologize for his egregious tone of voice.  I 

met with him as planned, and he offered me the job.  He used the example from the 

television show “Mission Impossible” to relate why the interview team thought I was the 

perfect candidate.  He described the opening scenes of the weekly episodes, in which the 

team is being assembled for whatever special mission was planned that week.   
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He explained to me that when the team was being organized, my name came up as 

a pivotal member of the team, precisely because I had worked on the School-to-Work 

grant the previous six months, and had demonstrated a leadership quality that the school 

needed, specifically the ability to develop partnerships with people at the science and 

technology research park, where the new school would be located.  I had worked at that 

facility in the past, before becoming a teacher.  It was assumed that my previous 

experiences and social connections at the research park might prove beneficial.  

It was very awkward.  I didn‟t want the job, and could not think of a polite way to 

say so. I made no commitment right then and there, other than to get back to him, once I 

had sufficient time to ponder the decision.  Ironically, it was a discussion which took 

place in my classroom the following day with the Young Docents that changed my mind.  

I told the students about the job offer, and what it was that I was considering doing.  They 

were the ones who suggested that I could do even more with a School-to-Work program 

at the new school than I could accomplish at the middle school.   

For some reason, a few of them were really excited about the concept of a small 

charter high school, perhaps because they could attend school in their own neighborhood, 

rather than scattering to schools in unfamiliar territory.  In the end, a tiny thought filtered 

across my mind which spoke to the creative side of my soul.  The statement was clear:  

“Think about it, Madelene.  Imagine what this School-to-Work program might look like at 

the high school level!  Wouldn‟t it be fun to see how far we could take it?”  I have to 

admit that I was curious to see just how far my ideas might be developed.  I therefore 

accepted the job offer.  
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(D) - Asteroid High School    

 
After a whirlwind summer that had been spent setting up the physical space of the 

new school, the staff was lined up outside the facility on the first morning of classes, to 

receive the bus-loads of students.  I remember feeling a bit intimidated by the youngsters 

that were arriving that day for the first time.  They were bigger than the students I was 

used to teaching, and three in particular had dressed-up to look like gangsters, walking in 

solidarity towards the school‟s entrance, making a dramatic statement that seemed to say 

“don‟t mess with us … we‟re too cool for all of this.”  Right then and there, somebody on 

the school staff, I don‟t remember who, said “Oh, swell … here they come … the Boys in 

Black.”  I had not yet seen the movie (Men in Black), so I didn‟t “get” the reference.  In 

retrospect, I know that they were as scared as we were. 

They were not cocky, per se, but rather aloof.  Cool and distanced was how I 

judged them, or perhaps dismissive of the rest of us mere citizens.  One of them ended up 

in my home room class, and as the year progressed, I realized what a pleasant and kind 

person he really was.  There was more behind those black sunglasses than I had judged 

possible upon first impression.  He turned out to be the first person that I really cared 

about, in terms of the transition he would make from our high school to the post-

secondary life that awaited him.  The other students did not hide their intimidation and 

shyness about the first day of school.  Nobody attending that year had a connection with 

our campus, yet, and nobody seemed to know each other.  The first challenge, we 

recognized, was to provide opportunities for the students to come together, to start to 

bond as a community. 
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Everybody piled into the school‟s largest room, which was originally developed 

to be the place where primary instruction would take place, utilizing the computer 

equipment that had been purchased with a considerable layout of our operating funds.  

The charter had been written with the goal of creating a strong technology focus for the 

school, with no mention at all of a School-to-Work program.  While it was recognized 

that the research park provided the potential for a School-to-Work program, especially in 

the context of potential work-based learning opportunities, the authors of the charter 

school proposal were not themselves familiar with the School-to-Work program that 

existed in the district at the middle school, nor had they consulted with me or with any of 

the other teachers who were directly involved in it.  The Charter School was therefore 

initiated with a very different vision in mind.  

The goal was to create a small learning environment, to compensate for the 

difficulties that the students had experienced when they first encountered what (they 

themselves) described to be schools that were too large, uncaring, and intimidating.  

There were a number of interview responses in this study that echoed this sentiment, 

collected from both the students and their parents.  The specifics are revealed in later in 

this chapter, but the point here is that the children did not feel welcome in the larger 

schools into which they were fed originally.  Our goal was to reverse that trend, and to 

create a nurturing and caring place for them to receive their secondary schooling.  Our 

intent was based on the work of numerous researchers who have studied the concept of 

school climate, to understand the relationship between the social environment and the 

learning that takes place within it (Perry, 1908; Anderson, 1982; Freiberg, 1999).   
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The school building was donated to us, for all practical purposes.  We were 

allowed to rent the space for only a fistful of dollars for the first year, saving us the costs 

of construction.  The physical layout was awkward, but we made it work.  The building 

had been occupied previously by the same corporation that I worked for in industry, prior 

to becoming a teacher.  The room that we occupied during the first few hours of classes 

that day used to be a space that contained numerous cubicles for office workers.  All of 

the non load-bearing walls had been removed, leaving only a dozen or so slender metal 

columns standing, that provided access to electrical outlets.  There were no perceptible 

divisions to the space, only the illusion of three separate classrooms, which were 

distinguishable by the layout of the furniture in the room.  Some would call it an open-

concept, but I would call it sheer folly.  

There were a number of events that were planned that first week, but we quickly 

realized that some of our original fantasies about how our little operation was going to 

function were not based on the reality of what the older adolescent needs, in terms of 

social spaces designed to be safe and nurturing.  One of the events that filtered through 

my mind as I wrote this essay was the discovery that two of the children had been 

“making out” (quite heavily), on one of the second-hand couches that we had purchased 

over the summer.  We were so proud of ourselves for trying to make the school feel 

comfortable, in terms of a surrounding that had been decorated, in some ways, like a 

family room that one might find in the neighborhood.  We wanted the place to be warm 

and inviting, and several of us had taken time that summer to find what we believed to be 

appropriate furnishings. 
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One day in particular stands out, because the new school principal agreed to spend 

a portion of the school‟s budget with this goal in mind.  I am an avid home decorator, and 

know every used-furniture store in town intimately.  I offered to show her where we 

could get furniture pieces for pennies, and both she and one of the district-level 

administrators agreed to accompany me, as we went shopping for the new school.  We 

borrowed one of the district‟s old utility vans, which was equipped with drawers and tool 

boxes, but that had a huge cargo space.  The brakes were faulty, and every time we came 

to a stop the drawers would come flying open, nearly decapitating one of the women.  

But we found a number of good-quality pieces, including a couch that had a hide-away 

bed.  We were certainly naïve to bring that particular piece of furniture to school. 

One of my first wake-up calls came when I turned the corner into one of the 

smaller classrooms that had been fashioned from space that used to be devoted to office 

cubicles.  The hide-away bed had been discovered by two young lovers who were lip-

locked and in obvious throes of passion.  I was astonished, at first, and cannot promise 

that my verbal reaction was totally wholesome.  I know now that I over-reacted, but I was 

so angry … surprised, shocked, and caught off-guard.  It never occurred to me before 

then that the older adolescent might have discovered their libidos.  I just didn‟t get it. I 

was quite upset that our new couch might be soiled, or that our population count might go 

up by one, without a legitimate explanation.  The couch was removed immediately, and I 

never looked at the people in our student body as “children” again.  They were young 

people entering adulthood, and it was my first encounter with the needs of the older 

adolescent.  High school students are different creatures than middle school students.  
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First Year of Operation 

 

I was told during the summer of 1997 that recipients of the original School-to-

Work grant would be eligible for a second wave of funding, if they pitched a new 

proposal that would show how the original programs and projects could be spiraled-up or 

stepped-down to another level of instruction.  I perceived this information to be a 

personal invitation to ask for the extended opportunity to participate in the reform 

movement for a second year, by including School-to-Work projects at the new high 

school.  The proposal that I submitted requested approximately $5,000 of grant funds for 

that second year of participation in the reform movement.  The money was supposed to 

pay me for my non-contracted time, to develop a career education curriculum.   

Before the first lesson was developed, however, we received word that we would 

not be receiving any more funds, because of the perception that we had been funded more 

than adequately the year before.  If the course had not already been integrated into the 

master schedule for the new school year, I might have refused to develop it, but, alas, that 

was not the case.  Approximately 130 students were already now enrolled in the class.  

My commitment was to ensure that the course was at least attempted that first year, lest it 

be abandoned for other competing curriculum agendas.  I therefore agreed to donate my 

own time to the development of the curriculum.  I confess that I was frequently resentful 

and angry about the situation.   

The lessons that I created for the students were taught by each of the teachers on 

campus.  They were activity-based, meaning that the concepts to be taught were 

reinforced with a cooperative team exercise that allowed the students to collaborate on 
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knowledge acquisition.  One lesson, for example, introduced students to the help-wanted 

section of a newspaper.  Newspapers were ordered for each of the five classes of 

students, and students worked in small groups to find examples of the types of careers 

that were being discussed that day.  That is where I discovered that students do not 

possess a very sophisticated knowledge-base of the correlation between the name and the 

meaning of a particular career.  Students in my class, for instance, could not distinguish 

between a physician, a physician‟s assistant, a physicist, and a physical education teacher.   

They knew they were all related to science, somehow, but they did not understand 

the various degrees that would be required to prepare somebody for one of these career 

trajectories.  It was fascinating to me, and so my interest in providing better and better 

career education was spurred on from the observations I was making in class, as students 

encountered each lesson that I developed.  The students indicated mixed interests in what 

they wanted to learn, and that most of their expressed concerns at the time were related to 

the timing of the particular lesson, in the context of their own maturation and 

development.   

There were a number of lessons dedicated to the cost of education and the 

sequence of courses that an individual would need to take, while still in high-school, so 

as to be prepared to transition smoothly into an appropriate adult work or school setting.  

One student pointed out to me how ridiculous the lessons were, in the context of his 

being matriculated already as a senior.  He was not saying to me that the lessons were a 

bad thing, or that the concepts I was teaching were inappropriate.  He was complaining, 

however, that the lessons were offered to him too late to be of practical use.   
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He was not just commenting as a passive observer, but rather as a person who felt 

cheated by the educational system.  He was furious that he was just now learning that he 

had educational options all along, which he had not been aware of, until my class.   He 

yelled at me passionately one day, asking:  “Why the Hell didn‟t somebody teach me all 

of this when I still had a chance to get ready?  How am I going to manage to pay for 

everything next year?”  I remember the comment well, because it was a pivotal 

exclamation made by a student who was obviously worried about his future.   

The course that was offered to all students in the first year of the charter school‟s 

development did indeed evolve over time into three specific courses. The first class met 

the needs of the younger students in grades 9 and 10, who did not yet have any education 

related to career and post-secondary education options.  A second class met the needs of 

students who wanted more information on specific careers, as well as information on how 

to seek employment while still in school.  The third class was designed to meet the needs 

of students who were already employed in our high school‟s work-based learning 

programs, so that they had a forum to discuss their job-related questions and conundrums.   

There were a number of people on staff who were frustrated by the instructional 

delivery model, implying that they did not feel adequately prepared to be teaching the 

careers class, nor willing to assume a greater role in improving it.  Most teachers were not 

willing to teach the class again, reminding me that they were not familiar with the 

demands of the workforce, not trained or licensed to be providing career guidance, and 

not comfortable with the expectation that they should stretch their professional expertise 

in that direction.   
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I was serving as the academic advisor to the students, who frequently discussed 

their own frustrations with the class on campus as well as the current opportunities for 

work-based learning, which had not been developed by me personally, but rather by an 

external agent who was on temporary loan from the local School-to-Work liaison‟s 

offices that first year.    They were particularly frustrated with the internships that had 

been developed in the banking industry.  They described their job training as dull, and did 

not feel challenged enough intellectually.  Furthermore, they were extremely resentful 

that the positions did not offer them a paycheck.  

The students in the computer technology program were also complaining that 

their jobs were not well structured, and that they frequently sat around with nothing to do.  

I spoke to one of my former colleagues in that industry, who was in charge of placing the 

students that year within the corporation for which she was still employed.  She pointed 

out to me that the students did not have any specific skills to offer her industry yet, 

implying that the school should have provided the technical training, rather than the 

employer.  Furthermore, she pointed out that the age of the student was perceived to be 

problematic, in that they had to be closely supervised, a role her people were not ready to 

assume.  Finally, she told me that her company preferred working with community 

college students, who were more mature and already possessing certain aptitudes and 

technical skills learned in college.  It became increasingly obvious to me that my role was 

shifting and that I needed to assume greater responsibility for the School-to-Work 

program if it was going to survive.  I volunteered to assume the primary leadership role 

the following year, knowing that the external agent would not be returning.    
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The Second Year Changes 

 

 The second year of the school‟s operation is the period of time in which I 

discovered a number of ways to improve the School-to-Work program.  The decisions 

that were made were a function of the fact that we had secured a new member of the 

school‟s faculty.  The principal had conducted a nation-wide search that summer, and 

found a young woman from outside of Arizona with teaching experience in business and 

technology.  She was assigned to teach a number of business, technology, economics, and 

finance classes, but was also willing to help me develop the career education class. 

We were joined by a member of the faculty who had taught the careers classes the 

previous year, and who shared my passion for the subject matter.  She had served as a 

transition coordinator for disabled youth in a large, comprehensive high school, 

elsewhere in the State of Arizona.  She therefore brought with her some knowledge of the 

changes that were taking place that second year, related to providing School-to-Work 

transition education services to youths with disabilities, as outlined in the revisions to the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.   She was taking classes off campus related 

to the expectations that would be required of her, as a special education case manager.  

Like all public schools, we had students with disabilities (cognitive, emotional, and 

physical), that matriculated each year.  

 The careers classes were therefore re-structured, so that we could share the 

teaching load.  All of the other faculty members were relieved from any expectation to 

provide direct instruction for credit.  They were encouraged to continue to develop 

School-to-Work learning opportunities for students in their own assigned teaching content 
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areas, but they were never again requested to teach a whole class that had a career-

education bent.  The three of us who were passionate about School-to-Work philosophy 

could therefore work together, unimpeded by the lack of enthusiasm of the other teachers.   

We selected topics of interest to be taught the second year, segregating the introductory 

(and mandatory class), from the new electives course, that would be offered to students 

who still wanted to learn more about jobs in society.  The first class was therefore taught 

by all three of us, so that we could compare and contrast notes at the end of each grading 

period.  The second class included concepts taught the first year, but each was developed 

in greater depth.  We worked hard to develop lessons based on resource materials that we 

could access on-line, because there was no budget for text books.   

 One of the most interesting projects that we developed together was one that I 

refer to as the Faux Interview Project.  The business teacher who suggested the project 

was frustrated that her students were not taking their practice job-interview lessons very 

seriously.  They were goofing off, making up stupid answers to the job interview 

questions, and being silly about the need to polish their interview responses.  She 

therefore asked me if the business partners on site would be willing to help her structure 

practice interviews that the students might take more seriously.   We agreed to work 

together to provide the school-based instruction that would teach the students key 

concepts relevant to the meaning and significance behind their inclusion, in a typical 

entry-level job search situation.  The students were then taught about the cultural 

expectations related to first-impressions, professional dress codes, and proper manners in 

such an event.   
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My job was to find approximately twenty five business people who were willing 

to conduct the faux interviews.  The research park had a number of avenues for me to 

leverage, in order to make contact with adults in the park who might like to participate.  I 

was in charge of securing the room for the event, and we chose to utilize the cafeteria, 

because it was unoccupied for most of the day and had plenty of room for the people 

involved to spread out, so that one group would not be distracted by another group.  The 

cafeteria had a number of round tables around the periphery of the room, so we scheduled 

the faux interviews to take place there.  I provided the business people with a copy of the 

interview questions, as well as a one-page description of the purpose and goals of the 

event.  I also provided some recommendations, in terms of working with adolescents.  

One of the business partners recommended that we develop a rubric for grading the 

students, and she offered to help us with that task.  The students therefore received 

written feedback at the end of the event from a professional from the business park, so 

that they could reflect on how to improve their overall interviewing technique.   

What I remember the most about the experience, was that the students really took 

it seriously, and were quite intimidated.  They were shy, and much of the feedback was 

related to the need to present themselves in a more confident manner.  I also remember 

how nice they looked, having dressed appropriately, knowing that they were going to be 

graded on their appearance.  Nobody complained that they had broken the bank to be 

prepared, which was an issue later, in Setting B, where families existed on more limited 

financial means.  In Setting A, however, the students demonstrated a commitment to the 

lesson, and came to school dressed in their most professional outfits.   
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The event was abandoned in subsequent years because I had left the district. 

There was nobody on campus, therefore, who was assigned this specific partnership-

development task, and the teacher who taught the class was unsuccessful at fostering the 

number of relationships needed each year, to be able to conduct the event successfully.  

One of my regrets is that I had not shared my techniques with her, before I left.  There is 

a definite need to pass-the-baton, in writing, if programs and projects are going to survive 

staff turn-over.   

I also found ways to integrate School-to-Work philosophies into the four sciences 

classes that I was assigned to teach that year (biology, chemistry, earth science, and 

astronomy).  It was easy for me to integrate authentic activities into my school-based 

instructional techniques, because I had been trained on such teaching strategies, in the 

university classroom.  The first dictum is that students need to be taught laboratory 

safety, proper handling techniques for biological and chemical samples, and 

environmentally responsible protocols for waste products.   

My biology students conducted dissections, for example, so they needed to learn 

about the anatomy of various animal and plant species, but also to manage the scalpels 

without harming themselves or each other.  Although I had taught those types of 

activities at the middle school level, there were a number of considerations to be made, 

now that the lessons were being conducted on a Science and Technology Research Park, 

which was subject to hazardous waste disposal rules that had not (yet) been applied in 

typical school settings.  This became apparent to me when I tried to order such teaching 

materials, but could not get them delivered to the new school site. 
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The rules at the Science and Technology Research Park mandated that all bio-

chemical ordering had to be approved by the local environmental engineer, ironically, 

one of my former supervisors and teachers, in industry.  I knew this woman intimately, 

and knew better than to try to by-pass her protocols for chemical deliveries and waste 

disposal.  I had, after all, been one of the people in charge of the industrial wastewater 

treatment system at the research park, operating it for a number of years, before the 

manufacturing plant closed and the site was re-structured under new management.  All 

biological and chemical supplies that were purchased at the school-site had to be 

approved in advance, which led to the need to develop lesson plans over the summer, 

with the idea that some might not be taught at all, due to the restrictions related to access 

to appropriate chemical storage and waste disposal facilities. 

I cannot even fully describe in writing the emotional conflict that I experienced 

every single day on the job, when I walked past the industrial waste stations that I used to 

be responsible for, in my old career.  I knew where every drain was buried, and where the 

pipes and pumps gathered and distributed the segregated waste streams.  It was so bizarre 

to me, almost surreal, that I had come back to work in a setting that I had been so 

intimately involved in, from a facilities perspective.  It was more than just annoying that I 

was aware of the fact that the site had the capability of handling any wastes that I might 

generate in a piddly-little high school science program.  The industrial waste system, 

however, did not extend into the former office space that we now occupied.  Although I 

would stare out of my office window, each and every school day, at the waste treatment 

sewerage system that could manage my tiny waste stream, there was no practical way to 
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hook the right system of drains to those that were proximate to my classroom.  It was 

beyond frustrating, bordering on maddening.   

I remember one day in particular, when I learned that the supplies that I had 

ordered for the school year were now considered to be contraband.  It never occurred to 

me before that day that I had done anything inappropriate or wrong, when I ordered the 

supplies for the year, had them delivered to the school district, and then had them 

transported to the research park via the district‟s mail van.  I was told, however, that each 

science kit that I had ordered that might have biological specimens (soaked in 

formaldehyde) or chemical samples, would need to be scrutinized and approved, before 

they could be used on site.  At issue were our plans, for ensuring safe handling, proper 

storage, adequate ventilation, and appropriate waste-disposal.    

As luck would have it, on the same day that I was told to cough-up the 

appropriate Material Safety Data Sheets (or MSDS paperwork) for each of the thirty 

hands-on kits I had ordered that year, the Superintendent of the Asteroid School District 

decided to host a field trip to show off our new school.  He had a member of the district‟s 

governing board and a representative from the research park in tow, when he decided to 

come into my classroom unannounced (which I personally found to be a very annoying, 

but frequent practice).  I confess, I was already miffed that I could not teach the planned 

lesson that day, and then doubly flummoxed that my teaching practice was now on public 

display. 

I just about died of embarrassment, when they came through my classroom and 

witnessed me and my students ripping apart the packaging for the new science kits, 
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searching frantically for the paperwork that would guide us all on the chemical make-up 

and handling procedures that we were supposed to follow.  I had delegated the need to 

organize the MSDS sheets to the chemistry class students, and they were totally absorbed 

in reading chemical labels, writing up an inventory of our supplies, and noting any key 

hazards that we should be aware of.  The superintendent asked me directly “So … what 

are your students doing today, Mrs. Orton?”  I was seething on the inside, but forced 

myself to sound cheerful, as I explained tersely that this was about as authentic as it gets.   

The students were helping me with a “real” scientific protocol, in that they were 

conducting a chemical inventory, and helping me prepare the report that I owed to the 

site‟s environmental engineer, justifying (after the fact), the purchase and delivery of the 

supplies.  They did not question my explanation for the day‟s teaching activity, but rather 

made their rounds, and asked the students what they had learned.  The kids told them the 

truth.  One said patiently: “We can‟t do these labs yet, because we have not filed the right 

paperwork, and some of the chemicals may be incompatible.  We have to find out which 

chemicals can be stored here, and if we need new cabinets.”  The superintendent then 

explained to his guests that the previous year‟s science program had indicated a need to 

re-design the physical space.   

Up until then, I had been conducting our wet science labs in the boy‟s bathroom, 

which was inconvenient for the young men on site, and impossible for me to supervise 

adequately.  I couldn‟t fit everybody into the space at the same time, and cleaning the 

space afterwards became a nightmare.  I also utilized the outdoor patio of the school, 

when labs required extra ventilation.  The weather was not always cooperative, however, 
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and my outdoor lessons were always on display for everybody on site to scrutinize.  

People from the research park would stop by, out of curiosity, to ask what was going on, 

thus disrupting my concentration and my ability to teach, supervise, (and sometimes), to 

scold or discipline the students.    

We had moved all science lessons to the one classroom that had walls.  I turned to 

the men and asserted: “Yes, but it is still not an adequate teaching facility!” and pointed 

to a long, narrow closet where the chemicals were being stored.  I said flatly “there are 

waste drains behind that wall, inside that closet, so I am recommending that the closet be 

dismantled, so that a bank of sinks can be installed instead.  We won‟t be able to do hard-

core chemistry there, because the drains are hooked to the domestic (rather than 

industrial) waste stream, and we still lack adequate ventilation in the room, but at least 

we will have running water.”   

I was asked to sketch a floor plan that afternoon, which was submitted to the 

district‟s facilities engineer.  He worked with the Research Park architects, and my 

concept became a reality over the next summer, with no further need to justify my design.   

The district paid for the costly renovation.  It made a huge difference, thereafter, to be 

able to deliver wet labs in the classroom.  In the end, there were more than a dozen 

hands-on lessons that I was able to develop for science students, in support of the School-

to-Work policy.  The responsibility for providing a safe and adequate work environment 

for students, both in the classroom and in the work-settings in which they are receiving 

instruction for school safety is one role that I took very seriously.  I was frequently called 

upon throughout my career to lend my expertise in this arena.   



 

 

  499 

Concurrent Enrollment Program 

Another School-to-Work responsibility that I assumed the second year of the 

school‟s operation was to manage the learning opportunities that we had developed off 

site for our students, related to earning college credit while still in high school.  My job 

was to recruit eligible juniors and seniors, and to manage the flow of money between the 

school district and the community college and/or university with which we were 

partnered.  The agreement was that if students had accumulated enough high school 

credits to be nearing graduation, then they could try one college class, at our expense, to 

see if they had an aptitude and interest in continuing their educations beyond graduation.   

It was one of the School-to-Work roles that I cherished in particular.  Our school 

forged a partnership relationship with both the community college and the local 

university.   My job was to advertise the learning opportunity, enroll students in the 

program, and make sure that they felt supported by the school in the risk that they were 

assuming.  I was also the person who arranged for the students to take their college 

placement exams, and organized the half-day field trip twice a year, to accomplish that 

task.  The college counselors taught me how to read the entrance test score results, and to 

advise my students appropriately, based on them.   

What I remember the most about the School-to-Work learning opportunity was 

that the students were so proud of themselves when they tested into college-level 

coursework.  Most of the students chose to take academic coursework, preferring to take 

their Freshman English class at the college level, and using it to fulfill their senior high 

school English requirement simultaneously.  There were some students who completed 
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their entire freshman requirements, by starting in their junior year of high school, and 

taking one class per semester at the school‟s expense, and the second class each semester 

at their own expense.  

Students were not allowed to attend college until their test scores indicated their 

readiness for the content area.  Many were eager to improve their scores if they only 

tested into remedial or high-school level classes.  Some students took the entrance exam 

three times, getting higher scores with each attempt, until they finally reached the level 

that was required.  I monitored their grades, tutored students upon occasion, and made 

sure that the college courses, once passed, were articulated back to their transcripts.   

I remember only two occasions, out of approximately forty five cases, in which 

the students failed to pass the college class.  Both students had transferred to our school 

with passing grades, and had received high test scores, so we thought them to be ready 

for the advanced coursework.  Later, we recognized some negative work habits that each 

student had in common, which were not conducive to a college environment, including 

the tendency to be absent frequently, and to procrastinate on long-term assignments, such 

as research reports.  Thereafter, we made a policy decision to allow students into the 

program only after they had successfully completed a whole semester at our school, so 

that we would have teachers on-site who could evaluate the work-ethic of the students as 

part of the eligibility requirements.  In that regard, therefore, every student on site had the 

same opportunity to participate in this program.  I enjoyed coordinating the program, and 

felt a great deal of pride that our students, some as young as fifteen years old, were 

starting their college careers in such an efficient manner.   
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Work-study Program 

The biggest challenge that I faced professionally during the second year of the 

school‟s operation, was to develop the work-based learning program that had been started 

by the assistant who had been on-loan to us part-time, the previous year.  There was no 

written account of what she had managed to accomplish, who she had spoken with on site 

already, and where her investigations had led.  The credit union partnership had already 

been abandoned, because the students who were employed there were so angry about not 

being paid for their on-the-job training and service to the industry.   The technology 

partnership had ceased too, because of the perceived lack of maturity of the students, the 

lack of technical skills training at the high school, and the preference to work with 

college-educated interns from the local community college.  

What I recognized to be lacking in both pilot projects was a connection to what 

the students were learning in school, as well as supervisory structures that would be 

expected in a cooperative education program.  In my previous career, I had been the 

person in charge of providing technical training to community college students who were 

engaged in paid internships at the industrial wastewater treatment facility on site.  I was 

working at the time as an environmental technician for the corporation that had hired me 

to operate the treatment plant.  We had agreed to work with a professor from the 

community college, to provide a one-semester clinical practicum for his students, who 

were emerging from the college‟s environmental technology certification program, which 

trained future water and wastewater treatment plant operators in Arizona.   
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At the time (and indeed, until quite recently), I held Grade 4 Water and 

Wastewater Treatment Plant Operator‟s licenses, which had been hard-earned while 

serving in the military.  I had already spent a number of years helping other people pass 

the certification requirements, providing on-the-job training and direct instruction related 

to the key biological, physical, and chemical science concepts that were on those 

licensure examinations.  The professor and I worked together to organize a technical 

training program for students at the wastewater treatment facility in which I was 

employed, so I possessed already practical work experience at developing vocational 

training programs in accordance with a number of occupational skills standards.  I relied 

heavily upon this previous knowledge to design and construct learning opportunities for 

the high school students at the new charter high school. 

I did ask my former colleagues about developing work-based learning 

opportunities for the high school students at the actual treatment plants where I had 

worked myself in the past.  My old job had been contracted-out to a new management 

team with whom I had no personal alliance or connection.  They flat-out refused to have 

anybody less than 18 years old working on the premises, due to the nature of the work.  I 

was very understanding, because the work is potentially dangerous, and adequate 

supervision would have been next to impossible.  Furthermore, the students would not yet 

have received adequate chemistry or microbiology instruction on our campus.  Those 

high-tech internship jobs really were therefore considered to be more appropriate for 

adults who had already received appropriate lab instruction on their college campuses.  

When I worked with the community college professor, one of the eligibility requirements 
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for his students to participate in the off-campus practicum was that they would have 

demonstrated first an aptitude for the lab sciences, verified on their college transcripts.      

 The first real opportunity for my students to go to work on the Research Park 

campus was presented to me by the owner of a research and development firm that was 

located directly above our school‟s physical space.  We occupied one corner of the lower 

level of a two-story building that was shared by a number of small firms. Apparently, this 

man had been watching me teach my science lessons outdoors, and out of curiosity, he 

came down to speak with me personally about what I was doing there.  I confess, it was a 

very awkward first conversation.  He was very pleasant and kind, but a Ph.D. level 

chemist, while I was a mere amateur.  I had worked in an environmental science 

laboratory for many years, conducting routine chemical and biological analyses of both 

drinking water and treated effluent from the wastewater facilities.  My degrees, however, 

were in physical geography and the geosciences, not chemistry.   

 I was therefore aware of the difference in our expertise, and worried that he might 

not think highly of whatever little lab we had managed to accomplish that day.  In the 

course of the discussion, I did mention how difficult it had been to be teaching without 

proper lab facilities and equipment, which I perceived to be a function of the lack of 

financial resources.  He is the one who suggested to me that perhaps we could 

supplement the chemistry students‟ educations by inviting them to spend time in his 

facility, on short field trips.   

 I mentioned that my students would benefit too from meeting some of his 

employees, so that they could learn how to navigate towards a similar paid position in his 
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industry.  He was the first person who explained to me that the chemistry profession was 

experiencing difficulties in finding American scientists emerging from doctoral programs 

of study.  He mentioned that he hired a number of people who had been educated in 

Europe.  I thought that it was a curious remark, but did not yet make the connection to the 

goals of the School-to-Work movement, in the context of a competitive global 

environment that was seeking people with strong chemistry skills.   

 A few days later, the principal of our school introduced me to a woman that was 

the small firm‟s human resource manager.  She had been sent downstairs to introduce 

herself, and to make my acquaintance.   We set an appointment to speak, when I was not 

teaching, and together we hashed out a new pilot program, designed specifically for my 

top chemistry students.  She and her boss had agreed to start with four or five of our 

students, hired specifically to be student interns, working with a team of scientists in an 

entry-level position.  The company had experience with such a structure already, having 

also hired chemistry students from the local community college.  The entry-level jobs 

would be very simple, and closely supervised, but would allow the students the 

opportunity to obtain progressively more sophisticated skills and competencies, over the 

course of the semester.   

 This work-based experience for students evolved over time, with the human 

resource manager serving as the site-based mentor, and me serving as the school-based 

mentor.  There were a number of incidents that took place the first and second year of 

that project that made me personally more aware of the different roles and responsibilities 

that are held by respective members of the educational and employer communities.  One 
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of the initial dialogues that took place between me and a member of the scientific 

community was recorded in the context of this specific partnership.  It is revealed in 

Section 5.2, providing evidence to the differences that each culture maintains, in the 

context of their perceptions about work-based learning.  

 A second work-based learning opportunity was developed, as a direct result of the 

flurry of excitement that emerged from the first opportunity.  While there were a number 

of kinks to the program that needed to be resolved, not all of which were immediately 

apparent, the people involved talked openly with their on-site neighbors, which generated 

a new conversation, this time in the computer software industry, in a small research and 

development firm that was also located directly upstairs from the school.   

 Again, the conversation began with the CEO of the company, who agreed to 

sponsor two students with computer programming skills.  The jobs were structured 

around the students‟ school schedules, and they too were paid to work for fifteen hours 

each week, while supervised by members of the team.  One of the company 

representatives, ironically, had been a mathematics teacher in our own district, and the 

company consisted of only about a dozen adults.  The students worked in these positions 

for the rest of their high school careers, and one worked for the same company for a few 

years into college.       

 A third work-based learning opportunity arose following a one-day field trip to an 

industrial firm that was conducting research on new battery storage technologies.  The 

CEO had attended our Meet the Pros initiating activity, and had invited me to tour his 

facility, to explore opportunities for student learning.  He eventually hired two students 
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each year, usually under the supervision of either a scientist or a business manager.  The 

students did routine tasks in a chemistry lab, as well as in the business offices.  Students 

who possessed both sets of skills were preferred, which was difficult, given that our 

students tended to lean in one direction or the other.  At least one student continued to 

work for the company through her college program of study. 

Many of the students at our school, however, wanted to work in the general 

community, rather than at the research park.  I therefore established a number of work-

based learning opportunities for students in the surrounding neighborhood, which was 

primarily residential.  There were opportunities for students to obtain paid jobs in the 

local supermarket, bakery, and dry-cleaning store.  One student was placed in a 

veterinary hospital, another with a local chiropractor, and several in our own school 

office and technology lab.  One boy worked under the supervision of a licensed 

tradesman, and about a half-dozen students were placed in local elementary schools, 

serving younger students needing care, both before and after the normal school day. 

A number of the students and employers who were involved in the School-to-

Work program that second year of the high school‟s existence have agreed to speak with 

us about their perceptions of involvement in the reform movement.  There are 

representatives from several industries, including real-estate, engineering, early 

childhood education, business, and research. The hardest part for me was commuting to 

all of the sites to maintain the relationships and to conduct periodic site visits.  The 

companies at the research park were relatively easy to visit, but I traveled beyond county 

boundary lines, on occasion, to make visits to the rural work sites.    
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Third Year Changes 

 

 The weakest link in my chain of armor was related to the concept that I wanted to 

know more about how School-to-Work programs and projects could be structured.  It 

never occurred to me that there might be a budding research literature on the topic, 

because, quite frankly, I had no access to the research literatures, now that I was between 

graduate programs of study.  The professor who had recommended that I return to 

graduate school, in order to become engaged in a conversation that was taking place in 

society at large, related to the purpose and ideology behind a public school education, 

was speaking a language that was, as yet, totally foreign to me.    

 Although my master‟s degree had covered strategies and techniques for effective 

curriculum development, I must have missed the classes that discussed the issues of 

education that are broader than just providing succinct lesson plans and activities.  The 

professor suggested to me that I might enjoy a number of philosophical courses that were 

offered only to doctoral students, related to the rationale behind schooling in a free and 

democratic society.  I had no idea what he was suggesting, nor that his remarks would put 

me on a whole new trajectory, pointing me forward, towards  professional development 

opportunities that would open up a number of new job options along the way. 

 In light of this case history, this is a statement of praxis that needs to be made 

now, as I reveal the reasons for my decisions to develop a number of learning 

opportunities during the third year of the school‟s operation, which took on an entirely 

different flavor.  The methods that I utilized for this research project were also being 

taught to my students simultaneously, because I could see the connection between doing 
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research and learning.  I wanted my students to be able to become engaged in the same 

types of activities that the research community was engaged in, because I was being 

exposed at the time to my first research methods coursework.   

 Each of the learning activities that were developed during the third year of my 

residence at Asteroid High School dovetailed in one respect or another, to the types of 

research activities that I was learning myself, once I started to attend classes for the first 

time, as part of the doctoral program of study in which I am still immersed.  Not all are 

discussed in the remaining pages that have been allocated to the first school district.  I 

will only describe those activities that I remember myself.  The students in this study 

remembered a few others, but I will let them describe their own recollections, and the 

significance of specific activities to their own lives, in the next chapter section. 

 I was accepted into the doctoral plan of study that I am completing now, in the 

summer of 1998. I worked full-time as a classroom teacher and School-to-Work program 

coordinator at District A for the first two years of my part-time enrollment in the research 

education curriculum at the University of Arizona.  

 I took classes only twice each week, in the evening hours, following a full day of 

teaching at the charter high school.  The first few semesters of my graduate school 

program were devoted to learning about research that had been conducted in science 

education programs across America.  I also took coursework related to school reform 

initiatives, teacher leadership, and staff development.  It was an introductory course 

related to qualitative research techniques, however, that piqued my curiosity about the 

potential of changing my own career. 
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Work-study class 

 

Another learning opportunity that emerged during the third year of the charter 

school‟s operation was linked to the fact that a number of students were experiencing 

difficulties or confusion on the jobs that they had been placed into, as part of the work-

based learning program that had been restructured the year before.  One specific incident 

made me realize that I could solve a number of the smaller problems as they arose, by 

simply providing an opportunity for the students in the program to meet with each other 

once a week to compare and contrast their experiences.  I took advantage of an extended 

lunch period, which had been created because the school was now operating on two split 

shifts, with younger students being educated in the afternoons, and most seniors done by 

noon, so that they could then go out to the workforce or over to the community college to 

take their concurrent enrollment courses. 

One student had plopped himself down in an extra chair in my office, without 

having been invited, and without a prior appointment.  He was obviously distressed, and 

he wanted an audience, right then and there.  He was exasperated because he had been 

asked to take out a load of garbage that afternoon, which he felt was beneath his station in 

life.  He thought it very rude for his boss to insist that he help with the cleaning chores in 

the chemistry lab in which he had been assigned.  He came down to tell me personally, 

hoping that I would go right upstairs to his work setting, to straighten his boss out.  It was 

all that I could manage, to keep myself from laughing aloud at his insistent and imperious 

tone of voice.   
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I paused graciously, and reminded him gently that I was in the middle of an 

important task, and that I would have to give his complaint some thought before I 

responded, and that such an event would not be taking place immediately.  He exploded, 

with a verbal tirade and harangue that indicated that he was really upset with the working 

conditions at the place, and feeling quite put-upon.  I asked him to describe what other 

tasks he had performed that week, and he explained a number of routines that he had 

been taught, most of which sounded interesting to me.  I pointed out to him that every 

student in the program was being asked to do routine tasks on their jobs too, which he did 

not believe.   

I then pointed out to him that if he was unhappy on the job, we could negotiate 

his departure from it, and allow another student to take his place.  That is how I got his 

attention.  He took a deep breath, calmed himself down, and the real conversation began.  

His point was that he did not believe that it was fair for the high school students to be on 

trash duty, when their Ph.D. level mentors were not required to clean up too.   

I gently explained the concept of rank and file, pointing to the obvious skill and 

education level differences between a high-school intern and a real scientist.  I pointed 

out to him that the firm did not have to provide jobs to high school students at all, but 

they had done so voluntarily, in order to encourage high school students to work towards 

a Ph.D. level job, by providing a basic income to them through their high school careers.  

I also reminded him that this same company was already paying one of the previous 

years‟ students to go through college while working at the same firm.  The student argued 

that he still felt cheated … exploited, really … and that he did not understand why the 
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company did not hire janitors to do the trash details that he was being asked to perform.  I 

gently explained that most companies save costs on janitors, by asking others in the 

organization to perform those basic tasks.   

He acted surprised, so I told him to go over to the local Jack-in-the-Box 

restaurant, to ask those employees if they too were being asked to clean their work 

stations.  I told him that I suspected that the answer would be disturbing, in that they were 

being paid as much as he was being paid, but they were required to clean the floors, 

kitchens, dishes, and bathrooms, as well as to serve the customers and prepare the food.  

In other words, I was not sympathetic to his plight, and I communicated that much to him 

directly, before closing the conversation down.  I told him to think about his complaint 

overnight, and that I would gladly speak to his boss on his behalf, if he wanted to 

negotiate for himself a change in his work routine.  He dropped the subject. 

I decided that the students needed a forum to vent about their frustrations and to 

check their perceptions about what was considered to be fair on the job.  I hoped that by 

having an opportunity to exchange stories about their jobs, they would be better able to 

manage some of the conflicts that they were either experiencing or creating.  In 

retrospect, the conversation in my office saved me numerous hours in the long-run, 

because I created a safety-valve system, to allow students to vent their emotions in a safe 

environment, and to compare and contrast their own work-based experiences with those 

of their peers.  A number of misperceptions were exposed, as well as other problems and 

issues that I might not have known about otherwise.   
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One student, for example, had been putting up with grossly sexual remarks from 

her foreign-born site supervisor.  Once I learned that the behavior was taking place, I 

took the bull by the horns and got the unacceptable adult behavior stopped.  Other 

problems that were indeed found on each job were then addressed either publicly or 

privately, depending on the nature of the concern.  Some of the concerns were related to 

the fact that the students did not know the boundaries of workplace behaviors, and found 

out abruptly that certain habits that were tolerated in the school or classroom were not 

welcome in an adult environment.  Some of the girls, for instance, learned the hard way 

that men in the workplace are equally uncomfortable with sexually graphic conversations 

or remarks that older Americans would find to be profane or lewd.   

Issues of sexual harassment, cheating on the job, poor work ethic, truancy, 

vulgarity, dress code discrepancies, stealing, bullying, and exploitation were not limited 

to one community, one employer, one family, one student, or one social setting.  The 

work-study class, however, offered us all the opportunity to discuss issues of workplace 

behavior, expectations, and legal protections.  I was also able to integrate a number of 

other work-based learning concepts into that same class. I took advantage of the forum to 

provide instruction related to scholarships and financial aid, and I helped the students 

write college applications.  I asked each student to keep a log of the actual learning that 

they experienced on the job, as well as a list of the hard skills, procedures, and tools that 

they had been exposed to there.  These became line-items on their new résumés.    
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Meet the Pioneers 

 One of the authentic activities that resulted in a public display of the students‟ 

work, culminated with an interview exercise in which the students were asked to speak 

directly with a number of people who had lived or worked in their community for an 

extended period of time.  The goal was to learn how the community had changed over 

time, in terms of both the physical landscape, in the context of demographic growth and 

urban development, and also the cultural landscape, in the context of changes in ideas, 

values, morals, and/or social patterns.   

The project was conducted in the context of two district courses offered that year, 

an 8
th

 grade Arizona History class that was taught by my best friend, still housed at the 

middle school campus, and a 12
th

 grade environmental science class that I taught at the 

charter high school.  Both classes had been taught in the past, but this was the first time 

that my friend and I had the opportunity to explore the possibility of having the students 

conduct authentic research of their own, following qualitative research techniques that I 

was learning in the graduate school classroom.  The kids learned how to conduct simple 

interviews, in order to gather data that could reinforce the concepts we were learning in 

the classroom. 

It was a great deal of work to organize this project, and we relied heavily upon a 

number of volunteers, including the charter school‟s office manager, who also served as 

the volunteer coordinator for the district.  She managed to leverage her database of 

community members and her own lengthy career in the district to recruit an assortment of 

citizens who remembered Asteroid District in the past.  The students were presented with 
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a number of aerial photographs and satellite images of the neighborhood, collected from a 

variety of sources, including the University of Arizona‟s Remote Sensing Department.   

What was really amusing to me was to listen to the young people in my class 

describe their perceptions of history.  In 1999, they were each approaching their sixteenth 

or seventeenth birthdays, and most had lived in the district for as long as they could 

remember.  They spoke of the 1970s, which was the date-period of the first satellite 

images that we owned, as if it was ancient history.  They knew very little of that time 

period, and did not seem to have a very robust cognitive framework for the scope of 

world history.  I had some kids in particular who must have slept through their history 

classes, because they were really struggling to put things into any historical perspective. 

One of the students explained to me that he was just being born when the satellite 

images were being collected in the early seventies, and so he had grown up with the 

concept of satellites, whereas I had not.  It was fascinating to me.  It gave me the idea to 

have some of the students tell me about their earliest recollection of society … the first 

memory that they had related to the national arena.   None of them were alive during 

Watergate, for example, or during the Kennedy assassination, which are two of my own 

recollections.  The Vietnam War was only significant to them if they had a family 

member who had served in the military during that historical period. They had learned 

about some of these events through history books, but none of the students seemed fully 

cognizant of the historical significance of them.  My job was not to teach them history 

again, but rather to expand their current world view, and to raise their awareness about 

historical changes that they too may have witnessed, in their own neighborhoods. 
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I am saying this now, only to point out that my students‟ own lives had shaped 

their perception of history, and I had taken for granted the amount of history content that 

they had been exposed to in their secondary curriculum.  The exercise that we conducted 

in the field revealed that demographic growth was indeed occurring rapidly in our 

neighborhood, as evidenced by the number of the students‟ own study-sites that had to be 

abandoned when the bull-dozers came through to blade the grasslands in favor of pouring 

residential housing pads.  More than one student was upset that they could not complete 

their neighborhood biology transects, because the builders had plowed over their 

carefully measured study plots, while they were attending school by day. 

The students were required to develop interview protocols that would explore the 

memories of our guests, some of whom remembered events as far back as the 1930‟s.  

One of my biggest regrets professionally is that I did not keep all of the interviews that 

were gathered by my students.  They were fascinating to me, as well as to those students 

who participated actively.  The students were required to gather the interviews, an 

authentic research activity, and then to share what they had learned orally, which is a 

language-arts exercise that some students find to be quite intimidating.   

One problem that arose was that the younger children, in the 8
th

 grade class, were 

quite intimidated by the older students.  I observed their shyness and intimidation, both 

during the preparation for the event, and during the actual interviews that took place with 

both high school and middle school students at the same table.  One student reported to 

me that she was frightened of an older girl in my class, because the older girl wore heavy 

makeup and dressed in dark clothes.  She was afraid that the older girl might be in a gang 
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of some sort, and she had been warned about gang violence in the neighborhood and 

surrounding communities.   I approached the team of girls that she was referring to.  They 

could be loud and boisterous, bordering on obnoxious, but they really did have hearts of 

gold.  I told them about my observations, and wondered if they could help me make the 

younger girls feel more involved, or less frightened.  They took the challenge to heart, 

and worked very hard to befriend the younger girls.    

The most embarrassing part of the evening was that some of the adults were 

caught drinking heavily in the parking lot, but they were responsive when I sent some of 

the male faculty members to ask them to please leave.   One adult pioneer came over to 

me after the event, and reported how awkward she felt, when asked about her life during 

the 1960s.  She told me that she couldn‟t tell the whole truth, given her own exploratory 

path.  It made me realize that I should have sent the interview questions to the adults in 

advance, so that they could prepare an appropriate answer that layered the truth, rather 

than disclosing any sins of their own past.  I should have provided a list of topics that 

might have been appropriate, and others that were taboo, in order to ensure that the 

responses were mild, given the age of the students involved.   

The exercise relied heavily upon communication skills.  Students had to be good 

listeners as well as good recorders of the information they were gathering.  The open-

ended questions were the toughest to record, but yielded the most exciting results.  

Students wrote about their perceptions of the evenings‟ event, but we never had time to 

turn the interview responses into a collection of stories, which I regret.  I never repeated 

the event, given the amount of time needed for coordination and preparation.   
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Valley Visions 

 

The most striking project that year was directly related to the Meet the Pioneers 

event, except that it was conducted in the field by my environmental science students.  

The middle school teacher and her students were not involved in this aspect of the project 

that we referred to as Valley Visions.  The original concept was that we were going to try 

to secure some specific aerial photographs, as well as a sequence of satellite images of 

the district, with the purpose in mind of developing some ground truth measurements, so 

that the students could see the relationship between the images and the real landscape.  

The first problem we encountered was that we did not know how to access the 

images ourselves, and relied heavily upon the expertise of one of my favorite School-to-

Work business partners, who was a researcher at the University of Arizona, working in 

the Arid Lands Resource Science Department as a specialist in remote sensing 

technology.  Although I had taken a couple of remote sensing classes myself, both during 

my undergraduate and doctoral programs of study, I was not then (nor today), an expert 

on the subject, by any stretch of the imagination.  Nonetheless, I recognized the value of 

integrating remote sensing technology into an earth science, space science, or 

environmental science curriculum, and vowed to myself that I would do everything I 

could, to expose students to that particular aspect of industrial technology. 

Our partner was able to secure only a limited number of images that were 

available to him through the public domain.  A number of images that we had hoped to 

receive belonged in a private business collection file that we could not access.  Some of 

those images were finally released on our behalf, but that did not take place until after I 
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had left the school.  We therefore made do with the images that we had immediate access 

to, and revamped our original ideas in response to the resources we were able to secure.  I 

mention this now, because in Chapter 6 we explore the variables that were influential in 

my own personal practice, and resources that were available to me are one of the most 

robust topics of discussion.   

This particular partner and I had worked over the previous few semesters to hash 

out a number of classroom exercises that could be performed with the limited supplies 

and materials that we were able to scrounge up through our various connections in the 

community.  We managed to obtain the topographic maps that were used in the 

classroom, as well as a number of hand-held devices that are used by field scientists who 

are studying the earth.   

One module of instruction allowed students to become familiar with GIS 

(Geographical Information Systems) technology, which was just emerging at the time, 

and quite crude by today‟s standards.  GIS technology allows people to use raw data 

about specific variables to create geographical displays of that data. We did not go into as 

much detail as I would have liked, however, because we could not gain access to 

software packages that could be used as a class set.  Another tool that we were able to 

borrow, but could not afford to buy for ourselves, was a hand-held GPS unit, (Global 

Positioning System), again an emerging technology at the time, yet now much more 

affordable and more readily utilized.  We were allowed to use two different models, lent 

to us for the school term, by another science department at the University.  We had a 
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blast getting familiar with both sets of tools.  I only wish that we had the money to own 

more equipment of our own. 

One of the most frustrating aspects of my career that year was that my School-to-

Work partner and I could come up with dozens of ideas of how we could integrate 

technology into my coursework, but together, we lacked the financial resources to make 

it happen.  He and I both worked overtime, to beg for the resources that we required.  We 

also co-authored at least six grant applications, gathering support from a number of 

geoscientists in the community; but not one of our proposed projects was funded.   

This was the turning point for me in my career.  Twice I was told that I was 

considered to be too “junior” professionally to manage the grant-funded projects that we 

had applied for.  Twice we were told in writing that our combined expertise was not 

sufficient to allow either of us to be the principal investigator for the grant-funded 

projects that we had submitted.  It made me very angry and extremely frustrated.  The 

expectation was that our ideas needed to be “supervised” by somebody else, and that the 

bulk of the grant money should be paid to them, with the two of us receiving less than 

half of the money, for doing most of the work. 

I vowed that year to do what I could with my students, working with my rather 

meager school science budget, to purchase what I could.  We managed to accomplish 

quite a bit, by concentrating on teaching the students authentic field protocols related to 

identifying and mapping plant communities and the relative density of biomass coverage 

over the landscape in a variety of micro-climates.  So instead of doing computer-based 

technology lessons, we concentrated on field exercises. 
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Two additional learning opportunities arose for my students as a direct result of 

this partnership.  The first was a whole-class field trip that was organized by the same 

UA researcher, in cooperation with his entire office of professional colleagues.  The 

event was called “GIS Days” and our students were treated to an interactive field trip, in 

which they were allowed to see how it is that professionals in the earth sciences utilize 

both GIS and remote sensing technology in their daily professional lives.  The students 

were not only given a tour of various technology labs on the University of Arizona 

campus, but they were also allowed to play with the software and conduct a number of 

interactive exercises and activities, sitting side-by-side with graduate students from my 

minor department.  We were their honored guests, and I was just thrilled. 

The same department then agreed to allow three of my students to have a private 

lesson with my research partner, working for an afternoon with him, in his offices, to 

learn how to geo-rectify images.  I tagged along as the chaperone, but the boys who 

participated (one girl had been very interested too, but had another obligation that day), 

were the ones who actually learned how to point and click at the various map images, in 

order to create the data streams that the researcher was trying to gather.  The conversation 

on the way home that afternoon made me so proud of the learning opportunity that I 

nearly cried.  The boys, who were each naturally a bit shy and quiet, were like little 

magpies, excitedly sharing their personal perspectives with each other, with words like 

“crazy awesome” and “way too cool” peppering their conversations on the way home. 
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Engineering Project in Mexico 

The first year that I was involved in the School-to-Work movement, I had the 

opportunity to witness some lessons that had been conducted with elementary students in 

mind.   I chaperoned a field trip to Puerto Peñasco, Mexico under the original grant 

funds, hoping that I could create a similar learning opportunity for students at the high 

school level.  For several years thereafter, I wrestled with the notion of creating a more 

appropriate learning opportunity at the same place, this time designed with high school 

earth science, biology, and environmental students as the recipients of the activities.  

I therefore chose to investigate the willingness of the research institute to work 

with older adolescents, and made a personal field excursion to the facility, with that goal 

in mind.  I took advantage of the fact that some of my professional colleagues and I were 

involved in some rather intensive environmental education exchange events one summer, 

between teaching contracts. I therefore visited the research facility on a weekend when 

my colleagues from the science education community (not colleagues at my own school 

campus), would be present too.  I decided to drive down there with my husband and son 

in tow, as they hoped to play that weekend, while I was learning.  They planned to stay at 

a local hotel, while I intended to stay at the research facility for a few days, and then join 

my family shortly thereafter.  

There were two incidents that took place on that field excursion that impacted my 

enthusiasm, and that delayed my creation of learning opportunities related to the study of 

marine life or oceanography in the field.  The first incident took place on the drive down 

there.  My husband, son, and I had decided to take a route into town that took us first 
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through Nogales, Mexico, rather than the standard drive that went through Ajo, Arizona.  

We took this route because we were informed that there was a Seri Indian village on the 

beach, where we hoped to establish a working relationship for future projects.  Along the 

way, we did stay in that village for a few hours, enjoying the beach and beautiful spring 

weather.  We were not watching the clock, and it was sunset that prompted us to get 

about our business, and to finish the trek into the town where our friends were waiting for 

us. 

Thirty or forty minutes later, we were en-route, along a dark, dusty back road.  

There was another car ahead of us, bearing license plates from the United States.  Out of 

nowhere, a dark black pick-up truck appeared, and it drove the other car, only slightly 

ahead of us, off the road.  My “uh-oh” instincts kicked in, and I told my husband “that is 

not right … something foul is taking place.”  He agreed with my assessment, and we 

vowed to keep driving, and to report what we had witnessed, just as soon as we arrived at 

our destination, which was still an hour or more ahead of us, into the night.   

We no sooner made that commitment to the situation, when a second pick-up 

truck, also black, forced us over to the side of the road.  In an instant, we felt threatened 

and our safety compromised.  My husband rolled down his window, and we instructed 

our son to stay very quiet and calm, while mom spoke to the two men who were now 

approaching our vehicle.  I speak Spanish, having taken it in high school and at two 

universities, and having worked at a Cuban restaurant during college.  I also taught the 

subject for two or three years.   I am not fluent, but I can manage normal conversations.  
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I therefore took over that particular dialogue, speaking directly with the men who 

had stopped us.  They peered into the vehicle, to see what all we possessed.  One man 

walked around to the truck‟s bed, to see what else we might be carrying.  They flashed 

their hand-held lights into our eyes, but otherwise did not say a word. I therefore started 

the conversation, and chimed in (in Spanish) to cordially introduce myself as a teacher 

and a mom.  I introduced them to my son and husband by first name, and gently 

explained that we were on our way to the next town, to meet with Mexican school-

teachers, to exchange ideas for science lessons for students in grades 6-8.  I know it was a 

lie, but I thought adding the word Mexican might buy us some favor.   

I mentioned that the people in the truck ahead of us were with us on the same 

mission, a total falsehood that I concocted on the spur of the moment, just in case I could 

save them too.  I went on to mention that we had spent the day with people in the 

previous community, just in case that fact could be leveraged for our safety in any way.  I 

never underestimate the power of social relations … or cultural capital as some scholars 

would say (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Bourdieu, 1993).  I laid it on thick.  I was 

chatting up a storm as if these two middle-aged men were my new best friends, and 

perhaps acquainted with anybody else I might know.   

I drew upon considerable life experience related to making peace in the world, 

including a number of professional workshops related to dealing with violent conflicts.  I 

have personal experience related to violent encounters with men who mean to do harm, 

and I was hardly naïve about the circumstance we might be facing.  My motivation was 

to try to talk our way to freedom, so as to prevent my son from being harmed or killed.  
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These men were driving trucks that had been coated with dull black paint.  The vehicles 

had no license plates, and the men offered no badges to indicate that they were law 

enforcement agents.  The fact that the other car ahead of us had also been ambushed 

indicated to us that these men were organized, and operating in conjunction with other 

people with equally dubious intent. 

One of the men smacked the other man on the shoulder with the back of his 

fingertips, and said “It‟s not worth it, let them go” before he gestured that we were free to 

go.  We were shaken, but relieved, and drove immediately to the research center, but it 

took us more than an hour to get there.  We did not know the outcome for the other 

American family, but we reported the incident to the police as soon as we could.  They 

indicated that the men were likely to be bandits, more interested in our truck and cash 

than harming us physically.  I was told later, by one of the other teachers in our group, 

that violence had taken place in the past on that stretch of the road.  We were advised to 

take a different route in the future.  

The second incident that shook me up that trip involved an accident that occurred 

in the beach house that some of us had rented that weekend.  Several of my colleagues 

had brought their families too, and one little boy walked through a plate glass window by 

accident, in his excitement to show off a starfish he had found.  The patio door shattered, 

not having been constructed of safety glass, and the boy was cut and wounded severely.  

He was taken to the local Red Cross station, and sent by helicopter back to an Arizona 

hospital, and lived to tell about his adventure.   



 

 

  525 

I, however, tried to imagine if that had happened to one of my students, and could 

not quite shake the reality of the risks I would be taking, to bring American teenagers on 

this specific field trip.  I personally had no plans, thereafter, to take students to Mexico 

for any learning occasion, because I was not willing to take the supervision risks, and my 

husband vowed never again to go with me on such an excursion.  In the late fall of the 

third year at the Charter High School, a close colleague of mine approached me for 

recommendations for activities for her after-school volunteer club.  She was having a 

heck of a time coming up with fresh ideas for service learning projects, and remembered 

a conversation we had shared in the past, related to the types of activities that my own 

church does with teenagers.  We had, in the past, allowed our students to conduct a used 

clothing drive in the neighborhood, and then donated the clothes to the church, which 

transported them to an orphanage in Mexico. 

She asked me to approach the youth-director of the service organization that 

serves my faith-based community.  They have a non-profit organization (separate from 

the church), that has a youth outreach component.  They routinely organize inter-faith 

activities in both the local community and in the southwest region of the United States.   

The day that I called, to inquire about service learning projects that we might tap into, the 

director mentioned that he had been invited to a Seri village to do some light construction 

work, including the installation of outhouses that were considered to be a low-tech option 

to the current arrangement of human waste management.  He asked if our students might 

be interested in participating.  Ironically, when I invited him to speak to our students at 



 

 

  526 

the school, it was not the volunteer club that was interested, but rather my environmental 

science students. 

We therefore changed the purpose of the trip, so that it was related to the 

environmental science curriculum, which included quite a few lessons related to water 

and wastewater treatment options.  The students who were interested were therefore 

allowed to help me organize the trip, which occurred over the Rodeo Day weekend, in 

late February of 2000.  The students were required to learn what they could about sewage 

treatment, and were gifted several books about the Seri people, low-cost wastewater 

systems, and composting latrines.   

Over the course of the week-long excursion, the students and I were exposed to 

the challenge of shopping in a Mexican market, negotiating for food stuffs and supplies 

in Spanish, and managing the exchange of currency.  We also had the opportunity to stay 

with a Mexican family, who allowed us to sleep on their living room floor on the first 

night of the trek, as well as on the way home.  Again, the students were allowed to 

practice their Spanish, and the family was gracious and welcoming.  The students were 

polite, and helped with cooking, cleaning, and washing the dishes.  I was proud of them. 

The first day that we arrived in the village we had the opportunity to meet with 

some of the local school children, and the male teacher of the one-room school house.  

What I remember is that his facility was quite humble, with no electricity, water, window 

panes or operative doors.   A concrete building and intact roof provided the shady 

classroom space, and the glass-less window openings allowed for a cool breeze to blow 

through the physical space.  What we noticed was that the classroom consisted of all 
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female students, most the same age as my own students.   The teacher explained to us in 

Spanish that the male students leave school early, to seek their financial fortunes by 

trying to find work in the neighboring towns. 

My students wondered where the boys were finding jobs, and if they had enough 

money to survive.  The girls wondered what happened to the young women, then, if left 

in a town where there were no boys their age.  We were shown a small shack that had 

been constructed by one young couple, consisting of a single room that had been 

fashioned from garbage and old pallets.  We were told that the government came through 

the town twice each month, and provided water to the villagers via a water truck (similar 

to one I had operated, when I had served as an environmental technician in the Air Force, 

in a previous chapter of my career. 

The students had many conversations with the young women, who were learning 

Spanish as their second language, just as my own students were.  None of the kids were 

fluent, but they did a pretty good job of communicating with broken phrases and hand 

gestures.  What I was impressed with, however, was how polite and gentle the young 

women were, and how they seemed to be learning the mathematics lessons that the man 

was teaching, despite the lack of books, computers, and tools.  They seemed to be 

absorbing what he was saying, using only paper and pencils to record the lesson.   It 

made me realize just how spoiled a teacher I had become. 

The rest of the day was spent setting up camp along the shoreline, and unpacking 

for the rest of the trip.  When the campsite was ready, we drove back to the nearest small 

town, where a general store existed within a one-room building.  The students and I were 
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allowed to help with the purchase of the necessary supplies we would need, in order to 

construct a single demonstration outhouse for one family.  It was quite the adventure, to 

point at items that we supposed we would need, and to tally the expenses along the way, 

so as not to overshoot our construction supply budget.  I thought that was the most 

authentic part of the whole trip, and was really glad that the youth director had included 

the monetary exercise.  

The rest of the trip was spent building the outhouse, which was constructed out of 

two-by-fours, and erected on a small concrete pad that we had built ourselves.  The 

building provided privacy for people in the neighborhood wanting to use it as a place to 

relieve themselves biologically.   

The Seri village elders were very hospitable to the students, taking them on a boat 

trip to Tiburon Island, where the students learned about the history of the people.  They 

had suffered persecution as late as the 1950‟s, swimming to the island through shark-

infested waters, to survive a massacre that was organized by the non-Seri community.  I 

was moved by the tale, given that some of my own ancestors had been forced by the 

American government to give up their tribal lands and to walk against their will from 

North Carolina and Tennessee, to reservations in Oklahoma.   The students were also 

treated to a basket-weaving demonstration by one of the local artisans, as well as the 

opportunity to watch fisherman at work.  The only glitch in the trip was that our tent 

camp was visited one night by a young man who was inebriated.  The students piled into 

my tent, while the two adult male chaperones managed to convince the fellow to continue 

on his way, without bothering us further.   Nobody was hurt or traumatized by that event. 
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The Decision to Leave Asteroid School District 

 

The most pressing concern that I had at the end of the third school year was not 

related to the school, per se, but rather to the needs of my own family.  I had a number of 

serious obligations that I needed to attend to, related to the care of my husband‟s parents, 

who were not only aging, but also ill.  The District did not have a hospital within its 

boundaries, either then or now.  My in-laws were both in need of more routine medical 

care, beyond what was available in our own community.  I therefore resigned from the 

district, with the goal of immersing myself full-time into the doctoral program of study 

that I was just becoming accustomed to.  When I left that year, I was also planning to 

accomplish another personal goal, which was to go ahead and secure a school 

administrator‟s license, to broaden my job options, when my doctorate degree program 

and family obligations were met.  

The next couple of years were filled with a number of tasks associated with my 

doctorate degree.  I was required to complete a specified number of classes on campus, in 

order to be qualified to design and conduct a research project of my own.  I also had to 

take a number of qualifying examinations, both orally and in writing, to demonstrate my 

qualifications as a budding researcher.  Finally, I had to propose a research project, which 

meant that I had to work diligently to understand a number of research paradigms, so as 

to choose one that would suffice, given my research question, goals, and agenda.  This 

sounds easy, but it was one of the most intellectually challenging tasks that I have ever 

had to perform.  My professor at the time also guided me through a number of pilot 
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investigations, to test the waters, before plunging ahead into the next wave of research 

activities.  

When the research courses had been completed successfully, I also enrolled in a 

program of study to obtain an advanced certificate as a school superintendent.  I was able 

to complete both the coursework and the administrative internship for that program of 

study before being asked by my family to return to the workforce to earn an additional 

income for our household, which was now organized around the need to provide long-

term medical care for two people who would need assistance, due to their respective 

illnesses and disabilities, for the rest of their lives. Some people have asked me why I 

would bother to earn a superintendent‟s license, if I had no desire to run a school district.   

The explanation is simple.  I love to develop curriculum, as much as to deliver it.  

I had worked in that capacity for years, having been commissioned by the superintendent 

of District A to develop curriculum resources for new teachers, just entering the 

profession.  It is my calling and my gift.  In most school districts, including our own, 

there are curriculum specialists, as well as people who manage educational programs and 

projects that are financed through federal and state grants and other external funding 

sources.  That is what I hoped to do in the world for the rest of my life, when I decided to 

give up my teaching practice temporarily, in order to balance my new obligations to my 

family.  I found this particular unpaid period of my life to be extremely rewarding. When 

the administrative license was accomplished (in District A), I sought new employment 

opportunities elsewhere, and after a number of job interviews, was offered a full-time 

School-to-Work coordinator‟s job in District B. 
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(E) - Bolide School District 

 
The first time that I saw the job advertised for District B was in July of 2002.  The 

job vacancy announcement had been posted on the district‟s website, and the date for 

internal applicants had already passed, so I polished up my resume‟ and threw my name 

into the pool of applicants from the greater community.   

What attracted me to the job was that it actually mentioned words in the 

advertisement that I was familiar with, including the term “School-to-Careers.”  The title 

of the job was confusing, as I had never heard the term “Distributive Cooperative 

Education Teacher” before, but the qualifications that were desired matched my 

professional experience and work history. 

 “Qualifications:  (1) Valid Arizona Vocational Teaching Certificate or eligibility for a 

Provisional Vocational Certification.  (2) Ability to develop and monitor school to career 

programs, work experience, service learning opportunities, job shadowing and internships 

for all secondary students in (District B)” (Job Announcement, 2002).    

 

The previous school year I had applied for and received an Arizona Vocational 

Teaching Certificate in the area of Industrial Technology.  This certification was required 

for me to be able to provide instruction in the future, in a variety of technology classes 

that we were developing at District A.  I had hoped to return to that school district upon 

completion of my doctoral program of study, but ran out of money before that 

opportunity presented itself.   

When I needed the work, this new opportunity is one of jobs that I applied and 

interviewed for.  It was surreal for me to be writing about School-to-Work programs in 

my doctoral program of study, and to know why people were just starting to use the name 

School-to-Careers instead, and then to see the job advertised right before the start of a 
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new school year, when I needed it the most.  I had been seeking employment since April, 

and had been invited to thirty-three interviews.  Some were for classroom teaching jobs 

back in the science domains; others were at the local community college; many were for 

administrative positions; a few were in the private sector; and several others were in local 

social services agencies.  Seeking employment was a full time job for me that summer.  

There was only one other School-to-Work program coordinator‟s position 

advertised.  It was situated within a public school district that was geographically quite 

distant from my home.  I interviewed for it, but was not hired.  I did receive a telephone 

call from the assistant superintendent, who informed me that they had decided to offer 

the job to one of the long-time counselors in the district.   

He invited me to interview for another job opening, involving quantitative 

analysis of their student database, assisting in writing State reports. I declined the 

interview invitation, however, because I was simply not interested in doing that type of 

work, even though it was similar in nature to the work I did when I was employed in the 

industrial technology domain.  

Of all the jobs that I had seen advertised that summer, this one just plain cheered 

me up.  It appeared when I had all but given up hope of finding a job that fall.  I was 

really excited to see words on the job description that I recognized, and thrilled that the 

school district was geographically relatively close-by.  The job also dove-tailed nicely 

with the doctoral program of study, allowing me most evenings, weekends, and summers 

off, to complete my doctoral program of study.  I turned in the application package, was 

called in for an interview, and was hired the following week.  
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Immediate Issue to Resolve 

 

I started the school year running.  Even before I had set up my new office and 

classroom spaces, I received a telephone call from a site supervisor who had hired one of 

our students in the motor pool of another State agency.  The supervisor wanted to meet 

with me immediately, to discuss problems they were having with the student at the time.  

I was a tad confused, not realizing that some of the students in my new program had 

started their jobs before I was officially on the clock myself.  It turns out that the boy in 

question had been hired at the end of the previous semester, and allowed to work over the 

summer.   

His job assignment was to serve in the capacity of a delivery person, driving 

around town to pick up and deliver spare automotive parts for the agency.  In the course 

of that experience he had backed one of the agency‟s vehicles into a telephone pole, and 

caused considerable damage to both the pole and the vehicle.  He was not harmed, nor 

was anybody else, but the issue of liability needed to be addressed.  The site supervisor 

asked me who was going to pay for the damages that the student had caused.   

I was left wondering how and why the student had been allowed to drive at all, 

given that he was not yet 18 years old.  The Youth Employment Laws in Arizona state 

emphatically that “Unless a variance is granted … a person shall not employ or allow a 

person under the age of eighteen years to work in, about or in connection with … 

occupations as a motor vehicle driver …”  (Arizona Revised Statutes, Title 23 - 230, 

1986).  Exceptions might be made for students in an automotive technology training 
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program who are simply driving a car into a service stall.  This student, however, did not 

fit that category.   

The issue I needed to address was related to the fact that the student had been 

placed into a position that was inappropriate legally for somebody of his age.  Nobody 

else but me seemed to possess this knowledge.  It was a very awkward conversation with 

the representatives of this other State agency, as well as with the administrators in charge 

of the school district.  I was the messenger and I was bearing very bad news.  I managed 

to have the student‟s job renegotiated, so that he could continue to work for the agency, 

but within the confines of the immediate buildings to which he had been assigned.  The 

agency paid for the damages, and I had to report the situation to a district-level 

administrator, since my own supervisor was on maternity leave.   

Shortly thereafter, I received another telephone call from the same employment 

site-supervisor, who complained that the student was belligerent and unhappy with his 

new placement and job assignments.  The student had become verbally aggressive, and 

had made an assortment of unfortunate racist remarks against his Mexican-American 

supervisor.  When I spoke to the student, he displayed the same hostility towards me, 

defending his racist comments and attitude.  I felt embarrassed for the boy and for his 

family.   

The supervisor fired him, so he was removed from the job for not being able to 

control his temper, and for being verbally too aggressive in public on more than one 

occasion.  It was determined that he did not have any type of verifiable disability that 

might have caused or excused these types of emotional outbursts, so I supported the site 
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supervisor‟s decision to fire the student.  The district‟s administrative team at the time 

supported this action too. 

Despite the incident, the site supervisor was open to the idea of replacing the 

student. They were interested in learning about anybody else that I might have from the 

program that would be willing to do office work, or that might take the delivery job, if 

they were of legal age.  I was amazed to learn that they still wanted to work with any of 

our students, but agreed to spend a portion of my workday at their site, to begin the 

process of negotiating a potential work station, this time with me at the helm of the 

decision-making process.   

All of the students who were looking for work that year had already been placed, 

but I figured that I might be able to recruit another student or two, perhaps directly from 

the automotive technology programs at either of the high schools.   My first 

conversations with the State agency, however, indicated that nobody was interested in 

speaking to me about an automotive technology position.  They were much more 

interested in developing either a clerical position for a business student, or a non-skilled 

position for somebody over the age of 18 who could deliver parts. 

The agency representatives took me on a brief tour of the facility to show me the 

shops and work-stations in which the student worker would be expected to operate.  My 

observations on this tour raised questions in my mind about safety provisions for future 

students, who would be allowed to wander through a very industrial setting without close 

supervision.  One particular observation I made, however, made me ponder the 

appropriateness of the potential job setting altogether.   
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I could see that the site had already hired several inmates from the local prison 

system, because the inmates were easily identified by their bright orange jumpsuits.  I 

asked specifically about the mechanisms by which the inmates and the students would be 

kept separate from each other, as well as chaperoned.  I was worried that my students 

might be unduly influenced by the prisoners, which was a risk I was not willing to take.  

The agency representatives made it quite clear that they had no means by which to ensure 

that the students would be adequately supervised, when working alongside the inmates.   

I consulted with a district-level administrator, and told him that I would prefer to 

cease the negotiation for future work-sites with this agency, given that there were no 

students lined up and looking for a job at that moment, and that I was not comfortable 

with students working in direct contact with prison inmates, without direct oversight from 

either the agency or the school district.  Once I described the rationale for my decision, 

the school administrator supported the cessation of this particular partnership.   

I therefore began my very first week on the job with the track-record of shutting 

partnerships down if I thought they were unsafe.  The boy was welcome to take my class, 

and I was willing to help him find another job, but he declined both invitations.  He did 

receive some instruction from me privately, so as to earn partial credit for the experience 

that had taken place over the summer months.  He never did apologize, however, for the 

racist comments that he had made, defiantly insisting that he had the right to free speech 

in America.   I counseled him on the likelihood that such an expectation or attitude might 

hamper future job opportunities and success.  When I spoke with his parents later, they 

reported that he was already re-employed elsewhere.  



 

 

  537 

Conflicted Visions 

 

I was then approached by several members of the special education team, who 

asked me to find jobs for specific students that they had identified as their priority 

placements that year.  There was some confusion about the nature of my job, now that it 

was restructured.  I was not aware until then that there would be students that still needed 

to be placed in work-settings, as I had been told in the job interview that all of the 

students were already employed.  It turns out that this was, indeed the case for the DCE 

portion of the job, but not for the YTP program students, who were identified as part of 

the special education population. 

It was determined that a number of the students who had applied for job 

placements the previous semester had been turned down by their special education case 

managers, because they were not deemed to be eligible yet.  One of the requirements for 

off-site job development was that the student be matriculated as a senior, as indicated by 

their transcripts.  The students were encouraged to complete their other state-mandated 

graduation requirements before being allowed to pursue off-site employment 

opportunities that could earn them elective credits.  

Four specific students were brought to my attention, with the idea that I would 

help their case-managers determine an appropriate post-secondary transition plan.  One 

student was moderately retarded, and could barely follow the initial conversation I had 

with her.  She could neither read nor write, and when I asked her a series of questions, 

she nodded and answered yes to them all, clearly not understanding a word of what was 

being communicated to her at the time.  I was horrified to think that my job might include 
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finding an employment situation for somebody who was so cognitively impaired, and not 

able to advocate for herself.   

I did make several inquiries about sheltered work-settings for her, but at each 

location there was a waiting list, and she was considered to be ineligible for services until 

her schooling was complete.  The agencies did not want to coordinate their efforts with 

the K-12 system, despite the expectation to do so.  Her parents were furious with me and 

with the school district, but her case managers understood the situation, given that they 

too had run into similar obstacles in the past.  It was agreed that the school would help 

the family initiate the paperwork to get the child onto the waiting lists for sheltered 

employment, with no guarantee that the family would ever receive services.   

The second student was nearing the age of 23, the age at which special education 

students would no longer be eligible for educational services provided by the school 

district.  The hope was that I would be able to find him employment, as he was now 

considerably older than his peers, and being disruptive on campus.  The educators in 

charge of his case simply wanted him off site, and out of their hair.  He had barely 

finished coursework to be considered a sophomore.  He would not be graduating at all, 

had lost interest in any academic coursework, and had failed his vocational classes 

because his reading and writing skills were so low.  I worked with him privately, to 

develop a resume‟ and to begin the job-search process, but before we had made any 

significant progress together, he dropped out of school with no explanation.  Neither he 

nor his parents were communicative, despite my attempts to reach them at home.  

Nobody communicated to me that they were disappointed with the development, and one 
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district administrator told me simply “you can lead the horse to water, but not force him 

to drink.”  

The third student was classified as emotionally disturbed, but was of reasonable 

intelligence.  He wanted to take advantage of occupational training that was purportedly 

available through another State agency.  When I contacted them about the progress of his 

application for services, the representative of that agency invited me over to her office to 

show me his application packet and file.  She opened her file drawers, pulled out his 

paperwork, and explained patiently that he was not considered to be a good risk for their 

particular program, because he was known to speak to himself and to listen to voices.   

She went on to describe her agency‟s reticence about working with somebody who might 

be dangerous. 

I remember at the time being enormously disturbed that the agent had revealed 

her agency‟s bias against working with students who were perceived to be mentally ill.  I 

remember thinking that the boy had been judged too harshly.  He was pleasant, 

motivated, and kind.  He had no history of violence in his school record, so I did not 

understand why he would not be eligible for work.  Plenty of people throughout the ages 

have heard voices, including Moses, Jesus of Nazareth, George Fox, Joseph Smith, and 

contemporary psychics such as James Van Praagh, Alison Dubois, John Edwards, and 

Sylvia Browne.  Many of them found productive work to do, and their spirituality was 

often celebrated.  I was the person who had to go back to the school district and explain 

to his case-manager why he was not being allowed into the post-secondary occupational 

program that the other State agency was running. 
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The boy was extremely upset to learn that a psychiatric assumption had been used 

as a discriminatory factor, because he believed that he was well enough to work, and had 

hoped that this agency would help him find employment.  I did find a potential job-site 

for him, but it did not pay well enough to meet his economic needs, nor was the work 

stimulating.  He and I worked together long enough to develop a resume‟, and to find him 

a job through an extended family member, but he dropped out of school, perceiving that 

he was not learning anything of value there.  His first job, therefore, was obtained after 

his 21st birthday, with the help of male family members who expressed their gratitude to 

me for being honest and forthright about the situation.   

The fourth boy was a student who could barely read or write, and whose mother 

had been institutionalized.  He lived with his father in a remote rural setting, and was 

eager to work with somebody who could help him with the job-search process.  His long-

term goal was to become a cook in a diner, but he lacked transportation yet, so he could 

not work too far from home.  He had a physical disability that prevented him from 

joining any branch of the military, and he saw no value in what he was taking in school.  

Although there was a culinary arts program in the district, it was not located on his school 

campus, and students were not allowed to cross school boundaries.  He too ended up 

dropping out of school once he had his first job and a few paychecks under his belt.   His 

father was not disappointed with that outcome, and expressed gratitude that I had at least 

been able to guide him into the job market.  

Working directly with these four students, as it turns out, put me at odds with 

other members of the school‟s faculty and administrative staff, as indicated by a number 
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of hostile comments that were made to me, when I arrived to provide direct educational 

services to them by appointment.  The district-level administrator in charge of the special 

education programs was my greatest supporter, reminding me that anything we could do 

as a team to point these specific students towards a long-term income was as important as 

providing an academic education.  What I learned was that there were a number of people 

in the district working to provide work-based instructional opportunities for students, 

independent from either the DCE or YTP programs. 

One such opportunity had been provided for middle school students and younger 

high school students.  They were encouraged to work in unpaid positions, so as to earn 

confidence and skills that could later be translated to résumé line-items.  While the 

district was proud of this endeavor, I found myself questioning why students were being 

encouraged to spend any part of the school day working in an unpaid capacity to provide 

services to businesses that were organized as for-profit agencies.  One job-site was 

particularly upsetting to me.  The special education students were being allowed to serve 

as greeters in a supermarket, and they were not being actively supervised by school 

personnel.  There were no written training plans or formal partnership agreements in 

place, and the students were not earning a paycheck.  Furthermore, some of the students 

were under the age of 16, raising child-labor law concerns. 

It was enormously awkward for me to have been hired into a district in which so 

many hidden models of School-to-Work education had evolved over time.  My 

interpretation of the system at the time was that a number of people had embraced 

portions of the work-based learning component of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act 
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(1994), without fully understanding some of the supervisory obligations and legal 

requirements that the school district was responsible for providing.  These projects 

seemed to be managed by adults within the system with noble intent, but without 

sufficient knowledge about the potential dangers of what they were doing.   

One work-based learning opportunity was a summer program for students, 

manned by district educators without any training or licensure in cooperative education 

structures.  It was funded and administered by another governmental agency, which 

found summer work for youth who could prove that they were economically 

disadvantaged.  The students did not earn school credit, but they did at least earn a 

paycheck for their services.   The whole situation raised boundary issues in my mind, 

related to potential conflicts of interests, when two government agencies are expected to 

work with students in the K-12 system simultaneously. 

Another work-based learning opportunity was a service-learning expectation, 

whereby high school seniors were expected to provide unpaid services to local businesses 

or non-profit organizations, in order to earn credit in their Government classes.  I was 

very uncomfortable with this trend, given that the students themselves were expected to 

develop these short-term assignments in the community.  They would not know labor 

laws, and were therefore potentially vulnerable to exploitation.   When I mentioned my 

discomfort, I was subjected to a number of hostile and sarcastic comments, and told to 

mind my own business.   It made me anxious, to wonder who in the district would be held 

responsible, if any problems emerged in these projects.  
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A New Office Suite 

 

The next order of business was setting up my new office suite, which was located 

on the alternative school campus, but considered to be dedicated to the blended work-

based learning program that I had been hired to coordinate and manage.   The suite had 

two large offices, as well as a dedicated classroom.  A single desk had been provided for 

me, which I placed in the classroom, as a teaching podium.  The only chair was broken 

and beyond repair, so I threw it in the dumpster.  The space had several filing cabinets, 

and I was told that there were a number of computers that belonged to the special 

education side of the job, that had been provided through the vocational rehabilitation 

grant structure in a previous grant cycle.  There were also two passenger vans that had 

been provided through the same funding source. 

The biggest problem that I faced immediately was that my students would be 

arriving the following week, and there were no student desks or tables in the room.  The 

classroom was empty, except for the desk that I had moved into the space.  My 

immediate supervisor was on maternity leave, but was expected to return by mid-

September.  I therefore turned to a number of the other district administrators for help, 

and used the “stone-soup” argument that I sure could do a better job, if somebody would 

simply donate some tables, desks, and chairs to my classroom.  The management 

approach worked.  I received a table from here and a chair or two from there, and 

continued to beg for more furniture.   
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One of the district-level administrators had told me that there was a bungalow on 

site, where old furniture was stored until an annual auction.  I lucked out, and found five 

solid table-tops, as well as an assortment of mis-matched chairs, and an extra desk to use 

temporarily, until my boss returned.  I purchased five metal table pedestals at a local 

restaurant supply store, and fashioned five new tables for the classroom, by mounting the 

Formica table-tops myself.   I was very proud of myself, and enjoyed setting up the 

physical space to be warm and inviting.  I even painted the walls of the classroom. 

I was supposed to receive some hand-me-down office furniture from my 

supervisor upon her return, but I ended up purchasing a good office desk for myself to 

use, because her own new furniture was not scheduled to arrive until mid-semester, and 

my need was immediate.  I figured that when it did come, I could configure it to 

accommodate the two assistants that had yet to arrive.  One had quit over the summer, so 

I would be allowed to hire his replacement.  The other was on a leave of absence, and 

would arrive back in mid-October.   

Another obstacle was that the telephone service had not yet been ordered, so I was 

hampered for nearly a month until that could be sorted out.  There was no cell phone for 

my immediate use, but my supervisor did allow me to share one that was dedicated to the 

alternative program.  I therefore dove into my new job, assuming that all of the start-up 

kinks could be sorted out, one-by-one, as I progressed.  I put all of my energy into 

meeting my new students, and establishing relationships with them, as well as with their 

families and site-supervisors.  I also started to develop lessons for both the evening 

students and the day students at the alternative program.   



 

 

  545 

Evening DCE Classes 

 

The cooperative education certification course therefore gave me the tools I 

needed, to recognize how and where to blend the two work-based learning programs that 

I had inherited.  The first program (DCE) was the one that was supported by the State of 

Arizona, as evidenced in the Vocational Education standards and funding mechanisms 

that existed at the time.  The local School-to-Work offices were preparing to close, as the 

original federal grant funds were now dwindling, according to plan.  It was time for each 

participating State in the union to take-over the implementation of the original policy.     

In all, there were thirty-nine students that enrolled that year, so I made the 

decision to offer a second section of the class, opening up the opportunity for students to 

be present either immediately after the school day, or later in the evening, after the dinner 

hour.  This arrangement ensured that there were enough seats in the classroom for 

everybody, as my classroom could sit only twenty five students at a time, comfortably.  

My Monday evenings were therefore very busy, with students staying late and arriving 

early to both class sections.  I frequently stayed until 10:00 p.m., to ensure that all of the 

students had received rides home.  

The blended program, as it turns out, did not present any particular difficulties for 

me.  If I am honest, I could not see any huge cognitive differences between the students 

in the class.  Some kids were shy at first, but over time, everybody came out of their shell 

and participated fully in the cooperative group lessons that I had prepared, related to the 

career and work-place success concepts that I was teaching at the time.  The tables served 

as a natural way to group students, and I let them sit wherever they wanted to.   
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The students that were disabled were welcome to join my class as School-to-Work 

students, under the general work-based learning paradigm.  The vocational students were 

supposed to be the bulk of the population in the class, purportedly already possessing 

verifiable skill-sets from the vocational programs that existed in the district.  The reality, 

however, was that the first class was actually comprised of three groups of students, not 

two.  There were no students from the alternative program yet included in the evening 

DCE class or the corresponding work-based learning opportunities associated with the 

program.     

It turned out that only four students in the program were truly vocational program 

completers, a term recognized by vocational educators to imply that the students had both 

taken and completed a recognized vocational training program, sponsored and funded 

under the Carl D. Perkins Acts.  Only six students were special education students, none 

of whom I could discern from their non-disabled peers.  They required no specific 

educational accommodations, and all were successful both in the class on the job. 

The remainder of the students emerged from their high school programs without 

either vocational training or a special education designation.  They were therefore 

considered to be general education students, encouraged to explore the work-based 

learning program, under the original School-to-Work philosophies.  Some were already 

done with their college-preparatory coursework, while others were struggling to complete 

the coursework required for a general education track.  Nonetheless, most were 

successful both in the class and on the job.  
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The Alternative Program 

 

The students in my evening class were situated by mid-September, so I then 

turned to the students in the alternative program, who received instruction from four 

licensed academic teachers. The old paradigm had shifted in favor of the idea of 

providing Career and Technical Education, in addition to credit retrieval opportunities.  

My responsibility was to be available to the school‟s staff on Wednesday mornings, as 

we collectively delivered a series of activity-based lessons to students at the school.   

The setting reminded me very much of the charter school that I had worked in 

previously, in that instruction took place within a small school environment.  The 

students had access to a computer lab, and they were being exposed to some of the same 

computer-based curriculum modules that I had rejected in District A, because the 

curriculum was beneath my expectations for excellence. 

The career lessons that I organized the first semester were therefore initially 

introduced by me, and then passed on to the school for their use thereafter.  The first few 

lessons were given to all of the students in the school simultaneously, while subsequent 

lessons were delivered by each of the four educators on staff, in their own classrooms.  I 

too had a cohort of students that were assigned to me personally, for classroom 

instruction.   

I observed a notable difference in the ability of the various teachers to deliver the 

instructional modules.  I say this not as a condemnation of any individual‟s teaching 

ability, but as an observation of the difficulty that some teachers had, when they were 

asked to teach outside of their content-area specialties.  I learned that two teachers that 
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had arrived that year were just entering the career field.  The other two were seasoned 

veterans, one mid-career and the other preparing to retire, after thirty years in the 

classroom.  Both veteran teachers were familiar with the nature of the credit-retrieval 

program, having worked on this campus for a number of years. 

The teachers who were new to the profession struggled to deliver the instructional 

units that I had developed for their use.  I should have been more sympathetic to their 

plight at the time, in that they were being asked to teach a new course for which neither 

had been prepared.  They were barely new to the profession, and still learning how to 

plan their time effectively, as well as how to balance their work day.  Teachers need a 

few years to get their feet wet in the classroom, before they are asked to stretch 

themselves beyond their certification and licensure.  These people were already swamped 

with teaching a variety of other classes that were outside their areas of expertise.  The 

careers class was added to an already unrealistic teaching load.  It was unfair to both of 

them, and I should have known better, given my experience in District A.     

The two veteran teachers, however, did an exquisite job of delivering the modules 

that I had created.  One of them became interested enough in the class that she developed 

additional lessons, deriving from her life experience and passion for social studies.  The 

other also contributed a number of important concepts to the curriculum, deriving new 

ideas from her professional licensure and past practice as a school counselor.  Neither 

woman expressed any difficulty or discomfort with the expectation to teach the class.  I 

reviewed the work of their students periodically, and was satisfied with the results I was 

seeing.  
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I also observed that there were a number of structural elements that were 

prohibiting the class from being delivered consistently amongst the student body.   The 

first conundrum was that a number of students were employed in a vocational training 

program, earning money while learning about the building trades.  Their school schedules 

had been adjusted for this work-based learning opportunity, and they only attended 

school on our campus part-time.  They were therefore absent for half of the lessons. 

Some were belligerent and angry about the expectation to receive school-based 

career education, because they were quite satisfied already with their career decision to 

become members of one of the local trade unions.  I personally taught these students 

(mostly boys, only one girl that year), as many lessons as I could, but if I‟m honest, it was 

a struggle to manage their resentment, anger, and upset.  Nonetheless, some did not resist 

me, and two in particular came back to speak to me about how helpful the lessons were. 

One student is somebody I see routinely now, as he is working in a construction-

related job that is located within my neighborhood, and I see him from time to time.  The 

other joined an electrician‟s union, and spoke with me about how the careers class helped 

him to overcome his fear of seeking assistance when he found himself to be unemployed 

and homeless.  Neither former student has given me permission to tell their whole stories, 

but they each wanted me to be reassured personally that they gained some important 

insights in the class. 

The students at the alternative program were difficult to teach, because a number 

of them had experienced trauma in life that was impeding their ability to concentrate.  A 

number of the students were extremely poor, without the means to feed themselves some 
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days.  Some had recovered from drug addictions, and others were adjudicated youth who 

were supervised by a probation officer.  They were older than their peers, on average, and 

they were behind on credits, putting them at greater risk for dropping out of school. 

One boy in particular stands out, because he was presented to me after his parents 

had kicked him out of the house.  He had turned 18 years old, and had no idea of how to 

make it in the world.  He was living in his car and scared to death.  A school official 

simply walked him to my office, one day, and asked me to do what I could to help him 

find a job.  He was not in my program, and his most immediate need was to find food and 

shelter.  We talked about options, including coming home with me for a few weeks.  This 

invitation was declined, however, to the relief of my husband and the members of my 

extended family, who had long-tired of my tendency to simply bring students home, until 

I could get the proper authorities involved.   

The next day he moved in with an older woman who had been a neighbor of his 

family, found employment on his own, and dropped out of school.  I am therefore 

confessing now that I did not help or serve every student that I was exposed to; quite the 

contrary.  A number of my students were eligible for a range of social services, due to 

their backgrounds.  Some of the female students in this setting were either pregnant or 

already parents.  These young people were often going to school in the mornings, 

working in the evenings, and trying to raise children too.  They were open and honest 

about the economic struggles and obstacles that they were facing.  This was the 

population of student that called me back to the research community, as they touched my 

soul with their desire to learn what I was teaching. 
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Tech Prep Liaison Duties 

Several weeks after my arrival at the new job, I was approached by the director of 

the alternative program, who requested that I take on an additional responsibility.  She 

needed a representative from her school campus to work directly with members of the 

county‟s Tech-Prep Consortium, which was a local agency that had been put in charge of 

implementing another school reform movement, very much tied conceptually to 

vocational education, cooperative education, and School-to-Work philosophies.  My job 

would be to attend a number of meetings that would be held in the downtown region of a 

near-by metropolitan center, located approximately twenty-five minutes from the school 

campus. 

The meetings were held for the purpose of preparing vocational educators to 

articulate their curriculum materials to new skills standards for occupational education.  

The hope was that the courses, once aligned to the new standards, would be strengthened 

enough that the agencies involved could thereafter provide special opportunities for 

students to earn college-credits while still in high school.  In that regard, the Tech-Prep 

initiative fostered the notion of strong vocational programs in local high schools, that 

were taught by local secondary educators, but that were simultaneously structured so as to 

accomplish instructional goals that had previously been reached only if students managed 

to matriculate into a college-level program.   

The goal was to provide opportunities for students to gain skills while still in high 

school, but also to provide a mechanism through which the students could start to build 

their college transcripts.  My only assigned duty was to attend the meetings that year, so 
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as to discover what the expectations would be for local secondary schools and teachers, 

with the agenda of parlaying that information to the director of the alternative program, 

since she had been charged with restructuring it over time to assume a career and 

technical educational model.  She herself, was too busy to attend the after-school 

meetings, but asked me to attend, and offered me a small stipend ($800) to help 

compensate me for the extra duty hours.  

I admit that I felt as if it were one more of too many hats to wear that first 

semester, but I was also curious to learn what the Tech-Prep people were doing.  My 

attraction to the concept was piqued, because I had previously spent so much time in 

District A working with the local community college to develop opportunities for dual or 

concurrent enrollment in both the academic and vocational courses that were developed 

for students there.  The first meeting that I attended, however, made it obvious that the 

program coordinators in charge of the Tech-Prep movement were going to be prioritizing 

their articulation goals, based on the nature of the vocational program involved.   

In this regard, I could see that there was no need that year for me to be attending 

these meetings, because I was representing a school that had not yet re-structured itself to 

provide any of the technical training opportunities that were prioritized that year.  Our 

district had sent representatives to the one meeting that I attended, representing existing 

vocational programs that were already well-established and ready to undertake the 

challenge of articulation.  Those people, I believed, could represent the district‟s interests, 

but there was no plan to develop any of the specific occupational programs that were the 

priority that year, back at the campus that I was supposed to represent.   
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I left the first meeting knowing that I would have to decline further participation, 

in that the expectation to simply attend a working seminar without the corresponding need 

to articulate any program, was nonsense.  I was prepared to report back to my immediate 

supervisor, and to explain the situation in writing, if need-be, so as to de-commit from the 

expectation.  I knew that I would be disappointing those who believed that the meetings 

were further along than they really were, but I also knew that I needed to be assertive 

about the fact that my attendance at those meetings was an unnecessary waste of time.  

I had put in an honest twelve hour day, when I returned to my office that evening, 

in preparation for driving another forty-five minutes back home.  It was a cool October 

evening, and I was tired, but not really too upset about the time I had spent at the Tech-

Prep meeting.  I figured that the offices were worth exploring, even if I could see no 

practical reason for continuing as a liaison for the school district.  They were well 

represented by people who had the responsibility for articulation, and they did not need to 

be paying me $800 to sit and be idle.  I therefore stopped by my office, on the drive home, 

to answer my e-mails and to tidy up before the next work-day. 

I was confronted in the parking lot by a member of the school‟s staff (not a faculty 

member) who scolded me for not being readily available that afternoon.  She huffed and 

puffed about how much trouble I was in, for not being present when an incident occurred 

on campus.  I was confused.  She implied that there was some sort of emergency, and I 

was frightened by her tone, thinking a student had been hurt, maimed, or killed somehow.   

I pointed out to her that I was available now, and if she would calm down and explain to 

me what was going on, then maybe I could help.  I remember being upset at the 
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communicated sense of urgency, but also by the accusatory tone, which implied that I had 

purposely not been accessible to whomever was trying to reach me, and/or that I had 

purposely disappeared inappropriately for the time in which this problem had occurred.  

As it turned out, a student of mine had purchased marijuana from an adult 

employee.  The bigger problem was that both young women were employed by the school 

district.  Several school administrators were hopping mad that they had to deal with the 

issue, because I could not be reached.  I pointed out calmly that I had requested a cell 

phone of my own to use for my field practice, but that there was no budget yet allocated 

for my program that was robust enough to pay for the monthly service fees.  I also 

explained where I had been that afternoon, and encouraged everybody to check the 

attendance records of that meeting, to verify that I was where I had said I would be, when 

I checked out of the school campus earlier that afternoon. 

In the end, I worked with the student, her family, and the district-level 

administrator who was in charge of the work-site.  Together we documented what had 

taken place, and I supported the obvious decisions to have the student both fired and 

arrested.  It was her father who was particularly supportive of me during the whole 

process.  He was a police officer, and told me that his daughter had made a mistake, but 

that she sometimes needed to learn the hard way, and that the family had taught her to 

know better than to buy and use illegal drugs.  It was not the first incident in which I had 

personally been involved with reporting student drug-use.  This time, however, after the 

situation was resolved, somebody in District B delivered a cell phone that I was allowed 

to use for the rest of my tenure there.  I never knew who to thank, but the fees were paid. 
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Loss of the YTP Grant  

 

By the first week in October, I was prepared to meet the assistant that had worked 

in the YTP program the previous year.  She had been absent for the beginning of the 

school year, attending to a family medical emergency, but anticipated returning to work 

before the middle of October.  I was looking forward to working with this new colleague, 

as I was feeling a bit lonely and isolated in my new office suite, despite the many 

opportunities for personal interaction that existed out in the field.  I hoped to learn from 

her how everything had been structured in the past, since she had first-hand experience 

with the old YTP program, and I did not. 

My initial objective was to determine the extent to which I would need to monitor 

the flow of grant money, which had purportedly been secured to pay her salary.  I was 

now ready to assume the leadership responsibility for ensuring that the structures for the 

new blended program were supportive of the ideological bent of the special education 

granting agency.  The YTP grant money was supposed to provide some of the supplies 

and materials that I would need for special education students who were now blended into 

the DCE program. 

I had already received the capital equipment that had been secured via previous 

grant cycles, including six computers, two vans, and several printers.  I had also received 

an old copy machine, but it had been purchased with the DCE funds, not the YTP grant.  I 

had scrounged enough furniture to feel as if both of us could be situated comfortably in 

the new office suite, but recognized the need now, for another cell phone, as well as a fax-

line and an additional land-line for telephone services.   
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I therefore secured an appointment with the person in charge of the YTP grant for 

the district, to begin the process of learning how that side of my new job was structured.  

During the original job interview, the two people who had tried to explain the structures 

of the YTP portion of the job admitted that they were not familiar with them, because they 

had not worked in that domain previously.  They had assured me that there was a district-

level administrator who held the knowledge I was seeking, so she was the person I 

consulted, to learn how, where, and when those funds would be turned over to my 

administrative control.   

That is when I learned, quite by accident, that there had been a glitch in the 

funding mechanism for the money that was anticipated to be received through the 

vocational rehabilitation source.  I do not know the details of what took place behind the 

scenes, but I was informed that somebody had made the decision not to apply for the 

grant funds.  The application had been due by June 30
th

, but it had not been submitted, by 

conscientious choice.  I was hired in August by people who were not themselves aware of 

this new development.  This pivotal event would severely change the operating 

conditions under which I had been hired originally.   

The first semester was therefore half-over, before I realized that my offices would 

be manned by me, and by me alone.  There would be no assistants coming to help me, 

which was a lonely feeling.  While frustrated with this prospect, I could also see a bright 

side to the situational dilemma.  I recognized the freedom associated with not having to 

structure the new program to support the old grant, since it had not been secured.  This 

was a pivotal realization that was somewhat liberating.   
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Difficulties Encountered 

 
The loss of the YTP grant came as a shock to me, but it became apparent that 

other people in the district were not even aware that the development had occurred.  A 

number of district administrators had met with me, to discuss how the program might be 

salvaged, with the obvious need to restructure it once again, in response to the lack of 

resources now allocated to my new position.  The YTP grant had been a substantial 

amount of money, which had been infused into the district‟s program budget for special 

education students for many years.  The real reason that I asked for administrative 

support, was that I was the person in the field directly responsible for serving a 

community of educators and students who now felt cheated that I was not able to deliver 

the services that my predecessors had delivered in the past.    

One of the first problems that needed to be resolved for me personally was the 

perception that I faced, each and every day, when I went into the field to do my job.  

Some people criticized me personally, because they believed that I was not 

accomplishing enough.  Although my immediate supervisory chain had become aware of 

the loss of the YTP grant at the same time that I learned about the situation, other district 

employees had not been informed of that development.  Some people were therefore very 

harsh and critical of me, wondering why they were not receiving the same level of 

services that they had received in the past, when there were three additional adults 

working to provide work-based learning opportunities for students.   

It was extremely awkward and embarrassing for me.  I was put into a position in 

which I had to explain to the dozens of people with whom I interacted, that the position 
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had been restructured, and not financed to the same degree that it had been in the past.  I 

felt as if I personally was on the defensive, even though intellectually I knew that I had 

not been the cause of the problem.  Nonetheless, it took months for me to explain to each 

individual that I interfaced with, that the programs and classes would simply need to look 

different, from now on.   

The people who had received services in the past consisted primarily of special 

education case managers, one of whom confronted me directly with the accusation that I 

had failed his son, as well as his students.  He insinuated pointedly that I was at fault, 

causing his son to lose hope in the educational system, and to thereby drop out of school 

altogether.  I felt attacked on both a personal and a professional level, having never met 

him or his son previously, and having never seen any program files indicating that his son 

wanted to join the work-based learning program.  I listened, but did not offer any 

feedback to his complaints, as I did not know how to respond. 

After several days of licking my emotional wounds, I decided to go back and 

speak to the man again, this time with the intent of finding out the source of his mis-

understanding about what was really taking place in my office.  During the conversation 

it was revealed to me that his son had applied to be in the YTP program the spring before, 

but had been denied access to it.  I told him that when I was hired, I was told that all 

Special Education students had already been placed in field work-sites, and his son‟s 

name was not on any of the roll sheets that I had inherited.  I also explained that the 

program was now operating without the YTP grant budget, but that I was still serving 
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twice as many students as either of my predecessors.  He was not sympathetic in the least, 

and simply wanted to know why his son had not been accepted into either program.  

He did provide enough detailed information for me to go back into the files that I 

had inherited on the program, to search for clues related to his particular situational 

dilemma.  What I discovered was a recruitment practice that is probably fairly common, 

but one that that I found to be disturbing, once I had time to pause and reflect on the 

potential ramifications for students with disabilities.  The practice was for students to 

apply for the distinctive work-based learning program for disabled students, by sending 

applications for program participation through their case-managers.  The case-managers 

therefore served as gate-keepers for program participation. 

All jobs in America require written or verbal references for a candidate to be 

considered viable for a specific position.  What was disturbing to me, however, was that I 

found many of the disapproval letters, including the ones that had been written about his 

son.  They were grossly unflattering.  All had been collected from teachers or school 

personnel, rather than from members of the greater community.  The boy had 

experienced difficulties in his relationships at school, according to the written documents.  

He was therefore denied the opportunity to participate in the YTP program, and 

according to his father, had never been encouraged to apply for the DCE program.  The 

student had already dropped out of school, before I was even aware of his case.   

This was the conversation that started me looking into the records of how and 

who had been recruited into the various work-based learning programs in the past.  It 

turned out that special education students were allowed into the cooperative education 
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program, if they had completed the required vocational training coursework first.  I found 

numerous examples of this phenomenon in the historical files that were now situated in 

my own offices.  What I also discovered, however, was that the special education 

students who had not received technical training were not enrolled in the cooperative 

education class.  They were, instead, enrolled in the transition education program that had 

been paid for though the rehabilitation grant, which was no longer funded in our district. 

The problem I recognized was that the district, by having two separate programs, 

each of which were marching to different ideological drums, had created by happenstance 

a potentially discriminatory system of recruitment to the various learning opportunities 

for students that included work-based supervision and instruction.  On the one hand, 

vocational education courses were offered to disabled students, and they were allowed to 

enter the DCE program, along with their non-disabled peers, upon completion of the pre-

requisite vocational sequence of courses.  On the other hand, disabled students who had 

not received vocational education could hope to matriculate into their own special work-

based learning opportunity, paid for by the YTP grant.  The situation had occurred in the 

past, but we now had the responsibility and opportunity to remedy the situation, because 

there was now no need to have two parallel programs.  I spoke to one administrative 

manager for curriculum and instruction in the school district, and he offered to organize 

and host a series of discussions with the other members of the administrative teams who 

shared a vested interest in how and why the older programs had been allowed to operate 

in the past.  Through his initiative, I was given access to a monthly forum with these 

people, specifically designed to address the issues that were now emerging. 
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Youth Transitions Class 

 

Throughout the advisory meetings that were held in the fall, one particular 

dilemma kept surfacing.  Now that the YTP grant was no longer in place, but the IDEA 

(1997) law was still mandating Transition Education to students with disabilities, the 

question was raised as to who would be responsible for delivering such educational 

services.  The district had a plan in place to enhance a freshman level career exploration 

class that had been structured in the past around vocational education goals.  That class, 

however, was not yet fully incorporated into the curriculum of the district, nor required 

for every freshman student.  It was recognized to be the logical place for many of the 

transition education concepts to be taught, to both special education and regular 

education students, simultaneously.  Licensed career educators would deliver the 

instruction, because they were likely to be familiar with the concepts to be taught.     

The troubling reality was that the YTP grant had disappeared, but the legal 

requirement to provide sufficient instruction to disabled students, so as to prepare them 

for a smooth transition from school to gainful employment, had not gone away.  The YTP 

after-school club had served in the past to provide some of the instructional lessons that 

would help students and their families understand the range of career and training options 

in society, and how to gain access to them.   Without the YTP club, however, many 

students would now not receive this type of instruction, putting an inordinate amount of 

pressure on special education case-managers to do so, without the requisite knowledge 

and skills required of career-education specialists. 
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I was charged with the task of determining how many students in the district 

might benefit from a career education class that was developed specifically to assist them 

(and their case-managers), in the development of individualized School-to-Work 

transition plans.  If the district was planning to teach similar conceptual objectives to all 

students in the future, by requiring them to address such instructional goals and 

objectives in the context of a mandatory freshman-level career education course, then 

there would be only two or three cohorts of special education students who were already 

too old to benefit from those future learning opportunities. 

My job, then, was to see how many students that might be, with the expectation 

that such a school-based learning opportunity could be provided temporarily, until all 

freshman had caught up to the current senior class.  I was not sure if that would be a class 

of thirty students, a hundred students, or more.  I therefore sought permission to access 

the district‟s on-line database, to search for students who were considered to be members 

of the special education population who had not received career-education coursework.  

I secured permission to conduct an analysis of the data through the electronic 

system used to track attendance and school performance.  My background as a systems 

analyst helped me to capture a picture of what was taking place.  I was allowed access to 

the system and to the operating system guidebooks that described the computer 

programming language that the system operated upon.  I can read code, so I was able to 

decipher the syntax of the logical statements that were needed, in order for me to develop 

a number of reports that could show how many students there were in the special 

education program that had no verifiable career or transition education documented. 
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What I discovered was that there was only a small percentage of the disabled 

student population who had ever been enrolled in either of the old work-based learning 

programs, and fewer still who had taken career exploration their freshman year.  I 

identified at least 300 students who might benefit from pro-active career education, 

because they were approaching the age in which they were most likely to leave school 

and/or their familial households.  I secured the permission of the administrative team that 

was now meeting once a month on my behalf, to organize a mass-mailing to the 

households of the targeted students, inviting them to such a careers class the following 

semester.     

I contacted only those students who were over the age of sixteen, and who had 

accumulated enough school credits to be matriculated as juniors or seniors.  I invited 

them to a new section of the evening class, that would be tailored to their interests, and 

that would help them to prepare their own transition plans.  The opportunity structure was 

presented in writing, with the commitment that students who passed the course would 

receive priority-status for participation in the work-based learning program the following 

year.  Parents were allowed to respond to me directly, and were given sufficient response 

time to communicate with their child‟s special education case-manager, to discuss the 

opportunity in the context of the individual child‟s needs.   

I sent out over 300 invitations, but received only 27 affirmative replies, which 

turned out to be the population in the spring course.  The concepts taught were similar in 

nature to those that I had taught the semester before, except that these students were not 

yet working, so some of the workplace skills lessons were not yet developmentally 
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appropriate for this particular cohort.  They would receive that type of instruction the 

following year, if they returned to take the work-based learning class.  Additional 

concepts were integrated into the course, to complement the goals of the individualized 

transition plans that the students would be expected to outline as one of the course 

objectives.  

The only issue that arose with this arrangement was transportation for the 

students.  It was agreed that one of the vans that had been provided to the district by the 

old vocational rehabilitation grant would be used by me to transport students from the 

school that was geographically most distant from my classroom.  The district also agreed 

to provide bus-service from the other school.  Students were also allowed to drive 

themselves to the after-school class, if they had the means to accomplish that task.  There 

would be no costs to families associated with the course, as the District agreed to pay for 

the class supplies out of the Special Education budget. 

The most significant aspect of this spring course was that I was then allowed the 

opportunity to compare and contrast the requirements of the IDEA with the STWOA.  In 

the process, I learned that the transition education documents could more easily be 

accomplished if I taught lessons specifically to those goals.  In the end, therefore, the 

evening class for special education students provided a mechanism for me to become 

more familiar with the goals of the other policy.  Some of these goals were quite healthy, 

including asking students to consider how they planned to manage stress and manage 

themselves socially, once school was over.  This gave me the idea to include some of 

these concepts into the coursework I would offer to everybody the following year.   
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One of the reasons that I considered doing this was so that nobody in my class the 

following year would have a segregated curriculum.  Every student, whether disabled or 

not, was thereafter required to develop a career portfolio for themselves, that documented 

the resources we had explored that were related to setting life, education, and career 

goals.  The IDEA gave me the idea to integrate some of the youth development 

philosophies that are articulated in that piece of legislation, into the curriculum I was 

developing for the DCE class.  In this research project, there is evidence that this was a 

sound plan, as several of the students spoke to the inclusion of specific lessons that I 

would not have developed, if I had not been concerned about the special education 

students in my charge. 

There had been talk behind my back, as it turns out (revealed to me by several 

sources), that some of the special education case managers were unhappy with this 

arrangement and that they lacked confidence that I could work effectively with special 

education students.  This was strange to hear, after-the-fact, as most of the students did 

quite well in the course, and for the most part, I could not tell the nature of their 

respective disabilities, as they did not seem to impede their work in my class. 

There were a number of computers in my classroom that were obtained in 

previous vocational rehabilitation grant cycles. Many students stayed later than the 

typical course hours, so that they could write their papers for me using the equipment in 

my classroom.  Others took advantage of the computers to conduct the internet-based 

activities.  They could complete their weekly assignments there with my help, or on their 

own time, either at home or in their special education classes.   
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The students were all extremely well-behaved and motivated, and six came back 

the following year, to take the work-based learning course with me.  The only difficulty I 

had was in knowing if two students in particular really understood what I was saying.  

Both were considered to be mildly retarded, and while they participated verbally in class, 

I could tell that their written assignments had been accomplished with assistance.  I did 

not mind, as the students were happy to be in the class, were respectful, and on occasion 

did contribute actively.  Only one student dropped the class once it was underway.  The 

agreement had been that this was an optional opportunity, and that students who were not 

feeling comfortable or successful would be allowed the dignity of dropping the class at 

any time, for no penalty.  I encouraged this one boy to take the class for fun, rather than 

for credit, but he declined due to severe depression.   

The plan was for this course to be offered to students annually, until all freshman 

in the district (disabled or not) were receiving appropriate career-education through a 

common freshman experience.  In theory, then, the class would have been offered two 

more times.  As it turns out, however, the course was not taught the following two years 

that I was there, because there was controversy over the fact that I was teaching it on my 

own time, without compensation for the additional teaching load that I had assumed, once 

the original YTP grant was no longer available to the district.  I myself did not mind the 

extra load.  I offered to teach the class the second year, but was directed to cease all 

recruitment efforts for it.  Personnel changes were taking place all around me, and I was 

forewarned that the people that were coming in, to replace those approaching retirement 

age, were planning to seek the YTP grant funds again. 
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Two-Tier Recruiting 

 

The remainder of the first school year was spent thereafter with the expectation 

that my primary responsibility was to continue to monitor those students working in jobs, 

both on and off the district campuses who were enrolled in the DCE program.  I would 

also be teaching weekly career-education classes to the alternative students, while 

assisting their academic instructors with the delivery of the same lessons.  I would offer 

the new spring-semester YTP class to special education students that elected to enroll in 

it, and I would begin the process of recruiting students for the following school year‟s 

DCE program, which was a process that began in January.  

I was granted permission to conduct a two-tier approach to recruiting on the high 

school campus, which was a change from the previous year, when my predecessor was in 

charge. I recruited directly from the vocational education classes in January and 

February, which was quite time consuming, because this district had so many programs.  

I was excited at the time, because it allowed me entrée‟ into the vocational classrooms, 

where the teachers were very welcoming.  A few were disturbed by the new practice, but 

they explained why.  They were concerned that their students would take my class, 

instead of advanced technical training courses.  I respected the wishes of any vocational 

educator who did not want me to speak to their junior-level classes.   

The second wave of recruiting followed a month later, to give the vocational 

education students enough time to prepare their application packages ahead of their 

general education peers.  Special education students who were in the vocational courses 

already would therefore get priority registration status too.  This aspect was explained to 
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case managers, so that they would understand why the district had prioritized in favor of 

those students with verifiable skill-sets and occupational training experiences.  It was 

hoped that the case managers would then guide more students at a younger age to 

consider appropriating the knowledge and skills that were being taught in the vocational 

courses on campus.  

The recruiting process was also expanded, to ensure that I was allowed to speak to 

students who may have been missed in past years, because they were not enrolled in the 

mainstream junior English classes or in the social studies classes, where recruitment had 

taken place in the past.  I credit the advisory meeting with the district administrators as 

being the structure that provided me with this opportunity.  I appreciated the top-down 

support I received, because it meant that I was allowed to recruit differently without some 

of the backlash and hostility that I had experienced previously.  As a result of this 

support, I was able to recruit students directly from vocational education classes, special 

education classes, and the alternative program, in addition to the mainstream English 

classes on both campuses, which served more people than the social studies course did.   

Students who were vocational completers had the first crack at job interviews, but 

they did not always get hired first.  In the end, there were approximately seventy-five 

applications for the DCE program for the following year.  It took two or three months of 

concerted effort, but those students who had applied on time were allowed to compete for 

the jobs on campus, and then to work with me individually to find additional jobs in the 

greater community.  Some of the applicants withdrew from the program before the end of 

the hiring season that spring, leaving thirty-nine students scheduled into the next class. 
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Year Two Changes 

 

The second year of my employment with District B went fairly smoothly.  The 

structures were now in place to ensure that everybody in the district would have an 

opportunity to participate in the only work-based learning program that now existed on 

any of the high school campuses.  Again, I offered two evening courses to a blended class 

of students, having made sure that all vocational completers interested in taking the 

required after-school or evening DCE class were placed in job-sites that matched their 

vocational coursework, so that the district could maximize the only external funding 

source relevant to work-based learning that was still available to them.   

I pro-actively participated in a number of community events during the spring, 

when I had received so many applications for the program that I anticipated the need to 

open up certain types of job opportunities for students seeking specific types of 

employment.  One of the pro-active moves I made was to join the local Chamber of 

Commerce, and to work the monthly luncheons into my routine.  That structure allowed 

me to hob-knob with members in the employer community, by engaging with them 

socially in an informal environment.  They saw me frequently enough to know who I was 

and what I could provide, in terms of a networking opportunity for future employees.   

The district paid for my Chamber membership out of vocational education funds, 

and I paid for the lunches, since I had to eat anyway.  The monthly meetings were 

structured in such a way that I was allowed several opportunities to introduce myself, and 

to describe the changes to the program that had occurred, and the needs I had, in terms of 

finding appropriate job placements.  Through this mechanisms, I was able to secure not 
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only a number of potential job leads, which frequently came to fruition, but I was also 

able to gain a certain amount of direct personal contact with people that later became my 

allies, supporters, and even friends.  The experience was joyous for me, in that I was once 

again immersed in a community that supported the School-to-Work movement, as well as 

the subsequent iteration of it here in Arizona, which was directly linked now to the 

vocational structures within the Carl D. Perkins Acts and the occupational skill 

development priority that was evident in other pieces of reform legislation. 

The purpose of these various acts was to ensure that children were not enslaved in 

a work relationship with their new employers, but rather empowered to become more 

than just fledgling employees, just starting out.  A number of the occupational programs 

of study that are funded through the Carl D. Perkins Acts were represented by employers 

who attended the monthly meetings that I attended, so I was successful at developing new 

partnerships that were indeed beneficial for our students and our school district‟s public 

reputation.  Students were employed as a result in the automotive industry, the hospitality 

industry, local business offices and in local day-care centers looking to hire students with 

early childhood development skills.  There were other interesting options that opened up, 

including an opportunity to work in a local commercial plant nursery.  Although the 

district had recently hired a vocational agriculture teacher, her students were not quite 

ready to enter the workforce that year.  Nonetheless, anticipating their future need for 

jobs, I scouted for opportunities in that domain. 

What I learned was that there was indeed a demand for students who had 

verifiable knowledge and skills related to landscape architecture, botany, and commercial 
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agriculture.  The district was situated in a valley where growing occurred, as well as 

where marketing enterprises existed, to sell the various crops and agricultural products.  

One nursery hired one of my DCE students who had not had any vocational coursework 

related to agriculture, but who had an interest in growing plants.  The desert ecology 

concepts that I had taught in District A were being applied here in District B by local 

employers.  My student had not had me as a science teacher, but somebody had taught 

him basic botanical concepts, which the employer did appreciate.   

It was agreed that year that my duties would be expanded to include pro-active 

development in the community, specifically to support the various vocational education 

programs that existed already in the two major high schools.  The alternative program 

was simultaneously struggling to build relationships for their own students, an irony, 

when you consider that I was still housed on their campus.  I was not responsible for 

finding students jobs in that program, however, unless the students were graduating 

seniors who had applied on time for the DCE program.  There were only three or four 

alternative students that second year in the DCE program, and I worked with them 

directly, to provide field supervision for their work-based learning.   

Two vocational educators approached me directly, asking for assistance in 

partnership development.  What they wanted to create was yet another model of work-

based learning that would be conducted in direct response to industry-related technical 

training requirements that led to occupational certification that older student might be 

eligible for.  The two programs were fun for me to explore, because I had the 

opportunity, once again, to be working with academic teachers in the science domain.  
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The first was a person interested in exploring the possibility of clinical practicums for her 

students, studying to be laboratory assistants in the medical field.  The second was a 

person interested in developing a practical work-site in which her students could gain the 

practical applied knowledge to complement their classroom training in nursing services. 

Both women were like me, in that they held an academic teaching certificate in 

the sciences (biology), and both women had worked in private industry in a science-

related career field, prior to becoming teachers.  One woman, like me, had served for a 

number of years in the military, although we did not serve in the same branch.  Each was 

assigned to teach biology classes to general education students, but also one section of 

biology that was supposed to be restructured, if at all possible, to include Career and 

Technical concepts, so as to issue vocational credit, when the course was properly 

articulated to those standards.  Each woman approached me for assistance in developing 

the work-based learning component to their vocational programs, which would 

eventually earn students dual credit in science and vocational education. 

In the first case, the laboratory industry in which we sought partnerships was 

rather chilly to the idea.  The representatives of several labs that we approached together 

were not receptive to the idea of child labor, or to the idea of working with the K-12 

system.  One company representative explained it quite coolly to us, which was very 

difficult for both of us to hear.  The perception was that high school students were 

difficult, and not worthy of their attention.  They pointed out that they had a never-ending 

supply of adult workers to draw from, which they preferred.  They flatly refused to 

develop any type of school-business relationship. 
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In the second situation, I spent a number of off-duty hours working with a 

representative from the nursing home industry, trying to develop a clinical site for our 

students to learn practical protocols that would be tested on the Certified Nursing 

Assistants licensure exams, when students applied for credentials that documented in 

writing that they had learned specific competencies that are recommended for high school 

programs with that occupational focus.  In this case, however, the industry was very open 

to the idea, allowing me to work directly with a company representative, as well as their 

lawyers, who were physically located in another state.  Together we identified a number 

of program structures that needed to be in place first, but they were willing to allow us to 

use their facility as a training program, as long as our certified teacher worked out all of 

the other practical considerations for school-based instruction. 

A number of issues that remained to be resolved, however, involved costs that 

were potentially difficult to cover on the limited budget that the school would receive in 

exchange for overseeing such a program.  The number one issue was that of liability 

insurance, which would be necessary for both the teacher in charge, as well as the 

students.  The licensure exam itself cost money, as well as some of the practical 

equipment that would be needed, to ensure that the students in the program were properly 

trained before their opportunity to sit for the licensure examination, which included a 

practical demonstration of specific skills related to providing adequate nursing services to 

people who might be immobile.  It was the District that was reticent during my tenure 

there, so I cannot claim that I managed to get the program off the ground, but I am proud 

that I helped to make the necessary inquiries, and to document the learning that took 
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place as a result of pro-active measures.  Several years later, the district was able to 

secure the necessary infra-structure pieces and resources to offer such a program. 

The only downside to these partnership development adventures was that I found 

myself in direct competition with my own boss, an unenviable position to be in, to be 

sure.  What happened was that I was responding to the vocational education directives to 

build new partnerships, in accordance with the current funding opportunities in the State.  

The State supported clinical practicums for students who were simultaneously enrolled in 

a school-based occupational program of study that was structured in accordance with the 

newly adopted Tech-Prep initiatives.  These rules guided vocational education and work-

based learning, following the adoption of the State of Arizona‟s plan to replace the 

School-to-Work funding mechanisms, now that the original federal policy was 

approaching its sunset date in Arizona. 

What I learned, rather painfully, was that my own boss had been trying to set up a 

similar occupational program at the same facility.  I had been working with a teacher who 

had proposed the idea, so that thirty or more students could participate annually, under 

her direct tutelage and supervision.  I was put in charge of the partnership development 

process, which made huge strides in a very few weeks.  The facility was fully ready to 

extend the opportunity structure to the licensed professional educator with similar 

training in the field, because they admired her dedication to the profession, as well as her 

ingenuity and organizational initiative.  My former boss had similarly noble intentions, 

but she had not yet managed to place a single person in the facility, which would 

otherwise only entertain students who were older than eighteen years of age, and willing 
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to participate in the agency‟s certification classes, if an opening should present itself.   

None of the students in the alternative program had yet been placed. 

The issue became apparent when I attended a meeting that the vocational directors 

had planned and organized.  I was invited to show my progress and to provide practical 

suggestions. The meeting was held to discuss the conundrum created by the partnership 

development activities.  A member of the State Department of Education, representing 

clinical practicums for the nursing services occupational cluster had also been invited.  In 

that meeting it was disclosed that the State representative was very supportive of our 

efforts to try to establish the partnership and associated training agreements.   

What transpired was that I was placed in the awkward position of arguing that the 

specific structures that we were attempting to put into place would meet a number of 

vocational education standards.  I found myself arguing with my own boss.  She argued 

that the high schools and the alternative program had agreed that there would be no 

competition for program development.  She would be allowed to develop new projects, as 

long as they did not overlap with any of the existing occupational programs already in 

place.  If we were successful in developing a nursing services program for thirty students 

at one high school before she was, then she would not be allowed to develop a similar 

program for alternative students.  This raised the sticky question of territorial rights to 

program development.  I was being guided to facilitate the development of a program that 

could serve thirty students annually.  The program, if established, would be coordinated 

and supervised by the science teacher who had the dual licensure to deliver the vocational 

program.  She was relying upon me to guide the work-based supervision agreements, so 
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that the district‟s liability risks were minimized.  I did not know that my boss had already 

established a relationship at this institution.  As it turns out, my supervisor was working 

directly with a family member as the primary partner-contact at the nursing facility.  It 

was awkward advocating against her, for a program that could serve thirty students each 

year, as opposed to one that would serve students only if empty seats existed.  The 

conversation pitted me against my own boss, damaging our relationship.   

The next few months were spent recruiting again for the following year, but this 

time I did not have the additional burden of teaching the extra class in the evenings for 

special education students, as I had been directed to cease recruiting for that class by the 

Director of Special Education.  I was somewhat relieved, if I am honest, because the DCE 

classes were full and I had a great deal to do yet, in terms of filling seats for the following 

school term.  It was obvious to me that the work setting was changing all around me.  A 

number of people had announced their decisions to retire, we had a new superintendent at 

the helm, and the district as a whole was experiencing a number of difficulties regarding 

its reputation in the community.  It was awkward being a district representative out in the 

field, and being asked frequently about inside dynamics that I did not have first-hand 

awareness of.  The climate of the place was very tense, as a direct result of a number of 

controversies that occurred, none of which impacted my job directly.  What I did observe, 

however, were a number of pivotal events that shook my confidence in the leadership 

team at Bolide City.  The climate of the place became increasingly hostile, and I found 

myself shaken into the reality that my own job was on the chopping block.   
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Observing Instructional Delivery 

 

Another pivotal experience on that campus occurred when I was checking up on a 

colleague who was delivering one of the careers lessons that I had painstakingly written 

for the teachers at the alternative program.  I walked into one classroom where the 

lessons were supposedly being delivered, and found total chaos.  The students were not 

paying attention to the teacher, who was obviously flummoxed and embarrassed that I 

had walked in that moment.  The students were sitting on top of desks, making loud and 

obnoxious statements, and seemed to turn up the volume when I walked in.  I observed 

the teacher‟s feeble attempts to maintain control, looked up at the clock to check the 

amount of precious time left that teaching period, and went immediately into action mode 

to ensure that the lesson was indeed delivered then and there.  In other words, I took over 

the lesson, as well as the command of the classroom. 

I barked at the students to straighten up, knock it off, get into their assigned seats, 

or heads would roll.  I introduced myself as the author of the lesson plans and curriculum, 

got lip from one or two students, sent one to the principal‟s office, and told the other one 

that when she has a teaching license and/or a law degree, then I would entertain her 

arguments, but in the meantime, this lesson was intended to show her how to get there, 

and that I was the person with the expertise to provide such instruction.  The students 

quietly pulled themselves into order, and the lesson was delivered as promised.  At the 

end of the lesson, one of the boys that I did not know raised his hand and asked to speak 

aloud.  He tearfully pointed directly at me, while trying to compose his message.  I 

thought I was in big trouble and braced myself for criticism.  Instead, he uttered bravely 
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“I want YOU to be my teacher from now on.”  Several students came up to me after class 

and said meekly “thank-you … it‟s like that all the time in here … we‟re not learning a 

thing.”    

The boy who had looked me straight in the eyes touched my soul.  I cannot even 

begin to describe the emotions I felt when he followed through, and came to see me 

personally for further instruction.  He picked me out of the crowd, not the other way 

around.  I could have dismissed him, for a number of reasons, but I knew in my bones 

that if I did so, I would be in trouble with God.  I was being called into a whole new 

dimension of action and awareness, and I knew instinctively that I needed to be available 

to this child.  I also knew, the moment that he pointed his finger at me, that I was going to 

be held accountable personally for his well-being.  I saw to it that he received the 

instruction that he desired, which altered my own career trajectory.  

I felt Divinely aware of the responsibility that I had to provide instruction to this 

boy personally.  I also knew instinctively that I would be learning from him while 

teaching him simultaneously.  My interaction with him is what prompted me later to 

leave the classroom and work directly with students like him, in immediate need, so that I 

could better understand the circumstances under which they were living.  This knowledge 

impacted the curriculum that I would develop subsequently for future cohorts of students 

in the greater community.  This is the curriculum that I hope to package and provide to 

appropriate audiences, when this dissertation project is finished.  It was an agreement I 

made with myself and with my Creator.  I knew my job at this place was rapidly coming 

to an end, and I was shown the path that I would be led to follow.  
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Marketing Video 

 

That same year, the district had sponsored an all-day teacher in-service that 

provided me with the opportunity to work directly with the Vocational Education faculty 

who were responsible for the delivery of the twenty three technical occupational courses 

that fed my work-based learning program.  One of the needs that we perceived was to 

develop our marketing strategies, so as to inform more people about the range of program 

options available to students in the district.  I suggested that we make a promotional 

video for ourselves, and volunteered to help coordinate the filming, since I had the most 

flexible school schedule.  I was willing to donate time during the day, and to work my 

other obligations around this special project.     

The vocational teacher in charge of the TV / Media Production program at one of 

the schools organized the equipment and selected the students with the appropriate skill-

sets to perform the actual filming and recording tasks.  I wrote a short script for the video, 

to provide a structure to the filmed events.  I then organized several field trips for his 

students, taking them to a variety of the work-sites where my students were employed, so 

that they could conduct interviews and film them on video tape.  The whole project only 

took one day per week for the month of January, and I managed to work overtime to 

finish my other obligations and work tasks.  In the end, these students and their teacher 

edited the clips and synthesized them into a thirty-minute video, which was then used for 

marketing purposes, both on the school campus and in the greater community. 

In the course of that experience, the students asked me if I would consider serving 

as the female chaperone for a field trip that their teacher had cancelled, because he could 
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not find a faculty member willing to accompany the group to California.  I said yes, and 

secured permission to drive one of the district‟s vehicles to California over a holiday 

break.  I donated several personal days off, but it was an experience that was magical.  I 

cannot claim any credit for the organized tours, as the vocational education teacher had 

made all of the arrangements.  He managed to secure behind-the-scenes tours to various 

studios, including NBC, where we were allowed to witness the filming of a Jay Leno 

show.  We also visited the site where the Geico commercials are illustrated, and met the 

people who are the commercial artists that draw the little gecko that is their icon.   

Throughout the whole trip, students were exposed to authentic work-sites that hire 

people with the same production skills that they were learning in class.  We were allowed 

to speak with these professionals, who were honest and forthright about how competitive 

their industry is, and where they received their entry-level training.  Students were told 

about a number of private schools that were devoted to teaching these aspects of the 

industry, including at least one that was in our own state.  The students presented 

themselves well in public, and seemed to me to be very shy about the whole experience.  

When it was over, however, and they were back amongst themselves in a more private 

setting, they opened up to exclaim their excitement and enthusiasm.  Professionally, it 

was a rewarding experience for me, and I could see a thousand ways that other students 

in the vocational programs on campus could have benefited from the same excursion.  

We saw shops in the industry that were dedicated to props, costumes, and set-design, 

which would have intrigued our fashion design students and drafting students.  I felt at 

home in the studio environment, and found myself fantasizing about a career change.  
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Loss of Capital Equipment 

 

Later that semester I was sitting alone in my offices, conducting an analysis of the 

work-station hours, which was a new routine that had been assigned to me by the 

district‟s financial officers.  They were worried that nobody in the past had properly 

monitored the time that each student was spending on their district jobs.  The task 

revealed a number of inconsistencies and errors that were taking place, none of which 

were difficult to correct.  I was pondering how to maximize the allocation of student 

workers in the district jobs, in preparation for the upcoming hiring season, hoping I could 

squeeze one or two more students into the program.  A woman knocked on my office 

door, and asked to speak with me privately. 

I did not know who she was, but I stopped what I was doing, and invited her to sit 

down.  She introduced herself as a representative of the agency that had supplied the old 

vocational rehabilitation grants to the district in the past, and told me that she had heard 

that we were no longer involved in the grant-funded program, and that I was the person 

who would know where the capital equipment for the program was stored.  She patiently 

explained that the vans were needed elsewhere in the community, and if we were not 

using them, she hoped to get at least one of them reassigned, back to her own agency.  

She and I spoke about the changes that had occurred, and I was forthright and honest 

about the fact that my office was now a one-woman enterprise, and that I did not need 

two vans, and rarely used the one.  I drove my own car and claimed mileage or paid for 

the gas myself.   
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When the extra session of the YTP class had been taught the previous year, the 

van was utilized frequently.  I still used it a couple of times per week to go and get 

individual students who were receiving instruction or transition services from me 

directly, but I had access to district vehicles that I could use for that purpose, if I 

scheduled them in advance.  The woman asked if I would be willing to put that in writing 

for her, and I did so.  That letter, while forthright and honest, got me into a bit of a bind 

with the district-level administrators, who were furious with me for speaking with the 

woman one-on-one.   

What we learned is that the capital equipment received in the past was not owned 

by the District, but rather by the other State agency that had provided it, as long as we 

were active participants in the grant-funded YTP program.  Since we were not, and had 

not been for the second year in a row, it seemed to me that her request that we release the 

equipment be honored.  As it turns out, it was not just the vans that were listed as 

equipment granted to the district for the dedicated use.  It was also a number of 

computers, printers, and miscellaneous office equipment that had been utilized in the 

past, not all of which I could account for.  I conducted an honest inventory of the 

equipment that I had received, and turned the list over to the district finance officers.  I 

was informed several weeks later that the equipment was going to be reallocated, and was 

ordered to prepare the equipment for transfer out of my own offices and classroom space.  

Overnight, the equipment was removed.  I was therefore stripped of the tools that were 

needed by many of my students, to conduct some of the internet-based activities that I 

had created to facilitate their final job search, as they transitioned out of high school. 



 

 

  583 

Additional Ideas 

 

I spent the remainder of that second year recruiting for the upcoming hiring 

season.  Again, I was consumed with a number of partnership development activities, this 

time trying to expand job openings for students in career clusters that had not been 

actively involved in the DCE program previously.  I took some time to look for job 

openings for the students enrolled in the culinary arts program, drafting program, and 

fashion design/merchandising classes.  I found several potential work-stations and pro-

actively recruited students.  I had the best luck in the culinary field, and managed to 

open-up a number of job-positions in the hospitality industry as well.  I was criticized for 

encouraging my students to apply for entry-level positions in local resort hotels, but the 

students who were placed there loved those jobs.   

I was frequently called upon to provide introductions between members of the 

school faculty and members of the greater community.  I was always on the look-out for 

individuals from the employer community who might be willing to work with the schools 

in a more pro-active manner, even if that did not yet include opportunities for work-based 

learning.  I invited several women from a non-profit inter-faith organization within the 

immediate community to speak with me about their ideas for possible service-learning 

projects that the students could engage themselves in.  A third woman was willing to help 

the district organize a fashion show for the students in the fashion design class.  She had a 

business of her own in that specific industry, and was willing to organize the event in 

partnership with the local Chamber of Commerce.  
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I also recognized that the students in the alternative program were not receiving 

very robust instruction on the bank of computers that existed in their facility.  The 

program did not have any licensed career and technical education teachers on staff, other 

than me, and my role was minimal there.  The construction trades program had been 

suspended, due to a lack of funds from the greater community, and no other occupational 

program was yet offered.  I knew of a woman who lived in the district that was 

commuting across town to teach business and web-based design classes.  She was an 

accomplished technology teacher with numerous awards to her name, and we met one 

day to discuss the possibility of pitching her talents to the district.   

I reported the various pro-active measures that I had taken that semester, in the 

hope of creating a wider array of work-based learning opportunities for the students in the 

district.  The written report that I submitted to the district-level advisory team, however, 

was publicly ridiculed by one of the school administrators, who argued that my efforts 

were a waste of my professional time.  It was announced flatly to me, in a public setting: 

“all you did was invite your girlfriends to lunch.”  Another school administrator told me 

that working with the inter-faith group to develop service-learning opportunities was 

considered to be bad-form, in that the concept was considered to be a violation of church-

state relationship boundaries.  The professional colleague with web-design teaching 

credentials was informed of the negative comments that I had received, and encouraged 

to keep her current employment situation.  She continued to win national and state 

awards for her professional expertise.  I recognized in the summer of 2004 that my new 

job might be restructured yet again, and that I might not be included.   



 

 

  585 

Third Year Decisions 

 

I returned the third year, knowing it would be a difficult one.  There had been 

several incidents that arose over the summer, requiring me to work on my off-contract 

days to resolve a number of personnel issues, including the false accusation that I had 

earned a ticket while on the field trip to California the semester before.  Luckily, I was 

able to back-track the claims made against me, and to furnish the district with 

documentation that indicated that I was not to blame.  There had been other concerns 

about that field trip, including a minor traffic accident that had occurred and not been 

reported.  Since I was not the person driving the vehicle, nor responsible for organizing 

the logistics of the trip, I did not think it was my duty to write a written report.  I was 

advised otherwise, and spent some of my off-contract days doing so, after the fact.  

Another incident kept me busy that summer, regarding the placement of a special 

education student who had been promised a part-time job, in writing, by her case-

manager.  I tell this story now to make the point that no child in America can be 

guaranteed a job, whether an educator puts that expectation in writing or not.  I managed 

to find a supervisor who would accommodate the student.  The student had not received 

specific school-based training in the types of tasks that were required in that specific job-

site.  The site-supervisor worked patiently with the student all year, but the truth of the 

matter is that the young woman did not have the aptitude to learn most of the 

bookkeeping tasks, so the supervisor did not feel as if she received an appropriate return 

on her financial investment in the students‟ productivity.   
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For the third year in a row, I would be working without the YTP grant, but this 

time I would also be working without the benefit of the computers, printers, vans, or 

other office equipment that had been removed from my physical environment.  I therefore 

started to explore the possibility of my students doing their work on their own home 

campuses, utilizing equipment that was available to them there, in the library and career 

centers.  This allowed me the opportunity to restructure the lessons slightly, so that they 

could be accomplished more easily in a distance-learning format.  I made sure that more 

direct instruction took place during the evening seminars, since there were no computers 

available for my use anymore.  Some of the group activities that had been conducted in 

the past were restructured so that students could accomplish them independently on their 

own time. 

One of my students was struggling on the job, having been assigned to work in a 

setting within the District where an unfortunate event had occurred prior to her 

employment.  The morale in the place was negative, and the student was becoming 

depressed at all of the gossip she was hearing on the job between her adult supervisors.  

Although I was successful at gaining the approval of the site-level administrator to have 

the adults counseled to be gentler when she was present, it became increasingly obvious 

that the situation was so egregious as to be unhealthy for my student.  I therefore 

negotiated a new job for her, and had her file a letter of resignation.  Another student was 

lined up to take the job, but it was discovered that she did not have the legal right to work 

in the United States, having come here from Mexico as a baby, when her parents entered 

the country illegally.  The job remained vacant for a number of months.  It was eventually 
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filled mid-semester by a student with no particular skill-set who seemed oblivious to the 

context of the office morale problem.  The rest of the district, however, was receiving 

legal instructions on how to report the types of incidents that had caused the unrest. 

I received word from my immediate supervisor one day that she had received a 

complaint from one of DCE students, who was also one of her alternative education 

students.  The young woman was miffed at the expectation to take the evening DCE class 

while simultaneously employed in the district‟s after-school daycare program for 

elementary school students.  The complaint was that she felt no need to take the course at 

all, and simply wanted to work for credit, through the alternative program that my 

supervisor ran.  She had obtained permission from the employer to keep her job, and 

permission from the school administrator to drop the class, yet still receive credit 

somehow.  It needs to be said again, that the vocational standards in Arizona insist that 

students take school-based instruction and be supervised in the field by a licensed 

cooperative education teacher, in order for the district to receive funding for the work-

based learning program. 

What was at issue here was another case of program jurisdictional boundaries.  If 

the district‟s other students had to attend the school-based class, because it was required 

to ensure that adequate instruction was taking place, related to work-force legalities, then 

this student should have been told, in my humble opinion, that she too needed to take the 

class.  If she wanted just the job, and no school credit, then the site supervisor had the 

power to hire her in that regard, but he too was a District employee, and this was a 

district-run after-school program.  The mere suggestion that the alternative program 
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students would be allowed to fill the part-time jobs that had traditionally been reserved 

for students emerging from the early childhood education program implied to me that the 

skills and competencies that were delivered in that occupational program were not 

valued.   

I felt undermined, but more importantly, I could see how the practice would 

undermine the early childhood education programs that were offered at both of the main 

high school campuses.  In my experience, the students emerging from these programs 

were in hot demand, specifically because they had verifiable skills and competencies 

related to working with younger children.  They had received training in education and 

instruction, the planning of age-appropriate activities, dealing with stressful situations 

that are inherent when working with youngsters, and specific hygiene protocols designed 

to keep day care centers clean and safe.  This student had not received such training, and 

yet had been hired, because the demand is so great.  That meant a corresponding risk that 

she would need to learn some of these competencies through difficult on-the-job 

experiences and that I would be the person most-likely called in, to mediate any conflicts 

that might arise. 

My objection was that I had to make the claim that my own supervisor‟s proposed 

work-based learning model would conflict with the DCE program that had been 

established long-before I had arrived, and that was supported philosophically by the State 

of Arizona through the vocational and cooperative education standards.  My boss was 

proposing to offer credit to students for their work-based learning experiences, without 

key structures in place, including a mandatory school-based course that was supervised 
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by a licensed and certified cooperative education teacher.  She pressured me to allow the 

student to receive credit through an alternative paradigm, which of course I resisted.  In 

the end, the alternative student dropped out of the evening course, as did two of her peers.  

All three earned school credit for working, without being supervised by me, under the 

direction of my direct supervisor, who was now competing with me directly for the right 

to issue such school credits.   

In the next few weeks I was told that my job would be restructured immediately, 

so that my presence was accounted for at all times.  When I found out what the new 

expectations were of me, I was floored.  The expectation was that I would sit in an open 

office at each of the school‟s campuses, providing visibility to my whereabouts.  I would 

be limited to field visits on Fridays only, which was ludicrous, given the number of 

quarterly visits that are required by state vocational standards.  I could not guarantee that 

all of the problems in the field could be resolved on a Friday.  I was frequently called into 

the field to resolve problems that are naturally occurring when you have youngsters in the 

adult work-force, including sexual harassment, time-sheet fraud, emotional outbursts by 

both students and their adult supervisors, stealing, dress code violations, and 

interpersonal relationships that had fouled.  Those types of encounters are a big part of a 

program coordinator‟s job, and they cannot necessarily wait until a Friday morning.   

The bigger problem was that I would be away from my computer and desk, where 

training plans were being developed for my students in the off-campus positions.  This 

was an enormous amount of work that would now have to be accomplished in somebody 

else‟s office, without access to my own program files.  I decided to call my lawyer, to see 



 

 

  590 

if I could get some advocacy help, and I called a union representative for additional 

advice.  The lawyer negotiated with the district‟s lawyers, to structure my work 

assignment back to the original configuration, and the proposed changes were repealed.    

The final straw came one day, when I was sitting in one of the new perches that 

had been assigned to me on one of the large high school campuses.  The telephone rang, 

and I was informed that it was my mother-in-law.  She was crying, and said that her 

husband, she believed, had just had a stroke.  I lived only five minutes from the school, 

so I offered to come home to help her.  I turned to the woman who was sharing the office 

space, and informed her of what had transpired.  She witnessed me call my own 

supervisor‟s office, to inform them that I was going to go home for the rest of the 

afternoon, to see how I could help mom.   

When I arrived home, my father-in-law was partially paralyzed, so I scooped him 

up, put him in my own car, and drove the three of us to the Veterans Hospital where he 

received care.  My husband met us there, having similarly stopped work for the day, to 

attend to the medical emergency.  When I got home that afternoon, there was a telephone 

message from my attorney, begging me to reply at once. We spoke for just a few minutes.  

He told me that the district had used this incident as an example of how I could never be 

found in the field.  I relayed that there had been two witnesses to my whereabouts, and 

that my father-in-law was now hospitalized.  He turned back to the district, and began the 

process of negotiating my release from the current teaching contract.  I made the personal 

decision that I was not willing to work in a hostile work environment, and that I would 

seek employment elsewhere.  .     
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(F) - Comet School District 

 
The School-to-Work movement was changing, all across America, not just in 

Arizona.  I wanted to understand why.   The School-to-Work offices in town were now 

closed, and the local liaison was also looking for a new job.  I had applied for one job in 

particular, situated in Comet City, which required the precise vocational and cooperative 

education certificates that I already now possessed.  I did not even receive a telephone 

call to say that I was either qualified or not, let alone a job interview invitation or a job 

offer.  I was therefore quite convinced that my public school teaching days were now 

over, and decided to invest fully in the doctorate degree as part of a new career trajectory, 

not fully understanding what that would entail.  

I was therefore resigned that I would never again be employed as an insider to any 

school district, and started the process of setting myself up as a trade specialist.  I hired a 

graphic artist to create a logo for the business that I intended to start, and began the 

process of applying for a registered trademark, under which I could protect my own 

curriculum materials, both then and in the future.  I was preparing myself to accomplish 

my own research agendas, once the dissertation was completed.  I investigated a number 

of avenues that might lead to success in the curriculum development arena, and found 

several professionals who were willing allies to the various ideas that we discussed.  I 

planned to complete the doctorate degree first, while working simultaneously in a new 

part-time job in private industry. 

Unexpectedly, I received a telephone call from a principal at Comet City.  He had 

tripped across the resume‟ I had submitted there, related to a work-based learning 
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coordinator job that had been advertised the previous summer.  The man was not looking 

to fill that position, however.  He was looking for a person who could work part-time in a 

middle school science classroom, to fill the shoes of somebody else who had left the 

profession, so as to care for a family member who was terminally ill.  I was intrigued, and 

somewhat sympathetic, because my own family was now caring for a beloved disabled 

elder ourselves.  He explained that the job had been split, so that two teachers could work 

part-time around their obligations at home.  The second teacher was working part-time 

because she was pregnant, and rapidly approaching her delivery date.  

I agreed to a job interview and conversation with the woman with whom I would 

be sharing a classroom and teaching assignment.  I had a tough choice to make, but 

recognized that the part-time job would allow me the opportunity to be employed within 

my own profession again, and to earn retirement and medical benefits once more.  That 

was why I said yes.  It was a practical decision.  The money was considerably less that I 

was used to making, but the teaching assignment was a breeze, allowing me to continue 

my studies and to continue working in the other part-time position.  I was asked to take 

over all of the classes, once the other woman had her baby and took a short maternity 

leave.   The agreement, therefore, was that I would be assigned to teach three 8
th

 grade 

science classes in the morning, with my teaching day ending at approximately 11:30 each 

day.   I was not required to take on any other special duties that semester, leaving my 

afternoons and evenings open for my other job, my graduate school obligations, and 

family matters.  It was an ideal set-up for me, and not one that I had been seeking.  I 

perceived it to be a little bit miraculous.   
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Comet City Middle School 

 

The first day that I arrived on campus, I dove right in.  My students were nearly 

six weeks behind the other three cohorts of students, having missed much of the 

instruction that was on the list of objectives that had been identified as pertinent to their 

educational experience.  I admit that I did not reach every objective, as I strove to catch 

my three classes of students up to where the others were.  The shared classroom space 

meant that my students could see evidence of the hands-on activities that were taking 

place in the afternoon, and they expressed jealousies that they too were not at a point yet 

where they were getting to learn the mini-chemistry lessons.  By February, however, we 

were all on the same page, which meant that I would not have to prepare two sets of 

lessons at night, once my colleague left on maternity leave.    

The number one instructional priority, however, was not placed on teaching 

science objectives each day.  The school was under considerable pressure to be in 

compliance with the standards for mathematics instruction, as that was one of the 

academic domains that would be tested on the new standardized tests that had recently 

been adopted in Arizona.  Students needed to pass these examinations in order to 

matriculate and graduate on time.  The science lessons that I taught that term were 

therefore anticipated to be delivered in an instructional period of time that was truncated 

each day by fifteen or twenty minutes, so that I could deliver math lessons to students, in 

preparation for those exit exams.   

This meant that each of my teaching periods was limited to about forty-minutes, 

as this school had not yet adopted a block-schedule routine that I was used to.  The 
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students were therefore receiving mathematics instruction in another class, for the full 

hour-long period of time.  I, however, felt cheated out of twenty-minutes of science 

instruction, in order to blend the expectations for mathematics instruction, as dictated by 

the high-stakes exit exams. I am a person who is more than happy to integrate 

mathematics concepts into the science lessons that I am teaching, but this was not the 

delivery model. Instead, I was handed pre-packaged problem sets, and told to teach them 

first, before the science lesson even began.  I managed the task, but resented the loss of 

instructional time devoted to my own academic discipline. 

The goal of the rest of the lessons that were taught that year was to introduce 

students to science process skills, including the development of logical steps that would 

allow students to examine natural phenomenon.  The schoolroom was equipped with 

sinks and lab stations, in addition to tables and chairs in the middle of the physical space.  

The building was very old, and there were no windows in the room, other than a small 

transverse window pane that was directly above the main entrance door.  The students 

could therefore work at either lab stations or desk spaces, and there was plenty of room 

for a number of hands-on activities to take place.   

My only objection to the physical set-up was that it was a tad dark, by my 

standards, with no natural light, and dark black backsplashes under the bank of wall 

cabinets that housed the science equipment.  I would have installed a bank of lights under 

each cabinet, so that students could see more clearly and with less strain.   I always felt 

well supplied in that school, in that each student had a textbook to take home for the 

semester, and each desk had an additional book that remained on campus.  I know that 
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somebody had to fight for that resource allocation decision, and I am one educator who 

was on the receiving end, and very appreciative.   

Each lab station was well equipped, and there was a robust chemical inventory 

that allowed us to learn a great deal that semester.  The district had contracted with a 

waste disposal company to remove industrial wastes from the lab, but my students did not 

do anything that could not be washed down the kitchen drain.   

The principal had generously offered me my own budget to manage that term, so 

my students were not competing directly with the other teachers‟ students for supplies 

and materials.  Each student was supplied with a three-ring display binder that could 

house archives of their own work, as a document of their learning and achievements.  I 

organized a portfolio contest each of the last two quarters, and paid out of pocket to 

provide financial awards for students whose binders were the most organized and 

complete.  A number of students won prizes that year. The economic incentive was 

keeping some of the children on task, and most performed very well. 

I did not initially regard the personal commitment that I had made to the original 

federal policy to be useful or applicable in this setting, until I reviewed the Arizona 

curriculum standards for middle school science programs. I then realized that they were 

one place in which the goals and tenets of the federal reform movement had been 

integrated into the state‟s academic objectives.  I now had an inkling of when and where 

some of the original goals of the policy were expected to be introduced to students here in 

our own State.  I was floored and excited simultaneously, and did manage to produce 
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about a week‟s worth of lessons that I was able to deliver to my own students at the end 

of the term, when the other curriculum objectives had finally been satisfied.  

What made the lessons successful was that they were offered the same week that 

the school counselors from the high school came to sign students up for their freshman 

experience.  The students in my class had just had the opportunity to learn about a 

number of occupations that were directly related to science.  Their textbooks included a 

mini-dictionary of occupational clusters, as well as a number of single-page explanations 

of the jobs in industry that were available to people who had studied particular science 

disciplines.  The children did not have a great deal of knowledge about the science 

domains, so we spent some class time, both before and after the counselors came into my 

classroom, to discuss the idea that certain course sequences could lead to employment in 

science-related jobs. 

Only one disciplinary incident disrupted the routine.  It involved a male student 

who came into my classroom drunk.  Not just a little tipsy, mind you, but so inebriated 

that he could barely walk straight.  I feared that he might fall and harm himself, so I 

called the front office to have somebody else come into the space to check on his health 

and wellness.  Two men arrived, both of whom were on the school‟s staff.  Their 

assigned duties included removing students who were disruptive, so as to ensure that 

instruction was not impeded or thwarted.  I wrote up the incident report, which was all 

that was required of me personally.  I was very happy at this school setting, but 

recognized that the teacher on maternity leave would be returning the following year to 

claim the full-time position.  
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Comet City High School 

    

The second year that I worked for the district, I was hired by a principal at one of 

the district‟s three high schools.  I was assigned to teach five cohorts of freshman 

biology, which as it turned out, was really a mixture of primarily ninth graders, but older 

students as well.  Some kids had transferred from other districts, where the freshman 

expectation was an earth science course. For some unknown reason, this high school did 

not offer earth science as a mandatory underclass expectation.  Sophomores were 

required to take a class in physics, which is traditionally taught at the junior or senior 

level.  Transfer students were therefore forced backwards, to take the biology course with 

freshman students, if they had missed it earlier. 

The biology classroom that I was assigned to was lovely.  For the first time in my 

teaching career, I could not complain about the physical set-up of my teaching space.  

The room was very large, with two chemical fume hoods, which are pieces of equipment 

I had never had before as a classroom teacher.  I had worked for three years in an 

environmental science lab while employed in industry, and had taken chemistry courses 

at the university level, so I knew the value of that equipment.  The room also had two 

distinctive teaching spaces.  There was a seating gallery at the front of the room, where 

thirty student desks faced a well-equipped demonstration bench that had faucets for cold 

water, a hard-piped drain in the over-sized sink, and natural gas jets (although the gas had 

been turned off).  

The back of the room had eight distinctive work stations for small groups of 

students.  The room could therefore accommodate 30 – 32 students with ease.  Each lab 
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station had a chemical resistant counter top, an independent sink and drain, and barstools 

to accommodate the higher work surface.  Each station also had a bank of locking 

wooden cabinets and drawers, although there was no equipment inside of them yet.  The 

back of the classroom had a whole bank of locking glass wall cabinets, with a class set of 

plastic cylinders and glass beakers.  Between my classroom and another two biology 

classrooms was a space dedicated to prep-work.  Again, it had sinks, refrigerators, 

microscopes, a slide collection, and a number of apparatus pieces that I did not even 

recognize.   

The first few months of my tenure at the high school, however, made me realize 

that while the capital equipment was in good operating order, there was no corresponding 

budget that had been set aside for my use, in the context of teaching supplies and 

materials.  Every teacher on site, despite their teaching assignment, had been given a 

purchase order to a local office supply store, with an annual budget limit of $250.  I was 

teaching 150 students that year, and spent that money the very first week, setting up each 

student with a three-ring binder and set of Avery Index files that would encourage the 

development of an assessment portfolio. 

I had been informed that my students would be amongst the first in the State of 

Arizona that would be expected to take the newly written exit examination, as part of the 

high-stakes testing movement, now in full swing.  In previous years, that test had been 

focused on assessing reading, writing, and mathematics skills.  The newer expectation 

would be that the State would assess science skills, and biology concepts were anticipated 

to be heavily tested.  I therefore prioritized my spending on the purchase of three-ring 
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binders and index tabs, to help my students stay organized, in preparation for the state-

mandated test the following year. 

The students were taught how to structure their assignments so as to demonstrate 

specific course objectives.  Assignments were developed in the order of the textbook that 

had been provided, but hands-on activities were designed with the State standards in 

mind.   District C had prioritized expenditures in favor of a textbook, which had been 

provided to each student, along with an extra class-set that was retained in each teacher‟s 

immediate possession.  I whole-heartedly appreciated the investment in these 

instructional tools.  I was never without a lesson plan, because I had a reading resource 

that was available to all of us in the classroom every day, as well as to students at home.   

I spent much of the first year on the high school campus, therefore, learning 

which resources I could leverage, including access to the district‟s print-shop, copying 

machines, and library.  I also found ways to jump-start certain activities by asking the 

parents of my students to donate specific low-cost items.  I even found a physical 

education teacher who would save her empty clear plastic tennis-ball canisters for my 

classroom.  This provided a key tool for me to utilize, as my students designed 

experiments related to the observation of seedlings that were germinating and growing 

under a number of variable growth conditions.   

There were four specific activities that would classify as school-based activities, 

allowing students to develop skills related to authentic methods and protocols that would 

be used by the scientific community, specifically the development of process skills such 

as observational techniques, experimentation, and reporting of findings.  The first activity 
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allowed students to study the process of germination, by observing a variety of seeds that 

were exposed to the environmental conditions that would prompt their growth and 

development. The second activity allowed students to watch microbial colonies develop, 

when situated in a nutrient agar plate.  The third activity involved observations associated 

with plant growth, and students were expected to develop their own experimental 

designs, so as to demonstrate their understanding of controlling variables and testing 

hypotheses. 

The final activity was also botanical in nature, as it involved the direct application 

of botanical concepts in the field.  Students were encouraged to grow a number of species 

of plants, either from seeds, bulbs, or rhizomes.  The plants were then transported to a 

number of sites, both on and off the school campus, where the students had the 

opportunity to keep track of the growth patterns, by keeping a detailed log of their 

observations, as well as a growth chart map.  This project allowed for those students with 

the most interest in the topic to delve a little deeper than their peers.  Eight students 

moved their plants into a large block planter on campus, where the plants continued to 

thrive under their watchful and caring eye.  Once these students had matriculated on to 

the next grade, however, their seedlings and bulbs soon decomposed back into the soil. 

The most fun aspect of the whole project was that the students were so eager to 

come into the classroom to check on their various projects.  Some complained that the 

classroom was a tad smelly, since we were using all sorts of different types of fertilizer.  

Others were allergic to the molds that had grown in the specimens that had been over-

watered.  I, however, was simply cheered up, because the students, for the most part, 
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liked the botany unit.  I got the reputation for being the lady who had the green thumb, 

and total strangers on campus (mostly kids), would say “so are you Mrs. Jumanji?” 

(making a reference to the children‟s movie with that same title).   

According to my predecessor, the lack of a science budget had been an issue 

before I had arrived.  I had falsely assumed that there would be oodles of financial 

resources at this school, because it is located in a fairly wealthy neighborhood.  What I 

did not take into consideration, however, was that my own classroom may have been 

ignored, in the context of being supplied my first year, because the teacher was not 

involved personally in any of the purchasing decisions that took place (as I was 

informed), over the summer, after she had left, and before I was hired. 

 My first year was a struggle, precisely because no specific group planning had 

taken place.  My room was lovely, but devoid of any specific supplies and materials that 

could be utilized for the development of the weekly labs that were expected at the place.  

My colleagues in the biology department struggled too.  I was not the only person 

complaining about the lack of resources, and nobody came to my aid.  My family and I 

financed most of the labs that were taught that year.  A few I managed to organize, 

utilizing the district‟s biology test kits and microscopes.  Others were organized because 

parents and a single community member came-through for me, and donated specific 

items on a wish list that I had slipped to them discretely.  This practice is frowned upon, 

but I confess I begged for specific items, such as plastic bags, paper towels, bottles of 

Windex, and plastic knives, forks and spoons for some of the more disgusting 

observations that took place in the context of a microbial decomposition lab.   
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 When I arrived the second year, I was eagerly awaiting the supplies that I had 

ordered for myself the previous spring.  I was really looking forward to receiving the new 

materials, and to the prospect of teaching for another year at the high school level.  The 

first quarter began, however, with the whole school in an uproar over the fact that the 

administrative team and union representatives had failed to come to an agreement about 

salary schedules for the new school year.  I showed up in good faith, assuming that an 

amicable agreement would be reached.  As long as I had a regular paycheck and the new 

supplies, I figured that I was in good stead.   

 In September of that third year in the district, however, I was informed that my 

supplies and materials had not been ordered, and would not be ordered.  Every single 

item I had requested had been denied, with no explanation.  There would be no supplies, 

and my pleas for a supply budget were flat-out refused.  I documented the conversations 

that took place in that regard, but realized that nobody but my husband would be paying 

for the supplies I needed.  The previous year we had spent over $5,000 out of pocket.   

I just could not fathom that the school district would not supply a mandated 

course with the materials needed to teach to the State objectives for learning. I gathered a 

number of supporting documents to provide evidence to these claims, wrote the 

appropriate administrators in charge of the situation, presented my objections to the 

District‟s governing board and Superintendent, with key witnesses at my side, and 

registered a written complaint to the State Board of Education.  I resigned with three 

weeks‟ notice, refusing to sign the exploitive contract.  I packed up my toys and went 

home.   I retired from the teaching profession the same week.   
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Section 5.2 –Community Partners’ Perspectives 

 

 

(A) -  The Interview Agenda 

 

This section of the fifth chapter is devoted to the community partners in the 

study, who participated in one or more of the activities or projects that comprised the 

enacted curriculum.   These people were active participants in the phenomenon of 

School-to-Work Transition Education, either in the capacity of a community volunteer, or 

in the capacity of an actual employer for my former students.   

Fourteen individual stakeholders spoke candidly of their lived experiences in the 

context of the educational reform movement.  Nine of the community partners are 

female, while five are male.  Eight of the fourteen partners also served as active members 

of the data triangulation team, which had been assembled early-on to support this 

research project.    

They each responded individually to a bank of questions that were designed to 

explore the variables found in the Managing Complex Change matrix (see Table 1, on 

page 52).  They described in their own words the significance or meaning that they 

attached to their sustained participation in the projects that were developed in support of 

the original federal initiative.  The first questions asked the stakeholders to describe their 

original vision for the reform movement, in the context of their first awareness and 

motivation for initial involvement, so as to determine possible links to the research 

question.   

Additional questions were then asked, to determine the skills that the community 

partners had, which may have been influential in the development or delivery of the 
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various projects.  I wanted to explore the relative knowledge, expertise, and talents that 

our community partners possessed, which may have been beneficial assets to the 

partnership.  Other questions were asked to discover what specific incentives motivated 

their participation in the long-run, and whether or not they had received any specific 

rewards or compensation from their respective professional societies, industries, or 

organizational affiliations.  Both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards were explored, to learn if 

they were influential factors that impacted our ability to create the learning activities 

described.   

Another bank of questions was asked, to determine the extent that resources had 

been allocated to the various projects, in the context of time, money, or equipment.  This 

might include student salaries that were paid by community partners and employers, as 

well as professional development services for students and educational personnel.  A 

number of additional questions then explored the processes through which specific action 

plans were developed on behalf of the programs and projects.   

The infrastructure pieces that were developed for specific activities were 

explored, to see how specific support systems had been developed and integrated into 

various organizational expectations.  The perceived benefits of each project were also 

examined from the perspective of the individual community partners.  Finally, the 

complex change variables that might represent missing links to process were explored to 

determine the extent to which problems, barriers, or obstacles to participation were 

experienced.  
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(B) -  Vision for Participation    

 

The first set of questions that were asked of the community members and 

business partners that volunteered their time, services, and expertise to this project were 

directly related to issues of their own first exposure and awareness of the reform 

movement.  I wanted to determine the extent to which we all shared common ground and 

the extent to which we overlapped in our vision for curricular reform.  I therefore asked 

the partners to recall when they first heard of the School-to-Work reform movement, and 

then to describe in their own words what the reform movement was trying to accomplish.  

I also asked each of them to tell me if they understood anything at all about the history of 

the reform movement, its philosophical intent, or the impetus for it.  They were asked 

these questions after they had each been personally involved in the movement for a 

number of years.   

There were three community partners in this study who heard about the School-

to-Work reform movement the same day that I did.  We were all invited to hear the 

original guest speaker, who introduced the initiative to us simultaneously, in the fall 

semester of 1996.  Each of us was present when the local STW liaison, newly hired in our 

county, brought word to us that the competitive grant cycle would soon begin.  All four 

of us were moved by something that the guest speaker was suggesting to be of critical 

importance.  We therefore responded independently, but found ourselves joining forces 

almost immediately, because we each shared the belief that we could contribute 

personally to either the grant-writing or curriculum development processes.   
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One of these three people was an educator at the time.  She has since left the 

profession, however, to take an active-duty military commission in the U.S. Naval 

Reserves.  It is ironic to note that she is a recruiter for the United States Navy today, 

serving actively in the development of career-related services to entry-level military 

officers, whom she recruits from college campuses now, in another state.  So even today, 

she is involved in activities that were advocated by the original School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act of 1994.  At the time, however, she came forward because she was 

serving as an academic advisor at the middle school, and agreed that additional work 

needed to be done to prepare students for their transition from  middle school to high 

school, and then from high school to post-secondary life.  Her response, therefore, was 

mitigated by her professional work assignment at the time, as well as her exposure to 

career education and guidance concepts in a graduate-level counseling program at the 

local university. 

Another one of these three people worked as a community relations liaison for the 

district, and was motivated to serve on the original grant writing team because she too 

could see the relevance behind the reform movement, in the context of providing 

opportunities for students to make personal connections with the adult work-world 

beyond the high school campus.  Her interest stemmed from the fact that she ran a 

community daycare program that was struggling to find workers.  She could see the 

potential benefit, even then, of creating learning opportunities for students that might 

encourage them to enter professions that would require practical work-experiences with 

children.  Not only did she step forward to help with the grant-writing process, but she 
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also helped negotiate entrée into a number of local business establishments, because she 

had such a vast array of social contacts.  She was providing care to youngsters in the 

neighborhood whose parents worked and lived in the community.  She knew everybody 

in town. 

The third woman had similar contacts, because she too was a paid community 

relations liaison for the district, serving as the volunteer coordinator for the middle school 

campus where we were all housed.  She therefore was accustomed to inviting members of 

the greater community into the school district to work on short-term projects.  She 

frequently organized outreach and exchange events, to bring guest speakers and other 

volunteers into the classroom environments.  She also had been a business owner in the 

past, and had considerable social networks already in place, before the grant cycle began.  

Her motivation for involvement stemmed from her belief that students would grow, both 

socially and intellectually, by expanding their life experiences into the realms where they 

could gradually learn more about the society that surrounded them.  She had helped 

teachers in the past organize field trips that would complement the teaching units for each 

grade-level, and had already established a number of social networking contacts that she 

knew would be beneficial to the project at hand.   

Neither of the community liaisons were ever professional educators.  Both 

participated actively in the reform movement for a number of years beyond the original 

grant cycle.  Both were actively involved in a number of the connecting activities that 

were developed at both the middle school and high school campuses over the years, and 

both hired and supervised students that were matriculated into the work-based learning 
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opportunities at the charter school.  One is still supervising student-interns, who continue 

to work in the district‟s child care facilities that she directs.  The program has expanded 

to include partnerships at all four of the district‟s secondary schools, so her interest in the 

reform movement persists today.  The former educator, although no longer in a public 

school classroom, continued to serve as a community business partner during the course 

of my own professional practice, until I retired myself from the profession in 2007.  She 

managed to secure donations for my classroom activities for a number of years after she 

left the profession, leveraging her own social network of contacts, and applying her own 

expertise in logistics and financial resource development.  

Three additional community members were also exposed to the School-to-Work 

reform movement during the original 1996-1997 grant cycle.  They were not involved in 

the competitive grant-writing process, however, but rather in the first initiating activity 

that was developed for the school, which was the Meet the Pros night.   None of them 

were involved in organizing or planning the activity, but served instead as mentors to the 

students on the night that the student interviews were conducted.  Each of these people 

was motivated to participate in the initial event by their desire to help students within the 

K-12 system.  Each also went on to be involved in a number of other events that were 

conducted over the years at both the middle school and the high school campuses.  All 

three were active participants in the reform until I left District A. 

Five of the community partners did not hear about the School-to-Work movement 

until it reached the charter school campus in the fall of 1997.  One woman heard about 

the School-to-Work movement during the first year of the charter school‟s operation.  
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Like me, she had been hired over the first summer, to provide leadership in the new 

school‟s start-up.  She was not a member of the teaching faculty, nor a licensed public 

school educator.  She had worked previously for the district in a support capacity, sharing 

her expertise and knowledge in computer laboratory set up and operation.  She helped to 

deliver the career-education curriculum the first year of the school‟s operation, so 

became aware of the reform movement in the context of the cultural environment into 

which she had been thrust. 

She also developed and taught a number of the technology courses that evolved 

over time, in response to student demand, because she had obtained industry-recognized 

certification to provide technical training to adults.  One of her initial roles was to select, 

procure, install and maintain the software packages and hardware technology that 

students and teachers were expected to use.  Later, the school district allowed her to hire 

several students to work under her direct supervision as part-time computer lab 

technicians.  She therefore became another work-site mentor that spoke in this project 

about her lived experiences in the various roles that she assumed.  

Several other partners heard about the School-to-Work movement through word-

of mouth.  Two had heard about it through the research park community relations office, 

and both had received the direction from their bosses to introduce themselves as potential 

partners to the charter school‟s principal. One recalls: 

 
“Our CEO had attended your Meet-the-Pros night, but I had not.  He was very excited 

about what he had experienced.  He approached you about a partnership that very night.  

He came back to the office and asked me to go down there to make the necessary 

arrangements.  So I was brought in as the liaison for our company, but I had top-down 

direction and support to explore the possibility of student interns being hired from your 

school.” 
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That community partner was one of the first to hire students from the charter high 

school, but that did not take place until our second year of operation.  She continued to 

supervise student interns until the company closed its doors, several years after I left the 

setting.  Some of the students worked in her employ beyond graduation, and into their 

college careers.    

Another person in this study recalls how he first heard about the School-to-Work 

movement through his own involvement with the charter school.  

 
“I heard about the Science and Technology Research Park before I heard about the 

School-to-Work program, because we were relocating from another town, and explored 

the business park for a place to set up our new local offices.  We got a tour of the facility 

and saw the school.  I thought that your charter status meant that the school was a magnet 

school for gifted children.  That field trip planted the seed that I hoped to kindle a spirit in 

my own organization in favor of earth and space science education.  At the monthly park-

users group meeting I introduced myself to your principal, and offered simply to give 

talks and tours of my facility.  She told me that I would have to speak with you to make 

those arrangements.  When I talked to you we developed an instant partnership, and 

almost immediately I agreed to hire two students, one male, and one female.  I had heard 

that some of your students were avid star-gazers. Every scientist I knew was an amateur 

astronomer before college.  So I was pleased to meet and hire your students.” 

 

Two other long-term partners learned about the School-to-Work movement only 

when I personally came to recruit them.  Both were approached during the second year of 

the charter high school‟s existence, once I had obtained the district‟s approval to take the 

active lead in program development.  One partner hired one of my students because she 

too had been a student-intern during her own high school career in the early 1980s.  She 

assumed that the School-to-Work reform movement was sufficiently similar in nature to 

her own personal experience with cooperative education to be a worthwhile investment 

of her time and company‟s resources.  So although she had not heard of the School-to-
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Work movement previously, she both understood and shared the basic vision of the work-

based learning component of the newer reform policy. 

Another partner did not hear about the School-to-Work movement until I 

approached him to be involved in a specific learning opportunity, also initiated during the 

second year of the charter high school‟s existence.  I had just entered the doctorate 

program of study under which this dissertation research project was developed, and was 

introduced to this research analyst by one of the professors on my minor committee (at 

the time).  The business partner remembers only that his involvement began with a 

conversation we had in my offices one day, when the professor brought him out to my 

domain on a Saturday afternoon.  He remembers only that we had mutual interests in the 

environmental sciences, and that his own employer had an outreach mission, with the 

built-in expectation to work with members of the K-12 community.  He could see, 

therefore, where some of the goals of the reform movement dovetailed with the goals of 

his organization.   

The two last people in the study to hear about the reform movement, were 

exposed to the philosophy when I met them in Bolide School District, several years later.  

One remembers that I solicited him as a potential business partner following a Chamber 

of Commerce meeting in which we were first introduced.  He not only hired one of my 

students, but he also introduced me to other members of his professional industry, 

providing entrée‟ to additional employment opportunities for my students.  Although he 

had worked with students over the summer months, he had never before been actively 

involved in a program that was associated with the public school system.  He recalls: 
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“You approached me.  Then I sent you to one of my other friends in the industry, to help 

get another job for another student.  I had never been involved before.  I was happy to 

learn that the school had hired somebody to help find kids jobs, and that the school was 

willing to work with employers in my industry.”   

 

 The final partner in this study also learned about the reform movement through 

direct instruction from me.  She had been hired at the small alternative program in District 

B by my own supervisor, through an external grant source that encouraged the integration 

of Law Related Education into the secondary school curriculum.  She was not a licensed 

professional educator, but rather a school safety officer with the joint responsibility of 

providing case management services to adjudicated youth who were now on probation or 

parole.  I had been observing her on campus, and introduced myself to her.  She recalls:  

 “You came to me and said “do you know that much of what you‟re doing in these classes 

is related to current educational reform philosophies?‟ I said „No, so tell me about it,‟ and 

we sat together outside of your office in the sunshine one day, and you explained it to me 

then.  That was the first I had heard of it.” 

 

What was interesting about people‟s comments related to their vision for the 

reform was that nobody got it wrong.  Not a single person in this study could list every 

philosophical tenet of the movement, but every single person in this study described one 

or more of the key tenets of the original federal law accurately, and nobody portrayed the 

law inaccurately.  They all understood that School-to-Work and vocational education are 

different reform movements, and that School-to-Work included opportunities for students 

to explore career options both at school and in the adult workforce.  They also could 

describe accurately the philosophical goal to encourage college, but the reality that local 

students may need assistance in finding support structures, including scholarships and 

part-time jobs, to work towards that ideal. 
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I asked additional questions with the goal of determining the extent to which the 

partners had hoped to engage in a long-term relationship with the school district.  Most of 

the partners agreed that they had no idea what was going to be asked of them at the time 

that they decided to explore the possibility of a partnership with me and/or the school 

district in which I was employed.  Only three mentioned that they fully intended to hire 

students right up front.  The others simply wanted to explore a single event and/or a 

single commitment, before they made any more promises.   The ones with the initial 

desire to hire students, however, indicated that they planned to be involved with the 

school district for an extended period of time. 

“Our original idea was to hire two or three students from the program, and to keep them 

on throughout high school, college and beyond.   We employ summer interns every year, 

but usually from universities or the community college.  Our company is usually located 

close to a university setting, and the charter school‟s proximity was attractive to us.  We 

also partner with the university professors in engineering, so the ideal candidate for us 

would have been headed in that direction.  We also recognize that student‟s motivation is 

the paycheck, so we were always willing to pay them.  We do not want any student who 

feels forced into the program … you cannot force a child into the job.” 

 

A second partner described his original vision for participation: 
 

“My intent was to hire them first, and if they enjoyed what they were doing, I‟d carry 

them through college & graduate school if they desired the opportunity, and continued to 

grow and be productive on the job.  If our company grew, I was willing to hire a student 

assistant for each senior engineering/staff personnel.  For instance, one student could 

work under a mechanical engineer, and the other could work under a space research 

scientist in mission planning.” 

 

A third hinted at her rationale for a long-term partnership with the schools: 
 

“Our hopes were that students would get some good basic entry-level job skills and 

exposure to workplace expectations, such as being there on time, appropriate dress and 

expectations for interactions with adults.  We were sincerely hoping that some students we 

hired would consider the career as one for themselves in the long run, because we have a 

critical labor shortage in the child care industry.”  

 

Those business partners that actually did choose to employ our students, whether 

it was their original intent or not, described a number of motivational factors.   
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The community partner who hired students in the child care industry explained: 

“We first became involved in the STW program due to need.  We needed young people 

who were energetic, and interested in children, and available to come to work in our after-

school program, which is one of the most transient positions, in terms of the jobs that we 

have to offer.   We needed entry-level people because we have a high turn-over rate in the 

industry.  Back in the days when we did not have very many people living in the district 

(because it was so rural), we needed to pull our labor from the local community.  So we 

approached the high school and talked to you about the needs of the students and the 

needs of our program, to see where we might overlap.  So we developed a job description 

and started to hire your students to come in to work in our program.”  

 

 She therefore leveraged her business needs with the potential career aspirations of 

our students, and pro-actively sought candidates who might need to verify work-

experience with children before entering professions such as pediatrics, education, library 

science, social work, or psychology.  The community business partner who hired students 

in the automotive technology career field noted a similar motivation that was fueled by 

labor shortage problems: 

“Not only is such an arrangement helping the students, but it is also helping us.  You 

can‟t find good help nowadays.  In the automotive industry, there is nobody up and 

coming.  They don‟t teach it in the schools anymore.  They used to.  They touched on it 

in auto mechanics in places like Wisconsin and out West.   I wanted the student to learn 

the industry. We can‟t find help in the industry.  Kids don‟t even know how to add oil to 

their cars.  We as a society are going to be in trouble in 15-20 years.  We suffer from an 

image problem, that people think we are just grease monkeys.  The guys applying for my 

jobs are in their fifties and sixties.  No young kids are coming into the industry, so my 

industry will be in trouble.” 

 

The human resource manager that supervised students in an industrial technology 

setting explained that she too had a similar motivation for participation in the program. 

 “There is a manpower shortage in our industry, but more so in Information Systems (IS) 

than in chemistry.  We were hoping your students had some computer skills to share with 

us.  We thought it would be a great educational process, by which the students would 

learn a little bit about their career fields from scientists, who also want to assume the role 

of teacher and mentor, so as to encourage the next generation of professionals.   We saw 

it as a chance to help your school and the university, by creating a learning opportunity 

that would allow students to ramp-up their skills on the job, while completing their 

diplomas first, and eventually their college degrees.”   
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Another partner in the industrial chemistry domain mentioned that her company 

also could see the value associated with hiring potential chemists at a young age: 

 “In scientific fields, there is an established expectation for mentoring.  It is a cultural 

expectation for senior scientists to take lesser degreed scientists under their wings.  Our 

scientists with doctorate degrees have naturally extended that to students, both at the high 

school and at the colleges that we work with too.  They also reap the benefits, however, 

in a practical sense.  The assistance provided by the students has a tangible benefit to us, 

in that it reduces some of the work-load on the chemists.  After training students, our 

scientists feel as if they are grooming hard-working, loyal, and experienced lab-

technicians who are now familiar with protocols that are unique to our particular 

company.  In return, students who receive the training are gaining skills, getting their 

names on publications, gaining entrée into the profession, and are given advice on classes 

to take in college, professors who are worthy of knowing, scholarship leads and personal 

references, as well as ideas for future research projects and papers.”  

 

The business partner who hired our students in a space science company echoed 

that sentiment, stating that his motivation for hiring students was “to grow future 

astronomers, to groom people to take an active part in our industry.”  Another business 

partner with similar interests described his own motivation for working with students: 

 “There is a huge demand for GIS folks and a demand for technical skills.  Community 

colleges elsewhere in the nation are trying to provide training programs that would help 

to fit this need, but none of them were here in Arizona when we first met.  Our office has 

a business mission to help to determine the extent to which students can be introduced to 

these types of technical skills earlier in their school careers.  One of our goals is to work 

with the K-12 system, to explore the technological readiness of those places, and to see if 

we can help satisfy some of the technical needs of the schools, in order to build this 

capacity in the long-run.”   

 

This specific partner did not have the capacity to hire students for pay, although 

he and I did explore other learning opportunities that were work-based in nature.  

Nonetheless, he indicated that his incentive for involvement was related to the 

organizational mission which included a K-12 outreach objective.   

In addition to the incentive to build a skilled and motivated labor force for a 

specific career field, the community partners in this project also mentioned a number of 

other motivational factors that prompted their involvement in the reform movement.   
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Many that were mentioned had less to do with the practical business concerns of 

their respective industries, and more with a personal desire to improve the lives of 

children who might be exposed to the learning opportunity that they too helped to create.  

For example, a number of people spoke openly about their desire to help individuals:  

 “I was not particularly concerned with helping the school system, as much as I was 

concerned for the kids.  As a lad, I myself had a very difficult time finding work during 

my high school years.  I remember suffering in the process of trying to find employment.  

Three of my four children are teachers in the public school system in America, including 

one who works here in Arizona.  I also had a grandson who attended the middle school.  I 

was retired and had the time to contribute, and the kids seemed to appreciate the activities 

we were involved in.” 

 

His wife, another community partner who participated frequently in the STW 

projects that I developed over time, echoed similar sentiments, but also noted: 

 “I had four children who went through the public school system and a grandson in the 

Asteroid system.  I myself went through the public school system too, so I could compare 

my experience with their experiences.  I like to broaden my awareness and to gather 

information about what is being done and what is not being done in the local 

community.” 

 

Another community volunteer was a father of one of the middle school students.  

He reported that his own involvement over the years was similarly motivated:    

“I wanted to assist and to help out students.  My own son was in the school district, and I 

had attended school field trips with him since elementary school.  Whenever I went, I 

could tell that some kids did not have the same level of support at home that my own son 

had, and they seemed to like an extra dad tagging along on the adventures.  I figured we 

needed to give the kids a chance, to help them find a foothold on their futures.  If nothing 

else, I wanted to be able to show them around the workplace.”  

 

 My own motivation for participation in these various partnerships was, at one 

time or another, similar to the beliefs held by those in this study.  My continued 

participation, however, is related to a haunting realization that I could continue to make a 

positive difference in the lives of students facing their own transition processes, by 

writing about what we all learned collectively, during our previous work together.   
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(C) -  School-Based Instruction 

 

The School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 encouraged the development of 

partnerships between members of the professional education community and people from 

outside the school system with expertise in their own professional domains.  A 

requirement of the original grant structure was that recipients of the seed monies would 

work collaboratively on the development of programs, projects and curriculum.  

Educators were required to solicit active participation from individuals within the 

employer community, which took place officially only once, but continued for the rest of 

my professional practice as needed.   

During the 1996-1997 school year, when the original grant cycle was active, I had 

the assistance of approximately a dozen educators who were motivated by the availability 

of grant money to help our team find adults who were willing and able to lend their 

expertise.  It needs to be said, however, that the same incentives did not exist in the 

following years of my practice, and yet I still managed to find people willing to work 

collaboratively with me in the classroom.  I was not new to the expectation to work 

collaboratively with other people from the community in developing curricular materials 

for students. My previous work experience in that context, however, had not always been 

positive. 

For example, I volunteered to serve on a community-based committee that was in 

charge of improving the district‟s human sexuality education curriculum for middle 

school students.  The curriculum was integrated into my biology classes, but it was an 

optional unit, due to the laws of the State.  The committee consisted of several educators, 
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a school administrator, the district‟s social worker, several members of the faith based 

community, and members of the medical profession, as well as a number of parents and 

legal guardians to middle school students. There were no students on the committee.  The 

committee met for two or three hours after school, once each week, for an entire school 

year.  The committee had been gathered, because it was the requirement of the grant that 

had been secured to develop the curriculum.   

The experience was a negative one for me personally, in that I was not paid to 

meet once each week after school, and quickly found myself resentful that my curriculum 

expertise was being exploited.  After a year of participation on the committee, I still had 

to develop the actual lesson plans by myself.  All the hard work to flesh out where our 

ideological differences were, as members of the various stakeholder groups with a vested 

interest in the curriculum materials, did not translate in the end to an equal contribution of 

time, when the rubber met the road, and the actual lesson plans had to be scripted and 

delivered in the classroom.   

While I was paid to teach the lessons, I was not paid for the time spent to develop 

them, which took place only after the committee had spent a whole year on developing 

the conceptual objectives for the curriculum.  The weekly meetings took up at least two 

hours of my personal time for thirty weeks.  That was a sixty-hour volunteer commitment 

that was donated to the committee structure.  At the time I was earning approximately 

$25 per hour for my expertise, so my contribution was approximately $1500 in overtime 

wages.  I then contributed a similar amount of time over the summer to actually write the 

lesson plans, and again I was not paid for that either.  So from my perspective, I had 
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donated $3,000 of my time, which could have been sold to the district on any one of a 

dozen other projects that had stipend pay available.      

I included that story here, to remind people that the grant structure made no 

provisions for paying business partners to work collaboratively with educators.  There 

was the built-in assumption that these people would do so voluntarily, or through 

structures provided in their various professional organizations.  I developed interview 

questions specifically to find out how and why the people who did participate over the 

years in my curriculum projects found the time and necessary resources to be able to 

contribute.  I found that most people volunteered gladly, but others were enticed into 

participation by structures that existed or were created in their various organizational 

enterprises.   

This section of chapter five will explore the nature of involvement in the reform 

movement, from the perspective of the community partners themselves.  Some did 

express frustrations and difficulties, and some did admit certain resentment at being 

asked so frequently to donate their time, energy, expertise, and sometimes financial 

resources.  Nonetheless, none of these people described their participation in the reform 

movement as a totally negative experience, even when we encountered problems that had 

to be overcome.    

Subsequent chapter sections explore connecting activities and work-based 

activities that the community partners were involved in, but this section highlights 

contributions that took place on the school campuses and/or in actual school classrooms.  

Examples have been provided by the community partners, which illustrate the level of 
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participation and commitment that was made, and that demonstrate how their expertise 

could complement the goals of the reform initiative, while simultaneously enhancing the 

existing curriculum of the school system.   

The first community partner to have donated her expertise was the community 

liaison at the middle school that had a corresponding professional interest in developing 

partnerships in the community.  Her assigned job task included that responsibility, long 

before her involvement in the School-to-Work movement.  As a participant in the original 

grant proposal, she had been sent to represent the district at a professional conference that 

had been hosted by a national organization with an interest in structuring business and 

education partnerships.  She recalls: 

“The school district paid for the stipend I received to be the volunteer coordinator, and I 

have been funded to attend specific conferences on building partnerships.   I was 

involved in School-to-Work partnership development at the middle school and had 

participated in the NAPE (National Association of Partners in Education) Conference to 

learn how to do that.   I knew that a mistake that we were making in the district was that 

we were not always approaching our potential partners with a sound outline or any 

written materials that described what we wanted from them.  I learned the importance of 

that step at a NAPE conference.  You cannot assume that the people in the businesses 

have any idea or a clue about what a School-to-Work program or expectation might be.  

People hear the term, and do not know what the reform movement was trying to 

accomplish, and they don‟t know just how much we want from them.  We needed to start 

small, to see how far individuals could participate, given their other professional 

obligations and commitments.” 

   

She had received partnership development training, and brought that knowledge 

back with her, to share with both me and the other educators who were just beginning the 

process of working with members of the employer and business communities.   The 

contribution that this community partner made, therefore, was in securing a number of 

research-based literatures that I used during my own practice, and that ultimately helped 



 

 

  621 

to shape the various partnership agreements, recruitment materials, and training plans that 

were developed over time.   

The only other person in this study who contributed actively to the lesson plans 

and activities for my classroom at the middle school was a licensed professional educator 

at the time.  Her contributions to classroom instruction were directly related to her own 

unique professional role, one that I did not yet share.  She had been assigned by the 

district to coordinate the transition education for 8
th

 grade students, as they prepared to 

make a difficult decision, related to the need to choose a high school, because one did not 

exist already within the school district boundaries.  Her role, therefore, was based on a 

peculiar need that existed at the time, but that no longer exists in the community today.   

She had recently been accepted into a brand-new counseling degree program at 

our university, and was therefore privy to counseling theories that nobody else in the 

district had yet encountered.  Her contribution, therefore, was to bring various theoretical 

constructs to the discussion, as the program was burgeoning.  I had attended a 

Counselor‟s Academy and had taken my first course in career guidance program 

development, so she and I had a great deal in common that led to our exploration of 

career guidance and counseling philosophies and research literatures.  Those 

conversations were pro-actively encouraged during the first grant cycle, but they were 

fostered thereafter by our mutual ideological interest in providing such knowledge to the 

school-based instructional opportunities that were developed year after year.   

 “Mrs. Orton wrote and received a grant to write School-to-Work curriculum for our 

middle school and asked for teachers and community members to contribute the expertise 

they had to the program.  Mrs. Orton was the driving force behind the initiative and 

helped us to focus our talents on specific topics that would benefit middle school 

students.  I helped to co-create the school transition binder that laid out the high school 
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options that our students had, before the charter school was built.  Students learned how 

to enroll, choose classes, and to understand the differences in graduation requirements at 

each school.” 

 

The lessons that this former educator developed for 8
th

 graders inspired me to 

create lessons around similar concepts that encouraged students to plan ahead, before 

making difficult choices.  The goal was to increase the likelihood that their life-changing 

decisions would be based on sound information, rather than on merely hearsay, intuition, 

or whim.    

 

“Those are basic decision-making skills that need to be taught to students and families.  

Mrs. Orton was developing lessons that would benefit every student, and I think that is 

still her goal today.  I can see now how the lessons that she developed for her career 

education classes stemmed from some of our early conversations, as well as from some 

of the theoretical literatures that I contributed that first year.  I can see how they dovetail 

with basic guidance principles that counselors know about, but that the classroom teacher 

may be less familiar with.”    

 

Once I was situated at the charter high school campus at the Science and 

Technology Research Park, there were a number of professionals who assisted me in the 

classroom with developing lesson plans, activities and resources.  One, for example, had 

been a former supervisor of mine when I worked in private industry.  She frequently 

would pop into my office with new ideas for very simple and inexpensive activities that 

might interest secondary students.  Some she had learned in her own college educational 

experience, while others seemed to be inspired.  She told me once that her ideas just 

seemed to flow, once she realized I could use the help in that regard.  My personal 

explanation is that she is a natural born teacher.  She taught me in a lab setting for years, 

and she was good at it, even though she was not a licensed educator.  I think that she has a 

natural tendency to assume that role, just as I do.   
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Her activities were present in my science classrooms, both in District A and later, 

in District C.  Another man who I did not meet until I was teaching at the charter school, 

was a research scientist with an interest in developing better technologies for the battery-

storage industry.  I met him on one of the field trips to his facility, which had been 

organized by one of the partners in this research study.  He and I just started to chat one 

day, and he asked me how he personally might be able to help the school, above and 

beyond simply providing tours of his facility.  I therefore mentioned that I was always on 

the look-out for inexpensive lab activities that school children could do, even if I 

personally had to learn more about the science concepts that the activity was related to.   

He contributed a number of lesson plans and background articles that I could 

integrate into my classroom, specifically those that pertained to his own industry.  We 

called it the “building a better battery” instructional unit, and eventually I was able to 

incorporate the concepts into science lessons in District C, even though I was introduced 

to the resource materials and ideas in District A.  My favorite activity involved building a 

battery utilizing the stored carbohydrate energy found in potatoes.  There were electrical 

currents involved, and we could actually get a small light bulb to run on a decomposing 

potato.  I cannot pretend that I remember all of the science behind the trick, but I have my 

notes and the materials he gave me, tucked securely into my store of lesson plans.   

Another fellow at the research park would routinely come to hand me lesson plan 

ideas for my Earth and Space science classes.  In addition to providing some hands-on 

manipulatives and small tools, he would also come into the classroom, not so much to 

deliver instruction personally, but rather to help in activities that had been developed for 
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the day.  He therefore assisted me, as I worked the room.  My classroom is typically 

organized around table-group settings, and if there are six groups of students who are 

working simultaneously on a project or assignment, then it is helpful to have somebody 

else available to answer questions.  This man would volunteer during the days because he 

was a second shift worker.  He shared his expertise on the mining industry, as well as on 

college programs of study in the geosciences.  He helped me develop some of the lessons 

I taught related to geological processes, such as erosion, plate-tectonics, and seismic 

activity.  I had been trained in the geosciences too, but he had really cool manipulatives 

that he let us play with.   He shared rock collections, videos, photographs, magnifying 

glasses, and maps. 

Another man from the research park was no stranger to my classroom.  He and I 

had shared a long-term relationship that preceded my decision to become a professional 

educator in the K-12 system.  He and I had been assigned at one time to work together in 

the context of building a partnership between our mutual employer in industry, and the 

local community college.  He had been a graduate of the environmental technology 

program there, while I had received similar training in the United States Air Force.  Both 

of us had earned professional certification in Arizona as environmental technologists, 

with specialty licenses in domestic and industrial water and wastewater treatment 

systems.  We therefore knew the community college professor who organized such 

instruction, and both of us had volunteered in our professional community to help prepare 

younger graduates of that program to be ready to take their own series of licensure exams.  

Both he and I had been recruited by the college professor to give tours of the facility in 
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which we worked together, and to develop student intern programs that included paid 

work experiences, similar to the ones that I would create later for high school students.  

His expertise, however, also included knowledge related to chemical safety, 

storage, and industrial hygiene.  His specific contributions included providing up-to-date 

resource materials that I could incorporate into my safety training lessons.  He provided 

an assortment of Material Data Safety Sheets for my chemistry classes, and he leveraged 

his contacts on the research park facility to secure some storage cabinets for our use when 

our own budget was stretched beyond that capability.  The contribution that he 

remembers, however, was that he donated large placards that had brightly-colored 

symbols that identified industrial hazards.  He recalls:  

“I remember how much the kids liked that one lesson we created together.  I brought in 

an assortment of the sticky D.O.T. hazard  labels, and the students said „we‟ve seen 

those on trucks!‟  We taught them what the hazard warning terms meant … you know … 

oxidizer, flammable liquid, corrosive, toxic … and they could see the connection 

between the morbid little symbols and what would happen to their skin or bodies if they 

were to be exposed physically to such a danger.  I also remember how you taught them 

about mutagenic agents, and that you made the connection to the cartoons they had 

grown up with … those four mutant turtles.  I remember it because you were very strict, 

but they thought it was cool information to know about.  You told me they each wanted 

some more labels, so I got permission from my employer to donate a bunch of them.  

Later I saw at the Pride Day that some kids had chosen chemical safety as their report 

topics, because I saw the labels that I had donated, affixed onto their displays in the 

community.” 

 

Another male partner found time to co-teach a lesson on occasion, in the context 

of providing information related to satellite imagery and satellite technology.  Although 

he was not ever involved in middle school instruction, he did find ways to help me 

explore a number of Internet resources that I could access from the charter school, so as 

to improve the existing curriculum in my earth science, astronomy, biology, and 

environmental science courses.  He had an organizational mission to work with the K-12 
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system in that capacity, and frequently worked with me privately to explore knowledge 

sources that I was not yet aware of.   

Although my master‟s degree had an environmental education bent, I had never 

taken a class that taught me how to search for pre-existing curriculum materials that I 

might be able to access on the Internet for free.  He had that expertise, and he shared it 

willingly with me, during the course of the regular school day.  His employer allowed 

him to spend a small amount of time each month with me, because he was simultaneously 

learning the boundaries of my knowledge as a teacher in the K-12 system.  He 

remembered some of our conversations: 

“I was flattered that you asked me for advice on possible lesson plans that your students 

might benefit from, because I myself considered becoming a teacher, and have taught 

young people in the context of summer camp experiences.  I remember that you and I 

were introduced and encouraged to talk about possible activities, and then I spent some 

time of my own researching the internet for you, and shared what I found.  One site, for 

example, was created here at the university for students who are studying the weather.  It 

includes weather imagery, and animation that illustrates weather fluctuations locally, 

using infra-red images.  Another site allows teachers and students to launch hurricane 

maps, and provided fairly up-to-date tracking information of current storms, both in the 

Atlantic Ocean and in the Pacific.” 

  

The partnership was motivated in part, by our mutual desire to learn from each 

other.  He wanted to learn where the capacities of the current system existed, and I was 

willing to share with him where I needed to learn more.  In exchange, I expanded my 

awareness of where and how I could obtain pre-existing resources that could be adapted 

for use in my specific situation.  

 This business partner brought vital skills to the table that I did not possess, either 

then or now.  He was an expert in remote sensing technology, which allowed him to 

know how to access raw data obtained from satellite technology, and how to use it for 

earth science applications.  I had been exposed to many remote sensing concepts in a 
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series of classes that I  had taken over the years, but I had no personal, first-hand 

experience with conducting analyses using remotely sensed images, nor did I know about 

the need to process such imagery before the data could be used effectively.  I was a 

remote sensing enthusiast, however, which is where we found common ground.   

 The man was also knowledgeable about GIS (Geographic Information Systems) 

technology, which was relatively new when he and I first met.  He therefore introduced a 

number of potential projects that we might explore together, even if only to determine the 

limiting factors that would prohibit us from actual fruition of our ideas.  Together we 

explored a number of sources for external grant funds that might help us each find the 

time to work more directly on the projects we considered to be worth exploring further. 

 “The most frustrating part of our collaboration, Madelene, was that you and I could see 

the potential to what we were doing.  Together, you and I explored a dozen or more 

curricular activities that I really believe might have been of interest to both of our 

professional communities.  But I think you have to admit that where we ran into 

stumbling blocks was that neither of us was freed-up from our day-to-day routines to 

have the luxury of time we needed to develop our ideas.  I know that you and I must have 

explored a dozen avenues for funding, but where we ran into difficulties was in the cost 

of our two salaries.  To do the work we had in mind, you and I needed to be freed up 

from some of our other duties.  I was getting in trouble with my boss, because I had other 

jobs that I was assigned to do.  My boss was supportive that we were in partnership, but 

he also expected other tasks to be done, and I was falling behind on them.”   

 

Nonetheless, this research analyst and I did manage to coordinate instruction for 

my environmental science class that included the Valley Visions connecting activity, 

discussed later in this report.  He contributed to the project by securing a variety of 

remotely sensed images that could be used in the classroom, including high resolution 

images of the geographic region in which we lived.  They were used in the classroom to 

study the dynamics of plant growth and vegetation changes that occur seasonally.  These 

remotely sensed images were free, but I would not have been able to access them without 
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his guidance.  The images were already pre-processed, and geo-rectified, so there was no 

need to make manual corrections for distortion associated with the curvature of the earth.  

The images existed as a whole series, providing bi-weekly pictures of our area for a ten 

year period of time.  

Another advantage of this resource was that the visual images provided meta-data 

for each of the one-kilometer pixels in the image, so that students might be able to do 

greater analysis of the actual scientific data that exists behind these images.  Concepts 

such as vegetation cover, soil moisture, and differences in micro-climate conditions were 

built into the classroom instruction, and the visual images that were provided by this 

community partner facilitated the lessons being taught.  The community partner also 

helped us to locate other images for the school‟s use, including aerial photographs called 

DOQ (Digital Ortho-Quad) maps of the district from 1992, and 1996 – 1997.  Later, he 

found older sets for our use, which dated from the 1980s.   He then organized the images 

back in his office, and made them available to us via one of his department‟s websites.  

Two of the community partners in this study participated actively in the delivery 

of the career education curriculum that I had developed for high school students during 

the first year of my tenure at the charter high school in District A.  Neither was assigned 

to teach the class alone, however, because they were not licensed professional educators.  

Each had been assigned to co-teach the lessons, with the stipulation that a licensed 

educator would be responsible for the classroom.  This arrangement would probably not 

be allowed today, because newer legislation insists that students receive instruction from 

content-area specialists.  The only content-area specialty license for career education 
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today is in the vocational education domains, so even the teachers who were assigned to 

deliver instruction in the late 1990s in District A would not be allowed to give the same 

lessons in the present situation.     

I am a licensed career and technical educator now, but I was not at the time that 

the School-to-Work movement first emerged, since such a certificate had not yet been 

developed in Arizona.  Nonetheless, I was a licensed vocational teacher at the time, with 

a specialty certificate in industrial technology.  That certification was directly related to 

my previous background in industry, where I had worked as an environmental technician 

first, and later as a computer programmer and systems analyst.  Both backgrounds 

qualified me to teach technology, but there was not yet a career education component 

built-in to that vocational certificate.  I voluntarily assumed the leadership role for the 

development of the career-education curriculum that first year of the school‟s operation, 

however, because of my commitment to the reform movement, and because of my 

master‟s degree coursework in curriculum development. 

The course was remembered vividly by one of the community partners who 

helped to deliver it that year.  She recalls: 

“I did not really teach the class, as much as I provided assistance to the person who was 

assigned to us as an extra set of hands from the School-to-Work offices in the community.  

She had a teaching license, and I did not.  I was the office manager for the school, but 

only there part-time, so it was a real juggling act for me.  Nonetheless, I remember that 

you developed the lessons each week, and that you gathered all of the teaching materials 

we would need.  I remember that my job was to help get the information out.  I remember 

that the hand-outs that you prepared for the lessons were always ready for us, so that we 

ourselves did not have to gather it all.  The curriculum was good.”   

 

She remembered specifics of lesson plans that were delivered a decade 

previously: 
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“I do remember some of the specific handouts that were given to the students.  The 

money lessons were eye-openers to them; the lessons on the cost of living.  The kids were 

really surprised at how much things cost. I also remember some of the lessons on the 

workplace expectations and the discussions we had in our class about that.  I liked to be 

part of the discussion about workplace expectations with students, and the older kids 

seemed to appreciate those lessons more than the younger ones.  I liked that all of the 

kids on campus were focused on STW lessons at the same time of the day, as that was a 

unique part of our schedule.  It was good to have a 45 minute period of the day in which 

the kids were corralled, and talking about their futures.  Having people passionate about 

the subject was also helpful.” 

 

She had other recollections, however, that were disappointing to her. She too 

noted that some of the lessons were perhaps not age-appropriate for every student 

assigned to the multi-age cohorts.  She also made observations related to the respective 

expertise that she had to offer.  Although assigned to assist another community partner 

with the delivery of instructional goals, the woman lamented that the teaching 

responsibility sometimes fell on her shoulders, out of necessity: 

“I sat in on only four of the fifteen sessions.  Having two of us who were passionate 

about STW in the classroom together really helped.  Her short coming was that she was 

not a people person and she lacked classroom management skills.  High school kids are 

very different than middle school kids.  The other person did bring some knowledge of 

the program to the table, and in her heart she wanted to place students and have working 

partnerships.  She did contact businesses and set up interviews, and she was good about 

speaking with potential partners and visiting people in the complex.  But in the 

classroom, despite her teaching credentials, she fell short.”   

 

 Their relationship was challenged by the conflicted roles and expectations that 

each person was working under.  It was ironic that the person on loan from the external 

agency was a certified teacher, and yet an outsider to the District‟s culture and to the K-

12 community.  She had a teaching degree, but no practical work experience in an actual 

classroom of her own.  The district‟s volunteer coordinator was a long-time resident and 

employee in the community, yet not a professional educator trained or licensed to deliver 

instruction.  She recalls some of the problems with the practical arrangement:  
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“The other person was responsible for teaching the class, because she was a licensed 

teacher.  I just helped.  I was the office manager for the school, not a teacher, and the 

person on loan to us did not know how to teach the content at all.  I was there in the 

beginning to help her get the information out, and was asked to teach a few of the classes 

because the teacher had not shown up.  The kids did not have a clue as to what the whole 

project was about, so I helped to get the word out to them.  I felt torn in fifty million 

directions that year because I was the volunteer coordinator at two schools and only 

assigned part-time to that school.  I think that the only reason it worked out at all that 

first year was because most of us had a grasp of what School-to-Work was about.  I had 

helped to write the original grant, so at least I was aware of the goals of the lesson plans 

and activities.”  

 

Another community partner provided additional illustrations of how and where 

we collaborated, in the context of our respective professional roles at the new charter high 

school, when we first became acquainted: 

“You were in charge of School-to-Work and science, and I was in charge of technology.  

We were at a Science and Technology Research Park, so we had complementary goals 

and skills.  We worked together to find technical jobs for the kids.  We also learned 

together from our first School-to-Work business partner that we needed to teach our kids 

Microsoft Office, which was not being done in the district previously.  It was our 

business partners who told us to raise our expectations for the kids.  We were still using 

Claris Works.  We had to work with the partners to find out what the outside world 

wanted from us!”  

 

 Conversations with these people allowed us the opportunity to design our 

technology program in such a way that our students had additional opportunities to gain 

industry-recognized certificates upon mastery of the competencies that were taught in the 

school-based technology courses.  The community partner in this study recalls: 

“The school paid for the programs that we decided that I needed to teach.  The 

administration gave me a budget of $40,000 to $50,000 per year, to keep the computer 

lab up and running.  We had good resources for the lab itself.  I would argue that I had 

some of the best equipment in the State at the time.  The administration was generous.  

The only regret I had was that I was self-taught.  The charter school status at the time 

allowed me to teach the classes, even though I was not a licensed professional educator.  

I had gained the right to teach these classes because I myself went and obtained the 

industry-recognized certificates to be a technical trainer to adults.  I therefore had 

externally recognized expertise that we could leverage.  I would have liked 

reimbursement for my own professional development, however.  My status in the 

district has changed since then, but at the time, I was not allowed to be reimbursed for 

education and training the way the professional teachers were.” 
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The technology coordinator at the school was therefore heavily involved in a 

number of curriculum development activities that ensured that our students were 

receiving adequate technology instruction.  Her technology background complemented 

my own, and she either brought or obtained skills to the school that I never did possess 

myself.  The classes that she taught provided the technical skills to our students that were 

in hot demand.  She was directly responsible for providing the instruction they received 

in Microsoft Office, Web Page Design, Networking, and the various certification classes.  

She was also an asset when we needed technical support in our Pride Day displays, and 

she too co-taught one of the original sections of the Career Education class that first year.  

Several other participants in this research study were never employed in the 

school district, yet they routinely supplied my classroom, in the context of the teaching 

materials I needed for the various learning projects described herein.   The woman who 

had started as a classroom teacher with me in 1993, before her commission as a navy 

supply officer, reflects: 

“My teaching and counseling backgrounds helped, in that I was familiar with what Mrs. 

Orton was trying to accomplish in her new roles at the charter high school and at the 

other districts, later.  But so did my reserve military training in personnel management 

and supervision.  I have been trained as an H-R manager, and am an expert in resource 

development for military applications.  I could share my knowledge of where to find 

supplies for Mrs. Orton‟s lab experiments, and I helped her secure some of the basic 

classroom supplies she needed over the years, when the districts she worked for could 

not do so.” 

 

Two community partners, married to each other and now retired from the 

workforce, each recalled their involvement in my classroom.  Although neither 

participated in curriculum development directly, they did take an active role in resource 

development, in the context of the science activities that I created over time.  They also 
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participated in Meet the Pros night at both the middle school and the high school, and 

participated on the committee of community volunteers that helped me prepare my 

students‟ projects and reports for public display in the Community Pride Days event that 

took place in the county fairgrounds.  Neither person had ever been a public school 

teacher personally, but they were involved as volunteers for the district because their 

grandson attended there.   

Each had previously been educated in the sciences, which was part of their 

motivation for helping me in my content area.  The woman had a university degree in 

biology, and had worked as a certified Master Gardener in several communities.  She 

frequently donated supplies and materials to my classroom to encourage instruction 

related to botany and wildlife biology.  She is an avid amateur birdwatcher and 

contributed instructional materials to my classroom, including field guides, binoculars, 

plant-presses, seashells and rock samples.  Before her own children were born she had 

worked in the Pentagon as an administrative assistant to several military officers.  Once 

she had children, she worked in the community as a volunteer, serving in leadership 

positions in a number of non-profit organizations.  She was active in the faith-based 

community, as well as in local civics organizations.  She frequently volunteered to help 

improve the public school system. 

 “I have been responsible for setting up several school libraries in places where there 

were none.  For example, the local public school that my children attended in the 1960s 

did not have a central library, so I belonged to a group of volunteers who agreed to 

establish one, and we set it up according to the Dewey Decimal system.  When we lived 

in another state, after my own children had left home, the local school was also lacking a 

central library; so again, I organized the volunteers to get one established.  I worked in a 

middle school in another state, as well as with a young man who had dropped out of 

school and who had sought extra help through the Literacy Volunteers of America. I 

taught Sunday school too, and was active on several committees for school improvement 

when my own children were going to public schools in another state.” 
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This community partner therefore had a lifetime of experience and expertise to 

contribute to my efforts in the classroom.  She recalls the contribution she made to the 

Community Pride Days event, in which my students had to write a research report, which 

for some was a difficult new task.  The community partner remembers her involvement:   

“We were involved with several meetings with her school partners in Asteroid.   I helped 

the teacher read and grade the papers, along with a committee of nine or ten other 

volunteers from the community.  We edited the papers and made recommendations for 

improvement, before the research reports were displayed publicly.” 

 

What she did not mention was that both she and the other volunteers on that 

committee found evidence to suggest that my students had not quite mastered the concept 

of citing other people‟s work, or paraphrasing in lieu of direct quotations.  The students 

received gentle feedback from all of these community volunteers in writing, via a rubric 

that had been provided to facilitate the subjective editing task.  The students told me that 

the public scrutiny of their work before the event really helped them to sharpen their final 

drafts, and saved embarrassment in the long-run.  They each had sufficient time to correct 

the mistakes within their papers more than once, before their best work was displayed.    

Her husband, a retired physician, was also a regular contributor to my school-

based science curriculum.  He had worked for many years in the public health system, 

and encouraged the integration of physical wellness concepts into my biology and health 

classes.  He recalls:  

 “I remember speaking with individual students at Meet the Pros night, and volunteering 

to be interviewed by them.  I had time, and to a certain extent, expertise, having had a 

long professional life.” 

 

This particular community member contributed knowledge about the medical 

profession that I did not possess, including information on how he found funding to go to 
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college and medical school, taking advantage of opportunities that existed through 

government service.   Both he and his wife were instrumental in building a small 

classroom library for me over the years, which is how and why my students could do 

their research projects for the Community Pride Day.  This couple adopted my 

classroom, and made it a hobby to supply it with used books that they were able to secure 

from a local source.  He explained his motivation for this service: 

“Well I remember being brought to the community library when I was a kid, in a group of 

thirty or so other school children.  I caught the flame … the enthusiasm for reading got 

me through many years of life and contributed to my enjoyment for many years.” 

 

The charter high school did not have a central library, nor easy access to a public 

one.  I had taken the students one time to the downtown library, which was a logistical 

nightmare.  Some students were not allowed to have library cards because their parents 

were not willing to sign the form or take responsibility for any books that might be lost 

by their children.   

Other parents did allow their students to take out books that did get lost, and then 

had to pay the fine.  I may have mentioned this conundrum to this couple, or they may 

have been volunteers on that field trip, I do not recall.  I have frequently made home 

visits to households were there are no written materials in the home; no books, no 

magazines, and no newspapers.  The children in these situations had nothing to read at 

home, and many struggled to learn how to read, as a result.   

This retired couple took the initiative to secure used science books for my 

classroom library, so that students would have the necessary resources to provide 

background literature for their science reports.   The man recalls: 
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“My wife and I contributed books for Mrs. Orton‟s class library.  We were volunteers at 

the local „Friends of the Library‟ association, so we would scour the books that the 

public library was discarding, for those that might be of interest to this particular science 

teacher.  We attended a number of book sales to the public, and purchased all sorts of 

slightly used books on topics related to science for literally pennies, and donated them to 

the teacher.”   

 

They gathered colorful books on a number of science-related topics, as well as 

literature pieces that showed how science was integrated into the lives of individuals and 

communities.  They even found novels that showed how people used natural resources „in 

the olden times‟, which were popular selections for the younger adolescents in my ninth 

grade classes.   

What is amazing about this hobby of theirs is that I don‟t think I ever got a 

duplicate copy of a single book, and many of the books were indeed taken home by 

students and never returned.  The kids knew that if they fell in love with a book on my 

shelf they could own it, with the exception of the nature-based field guides.  If any of the 

books were particularly worn-out over time, I had no qualms about simply removing 

them from the collection, as I tidied up those that were still remaining at the end of each 

school year, and simply organized them by teaching unit.    

School-based instruction was therefore enhanced, because each community 

partner brought new skills, ideas, and energy to the classrooms in which I was assigned to 

teach over the years.  Some people had been assigned to work with me because of their 

organizational mission.  Others volunteered gladly, and contributed their expertise, as 

well as tangible resources, for extended periods of time.    
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(D) -  Connecting Activities 

 

There were a number of community partners in this study whose sole contribution 

was in the domain of the connecting activities that were created on behalf of the students.  

These people agreed to serve in a number of capacities, including coming into the 

classroom as guest speakers, and/or hosting field trips to their respective work 

environments.  The students in this project described their own recollections of such 

events, but their perspectives are related to their role as the recipient of the information 

that was gathered on their behalf.  The students may not realize just how much work is 

involved in organizing a field trip or a guest speaker series.   

One of the distinct advantages I had in District A, which did not exist in Districts 

B or C, was the inclusion of a paid staff member whose job was dedicated to recruiting 

volunteers, keeping the database associated with their whereabouts and company 

affiliations, and making initial contacts on a routine basis.  The closest structure that I 

was aware of, that was similar in nature, was the career center concept at both of the 

other larger school districts in which I was employed.  In District A, however, the person 

in charge of making the initial requests for involvement in a connecting activity might 

have been me and me alone.  Yet there was also a built-in support structure that included 

the expectation that another person, who was not assigned to teach classes during the 

day, would help me coordinate such efforts.  The advantage of this structure was that she 

was assigned to work near the central telephone system, and could incorporate some of 

my field calls into her daily routine, while I was busy teaching in the classroom.   
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This chapter section will explore the connecting activities that were remembered 

by the participants in this study.  They are a subset of all of the connecting activities that 

were created during the course of my tenure.  The following essays are organized around 

specific events that took place in District A only.  Several community partners in District 

B did recall similar events, but they were not ones that I personally had created or 

coordinated, so I am not at liberty to discuss them further.  I will present them in 

chronological order, and the community partners will describe the nature of their 

involvement in the organization and structure of the event, as well as their incentives for 

participation over the course of the life cycle for each event.  Again, just like the essays 

that were written to explore school-based activities, the complex change variables will be 

the primary themes that I have explored in this sub-set of the data.   

The learning opportunities are fairly basic in design, and I know that many school 

districts around the nation have had similar events take place in their own communities.  

The ones that I will be describing herein could easily be adapted to other places and other 

teaching situations.  The community partners in this study will also discuss some of the 

hardships they experienced in developing these activities, but those discussions will wait 

until we examine other problems and barriers that were encountered in specific activities 

and overall program structures and expectations.  After the connecting activities are 

examined thoroughly, the community partners will turn their discussions to issues 

associated with hiring student learners.   

The point of a connecting activity is to broaden the awareness of community 

assets that already exist, which can be leveraged for the purpose of expanding students‟ 
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awareness of life beyond the classroom walls.  One community partner found a way to 

release a steady supply of furniture, bookshelves, cabinetry, computer equipment, and 

office supplies to the school.  The unintended benefit of this supply stream was that it 

provided tools that could be utilized by the faculty as well as the students, so as to 

facilitate the learning opportunities that were created in District A. 

The engineer that was working quietly behind the scenes on our behalf had a paid 

position inside a large corporate establishment in which he was assigned to the 

department that was in charge of distributing and disseminating excess inventory to non-

profit organizations in the community, including public school systems.  His colleagues 

were in charge of a large warehouse that stored excess inventory, in the context of used 

desks, operable personal computers and associated hardware pieces, storage cabinets, 

unused computer disks, and reams of paper, as well as boxes of pens, pencils, white 

boards, overhead projectors, and more.  There were several corporations that routinely 

donated supplies and materials to the charter school in District A, but one man in 

particular made it a point to call me, whenever specific supplies had arrived in his 

warehouse that he believed we might need.   

“One of my assigned professional duties as an environmental engineer was to help the 

company‟s recycling program, which was called the „3R‟ program.  That acronym stood 

for „Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle.‟   The program allowed the company‟s excess or 

obsolete inventory to be made available to schools and non-profit organizations, free of 

charge.  The school simply had to be willing to make the trip to the warehouse, identify 

supplies and materials that might have been of use, and then provide the physical labor to 

load the equipment, as well as the vehicles to transport it.”    

 

As a direct result of this community partnership, our district was supplied with an 

assortment of used desks, bookshelves, and computer terminals, as well as office supplies 

that could be used by students.  This saved us a great deal of money during the first few 
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years of the school‟s operation, but it also provided much-needed resources that could be 

directly linked to students‟ academic progress.  A number of the used computers, for 

example, were utilized as a writing lab, providing additional work stations that the 

students could use for typing papers. 

Other equipment was repaired by members of the school‟s technology team, and 

sent into homes where no computer yet existed, allowing students to improve their 

academic performance.  The technology coordinator supervised the testing and repair of 

the equipment, while her students and other teachers cooperated in the dissemination and 

installation of the equipment in homes around the community. This equipment would 

otherwise have been sold at auction or disseminated to other non-profit organizations.  

Instead, it may have improved the educational trajectories of our students, because more 

of them could now access computer hardware that they could not afford personally.  They 

received the equipment for free.  The used equipment therefore became an opportunity 

structure that allowed students to compete with their more financially advantaged peers 

on school assignments, homework, and even their résumé‟s.  We were not the only 

school that he contacted, but we made sure that we were in line, when he called to say 

that his warehouse was full again.  We were glad that we were invited to pick through his 

company‟s discarded supplies and equipment.  

This specific community partner also spent his own time, helping with a variety 

of facilities tasks at the school, including painting classrooms, rewiring microscopes, 

assembling new furniture on occasion, and providing consultative services in both 

facilities maintenance issues and the design of new laboratory spaces.  The environmental 
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science community in this region is a close-knit group, and he knew facilities engineers at 

all three districts in which I was employed.   

The research analyst in this study who had helped me integrate satellite 

technology lessons into my earth and space science, astronomy, and environmental 

science classes also contributed to a specific connecting activity that was remembered 

fondly by the students in this study.  His contribution was to organize an interactive field 

trip in his own offices, in response to a national celebration in his own industry, known as 

„National GIS Days.‟  We were not the only school invited to participate, as the event had 

been advertised city-wide.  Nonetheless, our students had the advantage that they knew 

this partner from their classroom activities, so when they arrived at his work-site they 

were doubly enthusiastic, now being able to see him amongst his peers and in his native 

habitat. 

The goal of the field trip was to learn how GIS technology is being used and 

incorporated into a variety of career fields.  This partner arranged a day-long visit, in 

which the students were sent to buildings all over the university campus where GIS 

technology had been integrated into the professional lives of many people.  The students, 

then, were given permission to knock on specific office doors, so as to spend ten or 

fifteen minutes with actual working professionals who were expecting them, and 

prepared to show them in small groups how they used or applied knowledge gained 

through GIS systems.  There is no way on earth that I could have organized such a 

breath-taking event.  I did not have the contacts nor the awareness of just how many 
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people there are, both in the sciences and in the social sciences, that use this type of 

information.  Even the campus police use GIS systems to track crime patterns on campus.    

He was modest in his recollection of the event: 

 
“I was so glad that your students came.  I did not know if anybody would show up or 

not, and we had spent a great deal of time as a university department trying to come up 

with short demonstrations that might have kept the interests of your students.  It really 

helped me that I knew some of them, and some of what they were learning in their 

classroom back at their high school.  Nobody else seemed to know that, but I had a grasp 

of what types of concepts you were teaching, so I could make the connections for your 

kids, here on campus.  What you did not see, however, was how excited our people got 

at the idea of hosting such an event.  We all found ourselves pretty jazzed about having 

guests at all, and when it was done, the enthusiasm around here was palpable. We were 

energized by the whole thing.  I know we can‟t do this every year, but we could probably 

do this again every two or three years.” 

 

I left shortly thereafter, so I do not know if this became a bi-annual event at the 

university or not.  If I had still been employed in the same capacity, then I would 

definitely have gone again, only this time I would have participated myself in some of the 

inter-active demonstrations.  The students in this study remember the event, as do some 

of the partners in this study, because they were asked to tag along as chaperones.  At least 

one student in this study credits this specific connecting activity for exposing her to her 

future career, and another spoke of additional benefits that I had not even considered.     

A number of the community partners in this research project remembered the 

initiating events that started our School-to-Work program, and many commented with 

enthusiasm about the projects that allowed students to interview adults.  Their 

recollections, however, pale in comparison to those of the students, so I will defer until 

the next chapter section to describe that event any further.  One community partner, 

however, gained insights to both the Meet the Pros and Meet the Pioneers projects, which 

I had hitherto not considered to be important: 
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“I enjoyed many of the projects that we worked on, but the two that I think had the 

biggest impact and that I felt were the most joyous were the Meet the Pioneers and Meet 

the Pros nights.  These two projects allowed kids to investigate their interests with regard 

to professions and also their historical past.  They could sit down and interview, speak 

and ask questions of professionals and people in the community that they might not have 

been able to contact otherwise.” 

 

This statement is significant to me, because I had not considered previously the 

issue of accessibility to community partners.  I think that I must have taken it for granted 

that students would know their neighbors, but upon reflection, I can see that the students 

were not drivers, at the time, and we had a huge geographical boundary that students still 

did not have first-hand exposure to.  Furthermore, the event allowed for careful adult 

supervision during the interaction between the adults and the children, which is one of 

the structures that were created to ensure that the conversations were safe and 

appropriate.  The community partner made additional observations that I found poignant:  

“I would watch the students with their clip boards and question sheets sit face to face 

with these respected professionals and I could see the sense of pride that the students felt 

as they played grown-up.  They truly were interested in what these adults were saying, 

and the professionals were equally as pleased to interact with the students.  These two 

projects gave our students insight into professional and adult worlds that they would not 

have obtained otherwise.  It was a very successful and worthwhile project!” 

 

It must have been an intimidating conversation for the young people, given that 

many of my former students would describe themselves as introverted or shy.  I know 

this because we did a number of personality exercises in our career classes, and I would 

always be surprised to learn in the students‟ reflective essays what their self-perceptions 

were, which were frequently different than those that I had of them.  I would see qualities 

and talents that they did not yet see in themselves, and so I sometimes made assumptions 

that the students had confidence and assuredness that they themselves claimed to lack.   

Their subsequent work-based experiences, however, frequently raised their self-esteem. 
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(E) -  Work-Based Activities 

 

This section of the report is dedicated to learning what the community partners in 

this study believed should be taking place in the context of providing work-based 

learning opportunities for students, as well as what actually did take place in their 

individual settings, if they chose to hire students from either District A or District B.  The 

interview questions were organized around complex change variables once again, but this 

time the guiding question was whether or not the community business partners had the 

capacity to sustain a long-term training site, and if so, how they organized their daily 

structural routines to accomplish this goal of the original federal policy. 

Of the fourteen community partners who spoke to me about their participation in 

my practice over the years, more than half (eight of the fourteen), were actual supervisors 

of students in paid work experiences.  The other six community partners did not have the 

capacity to hire students at all, although one did supervise students in a day-long work-

based learning opportunity as a pilot investigation.  That activity proved to be more 

trouble than it was worth, in that the students did not have the pre-requisite knowledge 

and skills to be able to perform the technical tasks that he hoped they would be able to 

master.   

The eight adults, who found the resources to hire our students for paid internship 

positions, each mentioned that supervising student-learners was not a new concept for 

them.  They had each worked with student-learners in some capacity or another in the 

past, and two mentioned that they themselves had been student-learners in a high school 
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work-based learning program when they were in high school, both in administrative 

positions under older cooperative education models.   

Most work-site supervisors, however, had worked with adult student-learners 

from college and university programs, rather than secondary school students.  The 

astronomer had a lengthy work history grooming young people into his profession, and 

had worked at a university setting, where he actively supervised college interns.  The 

human resource mangers at the two industrial technology settings had partnered with the 

local community college and university to prepare their adult student interns.  The realtor 

routinely trained „up-and-coming‟ professionals in her office, preparing them to sit for 

certification examinations related to her industry. 

The two site-supervisors who worked for the school district, one in the capacity of 

office manager and volunteer coordinator, and the other in the technology lab, had many 

years of experience supervising unpaid internships.  The school district routinely assigned 

student assistants to their offices as part-time workers who earned school credits, in lieu 

of a paycheck.  Both women were also accustomed to training and supervising adult 

support personnel.   

The male partner who had hired student interns to work in his company had 

previously supervised a shop with over a hundred adult student-learners.  He called his 

experience with a single DCE student “a walk in the park.”   He also worked with part-

time summer students, but he had never worked previously in a formal partnership with a 

school system.  Nonetheless, he hired summer workers, had worked with high school 
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aged youth in scouting and outdoor education projects, and also had two teenage boys of 

his own that he had raised.   

The female partner who was the manager of a child care facility also had 

experience with secondary school students, and had raised several daughters of her own.  

She pointed out: 

 
“I was not new to this when you first approached me.  I already had other students from 

other schools employed here.  I have supervised secondary students in the past, for many, 

many years.  I have provided opportunities for high school students to work in paid 

internship positions before, during, and after school. I served as a site-supervisor, 

providing on-the-job training and supervision to student interns, helping them to prepare 

to enter the adult labor force.  Since partnering with the school district, I have supervised 

8 to 10 student learners annually.  I make sure that they are interacting appropriately with 

the children in their charge, which means playing games, feeding the children, helping 

them with their homework, and doing inside and outside activities.” 

  

Working with secondary school students was a new concept for one partner: 

 
“I confess I was a little worried about hiring teenagers, because I have seen worrisome 

behaviors in the community.  I knew it would be a risk.  I have seen kids with no respect 

for their elders.  Even some of the adults I have supervised exhibit the same attitudes.  

Even smart, knowledgeable, and well-educated folks sometimes don‟t respect the 

experience of elders.  Kids have to understand that they are still learning, and that they 

are not here to tell us what to do.  But both students were kind, enthusiastic and honest.  

Both wanted to learn real science.”  

 

My inquiries led to questions related their expectations of the younger learners.  I 

wanted to determine the extent to which their initial perceptions or assumptions about 

young people were warranted.  I therefore asked each community partner to describe 

what types of skills they were looking for in our students.  I wanted to see if they were 

looking for specific hard skills, in the context of actual knowledge or expertise that it was 

assumed that our students would possess before being hired.  Their answers indicated that 

they had a false idea about what secondary school students know already.  One scientist 

described his hopes for a student learner: 
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“I was looking for students with a broad background in science.  That was fundamental.  

Also good strong computer skills, such as Microsoft office, chart making, business 

applications, business plans, graphics, presentations, view graphs, and perhaps a course in 

professional communications.” 

 

My initial conversation with this business partner took place when the school was 

in its second year of operation.  At that point we were just mastering the Microsoft Office 

program, but I do not think that anybody in the student body had yet conquered chart 

making, business plans, or professional communications.  We had just hired a business 

teacher for the first time, and she was barely unpacked.  The partner described some of 

the rest of his wish-list: 

 
“We were hoping that your students would have the skills to plot engineering data that 

we had collected, to study spacecraft.  We wanted them to help us write mission 

requirements documents for missions we intended to fly. We also hoped they would have 

the skills to help us archive historical data.  We were then hoping to provide entry-level 

exposure to different aspects of the program.” 

 

Again, the school was in the second year of operation.  We had barely identified 

our graduation requirements for math and science, and the majority of students (including 

those that he eventually hired), had barely taken geometry, let alone advance mathematics 

or engineering.   

Another partner was looking for two very different skill sets.  She wanted to hire 

students who could work in the chemistry labs, but also those that could assist with office 

management tasks.  She explained: 

 
“We were looking for both chemistry skills and office skills.  In the office we wanted a 

Jack of all trades who could do data entry and work on both Excel and Access.  We 

wanted people who would be willing to install and trouble-shoot new software in our 

offices.  We also had a need for basic office help, such as shredding documents, serving 

as a receptionist, filing, and mail deliveries within the building.   Finally, we wanted to 

find somebody with an interest in science, and with one year of science under their belt.  

Those people we were willing to groom as future chemists.”   
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The students in our school, by the end of the second year of the school‟s 

operation, were indeed being exposed to a science curriculum that included a chemistry 

course.  That course, however, was not offered to the younger students yet, as we had a 

two-year pre-requisite sequence of science classes that taught skills in earth science and 

biology.  We also had elective science classes in Astronomy and Health that year.  

Subsequent courses in physics and math were added as the student body grew in both 

size and maturational development.  The office skills that this business partner was 

looking for, however, were realistic, and so our students were hired and then taught 

additional applications for the software packages that they had been introduced to in the 

technology program of study. 

Another community partner was looking for a range of skills that were not taught 

on campus in District A when we first partnered with her.  The same competencies were 

pro-actively taught in both Districts A and B several years later, however, under Career 

and Technical Education programs that were designed with the subsequent Arizona Tech-

Prep curriculum standards in place.  When I was at the charter school, however, this 

school-based curriculum did not yet exist as a complementary instructional unit for this 

partner: 

 

“We had some expectations specific to our needs in the child-care industry, such as 

knowledge of child development, appropriate social behaviors for children, and perhaps 

career avenues that were related to the program. We were also looking for candidates that 

had good computer skills too, in the MAC and IMAC formats.” 

 

Our students had grown up in the school system with MAC computers, but those 

who transferred to us may not have had those skills.  The students could take an 

independent study course with me, to learn basic child development concepts, but it was 
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never a pre-requisite expectation, and only two or three students ever signed up for the 

opportunity to take the extra class.  They did so to earn elective credits, not to prepare 

themselves for entry-level work in the child care or education career fields.  

The technology coordinator at the school had the opportunity to hire some of her 

own students, so she had the first-hand awareness of who in her classes were learning the 

skills sets that she valued.  She explained: 

 
“I was looking for lab technicians who had not just taken my classes, but who were 

genuinely interested in what I was teaching, and who were grasping some of the more 

difficult concepts.  I was only hiring students from the advanced courses, and they had to 

show an aptitude, as well as a willingness to learn more.  I recruited from my class and 

from the business teacher‟s program.” 

 

Another partner was very honest in her admission that the original goals for 

hiring students were modest.  She mentioned that she hoped to find students who could 

help with dishwashing in the scientific laboratory, as well as doing mail, helping to file, 

and monitoring basic inventory tasks.  Ironically, this was the partnership that evolved 

into one that taught the most technical and scientific skills, with students who went on to 

get doctorate degrees.   

The realtor who hired one of our students the second year of our operation, 

pointed out that her expectations were also somewhat limited, and that she was pleasantly 

surprised at what her student-intern was able to bring to the table. 

 
“What I was looking for in a student intern were courses on their transcripts related to 

business, computers, accounting, business math, language arts, or communications.  I 

wanted students who had good language skills and who could communicate appropriately 

in an adult work setting without the use of slang and profanity.  I also wanted somebody 

who could help me edit the brochures before they were published, so that meant 

somebody with good grammar and spelling skills, which she seemed to have beyond the 

other applicants.   She was such a whiz.  Her technology skills were better than my own. 

Web-site skills would have been helpful.  We were going in that direction.” 
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In addition to verifiable technical skills and coursework that were documented on 

the students‟ transcripts, the employers also listed a number of soft skills that they were 

looking for, in the context of interpersonal or „people‟ skills that they valued as potential 

assets to their organization.  Each partner described what they were looking for, in terms 

of personality, demeanor, and countenance.  Some explained why they valued certain 

attributes and traits: 

 
“Book learning is only one part of being an educated person.  I am also concerned about 

personal integrity.  If I am entrusting kids to run the office, then I have to know that they 

will protect and lock up our intellectual assets.  I therefore value honesty and if I thought 

I could not trust them I would not want them around.  But both students that I hired were 

extremely conscientious and trustworthy.” 

 

 Another partner described the connection to the traits he valued in his industry: 

 
“We needed people who pay attention to details … people who will check and re-check 

their work for accuracy.  Building and flying spacecraft is tricky.  Mistakes could cost a 

million dollar mission.  In my business there is not a second chance.” 

 

Another partner described the values that they were seeking: 

 
“We would prefer a sixteen year old, not younger, and somebody who is comfortable 

meeting new people, and who is not overly shy. We wanted somebody who smiles and is 

pleasant.  We wanted somebody with common sense, and a good worth ethic, who speaks 

English well and who follows instructions.  Our ideal candidate is somebody who 

demonstrates courtesy, is efficient, and who has an internal drive to manage their time 

well.”  

  

In a similar industry, the partner sought student-learners with additional skills: 

 
“I would expect your students to call-in when sick, adhere to their agreed upon work 

schedule, and routinely communicate with their supervisor.  I would also expect them to 

know their team members, including fellow students and adults.” 

 

The work-site supervisor who mentored student-learners who had been hired in 

the front-office of the charter school mentioned that it was difficult for her employees to 

know the boundaries, sometimes, between their role as an employee for the district, and a 
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member of the student body.  She was therefore looking for people with the following 

personality attributes: 

 

“I screened applicants for people skills.  I sought employees who knew how to be polite 

and how to control their tempers.  They needed to have demonstrated that they were 

routinely on time, without excessive absenteeism from school.  They needed basic office 

skills, such as how to answer the telephone, how to operate the computers, and basic 

organizational skills such as filing.  They needed to be taught sometimes, when talking 

on the job was appropriate, and when to defer a phone call.  Some parents who call the 

front office of the school are rude.  Every student learned to answer the phone with 

“Student Aide Speaking” so that the parents were given the heads-up that they were not 

speaking to an adult.  They would be more patient and less crabby if they knew up front 

that they were speaking with a student.  Patience is really important, as well as knowing 

the subtleties of office decorum and basic telephone skills.” 

 

The community partner, who hired students for the child care facilities that she 

managed, was also looking for applicants that had a good work ethic.  Her concern was 

related to the need to provide a safe and moral environment for a vulnerable population 

of people, the pre-school aged children that she was responsible for:   

“I was looking for students with patience, a good sense of humor, and a high energy 

level, who were interested in and liked children.  They had to like playing games, doing 

art projects, and singing.  They needed to be out-going, and extroverts were preferred. It 

makes it easier for everybody if the student has good communication skills and an 

appropriate vocabulary. I also wanted people who were down-to-earth, and who had a 

good instinct or intuition about children and their concerns.”  

 

She was the only person who mentioned specific physical requirements.   

 
“You have to be able to see and hear, and to lift 50 pounds. You have to be in good 

health, because you will be frequently exposed to viruses and other health risks. You 

have to be 18 to be left unsupervised or to serve in a lead position, and you have to have 

a high school diploma.  The wages for such a person are about 50 % higher than 

minimum wage.”   

 

This site supervisor was open to making certain modifications for students, who 

might not have met the physical requirements for the job, and explained: 

“Special Education or disabled students could apply for the job and reasonable 

accommodations would be made. A kid in a wheelchair could come and teach a special 

skill, for example, or do specific activities.  Perhaps a child who is hearing impaired 

could come and teach sign language classes to the kids.  Bilingual skills would be helpful 

and desirable, but not necessary.” 
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Once a potential employer and I had met to discuss the nature of the partnership 

that we would develop collaboratively, then my job was to encourage them to write up a 

formal job description, so that the job could be advertised locally.  Employers who had 

more than one position available were allowed to schedule interviews once the job was 

posted and a tentative deadline was set for applications to be turned in to me.  I usually 

allowed about two weeks, ensuring that all potentially viable students had the opportunity 

to work with me if they needed assistance with their resume‟s or applications.  Students 

also needed time to collect letters of reference, and many had to negotiate with their 

parents to get permission to apply for the job.  

The process was similar in both districts, except that in District B, I had the luxury 

of starting jobs at the beginning of the semester, while in District A the jobs sometimes 

became available mid-term, which impacted students‟ schedules and frequently presented 

problems with the school‟s master schedule.  Nonetheless, students applied for jobs based 

on their schooling and previous life experiences, and I made the assumption that if they 

applied for the job, then they were interested in exploring the career opportunity.  In that 

regard, therefore, I did not “match” the students to a particular job site.  They were held 

accountable for applying to only those jobs that they found interesting.   

The work-site supervisors created the job descriptions, but I was available to help 

them if they ran into difficulties.  I would also explain the school-based curriculum 

offerings, so that they could create a job that was realistic, in terms of requisite hard skills.  

The astronomer who hoped to find students fluent in German, for instance, had to be told 

that his request was not realistic, given that we had the resources to teach only one 
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language, and that was Spanish.  I will describe several mistakes that I think we made in 

our assumptions of the knowledge sets that students possessed, both before they arrived to 

our school and once they were educated there.  I will hold that discussion, however, until 

readers hear from the students themselves about where they felt inadequately prepared. 

My role was to prepare the students for the hiring process, and to manage any 

potential confusion or conflict en-route.  I was also then responsible for developing 

training plans and partnership agreements with all involved, a process that was refined 

over the years, as we learned from our mistakes.  One partner remembers: 

 
“There was a constant open-door policy between the worksite and the school coordinator. 

I could keep her informed of my changing labor needs or problems, and she could 

provide insight and guidance.  It helped to have the school pre-screen the applicants, and 

to help them prepare their résumés and interview responses in advance, as well as to 

communicate with us when they had a pool of potential applicants.”  

 

Another community employer commented: 

 
“I was in management before, but it helped to have somebody like you (from the school 

district) that was available, if I needed any extra advice or encouragement.” 

 

While I helped to organize and coordinate the recruitment process, all of the final 

hiring decisions were made by the employers themselves.  This was a common 

misperception, in that I was sometimes falsely accused of picking students for jobs.  That 

was never the case.  The interview process was always organized by the employers.  I 

gathered the best eight to ten applications, and I followed a rubric at each place of 

employment, to ensure that I could document the criteria I used for assessing the quality 

of the applications.  The most frequent mistake that students made in the application 

process was that they did not complete the application, and frequently left questions 

unanswered or spaces blank.  This then became a source of future lesson plans, in the 
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career-exploration classes.  Another mistake that students made was that they were 

frequently tardy, missing application deadlines, which would put their packets in a second 

tier, should the jobs not fill with the original application packets that were turned in on 

time.  That was a rare occurrence, but it did happen occasionally.   

One employer described a group interview that our students were invited to 

participate in: 

 
“We got more in-depth in the interview itself, having parents and other staff sit in as well.  

So we included more interaction and talking scenarios.  We also invited them in to 

observe the sites first, instead of hiring them right away.  It helped us get a better feel for 

who the student was as a person, and to see a bit more of them before making the hiring 

decision.” 

 

My job was also to inform those students who were not selected for a job that they 

had applied or interviewed for, of that decision.  Whenever possible, I also communicated 

the reasons behind the decision that was made.  It was a difficult task, but I did my best to 

encourage the students to keep trying. 

Although each work station developed independently, there were a number of 

basic structures that were built-into each, to ensure that the students were being 

adequately supervised on the job, and to provide mechanisms for communication 

between the school and the work-site.  The first structure that was put into place was a 

written partnership agreement that included the expectation that students would be 

expected to work a regularly scheduled period of time, not to exceed twenty hours per 

week, and to be scheduled around the school day.  The students in both districts 

frequently had taken most of their graduation requirements early, so scheduling them for 

part-time jobs after school was easy.   
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There were also jobs that were offered during the morning and mid-day, 

especially at District B.  Again, I was responsible for working the job around the 

student‟s school schedules.  At the charter school I was the school registrar, so seniors‟ 

schedules were worked first, and lower classmen‟s schedules were worked around the 

remaining slots available for classes.  At District B, I worked with the school counselors 

at the comprehensive high schools.  They were always accommodating of the DCE 

students.  I never had trouble at either district finding a way to work a school schedule 

around a work schedule.  The adults I worked with were flexible.  

The next agreements that were put into place were called training agreements, and 

they usually consisted of a one to three page document that outlined the learning 

objectives for students, as well as any specific requirements for the industry.  For 

example, one company asked me to document that the students were required to take 

certain industry-related training modules, and we wrote those expectations into the 

training agreement.  Other companies, however, started with a general open-ended 

agreement, which tightened up over time, as we learned from each other.  One partner 

remembers: 

 
“At first we did not have a lot of infrastructure.  Our focus in the beginning was to just get 

the bodies in there to see what would be needed and what they could do.  We had an 

orientation for them and expected to train them on the job.  What we found over the years 

was that we needed to communicate better to the kids as far as what the expectations for 

performance were, and we needed to have more support for them and more adult 

mentoring.” 

 

Training agreements always started with the need to assign a single adult worker 

to whom the student-learner was assigned.  That person is called the work-site mentor in 

the School-to-Work literatures, but we used the term site-supervisor more frequently.  His 
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or her role was distinguished from my own, as the school-site mentor, or the School-to-

Work or DCE Program Coordinator.   

The work-site supervisor was in charge of the student‟s training on the job.  They 

were required to provide instruction and adequate supervision, so as to keep the student-

learner actively and productively engaged, and (hopefully), learning progressively more 

complicated tasks over the course of the work experience.  Most work experiences were 

designed for at least a school semester.  The site supervisors each had their own ideas 

about the length of time that they wanted a student in their employ, but none wanted a 

student for less that a three month school semester.  As mentioned previously, many of 

our students stayed for more than a year in some settings, but as the program coordinator, 

I encouraged a nine-month school year commitment, with provisions for the students to 

back out of the arrangement if their circumstances changed. 

The manager of the child care facility recalls: 

 
“Each student in the work-based learning program therefore had an on-site adult mentor 

who observed them in action.  We worked really hard on policies and procedures, to 

outline and define what it is we‟re trying to do with your students.  It is important that 

they feel as if they are actively contributing to the whole workplace, and that their input 

and active participation are valued.”   

  

Several of the employers, including this one, had authored staff handbooks, some 

of which were tailored to the students themselves.  These infrastructure pieces, while not 

required, were useful tools whenever we needed to resolve a misunderstanding or 

conflict.  Although I did not ever get invited to help with these work-place expectation 

manuals, I was gifted several to use for my future professional research agenda.   

Several of the employers in this study, as well as in my practice in general, had 

two levels of supervision for the students.  They had site-supervisors that provided 
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technical training and performance appraisals, and these people were usually competent 

in a specific technical area of expertise, such as computer programming, chemistry, or 

office management.   The second level of supervision was provided by a certified human 

resource manager.  This structure was apparent in both small companies and large 

companies, and the students seemed to appreciate that they could go to a personnel 

manager if they were having a misunderstanding on the job with their direct supervisor.  

One person described her role in this regard: 

 
“My job was to find site supervisors that can relate to students, and talk with them at their 

level.  This was occasionally a problem for some of the older male scientists from other 

countries, especially when working with female interns.  I think it was easier for some of 

the students to come to me about the problems they were experiencing on the job, at least 

until they got their bearings there.” 

 

 Another community partner described supervision arrangements in her own 

organization: 

“We had a certified Human Resources officer dedicated to the STW employees.  

Students were assigned to a supervisor on a specific science team, but they were also 

encouraged to come to the HR person if they had problems.  I was that person.  I was 

then responsible for helping them to manage any concerns that they might have had.  I 

kept track of their salary schedules and paychecks, and had periodic meetings with them 

to check on their comfort level and progress on the job.  If their issues were related to 

their feeling uncomfortable about going to speak with somebody who had a Ph.D., then I 

helped them overcome that intimidation. We recognized that because of the age and 

cultural differences, there might be reticence about open communication.” 

 

This same supervisor describes how it is that she and I kept track of the training 

that the students were receiving on the job.  Both in my school-based class and on the 

job, students were required to keep a reflective journal, which included an opportunity for 

students to reflect in writing about what they were learning in their work-based station.  

These log entries allowed me to monitor moods, attitudes, and concerns, as long as the 

students were honest about their feelings.  I learned later that students sometimes masked 
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their true feelings, painting a rosier picture than they actually perceived, thinking it would 

get them a better grade.   

One supervisor was quick to point out that the students articulated resentment that 

they had to do entry-level tasks.  She reminded us that “the students need to understand 

that their Ph.D. co-workers and supervisors were hired because they have advanced 

degrees and education.”  Her organization made special efforts to make the students feel 

welcome.  They dedicated a special place in the building for the students to work, and 

they called it the “student annex.”  Students were given their own desks, shared computer 

spaces, and a place to set up personal belongings, such as photographs of their families, 

friends, and classmates. The company even sent care-packages to one of the students who 

joined the military reserves after graduation, and welcomed her back when her basic and 

technical training had been completed.  

Two work-site supervisors mentioned that they needed to make additional 

accommodations for student-learners on the job.  The owner of the automotive shop 

mentioned that his male student-intern was surprised by the crudeness of some of the 

adult co-workers‟ conversations, so as the business owner he had to institute a higher 

standard for adult behaviors, once the student worker was hired.  “My guys would never 

do anything to harm a child, but they were not aware of just how frequently they used bad 

language, until the younger employee was on site, and then it occurred to us that we 

needed to improve ourselves.” That action took place without any suggestion on my part.   

 The female realtor expressed personal motivation to provide a caring and 

nurturing work environment.  Her ethic of care was articulated as follows: 
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“We wanted the office to be a safe place for her and for other students we might hire.  

You can‟t just plop a kid in front of a desk and walk away.  Your environment needs to 

be ready for learning.  We took the mentoring role seriously, and got as much back as we 

gave.  It felt good.  It wasn‟t just a matter of having child labor or inexpensive labor.  It 

was a way to groom somebody to enter the profession.”   

 

The same woman asked her own employees to make certain structural 

accommodations, taking into consideration that student-learners have different needs than 

their adult counterparts.    

 
“We strengthened some of the office procedures, given her age and gender.  In the office I 

found that I needed to be more protective, given her age.  I had to ask the adults to tone-

down the office talk, as some was deemed to be inappropriate.  Once the student was 

hired we had to be more careful.   We had to be protective of her femininity and her 

youth.  Instructions in the building were that she was not allowed to be in the office alone, 

unsupervised.  We made sure that she was scheduled with an adult female, and that she 

was never left alone with one of the male partners.  We also made sure that she knew key 

telephone numbers, in the case of an emergency, and that she had an exit plan, in case of a 

fire.  We groomed her on telephone protocols, because she sometimes had to deal with 

some verbally abusive customers, so we taught her how to stand her ground and how to 

advocate for herself.” 

  

Another set of questions were asked, to determine the extent to which students 

received training on the job.  While the students provided me with this information during 

the course of their training, I was curious to see what the community partners recalled, in 

the context of the actual duties that were assigned to students, as well as specific lessons 

they received from their site supervisors.  Most recalled specific safety lessons that were 

required at their respective work sites. 

An industrial technology partner remembers specific training related to how to 

deal with emergencies in the workplace: 

 
“Safety Training was mandatory for all students and adults in the company.  It included 

classes that utilized software packages that could teach units on safety, industrial 

hygiene, and wastewater disposal.  Students also had to be taught where the emergency 

exits, safety showers, and spill absorption pads were kept.  They received the same 

training that the adults do on hazardous waste streams and fire extinguisher use.  We 

rented fire extinguishers, and the local fire department provided the training.  We got 
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practical hands-on practice putting out small fires, with supervision from the professional 

fire fighters.”  

 

I am familiar with the training modules that our students were exposed to, having 

been an industrial safety trainer myself, in my previous career.   I too have provided 

similar lessons to adults, and give watered-down instruction in my science classrooms 

and laboratories.  She was quick to point out, however: 

“Kids were not expected to clean industrial spills, but they could provide assistance if 

they knew where supplies are kept.  They might be asked to run for an MSDS (Material 

Safety Data Sheet) if somebody was ever hurt or injured.  They could certainly run for 

spill pads to assist trained personnel who are responsible for the clean-up.  Students need 

to know the building‟s evacuation plan, and how to call for help, or who to call in an 

emergency.  It is like teaching students in the school to know what to do if there is a fire 

or any other threat.   You have fire drills and bomb drills in the schools, and we have 

similar training experiences in our industry.” 

 

She then gave a concrete example of how the students were able to contribute to 

the organization‟s safety objectives: 

 

“For instance, when a chemical spill did take place once, and the fire department went in 

to the laboratory with their white Tyvec bubble suits, the fire captain had to find the 

appropriate MSDS sheets, and we had them stored in a 15-20 notebook library.  He 

commented that he rarely sees a company so well organized.  He was happy, because he 

could find what he needed, because it was necessary information to help his team clean 

up the spill appropriately.  The kids did it.  The kids maintained that library for us.  They 

knew where every MSDS was stored and brought the information to us when we needed 

it that day.” 

 

The same supervisor describes other training that the students received in her 

organization.  Much of it was clerical in nature, but still of economic value to the 

company.   

 

“The company set up a database of every record of every chemical purchased, including 

the cost, amount, and supplier.  They track incoming supplies, and the students learned 

how to match the purchase orders with the packing slips, and how to reconcile the orders 

with the invoices, to ensure that our company does not pay for a chemical that was not 

received.  Our company orders over $1 million dollars of supplies per year.  The students 

therefore assisted us with purchasing, stocking, doing inventories of the supply room, 

basic order control procedures, and correct storage protocols. Our adult employees 

supervised their instruction and work.” 
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A child care setting is a unique work-site, in that there are expectations for the 

older children to be watching out over the safety and well-being of the younger children.  

I once had a student worker who was with her adult mentor when a tornado touched down 

nearby, and another who was working in a setting where a small kitchen fire erupted.  

Life can be dangerous, and the older adolescent who is in charge of small children needs 

to be prepared for such emergencies. 

 
“We are trying to groom people who can work for the industry for an extended period of 

time.  All entry-level positions in the industry in our state now require that daycare 

workers have a high school diploma, be 18 years old if they are to be left unsupervised 

with minor children, and that they have six months of verifiable work experience, 

working directly with children, supported by three reference checks that are directly 

related to child-care experiences.  That could be volunteer work, babysitting, or at 

church, but your students then received such a letter here, if they were satisfactory 

employees in the internship program.  Entering our profession is therefore a difficult and 

time-consuming process, and so we provide training on the job that will encourage a 

long-term commitment.” 

 

This employer therefore provided a number of on the job training opportunities 

that were unique to her particular industry‟s certification requirements and practical 

needs.  She explains: 

 
“We required six hours of orientation for all new employees, to cover issues such as 

health and safety on the job, behavior management, and communication with parents. We 

tried to give the students support and strategies for dealing with children with special 

needs, such as attention deficit and hyperactivity disorders, as well as behavioral 

problems.   There were also 18 hours of in-service training workshops and conferences to 

help prepare students to become Early Childhood Educational professionals. These were 

optional learning opportunities, but high school students were encouraged to participate.  

There were several learning modules that they were required to complete to earn college 

credits, including how to communicate with parents, play appropriately with children, and 

how to create lesson plans.   There was already in place a curriculum for training the 

students on the job, including a booklet of lesson plans and activities.  High schools 

students could take the program, at a cost of $33 per module, and there were 3 modules 

each semester.  Students had the opportunity to follow-through and to earn a total of six 

college credits, and they could do so by working over the summer if their school schedule 

was too full during the school year.   We were going toward a nationally recognized 

certificate for child development specialists called the C.D.A.  The certification is 

required for lead staff, but student learners were encouraged to get it too, so that they 
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would have an industry-recognized certificate that could help them find employment after 

high school that might sustain them through college.” 

  

The partner that owns the automotive shop provided on-the-job training to the 

student-learner personally, as well as asking his various workers to help train the student 

in specific specialty tasks.  His only complaint was that he was sometimes short-handed, 

and so the training was sometimes contracted out.  He paid to insure his student-learner 

and he also paid the tuition to attend a number of industry-recognized training 

opportunities: 

“I made sure that the student got industry-recognized certificates in auto collision repair 

and painting.  He received training from several organizations.  I use PPG products for 

training my guys on the job, and then they are prepared to take a series of ASE Tests, 

which are the industry recognized exams.  We can also take classes that are regulated by 

the insurance companies.  They have basic and advanced classes.  The industry changes 

every year, so we are always learning new techniques, products, and regulations. I can 

send my guys to classes here in town or elsewhere in the state, and your student went to 

several of them.”  

 

The realtor also paid for her student intern to attend certain training modules that 

were appropriate for her specific industry.  The basic job requirements included general 

clerical skills, such as filing, typing letters, and serving as the company‟s receptionist.  

But the student also had to understand basic technology applications, including how to e-

mail, use a scanner, and image processing.  She described the on-the-job skills training 

that took place in her office: 

“The student did not know Microsoft Excel when she first arrived, but she learned 

quickly.  She used her Microsoft Office skills to help me perform comparative analyses.  

She had no inhibition about the computer, but she did not know the same programs that 

we were using.  The student also learned software application programs such as Microsoft 

Publisher and Front Page. She used the computer to create documents and business forms. 

She helped us to develop flyers, documents, and brochures, so she needed to have 

graphics capabilities.  We learned to give her one large task that was time consuming, and 

that would take the minimal amount of time to train and get her started, and that would be 

her primary duty or contribution each day.”   
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One of the most difficult tasks that the student was asked to perform was related 

to customer service.  She was frequently asked to take calls from adult customers, and 

then required to discern how to handle whatever conversation came her way.  The work-

site supervisor gave the student credit for handling a number of difficult situations 

graciously: 

“People would call and just let loose.  Some of the adult customers were very verbally 

abusive, to her and to us.  She was able to take hostile calls, and to keep her cool.  We 

provided training on self-advocacy, and she learned how to handle a number of these 

problems.” 

 

The student, however, reported to me that these encounters with adults (whom she 

described as “not nice”), were the reason that she left the organization sooner than the 

time period that was originally agreed upon.  She found the work environment to be 

increasingly hostile, and begged to be released because the negative environment was 

influencing her emotional and physical well-being.  I will be describing some of the other 

problems that the student-learner experienced on this job in the next chapter sub-section.  

What needs to be said is that students do not always have the same thick skins that we 

adults have grown over the years.  She was still tender, and the environment was too 

harsh for her.  She loved her supervisor, but found the whole set-up too disturbing to be 

healthy for her personally.   

 Other work-site supervisors in this study pro-actively provided training to their 

employees, including student-learners, on how to manage conflicts and negative 

experiences on the job.  One supervisor, for instance, taught both the students and the 

children they were watching how to call a classroom meeting to discuss perceived 

injustices.  Other employers taught the students how to document a problem in writing, 
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especially if they witnessed an action that could result in somebody being hurt, either 

physically or emotionally.  Instances of theft, lying, slander, cheating, and sexual 

immorality were reported to work-site supervisors even before I heard of them, which is a 

testament to the claim that some work-sites did indeed work pro-actively to foster an 

environment of respect, civic responsibility, and moral decency.  What needs to be said, 

however, is that these expectations were not observed to be consistently developed or 

enforced in every work-setting, hence the next essays.  For now, it is best said that the 

students in this study were sometimes exposed to adult work situations that were 

problematic or troubling to them.  To pretend that the adult workplace is a pristine place 

would be a rather naïve and dishonest claim.  

 The final questions I asked of the community partners were related to the 

financial costs of participation.  I was curious to learn the extent to which each had made 

an economic investment in each student.  The going wage for students during my tenure 

was anywhere from minimum wage to twice that.  The best paid students worked in 

settings where they could earn tips, in addition to wages.  The next-best paying jobs were 

in the automotive industry, where students not only received a paycheck, but they also 

received insurance benefits, and quite frequently industry-sponsored technical training 

that was priceless. The students working in the child care settings similarly benefited 

from fringe benefits including being reimbursed for industry-recognized training. 

 “Every employee had to be fingerprinted, because it is a state law for all licensed child 

care facilities. There was also the need to pay for a TB skin test and proof of 

immunizations.  The district paid for fingerprinting and background checks. Our program 

paid for in-service training (first-aid, CPR, etc.), and the salaries for the students. Our 

industry is a business, so the business pays for the equipment and staffing out of our 

revenues.  Time is needed for mentoring and training of students, and we were willing to 

make that investment.” 



 

 

  665 

  This supervisor and others also mentioned that there is upward mobility potential 

in their particular setting. 

 “We start our student-learners at minimum wage for high school students, but wages go 

up once the student has graduated from high school and has turned 18 years old.  The 

more college one has completed, the higher the wage, so there is an incentive to continue 

one‟s college career.  There is also a shift premium for students willing to work before 

and after the typical work day.   Our center opens at 7:00 a.m. and stays open until six 

o‟clock p.m., so those shifts are difficult to fill.  The students have helped fill these two 

time slots, and earned extra pay as a result.”    

 

In addition to upward mobility, one partner described her long-term plans for the 

students, as well as for the program itself: 

“Our ideal set-up would be for two-years, not a nine-week or 18 week commitment.  Your 

students were willing to work with us for the long haul.  We were willing to pay students, 

and were not open to any type of unpaid internships.  We recognized that students need 

purchasing power too.  They also need recognition for a job well-done.  A paycheck 

provides that.  But there were limitations to how many students we could hire.  They were 

working with people with doctorate degrees, and we are not a profit-making company, so 

we cannot make the commitment for more than two years in a row.  Our plan was that if 

we get more money, we would hire more students, and ideally we would have one per 

office manager, and one per resource manager.  Ideally there would be one student 

assigned to the administrative team, one assigned to the accounting department, and one 

student per each of the eight production labs.” 

 

The company went out of business before this ideal was reached.  This happened 

frequently during the course of my tenure.  Young companies were enthusiastic about 

hiring our students, which was usually a commitment of approximately $5,000 per school 

year per student.  This is more money than a school district receives to educate students.  

The investment in training a student intern is a considerable amount of time, and yet these 

people consistently hired the students from the work-based learning programs in both 

District A and District B for the entire time I worked in both places.  I will not say that I 

never had difficulties placing students in work-based learning opportunities.  But the 

commitment from the employer community was present frequently enough to make these 

School-to-Work projects successful.    
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(F) -  Problems Encountered 

The essays in this chapter section are devoted to understanding the problems, 

barriers, and obstacles that the community partners perceived from their unique 

stakeholder stance.  Each partner described a number of events that were frustrating, 

confusing, or upsetting to them, indicating that there are special considerations that need 

to be taken into account, when working with the public schools and/or with school 

children who are still matriculated in the K-12 educational system.   

Some of the barriers and obstacles were overcome in the long-run, indicating the 

willingness of all concerned to address the problems that were encountered.  Special 

infrastructure support systems were developed in response to these issues, as corrective 

measures, as well as preventive measures, which were then put into place.  The goal was 

to ensure that similar problems did not arise again, and/or to ensure that if they did, an 

action plan was in place, to resolve any potential issues, concerns, or problems that might 

resurface. 

One of the basic infrastructure pieces that is required today, but that was not 

required when the School-to-Work policy originated, was the development of formal 

written training plans and partnership agreements between schools and the businesses.  In 

the last several years of my professional practice, however, I was bound by the Career 

and Technical Education (CTE) model, which included the expectation to develop formal 

cooperative education documents that outline a good-faith agreement between the adults 

and students in the partnership.  Such an agreement documents that all parties intend to 

communicate with each other in regular intervals, to ensure that the work-based learning 
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experience is structured, so as to ensure that problems that arise are acknowledged and 

dealt with appropriately.   

In Chapter 6, I will describe what these agreements look like, and the limitations 

to them, in terms of legalities.  Nonetheless, these formal written training plans did help 

to mitigate even some of the problems that are described herein, because they were being 

developed with each partnership as the School-to-Work programs at each district evolved 

over time.  One thing that helped me understand the importance of these documents was 

my training and licensure in cooperative education, which was received at the graduate 

level, during my doctorate program of study, only after I had already worked in the field 

for many years, obtained an administrative license, and earned a vocational education 

certificate, above and beyond my master‟s degree in curriculum development, and my 

other degrees in academic subject areas.   

The average teacher does not have access to this training, unless they are already 

a licensed vocational educator, which is rare.  Furthermore, this type of training is not 

provided in the typical Human Resource degree or certification programs that supervisors 

of adult employees take.  It should therefore not be a surprise that the problems that we 

encountered were difficult to face, and sometimes embarrassing, because we were all 

relatively naïve and new to developing paid work-based learning opportunities for 

secondary students.  Despite the accumulated wisdom of the adults in this project, there 

are still issues that need to be resolved that are beyond our combined skills and 

awareness.  We trusted our instincts as professional educators, human resource managers, 
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parents, and civic-minded community members to structure programs that we assumed to 

be safe, moral, legal, and sound.  We ran into unanticipated difficulties. 

This chapter section will illustrate some of the issues and constraints that we ran 

into, but the perspectives herein are limited to the awareness and knowledge shared by 

those people who are not licensed in cooperative education, vocational education, or even 

academic education.  It would not be fair to expect any or all of the community partners 

in this project to be familiar with the operating constraints under which school personnel 

operate.  Structures that teachers take for granted, such as having certified staff present 

whenever a guest arrives on campus, are well understood in the educational community, 

but may be foreign concepts to business partners.   

The community partners sometimes ran into obstacles that we in the school 

system run into daily.  They indicated that some of what they were experiencing was 

peculiar to them, which may make educators crinkle their noses in disbelief, wondering 

how the business community would not know about certain concepts associated with 

modern day society and the problems that our citizens are dealing with, in their homes, 

careers, and personal lives.  The issues that will be raised in this chapter section will be 

revisited again in the next chapter section, where we will see some of the same situational 

dilemmas described from the perspective of the students.  I will also revisit the problems 

again in Chapter 6, when I attempt to weave the final post-reflective analysis around the 

themes that emerged repeatedly in these data sets, including problems faced. 

Let‟s turn our attention for the time being, however, to the voices of the 

community partners, to learn from them what their lived experiences were, in the context 
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of the problems that they encountered, when they delved into the School-to-Work 

movement as active participants in the school-reform initiative.  Not everybody in this 

study hired students, but those that did so have insights that the rest of us can learn from.   

One partner, representing a large firm, described why he could not hire our 

students: 

“We would never be allowed to hire high school students because their skills and 

knowledge levels are too low.  We had access to college students who are already legally 

adults.  We had child labor concerns, due to the nature of the environment that we work 

in.  Furthermore, there was no company provision to allocate resources to student 

paychecks, nor the staff to adequately train and supervise the students on the job.  The 

workplace setting would not only expose students to a chemical environment, but also to 

industrial hazards.  College students were hired to do these types of tasks, and trained on 

the job in an internship setting.  They have had at least two more years of schooling than 

the students you were asking us to hire, and they are legally adults, so we do not have the 

same level of supervision required, if we were to train children.  It was a safety issue for 

us, but also a resource priority.  Training any student in the workforce is difficult enough, 

but taking on children was too much to ask. ”   

 

This is not the only community partner that gave me this candid reply.  Most 

adult work settings at the technology and research park echoed this sentiment, with 

people being very clear that they did not agree philosophically that children should be in 

the workforce at all.  I was frequently turned down for potential work settings for 

children, and the reason given was the same one that this partner articulated.  I was told 

frequently in my practice that children should be told by their teachers and counselors 

that most major corporations have an active recruitment strategy that sends them into 

community colleges and universities for new employees.  The message to children was 

that if they hoped to work for a larger company, then they needed to plan an educational 

path that would take them into those domains, where the employers would be hiring.  The 

message was clear.  These larger firms were looking for college-educated interns. 
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 I was less frequently dissuaded by smaller companies, but they too sometimes 

rejected the notion of student-learners at the secondary school level.  Some were not 

interested because they were struggling to make ends meet, and could not spare extra 

personnel to train students, whom they perceived to be lacking skills that the company 

valued.  Other small businesses were reluctant to make any long-term plans with the 

school district, because they were barely holding their own in their respective industries.  

Several of the companies that my students went to work for did not last as business 

entities for the entire time in which we hoped to be partnered.  On more than one 

occasion our students were laid off, the first employees to be let go when the decision to 

down-size took place.   

 Another problem faced by the smaller companies was that there was a limit to the 

number of students they could hire, before they felt as if they would be weighed down by 

the training expectation.  Most preferred a one-on-one relationship between individual 

students and individual work-site supervisors, trainers, or mentors.  One partner in this 

study pointed out: 

“We couldn‟t hire more than two students at a time.  We did not have sufficient size as 

an organization, nor space available to meet our project needs.  We were too small a 

company.   If two or more students existed, then we would need an internal coordinator, 

and at the time we did not have those resources.”  

 

On the opposite side of the spectrum, there were two industries that were always 

eager to hire students from secondary programs of study.  Both industries had their own 

specific industrial concerns and limitations, but there is not a single school year in which 

I had students looking for these types of jobs without a corresponding placement.  Both 

industries hire both males and females, but the nature of the work involved has 
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historically been drawn along gender lines, and it was rare for students to want to cross 

those gender-assigned boundaries.   

The job that was reserved in the past only for females was in the child-care 

industry, while the job that has traditionally been a male-only domain was in the 

automotive technology industry.  Both jobs are in hot demand today, and students 

emerging from technical training programs in their high schools, where requisite skill 

sets for each domain are being taught, had no trouble finding jobs, either during high 

school or after graduation.  Furthermore, there were always a plethora of summer jobs 

available, meaning that students who were hired for school credit could also find or keep 

employment well through their college years if they so desired.  

Both professions have a stigma attached to them, which assumes that the jobs are 

not very „high-browed.‟  The automotive technology field, as already described, is 

perceived to be a dirty job, reserved for people who perhaps are not smart enough to go 

to college.  The child-care industry is perceived to be one that does not require technical 

skills or advanced education, and so it too is sometimes subjected to the stigma of being a 

job that is not of high status.  The woman who manages the child care program in District 

A states: 

 
“There is a critical shortage in this field due to the hard hours, relatively low pay, and the 

fact that childcare providers are not considered to be „professionals‟, that is, the career is 

not considered to be a profession.  Many people see the work as „women‟s work‟ and so 

they treat it as baby-sitting.   There is a social stigma associated with caring for our 

young.  We have not placed an emphasis or value in our society on raising children.  

Boys do not apply as often, but are doing so more, yet it is considered to be a job for 

women.” 
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The fact that adults were not applying for the jobs that my students were landing 

in the child care industry, may have been an exogenous variable that had a positive 

impact on my own practice, in that I was never short a child care industry job opening 

when I had students to place.  My students were emerging from academic and career and 

technical education programs that encouraged a career track that would lead to working 

with children.  Both groups of students were being encouraged to consider obtaining a 

college degree, in order to get the better jobs in our society that put them in charge of 

youngsters.   

 

“The issue of wages that represent that the work being done is valued is an on-going 

problem in our industry.  The concept of the daycare worker as a professional occupation 

that is desirable is an issue being debated in the industry itself.  The student workers fall 

under a classified employee status, rather than as certified employees.  There is now a 

new professional development opportunity to get an associates degree in liberal arts first, 

which then provides an opportunity that translates to a possible bachelor‟s degree in 

teaching.” 

 

 The business partner then described some of the problems that were industry-

specific: 

“Tardiness and absenteeism are really difficult for us, because we have legal 

requirements to have an adequate adult to student ratio, to ensure compliance with our 

own guidelines to keep our certification.  So if somebody does not show up, the whole 

facility is then at risk for not being in compliance.  Furthermore, there is at least a two-

month turn-around time for the finger-printing and back-ground checks to be performed.  

Every student needs for this to take place before they are hired.  So if we negotiate a 

placement for one of your students, then they need to understand that there will be a two 

month delay from the time we meet them to the time that we hire them.  Perhaps they 

could be recruited earlier in their high school careers.  The school district pays for it, but 

it is time consuming.”   

 

In District B I had the advantage of drawing students out of a well-established 

career and technical education program geared to train workers in the child care industry, 

where these details were frequently accomplished before I needed to place the students in 

paid positions.  Some work-sites allowed the student-interns to waive this requirement, if 
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they were less than eighteen years old, but the issue of the adult-to-intern-to-child ratio 

was one that was mentioned frequently as a reason to delay hiring student-workers.   

 Another problem that was specific to this industry was that students were 

supervising younger students.  They therefore witnessed behaviors from the younger 

children that were inappropriate, and constantly under the pressure to model better 

behaviors themselves.    

“The biggest problem that the student-learners had, and are still having, is how to deal 

with challenging behaviors from the smaller children in their charge.   It is a frustrating 

and scary thing when your students misbehave.  The STW kids felt challenged to deal 

with behaviors from the younger kids they were watching that were difficult.  Although 

your students were never left on their own, because by law there has to be an adult 

employee with them, that was hard for them to deal with.”   

 

 In my experience, the real value of hiring student interns directly out of career 

and technical education programs that provided occupational skill training was that the 

school-based program already addressed some of these skill competencies.  Students 

hired out of the early-childhood education program in District B had already obtained 

practical experience dealing with these types of issues.  I rarely had these types of 

complaints about those students.   

The automotive industry is one that has traditionally hired only males, but our 

community partner said that he has hired females in the past, who come out of the same 

schools as their male counterparts with identical skills.  He points out, however, that 

neither males nor females are emerging in sufficient numbers from high schools and 

trade schools, creating a shortage in general that he does not know how to fix.  When he 

and I spoke of the lack of programs for students, he mentioned that his student-learner 

was not pleased with the level of instruction taking place at the high school: 
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“The students that came to work for me felt as if their auto teacher at the school was not 

qualified to teach them.  I know that students think they know everything, but that was a 

complaint I listened to frequently.  Several of the students I hired during the summer felt 

they could teach the classes better than the teachers that had been hired.” 

 

In one situation that he was describing, the poor fellow assigned to teach the class 

was there under an emergency provision, due to the fact that the regular teacher had been 

called into active duty in the military, and sent overseas to fight a war.  We discussed the 

issue of attracting good teachers to our classrooms, and the issue of relative pay between 

teachers and technicians in his industry.  He conceded that the problem was very real: 

“I understand the dynamic.  A good auto technician can make as much as $100K per 

year, so I imagine that it must be hard to keep teachers that have any real auto skills.  

The students complained that all they learned at campus was how to change oil and to 

change tires, which is pretty basic stuff.  They were not getting into depth.  Why would a 

person take a job making $40 K, instead of $100K each year?  They have families to 

support too.”   

 

I pointed out that beginning teachers do not make $40K, but rather $30K.  He 

said: 

“Ah, Shish!  Who can afford to do that?  There is no financial backing in our industry to 

have our people become teachers for the industry.  Students go to schools in Phoenix, but 

they are private schools and very, very expensive.  I can train somebody here on the job.  

That is how it usually takes place, and then I can send them to industry-recognized 

seminars during the course of their first few years of employment.  So please get that 

word out to your students.  If they take autos in school first, it does help me, but they can 

also come and work over the summer, and we‟ll get them started.  I can find other people 

in the industry for you that share that sentiment, and I would happily introduce you to 

them.”    

 

Another community business partner, who was not allowed to hire students, 

despite an industry-recognized skill shortage in his career domain, was equally frustrated 

that there were insufficient resources allocated to preparing the next generation of 

workers in the GIS industry.  Knowing that the schools were looking for technology-rich 

curriculum modules to teach, he had hoped to be able to infuse such instruction into the 
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public schools, only to learn where our true capacity existed.  What we learned together 

was that there were insufficient budgetary allowances for technical instruction to take 

place, forcing teachers to be expert grant writers on top of their other assigned duties.  He 

and I were short on time, money, and a supply budget, let alone the resources to pay 

student learners on the job.  He and I struggled for several years to identify the resources 

we would need, and then to locate potential sources of funding for those specific 

technical pieces of equipment.  We had very little success in the long-run, due to our 

respective lack of certain credentials.   When I did find some of the resources we needed, 

they were frequently stolen by somebody with access to my classroom.   

We ran into a number of technical barriers.  As he described the situation: 

 
“I recognized some of our industry-specific problems that would have hampered our 

abilities to have students do this type of work in your school setting.  One problem was 

in distributing raw satellite images to schools.  NASA owns the raw images that need to 

be pre-processed before they can be distributed to anybody for practical use.  Companies 

who pre-process the images then sell them to the user for money, and you, as a user, 

don‟t have money.  Your students are not skilled enough to conduct the processing tasks, 

so you are stuck.” 

 

He and I attempted to teach our own students how to conduct these image 

correction protocols, and he invited three of my students to work with him one semester, 

in an unpaid work-based learning opportunity that took place in his own offices.  I 

volunteered to drive the students to his offices, and to chaperone them as the four of us 

learned how to geo-rectify raw satellite images of our own school district.   

Alas, the three male students, each of whom were fairly technologically savvy, 

could not keep up with the instruction.  They lacked sufficient knowledge of physical 

geography and mathematics to understand the concepts that the partner was trying to 



 

 

  676 

teach them in his authentic work-site.  Furthermore, I was less technologically savvy than 

the boys.  I did not have the knowledge or skills to accomplish the task on my own, so we 

abandoned the idea of having high school students perform the reconciliation processes 

that were needed to render the images useful.  The technology was simply over our heads.  

He explored other opportunities: 

 
 “Another distribution model that we explored was to have NASA release the images to 

another government agency, the United States Geologic Survey (U.S.G.S.).  They could 

have hired people with the skills to pre-process the images, and then they could get the 

images to the schools.  We also explored the idea of using regional environmental 

science application centers, and/or space flight centers to process the images, and then 

distribute them to schools.  But without geo-referenced information, no school could use 

the images, because they would be distorted.  There was no generic tool yet available to 

translate the raw data into a format that we could use.” 

 

This was a barrier that was never overcome during my tenure at the school.  

Perhaps the technology exists today to do what we were trying to do in the late 1990‟s, 

but if that is the case, I am not aware of it.  The partner also pointed to some obvious 

resource problems that might have been overcome, if we had been successful in obtaining 

a grant that would pay for some of the in-class supplies that we needed.  He reminded me: 

“Some of the images we needed for your project cost over $1,000 each.  Your site would 

then also need specialized software packages, some of which also cost $1,000 each, and 

more if you need a site license for thirty seats.  Even with an educational discount, these 

supplies and materials became cost-prohibitive for a school that is as small as yours is.  

We also needed software that you and your staff did not yet know how to use.  So to find 

the software, purchase it and train your teachers to use it would have taken more time 

than we had allocated for our partnership.” 

 

When I first stepped off the payroll to work on this dissertation project, my 

primary goal was to find such resources, only to be disappointed once again.  This 

disappointment, however, was healthy, forcing me to back-up, regroup, and take a new 

tack at the whole reform movement, looking for a more general way to apply my 
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knowledge and skills, rather than delving so deeply into only one technological domain 

of the initiative.  I needed the reality check.  Our ideas were simply ahead of our time.  

Another community partner described his frustrations related to time, resources, 

and his personal energy.   

“I was willing to work more one-on-one with your students, but my company did not 

allow me to do that on my professional time.  It had to fall after hours, which put a strain 

on my own family and son.  Your students would have been getting my attention, while 

my own son would have been ignored.  There were limits to what I was allowed to give 

to your school, both at work and at home.  I felt as if your school was needy, and while I 

felt sorry for your situation, I was personally feeling a bit taxed at being asked so 

frequently to donate either my time, my expertise, or actual supplies and materials.  You 

people were not the only school in the county begging for handouts.  There were other 

schools in need too, and our company tended to prioritize in favor of the schools in the 

districts where the families have much fewer resources than your families do.  There are 

poorer school districts that needed funding even more than you did.  We all felt stretched, 

and if I‟m honest, a bit resentful sometimes that the schools were always hitting us up for 

help.”   

 

 Even in graduate school I ran into pressures to solicit the partners that were 

already feeling over-extended.  Some of my professors wanted to leverage my 

professional relationships to foster their own research interests, putting a strain on 

everybody involved.  I was frequently a witness to conversations taking place in my 

college related to the perceptions that educators have of the business community, and I 

found myself disappointed with the discussions taking place.  Too frequently it was 

assumed that businesses are “rich” and therefore to be approached as potential resources 

to be tapped by the “poor” school districts.  This partner described candidly how his 

industry felt over-burdened, and stretched beyond a healthy power dynamic.  He was not 

the first person to have this conversation with me, so his comments herein may be 

representative of how other business partners felt during collaboration.   
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 Community partners who worked for business were not the only community 

partners who felt put-upon.  The work-site supervisors who were simultaneously 

employed by the school district were equally miffed that they did not seem to have the 

resources that they needed to support the goals of the reform movement.  As one partner 

in this study lamented: 

 “We were so overworked those first few years at the charter school, and the School-to-

Work movement was one more burden that we had to bear.  When we did not get the 

grant money, it meant we were not being paid sometimes to do the tasks that needed to 

be done.  It was hardly fair to ask people to work overtime for no pay.  Teachers are 

expected to do that, as salaried employees, but we were hourly employees, not salaried.” 

 

Even salaried employees complained: 

 
“We are contracted for eight-hour teaching days, and we were working way many more 

hours than that.  If we had been a union site at the time, we would not have donated so 

much time to the ideal.  We would have had the collective support to say no more 

frequently.”   

 

Another community partner who was a school employee at the time, mentioned 

the need for more communication between the schools and the business communities, 

who may not always appreciate the constraints that each others‟ respective sectors are 

working under.  She mentioned frequently in her interview responses that she felt as if the 

business community did not understand certain conflicting priorities, such as state-

mandated tests, strict supervision laws, and the simultaneous demand to teach every 

single child that comes our way, whether they are adequately prepared to learn or not.  

We teach whichever students arrive at our front door.   

 She wanted to communicate the following sentiment: 

“Businesses need to know our schedule and what our needs are in education, as well as 

what our limitations and barriers are.  Education is a two-way street.  Parameters exist in 

our world, and business partners need to know what they are.    We are flexible at this 

school, but we still have limits to our time and schedules.  There are other priorities that 

dictate how we spend our energy, including AIMS Tests, and teaching to the standards.  

School-to-Work is not a priority for some teachers, especially for those that are held 
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accountable via the high-stakes examinations for students.  These people are primarily 

our math and writing teachers.  Not only are they not trained in School-to-Work 

philosophies, but they are also not interested in them, because their job right now is to 

get the students skilled enough to pass the exit examinations.” 

 

This same community partner, although not a professional educator, does speak 

for many people in the K-12 system, because I too have heard that sentiment frequently 

during my practice at all three school districts.  Even science teachers are now teaching 

differently, because the high-stakes tests are now integrated into their domains as well.   

The community partner also observed that teachers are sometimes apathetic about being 

asked to teach career related curriculum. 

 

“They need to have background knowledge and a belief in what is being taught.  The 

teachers themselves often asked “What am I doing and why am I teaching this?” because 

they had never heard of the project before they were hired on at our school.  They 

complained often.  They perceived it to be an extra burden.   And you could see a 

difference between the students‟ acceptance in one teacher‟s class over another.  It 

helped in my class that there were two of us adults who believed in the goals (of the 

movement).”    

 

She also noted a double standard in the educational arena, related to the values 

that are placed on creativity and ingenuity.  She pointed to the irony that people in the 

school system are rewarded for their advanced degrees, more so thanfor  their creativity: 

 

“The business world embraces and encourages talent, skills, and creativity, but in the 

school system a glass ceiling exists for the higher paid positions in the school district.  

There is not a hierarchy or professional ladder for non-degreed people in the school 

district.  I‟m not a teacher, yet I think of myself as an educator, but without the 

certificate.  In the educational field, that is detrimental.  I could be somebody who could 

be even more productive, but not having a teaching certificate is perceived to be a 

detriment.  In the business world, opportunities are provided for professional 

development on the job.  Why shouldn‟t that take place in the school districts?  Why 

can‟t I be paid more here, because I do have business world savvy?”   

 

The district that she worked for has since created new professional roles for 

people with specialized skills that are valued and in demand, even if they do not have 

teaching licensure.  There are positions there now for people with industry-recognized 
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technology expertise, for example.  Those opportunities have not been extended to the 

creation of additional jobs for people to support the development of School-to-Work 

projects, however, perhaps because the School-to-Work policy has sunsetted, and a new 

paradigm now exists, which values vocational education licensure.  The State of Arizona 

currently embraces the Career and Technical Education instructional delivery model, 

which insists on licensed vocational teachers with cooperative education certificates to be 

in charge of work-based learning.  These people take specialized classes in developing 

such programs so that they are safe, secure, and sound.   But she is correct.  The schools 

do not always provide in-service training to personnel who are not licensed professional 

educators.  They frequently have to pay for such education on their own.  

Another aspect of the school‟s culture that is not always understood is the 

requirement for students to be supervised constantly by people who have fingerprints on 

file and who have passed rigorous background checks performed by local law 

enforcement agents.  We cannot just leave a student in the company of an adult on 

campus who is visiting for the purpose of a School-to-Work event.  That adult must 

always be accompanied by a school district employee, which puts a strain on those of us 

who do want to work with volunteers from the community.  We understand that such 

provisions have evolved legally because there are adults in society who cannot be trusted 

alone with children.   

Likewise, school personnel do not have the flexibility built into their schedules to 

leave campus with little notice.  Advanced planning and resource allocation have to be 

negotiated in order for school faculty and staff members to ensure that there is adequate 
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supervision on campus, should one employee leave.   As one community partner from 

inside the school district observed: 

 
“My current job is not flexible enough to allow me to leave campus.  We have student 

workers and one other adult up front, but we need a body to cover the front office, and 

the support of the administration to say that it is allowed for us to attend workshops or 

seminars.  Somebody has to find a substitute for us who is also a fingerprinted adult.  

Business partners do not “get” that part of our day or professional lives.  Our first priority 

is to kids, and we cannot legally just “leave” our posts, because there are specific laws 

that govern supervision.” 

 

Another community partner in this study was assigned to work for an extended 

period of time on another school campus, and she too was not a licensed public school 

educator.  Nonetheless, she was paid as an outside contractor to deliver law related 

education curriculum that had been developed by professional curriculum developers in 

her industry.  Many of the activities that she developed personally had a School-to-Work 

bent to them, but she expressed frustration, due to the fact that she was an outsider to the 

system, and was sometimes confused and perturbed about the culture of the educational 

system in which she was working.  Her primary concern was for the students at the 

alternative school who had been labeled „at-risk‟ because many of them were also the 

students she served as a probation officer.   

She noted:  

“It seems as if during most of our students‟ lives in the educational setting, people have 

always put them at the back of the room, or sent them to in-school detention, because 

they have behavioral issues.  So they missed opportunities because they were not there or 

because they were not allowed to be there.   The students come to this alternative setting 

by way of referrals from the school counselors.  They come for credit retrieval or 

because they are behavioral problems, not for career and technical reasons.  Every now 

and again a student will complain „I thought I was going to get Career and Technical 

instruction‟ but that never happens here, because there is no real program.  The students 

that were led to believe that it is a Career and Technical high school are left wondering 

where such instruction is taking place, because they notice when they get here that there 

isn‟t any.”     
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 I knew that the construction program there had already been closed down due to 

insufficient external funding.   I was there for three years and did not see any other 

occupational program get started in its place.  I therefore shared her concern.   

She continued with her reflections on the implications of this observation: 

“It was disconcerting to me that the school called itself a Career and Technical School, 

yet it did not provide those services.  There was a careers class still being offered, even 

after you left.  But there was still no corresponding technical or vocational program, once 

the construction program was no longer funded.  It seems that it was an obligation of the 

school district to provide such services, including (a) technical, vocational, or 

occupational training, and (b) a connection to the workplace, which as far as I can tell, is 

not currently going on.  Nobody from the community college comes out to the school, 

although some people have explored that possibility.” 

 

This community partner developed many School-to-Work opportunities for the 

students on that campus, most related to her grant-funded project that provided law-

related educational instruction to student.  Her observation was one that I shared too: 

“Transportation was a huge issue.  There are limits to what I could do as an external 

agent.  There were not enough vans, or van drivers.  Scheduling became an issue, as far 

as the typical school day goes, because some teachers don‟t like that their lesson or 

curriculum were interrupted.  The administration was supportive, but I did not always 

secure permission to have the students‟ school schedules interrupted for a School-to-

Work activity that I had planned.”  

 

Another partner lamented issues of transportation, this time noting that the age of 

the student meant that they were at the mercy of other people for attendance at School-to-

Work events, including work-based learning.   

“Some students are dependent upon adults for transportation, so it was disruptive to have 

the child tardy because the parent was not reliable.   Some kids are not drivers.  Our 

geographically remote district limited the opportunities for students that did not drive.”  

 

Transportation was an issue at both rural school districts, and students were often 

dependent upon other people for their means of transportation, both to and from work.  A 

students‟ legal status as a minor also presented issues of transience, in that the American 
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families move frequently, and the minor children are required legally to go with their 

parents.   

 
“The student did not stay as long as we would have liked.  She worked for a single 

semester, and then put in her notice, and was gone.  It was a shock.  There was upward 

mobility here, and we would have kept her on for as long as she was in high school, as 

well as through her college years.  But her parents moved out of state, so what could we 

do?  We admit we were disappointed with the student and the school, but in retrospect, 

of course, I can see that we were not being fair.” 

 

Another community partner made a similar observation: 

 
“Some of the students were working in our program and were simultaneously self-

supporting, not living at home anymore.  They were at-risk of becoming transient or 

leaving us to do other work that pays more.” 

 

Still another community partner observed that one student seemed to be working 

to support her parents, and felt that the situation was exploitive of the minor child.  I saw 

this pattern too, on, occasion, with students being expected to hand their paychecks over 

to their parents.  Some students were proud to contribute to their family households in 

this way, but others were concerned and/or resentful that they could not spend the money 

that they had earned. 

Another community partner commented about the living conditions that some of 

our students were experiencing.  She noted: 

“Our students run the gamut.  Some live in a normal household with two working 

parents, and so there is no immediate need for the students to work during high school.  

But there are others who are homeless, with no parent involved at all.  They are required 

to work, and there are some who have extreme situations that are very taxing on them 

emotionally, physically, mentally, academically and financially.  They are the ones who 

are hanging by a thread, and who, because of their life circumstances, have to choose 

between employment and school.  There are not enough supports in place to make their 

lives easier.  There is no public transportation provided, and no option for a city bus 

where we are, so no way for them to have access to STW opportunities.  Something has 

to give, and it is usually their schooling.  Some kids are amazing and can juggle both 

things, stick it out and graduate; but not all.  I know of one student who is not even 18 

years old yet, and she is self supporting.  Her mother had too many children and could 

not support them all, so she was sent to live with a grandmother.  Then she elected to 

leave the grandmother, and moved into an apartment with a sister.  She has two jobs and 
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still comes to school.   There are also several teenage mothers here.  Some graduate, 

some drop-out, and others are still trying to manage it all … working, mothering, day-

care, schooling.  You have to admire them.  They‟re trying to do what they think is right, 

which is to finish their high school diploma.”  

 

Motherhood is an issue that several other community partners complained about.  

One young woman was seventeen years old, eight and a half months pregnant, and 

presented to my offices with the expectation that I find her a job.  She was already a ward 

of the State of Arizona, since her own parents had abandoned her early in life.  Her social 

services were ending on her 18
th

 birthday, and she would no longer be allowed to live in 

the group home that she was accustomed to, because the home was not licensed to handle 

infants.  Her baby would qualify for some social services once it was born, but the young 

woman was facing an economic conundrum on her own birthday, which was rapidly 

approaching.  The expectation was that she would have the energy to hold down a job and 

save enough money before the baby was born to be able to set up and maintain a 

household of her own.  It was a ludicrous situation to me.  It was a totally unrealistic set 

of expectations, given what her wages would be.   

Miraculously, I did find a job for her with a local physician whose office manager 

needed help.  She was a file clerk for three days before she gave birth.  She went into 

labor in the physician‟s office, which was at least a safe place for her to be working in.  

She dropped out of school and moved in with the baby‟s father, also legally a minor, who 

was still in high school and living with his own mother.  The female student never came 

back to my program, although I encouraged an independent study version of the class and 

made several home visits after the baby was born.  The physician and his office manager 

were gracious about the whole situation, but the student was too overwhelmed with her 
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new status as a mother of an infant to go back to work for them.   She was healing post-

partum, lactating, and exhausted.  Biologically she could not work. 

 

As one partner pointed out: 

 
“Pregnancy is not included as a legitimate illness for attendance purposes, and the school 

depends on students‟ presence each day in order to receive State operating funds.  We 

did not think it appropriate that a young woman should be excused from work when 

pregnant.  Why should we pay her if she cannot perform her job duties?  We needed to 

know what the laws were about that.  Even with a doctor‟s excuse, if she can‟t do the job, 

then why is she on the payroll?” 

  

Modifications were sometimes made for young women who were pregnant on the 

job, but it was more likely that they quit their jobs to tend to their biological role.  I do 

not know who paid for their sustenance in every case, but it was frequently a parent or 

grandparent of the female student.  Paternity was mentioned only once as the reason that 

a student came to me, looking for a paid work experience. The young father did manage 

to graduate from high school, while working after school, to help support his girlfriend 

during her post-partum recovery.  She graduated too, although we made medical 

modifications for her, sending packets of academic work home for her to complete her 

degree.  This scenario happened eight or nine times during my professional practice, but I 

only worked with a young father this once.  The rest of the time I was working with the 

young women, who were trying to juggle the demands of motherhood with the demands 

of working and going to school simultaneously. 

 

 In addition to medical modifications that were made on the job for students with 

unusual biological needs, I also had to negotiate modifications for students who were 

eligible for special education services at the school.  Many of my students had specific 
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learning disabilities that might not have been readily apparent when the child interviewed 

for jobs, but once on the job, some of their cognitive limitations became obvious.  The 

most frequent modification was the development of very specific rote tasks that the child 

could perform daily, so as to be considered of economic value to the organization.  Some 

students worked well doing the same routine daily, or at least to start their day, until the 

business partner had time to share a new task with them.  As one partner in this study 

observed: 

 
“The special education student was helpful and she wanted to please us.  She was polite 

and pleasant, so that made it more comfortable for us to work with her.  We learned that 

her instructions must be written out, and she prefers a set routine.  So in the beginning 

we would type out tasks, and then trained her on specific duties, such as starting her day 

collecting attendance rolls from the teachers, manning the telephone calls for us in the 

early morning, when they were the most busy, making copies for teachers that were 

already stacked and ready for her in the morning, grading simple papers, and doing set 

data-entry tasks that she learned quickly.  We learned that she is a visual learner, so 

having lists to work from really helped her out.  With a few modifications and 

adaptations here in the office, she was much more productive.  We were pleased with 

her performance.” 

 

Another special education student had demonstrated troublesome behaviors at 

school.  Nonetheless, she asked to be in the program, so we were obliged to work with 

her.  She was emotionally immature as one partner recalls: 

 
“She demonstrated personality problems here at school.  She was a demanding little 

princess, and she pouted and sulked if things did not go her way.  She was frequently 

angry and moody.  She had trouble relating to the other students her age, and often 

blamed others for problems she created.  She was lacking social skills and maturity, and 

frequently exaggerated to get attention.  She was a drama queen, with grandiose ideas of 

where she would end up.  It was tiresome.  Furthermore, at school we never trusted her, 

because she got caught lying and stealing, so we wondered how she would adapt to the 

workplace.  But she surprised us, once she was employed in the after-school program.  

She was working with smaller kids, and was actually doing well. She liked the 

responsibility of having a job and a paycheck.  She did not fit the typical “mold” of who 

we thought would do well in such a setting, but she rose to the occasion and met the new 

expectations for more grown-up behaviors.  She took her new job very seriously and 

was proud of herself.  Her employer was pleased, and we could see the change in her, 

because of the job.”   
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Many students had to be groomed on the job for the more adult expectations of 

their new workplaces, not just students who were cognitively or emotionally impaired.  

Mainstreamed adolescents are also learning to adapt to more grown-up standards.  As one 

partner observed: 

“The students are still developing emotionally as well as socially and biologically.  They 

are not grown-ups yet, and still have some steep learning curves, in regard to socially 

acceptable behaviors.  What they can get away with in their peer-group culture is not the 

same as what will be expected when they are working with adults.  People who hire 

students this age need to be reminded that the students are still learning and that a single 

mistake does not define their entire personality or potential of the young person.”  

 

One partner noted that the students she hired had to be confronted directly with 

their tendency to run to teachers for help, instead of taking the initiative to resolve 

conflicts they were having on the job.  She described one illustrative example: 

“Some of the adults in our company were treating the students poorly, related to cleaning 

duties.  The students complained to you before they spoke with me about it, which was 

embarrassing.  I wish they had come to me first.  The situation was straightened out, once 

it was brought to management‟s attention.  But the students did not solve the problem 

appropriately.  They should have gone to management right away.  When we found out 

about their perceptions of what was taking place we held a meeting which was only 

attended by the students, giving them a forum and a safe place to bring their concerns out 

into the open.  They needed to see that their concerns would be addressed.  The kids each 

received copy of the e-mail that was sent to all employees, regarding behavior and 

expectations for certain cleaning tasks.  We also had follow-up meetings & individual 

consultations to determine if the e-mail was effective.  Your students were still too 

dependent upon teachers to solve their problems.  We wanted them to come ask us, and 

to try to figure out how to resolve conflicts on their own. They were too often not self-

reliant.  They had no real-world experience with problem solving.” 

 

I was frequently caught in the middle of complaints registered between the 

students and the work-site mentors, which I considered to be a normal part of the job.  

But I too agreed that some of the squabbles were relatively petty, and that the students 

needed to manage some of the problems they were experiencing themselves.  Issues of 

safety were my priority the first few years, and students who came to me with social 

upset had to wait, unless the situation was particularly egregious.  Students needed to 
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learn that they were not the only pebbles on the beach, and that some of their expectations 

were perceived to be unrealistic demands. 

“One student was a drama queen, with a continuing saga brought to work.  She was 

reliable and polite, and she did her job, but she was not good at managing students or at 

getting them out of the office.  She wanted to be on the telephone or computer.  If I 

didn‟t direct her, she wouldn‟t take the initiative.  If I gave her open-ended direction, she 

would do what I asked, but too many issues in her personal life were brought into work.  

It interrupted her work because she was always asking the adults for counseling and 

guidance.  Her mom also wanted to interrupt the proceedings of the office for personal 

advice on her daughter‟s upbringing.  It was a constant distraction.” 

 

This story reminds me of another situation, in which I had to tell the mother of 

one of my students that she was making the business partner nervous, and embarrassing 

her 18 year old daughter, by hovering outside the work-site while the student was inside, 

trying to do her job.  The mother had to be counseled that it was considered to be 

inappropriate for her to be hanging around for four hours, while her daughter was 

employed.  The perception was that the girl‟s mommy was not ready to let her baby out 

into the real world.  The daughter herself hated it.   

Students‟ attitudes were also addressed in the program, with the need to teach 

them pro-actively what the expectations were for their behaviors and moods: 

“Some students complained that they hated working in the after-care program.  They 

liked it initially, but then complained that they were just babysitting, and doing nothing 

else.  They felt like they didn‟t have the freedom to do fun things with the younger 

children.  But they never took the initiative, and we sometimes had to point out to them 

that other students did like the jobs, and were taking the initiative, and therefore being 

rewarded.”   

 

A male employer made the same observation: 

 
“I hired two students, one male and one female.  The female was passive and an 

observer.  The male was more active and frequently took the initiative to ask for more 

work to do, and to learn certain software programs.  He was rewarded with more 

challenging tasks, while she complained that she was not being treated fairly.  But she 

needed to be told that she has a responsibility to step forward and show us or 

demonstrate to us what she was capable of.  They both worked for us for an extended 

period of time, but I don‟t think she was ever happy here, yet she used the work 

experience on her résumé‟ and earned money to get through college.”   
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In this case there was more to the dynamic, in that the young man had verifiable 

hard-skills in computer programming that the young woman did not possess.  The young 

man had been taught these technology skills at home by his father.  The school was not 

teaching the same programming languages.  The female was therefore being constantly 

compared and contrasted to somebody with college-level programming skills that she did 

not own.  It was hard on her, but the school had no way of providing the same skill set 

that her male counterpart had learned as a young adolescent.   

Students who made mistakes on the job, in the context of social improprieties 

were counseled by their site supervisors first, and I was contacted only when the problem 

was too great for a work-site supervisor to manage.  Schools are bound by strict due-

process laws, which require that students who are being disciplined be given the rights to 

describe the problem situation in their own words, which is a process that I then 

facilitated, if the child was facing the possibility of dismissal for their action in their 

work-based learning situation.  This was sometimes awkward, but a role that I was 

willing to assume.  One partner recalls: 

“When a child is caught lying or cheating, some do not believe it is their fault.  It is 

always a relief when a student takes responsibility and grows and learns from the counsel 

they received from the adults who are supervising their instruction.  We found that direct 

counsel was a good thing, even when students are tardy.  If I sat down with them 

immediately, to let them know that their behavior was problematic and needed to change, 

or there would be consequences, the students were frequently responsive to the direction 

they were given.” 

 

Another partner recalls an incident that had potential security risks:  

 
“We have legal issues with confidentiality in our company, and needed to have students 

taught that in our business we have to be protective of our assets.  We take our ID badges 

and building-entrance protocols very seriously.  One student played games in that regard, 

and was sneaky with us, which made him seem like a high-maintenance employee.  That 

raised the question „is it too much, to supervise teenagers in our type of business 
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setting?‟  You intervened, and disciplined him at the school, and he was a much more 

serious employee thereafter.” 

 

Another employer made sure that her company‟s expectations were put into 

writing in a handbook that was authored specifically for our student-learners.  She made 

sure that certain behaviors were identified up-front, so that students would understand 

that there were legitimate and logical grounds for being fired: 

“Certain acts were summarized in the handbook and identified as behaviors that could 

lead to immediate dismissal.  Theft, time-sheet fraud, vandalism, violation of 

confidentiality agreements, and falsification of data are examples.  We received grants 

from national research institutes, and so our company is frequently scrutinized and held 

accountable by external rules.  Scientific integrity is important in our industry.  The 

federal granting agencies that we are funded through have certain procedures that the 

scientific community must follow.  If students couldn‟t follow these rules, then we could 

not afford to keep them on as employees.” 

 

 The same partner recalled an incident of horseplay in the school‟s science lab that 

was troublesome for her to learn about. 

 
“One of the students we had employed was caught vandalizing your science classroom, 

and he did receive disciplinary action that resulted in his being suspended from school.  

That meant that he could not attend any of his classes for that period of time, and the 

issue was raised, as to whether or not he should be allowed to attend his work-site 

learning station too.  You and I argued the point, but in the end, I think we both made the 

right decision, which was that no, he could not come to work if he was suspended from 

school, because it wasn‟t just a part-time job, he was getting school credit for the 

experience.”   

 

 The incident prompted a review of the program‟s policies regarding discipline and 

attendance, and resulted in much stricter policies.  This partner chose to fire the student 

because he was not available for work, and because they found his irresponsible behavior 

at the school to be indicative that the student was too immature to be working in their 

particular work setting.  His extended absence from work was ground for dismissal, so I 

supported her decision, although I did take a great deal of criticism from the family and 

some of my colleagues on campus as well, who did not think that I handled the situation 

properly.  I did not discipline the child at school.  A school administrator did that.  The 
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incident did put a strain on the partnership, which I simply had to live with.  The 

partnership continued well beyond the incident, but it was tough on everybody.  

 The same partner observed a number of problem behaviors on the job, and other 

students were fired from positions in her company on occasion, for dishonesty, time card 

fraud, and making long-distance telephone calls from the company‟s phone system, 

which was considered to be theft.  Students were also guilty of mis-using the computers, 

surfing pornography sites, and simply using their time poorly.  The community partner 

observed: 

 
“The students sometimes used the excuse that the adults around them had modeled bad 

habits, which was a legitimate observation.  But what students forget is that those adults 

were reprimanded too, and some received poor performance ratings and/or were fired.  

They did not yet understand that adults get in trouble on the job too, and that disciplinary 

action is always confidential. They may not appreciate that people are in serious trouble, 

because they can‟t see it.  The action takes place behind the scenes, and is none of their 

business.  The students needed to be reminded frequently that „two wrongs do not equal 

one right‟ and they are responsible for their own behaviors. We had to remind several 

students that they were old enough to recognize unethical situations and to either stay out 

of them, or report them.”  

 

Unethical behaviors were observed in the charter school‟s technology lab the very 

first year of our existence.  I cannot speak for the other educators or community partners 

that I worked with at the time, but I personally was caught off guard.  I was simply not 

yet experienced enough with the older adolescent to understand some of the games they 

play, in order to be considered „cool‟ amongst their peers.  The situation occurred before 

the school had their own server, so we shared a computer network with many other 

businesses on site.  I observed a number of male students snickering, as they were 

huddled in front of one of the thirty or more computer terminals that were in the 

computer lab.  The lab was full, and many students were now observed to be off task. 
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As it turned out, the boys that were laughing the loudest had managed to 

commandeer the computer system in the room and in the building, and had placed a 

sexually explicit message on the screen that targeted the reputation of one of the older 

female students on campus.  When I arrived, and read the message I was simultaneously 

perplexed and angry, but also frustrated, because I did not have the technical skills to turn 

the situation around.  I did not know how to erase the message, so I insisted that the boys 

do so immediately.  They balked, but with a few more terse sentences from my mouth, 

they complied.  One community partners recalls:   

 
“We were so new, and so naïve.  We were not even running the lab-techs when that 

happened.  We did not have the security measures yet.  The kids knew more than I did.  

They found an internet site called “Nuke It” and claimed it was a gag.  The other kids‟ 

academic work was lost.  The research park site helped us get better security measures 

after that.  It was our first six months, and a learning curve for all of us.  The partners in 

the building had to get better security too, because we shared a network.  We learned 

how tech-savvy some of the kids were, the hard way.  The kids learned a lot at home, and 

we didn‟t even have a security system to keep kids off certain websites.  I was always 

playing catch-up through the security system.  The kids could always seem to get around 

our firewalls, because they know how to hack.  The kids go into porn sites and they 

download pictures; even some of the girls.  One kid was selling them to other students.  

The district now has software that helps to keep 10,000 kids from doing what they are 

not supposed to do, but when we started, we were still learning.  One time a kid wanted 

to play games after school, but did not have the passwords to do so.  So he got on-line to 

ask around the community, to see if somebody else knew how to hack through the 

security system.  Some guy in prison e-mailed him back.  So he got an answer from a 

guy in prison.” 

 

    Students in daycare facilities frequently experienced hostilities and witnessed 

problems: 

“One father called the facility, because he did not think his young child was being treated 

properly, when the seventeen year old responded to that child‟s behaviors.  So we had to 

provide some support for the teenager who was then exposed to parental hostility, which 

was traumatic.  The student learners have to deal effectively with some pretty tough 

situations, and scary issues, such as runaways, injured children, angry parents, and 

parents not coming on time.  They have also had to deal with traumatized or abused 

children.” 
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I was called to intervene frequently, when students who were working in any one 

of seven or eight child care facilities in the county, had to manage such hostility or 

conflicts.  One student was falsely accused of being drunk on the job, and once the 

proverbial bell had been rung, her reputation was tarnished.  I was called-in to document 

the accusations, and managed to get her re-situated elsewhere, because her work-site 

supervisor believed the parent, despite the lack of physical evidence.  She went on to 

become a valued member of another institution, and has children of her own today.   

 Even students in public office spaces were subjected to adult hostilities.  One 

student left her post abruptly, because she could not manage the emotional stress of what 

she was witnessing on the job.  Her former employer describes the situation: 

 
“Once an appraiser called, and he chewed her up and down.  I called his office and 

demanded an apology.  As an adult, we would have called the other adult on verbal 

abuse.  We do not accept abuse within the office, nor from anybody else. We‟re 

independent contractors. We don‟t have to tolerate that type of behavior from anybody.  

But she did not have the same training or skills, so she was traumatized.  A customer 

was trying to blackmail me in front of the student-intern.  I told him „do what you have 

to do morally, but you are not going to manipulate me into doing something unethical‟.  

We talked about it after it happened, and I explained that one tactic that I use when 

somebody is being confrontational or a bully, is to ask the people around me to help me 

triangulate the experience;  in writing, of course, and as soon as possible.  I modeled for 

her calm assertiveness, and she listed and witnessed the interaction, so she was asked to 

help me document it, so that if the man tried it again, we could lodge a formal complaint 

against him.  He was breaking the law, making economic threats against us, and that 

happens fairly frequently in our business, so we make it our business to stop the ugly 

behavior if we can, or to document and lodge a complaint, so as to protect ourselves 

here.” 

 

The most egregious negative behaviors that our students were exposed to were 

incidents of sexual harassment.  No student, to the best of my knowledge, was ever 

sexually assaulted on the job, but several were subjected to verbal threats of that nature, 

requiring intervention from me, as a representative of the child‟s legal rights.  One 

partner described such an incident:   
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“We found out the hard way that the students are vulnerable, which became a liability 

issue for us, when one of the students was sexually harassed by one of the older male 

scientists.  He was disciplined and the female student intern stayed beyond high school, 

but it was a huge embarrassment for everybody, one that we simply did not anticipate.  I 

would not have thought that the adult males would have been so sexually aggressive or 

interested in such young students, so it was something we need to acknowledge and deal 

with forthrightly.  We instituted a sexual harassment training program for our adult 

employees as well as the student interns.  The school addressed the issue too, in the 

context of teaching young people how to recognize and report such behaviors 

immediately.  If we had known that this would have been an issue, of course, we would 

have had such training in place already, but alas, we learned this lesson the hard way.  

Luckily, the student herself came forward and reported the pressures that she had lived 

with quietly for four months.  It turns out that the same man was harassing some of the 

adult female workers too.  He was reassigned to a different lab after being reprimanded 

and disciplined on the job.  The behavior stopped because he knew he would lose his job.  

Thankfully, the female student was never touched by him.”  

 

The problems that have been described in this chapter section are a sub-set of all 

that I encountered and dealt with professionally.  Although no student was harmed 

permanently, they can describe how the problems that they encountered looked to them at 

the time, as well as how they perceive the same problems today.   

The next section of Chapter 5 is therefore dedicated to exploring issues of 

participation in the School-to-Work learning opportunities from the perspectives of the 

former students.  They have the benefit now of being able to speak from a reflective 

position, since their work experiences took place many years ago.  Nonetheless, their 

memories of pivotal lived experiences in the context of the reform initiative can shed 

important light on certain aspects that would have otherwise remained obscured from our 

view.  Those of us adults, who were supervising and training the students in the past, will 

no doubt, glean poignant lessons from the first-hand accounts of the students in this 

project.  
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Section 5.3 – The Students’ Perspectives 

 

(A) -   The Interview Agenda 

 

 The fifth chapter concludes with the most vital data set, which was derived from 

the lived experiences of the students in the study, each of whom had me as their teacher 

of record for at least one semester, but some for as long as six years.  This is because I 

stayed in one school district for a considerable amount of time, and I was assigned to 

teach science classes to cohorts of students that matriculated upwards in grade-level, 

while I was simultaneously assigned to do the same thing.  In other words, as my own 

responsibilities increased over time, I seemed to be asked to spiral myself up the grade-

level scale, not by choice, but by assigned professional duties.  I therefore found myself 

teaching new students each year, but also ones I already knew. 

 My own personal involvement in the reform movement was sparked out of 

concern that my own students were not being adequately prepared to assume adult roles 

and responsibilities, and the belief that I could help to ameliorate that situation.  I 

believed that the policy makers had the students‟ best interests in mind, and came 

forward to lend my expertise as a curriculum specialist, classroom teacher, (and much 

later), as an educational program specialist in this specific domain.  What I did not 

understand previously, however, was that the students‟ themselves were harboring 

knowledge about the reform‟s practical realities, which could potentially inform the rest 

of us about how and why the learning opportunities that they were exposed to were either 

positive or negative, successful or ridiculous, and whether or not the activities had any 

particular relevance or significance to the actual transition process.  



 

 

  696 

It was assumed that the policy makers‟ recommendations would be the key to 

opening up brighter futures for students, and therefore for society as a whole.  Exposure 

to specific types of learning opportunities was purported to have value in the long-run, 

improving the likelihood that students would be able to transition out of their childhood 

homes, and into safe and secure positions within society, where they could maintain a 

certain level of economic security for the purposes of building their adult lives.  I did my 

best to create learning opportunities for students that I believed were beneficial for them.  

But until I asked the students to sit with me to discuss their experiences, I did not have an 

accurate portrayal of what they themselves perceived to be appropriate, in terms of their 

scholastic, occupational, or moral development.   

The purpose of the essays that remain in this fifth chapter is to discover what the 

students had to say about participation in one or more of the learning opportunities that I 

developed for them over time.  The beauty of this data set is that we get to hear from 

some of my former students, many years after the fact, what they remembered and 

applied from the lessons created on their behalf so long ago. I confess that I was taken 

aback by some of their candid responses, because there are situations that they are 

describing that I was blind to.  In retrospect, then, I can see where additional layers of 

curriculum might have spared these students from certain indignities associated with 

entering the adult workforce for the first time.  I can also see now, with the clarity of 

hindsight (and a prolonged period of time to reflect on their revelations), that I could have 

strengthened certain programmatic structures, so as to ensure that the students were 

spared certain difficulties, risks, and even harm. 



 

 

  697 

I was hoping that conversations with my former students would yield answers to 

the research question.  I designed their interview protocol around the variables that are 

seen, both vertically and horizontally, on the Managing Complex Change matrix (See 

Table 1, page 52).  I assumed that there were factors associated with complex change 

theory that would explain why some of the learning opportunities were well received, 

while others were not.  Teaching is an interactive sport.  There is an important dynamic at 

play, involving the interactive relationship between teachers, the curriculum, and 

students.  In other words, like a ball player, I can be throwing out ideas and lessons, but 

somebody else on the other end of the dynamic has to catch them or knock them out of 

the ballpark.  By constructing questions related to students‟ own perceptions about 

participation in specific learning opportunities, I hoped to ascertain hidden factors that 

were influencing their ability to grasp what I was trying to teach them.   

The essays that follow will reveal the responses that the students gave to 

questions that were clustered around the variables associated with complex change 

theory.  The first group    will examine the students‟ collective visions for participation in 

the movement, asking them to reveal to us when they first thought about a career path, 

when they were first exposed to School-to-Work Transition Education, and what their 

expectations were for their own lives, both in secondary school, and beyond.  I wanted to 

determine the extent to which the students prepared themselves for an active or robust 

work life, either during or after high school.  I also wanted to determine the extent to 

which other people had influenced their career trajectories.  I therefore explored family 

dynamics, preferences, and biases, as perceived by the students in retrospect. 
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The second group of questions was related directly to the learning activities that 

students had been involved in.  I wanted to know which activities they remembered in 

hindsight, and why.  The essays will be segregated by the three curriculum components 

recommended by policy makers, specifically School Based Activities, Connecting 

Activities, and Work Based Activities.  The students described from their own individual 

perspectives, which activities they determined to have a positive influence on their lives, 

and whether or not the activities had a specific influence on their personal career or 

academic trajectories.  The learning opportunities represent the sixth column on the 

Managing Complex Change matrix, because they are associated with the curriculum 

outcomes that the policy makers hoped for.  Each of the variables that are assumed to be 

necessary for complex change to occur were evident as influential factors to curriculum 

development.    

The third group of questions was designed to explore some of the negative 

aspects that the students associated with participation in the reform movement.  Obstacles 

and barriers that the students ran into are examined from their perspective.  It is easy for 

the rest of us to see in hindsight where some of their difficulties may have been avoided 

or resolved.  The point here, however, is that some of the students are revealing situations 

that they did not understand or know how to resolve when they encountered them as 

children.  Now that they are all adults, however, they too can see with greater clarity 

where additional provisions could have been made of an instructional or programmatic 

nature.   
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(B) -  Vision for Participation 

 

The first questions asked of my students were related to their vision for post-

secondary life, based on their recollections of when they were first exposed to ideas 

associated with making their own livings, living on their own, and being personally 

responsible for providing for their own sustenance.  I asked questions that might reveal 

their earliest memories of thinking or planning ahead for a job or role in society that they 

perceived to be a worthwhile investment of their time and talents.  Most children have 

been asked, at some point in their development, what they hope to be when they grow up.  

I asked the students to recall if they remembered being exposed to glimpses of the adult 

work world, before they had any formal education and training with me.  I was trying to 

determine who, when, where, and how they might have been influenced by other adults 

in society, regarding career options that they either explored or considered personally. 

The first question I asked was therefore related to their earliest memories or 

recollections related to their own thinking about what they wanted to do in their adult 

lives to earn a living.  Most students admitted that they did not have any specific career 

plans or ideas in place until they were forced to think about it in a school setting.  I was 

surprised to learn that these career plans were not fully considered, however, until well 

into the high school experience or after high-school graduation.  While some of the 

female students did indicate a desire to be mothers, all but one had additional career 

aspirations.  Only three students recalled having a desire to pursue a career as early as 

elementary school, and all were female. 
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One former student from Asteroid School District mentioned that it was her 

second grade teacher who first inspired her to consider a career in the sciences, which she 

did indeed pursue.  

 “Mrs. B. (a really cool teacher), allowed us to talk about what we wanted to be when we 

grew up.  I wanted to be either a doctor or an air force pilot.  I later chose to avoid the 

military because I didn‟t want to sign away four years of my life with nothing in return 

… you don‟t get anything out of the military if you‟re only there for four years.  I‟m still 

debating about the doctor career … I‟m going to apply to both pharmacy and medical 

school after college, and see what happens”. 

 

Another student had an influential elementary school teacher who first got her 

interested in careers related to math and science.  She credits her middle school and high 

school science teachers for continuing to point her forward. 

“I have been thinking of pursing a career for as long as I can remember.  When I was 

little, I wanted to be a gymnastics teacher.  Then later I wanted to be an architect in 

middle school.  I also wanted to be an orthodontist when I had braces in 8
th

 grade.  Then 

it was the sciences, as I took each one, but mainly marine biology.  Recently I‟ve been 

thinking about Chemistry, and will take my classes at the Community College and see 

how I like them”. 

 

A female student from Bolide School District described herself as having a strong 

maternal instinct.  She knew that she wanted to work with babies as early as 

kindergarten, but she did not know of the myriad of career opportunities in that context 

until she took a bio-medical class offered in District B, that allowed her the opportunity 

to job-shadow a number of professionals from the medical field in a local hospital setting.  

At that time she decided that she wanted to pursue a nursing degree, with a specialty 

focus area in pediatrics.   

Only a handful of the students mentioned that they had been given any type of 

career education or advice at home.  One, however, pointed out that it was her mother 

who helped her to obtain her first job, and to learn how to manage money. 
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“My first job was at a dry cleaning establishment, before the work-study job at Asteroid 

Charter High.  My mom got me that job, and she is the one who taught me how to handle 

money.  I had horses and I showed them.  I had a big interest in science and while in 

school I was focusing on going into Veterinary medicine, and science has always been a 

big interest area for me, and an area I did well in and the reason I took so many science 

classes.   But it was my hobby that gave me the motivation to work.  I needed the money 

for the expenses associated with owning and showing horses.” 

 

Several students had me as their middle school science teacher, and two credit me 

for having introduced them to the concept that they would need to prepare themselves for 

a means though which to earn their own living.  They were my students during the first 

year of the School-to-Work grant cycle, and received lessons from me personally that 

were both integrated into my science classes, as well as into a number of the exploratory 

electives classes for the first time that year.  One student remembers: 

“It was in your seventh grade science class, Mrs. Orton.  You made me write a report on 

garbage … on decomposition.  I remember learning about the bacteria.  You told me I 

should become a scientist who works with garbage.  Now I want to work with infectious 

diseases and germs.  My parents still have the report”.   

 

 Two other students reported learning about post-secondary options in middle 

school too.  One, from Bolide School District, learned about life-skills in her middle-

school special education curriculum.  She did not reside in Bolide District at that time, 

however.  She was matriculated in a larger district, elsewhere in the county.  The second 

student transferred from Comet School District into Asteroid School District in high 

school, but did report that she had learned a great deal about School-to-Work transition 

concepts from a middle-school life-skills curriculum in her own neighborhood school.  

She remembered some of those original lessons: 

“We learned about banking and money.  There were a number of life simulation classes, 

including having a fake family and taking care of a fake checking book.  We learned 

basic life skills such as cooking.  We had sand-bag babies that we had to care for, and we 

were encouraged to take economics classes in high school”. 
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Most students in the study, however, reported thinking about their own transition 

needs only after being exposed to career-related conversations in their high school 

classes, rather than sooner. The students in Asteroid District frequently mentioned their 

first School-to-Work class as the primary source of information about post-secondary 

careers.  Those who had taken the advanced School-to-Work class and/or the work-based 

learning opportunities also mentioned the impact that those classes had on their thinking, 

a concept that will be revisited again elsewhere in this chapter.  These students also 

mentioned learning about post-secondary options in a number of their academic and 

vocational classes, providing evidence that the school setting did indeed attempt to 

integrate lessons about post-secondary options across the curriculum.  Teachers in 

Economics, Math, and even Spanish were mentioned as providers of such information.  

The people in this study revealed their awareness that School-to-Work philosophies and 

skills can be taught in just about every course on campus.   

The students in District B also mentioned that they did not begin to think about 

their post-secondary options until later in their high school careers.  Most mentioned that 

the first exposure they had was in the context of the DCE class that they took from me.  

They learned about the DCE program itself, however, from their school counselors and 

vocational educators.  One student remembers the recruitment pitch that was given for the 

program by my predecessor.  The other one credits her father for picking up information 

packets during her junior year, so that she could consider the work-based learning 

program for her senior year.  She also recalled learning about career options in several 

school-based courses at her high school, primarily in science classes.  I was never hired 
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as a science teacher there, so I cannot take credit for that instruction.  These students have 

provided evidence to the claims I will make later, that many students from all three 

districts were exposed informally to transition concepts before I met them, even if they 

did not yet recognize that career education is indeed an integral part of School-to-Work 

reform. 

 I then asked the students to recall when and why they made the decision to go to 

the specific high school setting in which we were introduced to each other.  My goal was 

to determine if their expectations for schooling corresponded to any of the learning 

opportunities that I had created for them.  I wanted to know what was attracting students 

to a particular social setting.  Was it the School-to-Work philosophy or something else?  

If I could determine the rationale for the choice of a social setting, then I might also be 

able to make the logical claim that the students‟ own motivation to learn what I was 

assigned to teach might have been an influential factor that facilitated my ability to 

design learning opportunities with a School-to-Work bent. I did not know if students were 

motivated by what I was teaching them, or whether that motivation was a pre-existing 

condition that made my job easier.  

The students revealed that they were infrequently the person who made the 

decision about the high school that they would attend.  It was not often the child‟s 

decisions as to whether or not they would matriculate into a larger comprehensive high 

school, a small charter high school, or an alternative placement, such as the career and 

technical school at Bolide City.  Instead, the decision was made by parents.  Students 

reported that their parents had experienced both disappointments and dissatisfaction with 
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the high school options that were available to their children.  Some District A parents, for 

example, were frustrated that their offspring were experiencing apathy and failure at the 

larger comprehensive high schools that existed outside the district‟s boundaries.  Their 

children reported that they had experienced pressures to be involved in unhealthy and 

even criminal behaviors, which put their biological and emotional development at-risk of 

being thwarted.  A female student described her life in her first high school: 

 “I kept finding myself getting into (physical) fights.  I was hanging out with the wrong 

crowd.  I thank God that my parents made me transfer, or I might not have graduated at 

all”. 

 

Several other students confessed that they too had succumbed to considerable 

peer-pressure to be involved in negative activities, such as ditching, alcohol consumption, 

pre-marital sexual activity, drug-use, and gang activity.  They reported that they felt 

frequently pressured socially to engage in behaviors that were impacting their grades, 

sense of security and wellness.   The parents therefore made the decision for these 

students, which was that a change in social settings was necessary.  They hoped their 

children would experience more success in a new social environment.  

Students who had never attended another high school previously reported that 

their parents had similar concerns, and were relieved that a local high school option was 

now available within their district boundaries.  This was perceived to be a matter of 

practical convenience, as well as a matter of ethical concern.  Students reported that their 

parents did not want them to travel to neighboring school districts, because the commute 

was too arduous.   One explained: 
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“My parents wanted to reduce the travel time to the other schools.  I attended one of the 

metropolitan schools for two years.  I had to get up at 4:00 a.m. to catch the bus by 5:00 

a.m., and was on the bus for more than an hour before I even arrived to school”.  

 

A few of the students reported that they chose the charter school because it was 

located close to their parents‟ jobs, which was convenient for their needs.  One student 

came from a fairly large family.  Her father was serving in the military overseas, and her 

mother worked across town.  The student was the oldest daughter in her family, and was 

called upon daily to help her siblings get organized for their own school day.  The charter 

school in her own neighborhood allowed her to manage these familial expectations.  She 

was also attracted to the school because it would also allow her to work part-time to earn 

extra money for her family.  She was an active contributor to the household income. 

Two students commuted from their home school districts, traveling thirty to forty 

minutes to get to the Research Park campus.  The parents‟ motivation for sending the 

students to the charter high school was to improve the educational opportunity for their 

children, who they did not perceive to be well served in their own neighborhood schools.   

“My dad worked at the research park, so we could carpool.  I didn‟t want to go to the 

school in my own neighborhood, which was considerably closer.  My dad had heard 

about the school on campus from another employee.  I had one visit prior to enrollment.  

I was home schooled since 2
nd

 grade by my parents, for religious beliefs and personal 

values. I was concerned over morality issues and educational issues and pressures.  I 

considered the neighborhood high school, but because we heard of Asteroid High, and it 

was near my dad‟s work, we tried it”. 

 

Another student‟s mother worked in one of the chemical research facilities with 

which we were partnered, and had supervised some of the students in District A‟s work 

based learning program.  The student reported: 

“I decided on my own to try to find another school for personal reasons.  There were 

rumors circulating that I was involved in drugs, and I was not.  I was unhappy at my old 

high school and I had physical health problems too.  I was sick of high school, and ready 

to move on.  I knew that I needed a healthier environment, and a change. I was motivated 

to get out of school earlier.  I tried to do that at one of the other high schools in town, but 
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health issues interfered.  I had been motivated since freshman year to graduate early.  

Kids are miserable.  Some folks feel stressed at being in high school.  There are so many 

things that kids are exposed to, such as pressures to have sex, drink alcohol, and take 

drugs.  It eggs on you.  How can you focus on your school work with constant pressure 

on your morals? Some students don‟t need to be in high school so long”. 

 

Most students indicated that their parents therefore chose the new charter high 

school as a potentially healthier environment.  They were attracted to it because of the 

small school environment and the perception that the teachers on staff would have more 

time to devote to their children.   

Only two students reported that the School-to-Work movement had any part in 

their original decision to attend Asteroid Charter High school.  One reported, “My 

parents liked the computer based instruction.  We thought it would be better for my 

learning style, because I am all about computers”.  The other reported that her motivation 

was the opportunity to take college classes simultaneously. “I could go to college at the 

same time.  I could have done that at other schools, but I didn‟t know that at the time”.   

The students also revealed their own personal attraction to the school, and some 

felt that the ultimate decision to attend there was their own, not their parents‟.  One 

mentioned that students would be missed if they did not show up to a class one day.   

“The difference was due to how personal the environment was.  You couldn‟t get away 

with ditching at Asteroid.  At other schools, an automated voice mail call was made to 

home, but it was easy to block it.  At Asteroid, everybody knew you.  So if you went to 

one class, but not to the next one, people figured out quickly that you were missing”.     

 

Students frequently reported that they appreciated the school climate, in that it 

was perceived to be nurturing and caring.  They mentioned specific teachers and support 

staff members by name that had a significant influence on their growth and development.  

Furthermore, they expressed appreciation for being made to feel welcome:  
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“I have huge social anxiety disorder, so the option of a small school with kids I had 

known since elementary school was important.  It made me feel more comfortable.  The 

smaller atmosphere was a big push.  I did an orientation at a larger school and was just 

terrified. But I liked Asteroid High.   I felt safe on the site and at the location.  You didn‟t 

have the gangs and that crap that you would have at a regular high school.  If you pulled 

the fire alarm you‟d be hauled off to jail, not just off to the principal‟s office.  So it was a 

smaller environment, a safer environment.   It made you feel a little bit closer to the 

people you were around.  It gave the teachers a chance to be more personal, to work with 

you personally.   They were there to help you out, and could remember your name.  That 

is why I liked it”.   

 

The students from Bolide School District had similar reasons for making the 

decisions that they did, regarding an appropriate secondary school, but they had the 

luxury of having well-established comprehensive secondary schools in their own 

neighborhoods.   Each student expressed the desire to have a “traditional” high school 

experience, which included opportunities for academic, vocational, technical and college-

preparatory coursework.  They also expressed an appreciation for services that were not 

offered at those charter schools that were within an easy commute from their 

neighborhood high schools.  Most of these students reported happiness and satisfaction 

with their school environments, including their relationships with their teachers, school 

administrators and counselors.  They too attended the comprehensive high schools by 

choice, fully aware that they could matriculate elsewhere.   

One student, however, was guided to attend the alternative program, because she 

was failing classes elsewhere.  

“My mom insisted on the change.  I was attending Bolide High, but I did poorly there.  I 

attended two years, but never passed any of my classes.  My mom was frustrated, because 

she wasn‟t notified.  So they all agreed to send me to the alternative campus.  The 

teachers there had more time for me, and some were willing to talk to me about my 

future.” 

 

When asked in retrospect if the students could see benefits to having attended one 

school over another, most indicated that they had no way of telling, since few had 
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attended more than one school during their entire high school career. The transfer 

students, however, mostly from District A, were quick to point out that they could see a 

difference between their original school site and the new one.  One perceived benefit to 

the change in school environments was that their grades improved.  They mentioned that 

it was beneficial to be in a school where independent learning was offered as one means 

though which to accumulate extra credits.  The opportunities meant that students could 

either catch-up if they were behind, or move ahead more quickly, to graduate early.  

Students from both District A and District B had these opportunities for accumulating 

credits at an accelerated pace and took full advantage of them. 

The transfer students also mentioned repeatedly that their attitudes improved, 

once they enrolled in the new setting.  Students from both District A and District B 

reported that the smaller school environment was what they needed personally, to receive 

the best education for them.  One female student reported candidly: 

“I did not experience any more pressure from the gangs.  There was less pressure to ditch 

and get high, or to do drugs.  I knew at the smaller school if I did these things it was more 

likely that I would get caught, and that my parents would find out that I was involved in 

these activities.  I know this because I tried all of that stuff.  I hated not being in control 

of my body.  The gangs and drugs did exist at the new school, but on a much smaller 

scale, and it wasn‟t cool there to be one of those kids.  There were more good kids who 

had an influence on the place.  I felt as if there was no discrimination against me because 

I‟m Mexican.  The teachers were friendly, and there was no prejudice.  The classes were 

small.  Other girls had the same problem (pregnancy).  I was not alone.  The volunteer 

club allowed me to see that other people needed help.  I did not think that I would ever be 

one of them myself, but I am”.  

 

Another insight provided by the students was that their own mental health was 

improved by changing to a new school environment.  A male student reported: 

“I saw a shrink until I went to Asteroid.   I did not have a good environment at home; my 

dad and I did not get along.  The shrink was for the family problems.  My grades 

improved because the environment was friendlier.  It was much easier to learn there 

because of how personal it was.  So many teachers there offered their personal time, to 

stay after school.  The opportunities at that school were more than any other large school.  
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It makes high school more fun and interesting, so you don‟t HAVE to go out, do drugs, 

and ditch. 

 

The parents also noticed a difference in their children‟s attitudes, as described by 

this female student: 

“I graduated!  I might not have otherwise.  I learned a lot more.  In all my studies, I 

learned a lot.  I went every day.  I gave up all my old friends.  My mom took me to a 

shrink because I dropped all my old friends.  She thought I was depressed, because I 

came home from school and did my homework all night.  She took me to a shrink.  I 

wasn‟t depressed, I was motivated”. 

 

Other transfer students reported that they no longer dreaded coming to school, 

and/or that they found new friends and learned new social skills.  Students who had been 

home schooled in the past were particularly aware of the benefits of the new socialization 

opportunities. 

 Additional questions were asked to determine the expectations that students had 

for their own lives, both as they transitioned from middle school to high school, and as 

they transitioned again, from high school to post-secondary adult life. I wanted to know if 

the students had any ideas of their own, before formal instruction began, about how it 

was that they hoped to be living once they graduated from each level of school.  

Whenever I spoke to students in my classroom, I could ascertain that some were being 

influenced by their peers, the media, and on occasion, their familial ties.  I hoped to learn 

whether or not these prior perceptions were influencing the direction that my own career-

education curriculum was taking.  One student, for example, wanted desperately to be an 

astronomer.  That was her vision for her post-secondary life.  Her mother, on the other 

hand, had scolded me in the past for encouraging such a pipe dream, pointing to the 

unrealistic standard that I had set for her daughter.  She pointed out that her family would 
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feel the pressure to pay for any post-secondary degrees, and that astronomers require a 

doctorate degree, which she perceived to be beyond the reach of the family‟s income.  

These questions, therefore, asked the students to describe their own hopes and 

dreams before graduation, rather than to describe the actual transition experiences that 

occurred in reality.  I simply wanted to see if there was any correlation between their 

aspirations and my ability to develop learning opportunities for them to explore those 

avenues.  I remember what I did for each student, in the context of the lessons that I 

planned for them.  But I did not know until this research project what their own dreams 

were, before we met.  Subsequent questions revealed additional facets of their personal 

decision-making, related to the students‟ own personal career and educational goals, as 

well as their preparation for self-realization.  

Only a handful of students remembered their expectations for high school while 

still in middle school.  All of them mentioned that they were anxious about the transition, 

sometimes frightened, and sometimes excited about the possibilities for new friends, a 

fresh page in their lives, and new experiences.  They looked forward to being able to 

drive and to being considered to be more mature.  They also feared social changes, and 

wondered how they would be able to manage the increased social pressures associated 

with meeting new people, including new teachers and older students. One lamented: 

“Middle school for me was a hard time.  I was one of the “nerdy” kids or “smart kids” 

and did well in school, so I was hoping that socially it would be a different (better) 

experience for me in high school.  I had a really hard time in middle school as far as 

friends because I was one of the students who did well (academically) and that was 

looked down upon by the other kids.  So I was hoping that I would have a better social 

experience and that kids would look at you differently if you were one of the smart kids.  

It didn‟t actually turn out that way.  I was looking forward to high school just to 

experience it.  It made me feel more like an adult, getting closer to that.  Being able to 

drive.  That is what I thought about at that time”. 
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Transitioning from high school to post-secondary life was also perceived to be an 

intimidating process, despite the exposure to School-to-Work concepts in their high 

school curriculum.  The students admitted a certain naïveté that most could laugh about 

now, in hindsight.  The students in this study revealed a number of stark contrasts 

between their hopes and dreams and their actual lived experiences.  Their hopes will be 

explored now, but their actual transition realities will be saved for a later chapter section.  

The former students can see the process of maturation in their decision-making skills 

more clearly now, in hindsight.  

Most students in the study indicated a desire to go to college, and described their 

assumptions that such a path would be easily obtainable.  Many imagined a care-free life, 

with their tuition paid for through scholarships, and parents still actively supporting them 

financially.  A few imagined that they would have apartments of their own, and only one 

imagined himself in a college dormitory.  The rest imagined that they would either be still 

living at home with their parents, or married with households of their own.  The process 

they would follow, to obtain their dreams, however, they admit now, was a bit fuzzy at 

the time.  One female student reported: 

 “I just figured I was going to go out and make big money and have my big horse ranch.  

I didn‟t really realize how much time, work, and money would have to go into those 

things before you could actually have them.  I saw myself working for a big company, 

already making lots of money, not seeing you had to go to school before that would 

happen.  I didn't see what you had to do BEFORE you could get to that point”.    

 

A couple of students admitted that they did not have any plans at all, despite my 

careful instruction during their high school years.  One male student stated candidly:  “I 

never thought ahead … I never planned or gave it any thought at all.”  A young woman 

claimed that her lack of a plan for herself was a function of her struggles at home.  She 
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said:  “I was just focused on graduating, and I never really thought about what I would do 

after I graduated.  The only goal was to graduate, and then to set new goals from there”.  

A third student imagined herself to be “… in college and wandering around the world.  I 

did not plan out specifics in high school, and even now I kind of go where it takes me”.   

A few students had specific career goals.  One, for instance, wanted to be a 

lawyer, so that she could defend children and advocate for people in trouble.  Another 

imagined himself in a medical technology program, having been influenced by a guest 

speaker who had come to visit the high school campus.  At least two described their 

personal expectation to follow a path that would lead to a career in the computer industry.  

One had envisioned himself as a student intern who would work his way through college 

through part-time employment in the technology field.  The other imagined a computer 

science degree, and only now realizes that his original idea could have been expanded, 

even then: 

 “My original idea was to get a Bachelor‟s Degree in Computer Science.  My original 

goal was small, perhaps too small.  My goal is now bigger.  I‟m thinking beyond a 

Bachelor‟s degree.  Now the details still have to be worked out, including the financial 

realities and learning how to start my own business.  Filling in the spaces from point A to 

point B, where Point A is the Bachelors‟ degree wanted, and Point B is the Bachelor‟s 

degree received”.   

 

Several females imagined themselves working with children.  All wanted to have 

families of their own, while two hoped to have full-time careers simultaneously.  One 

wanted to be a nurse, while the other hoped to work in an early childhood center or 

elementary school.  A third woman had no desire to have a career outside the home.  She 

envisioned herself simply as working part-time and going to college until her ultimate 

goal could be fulfilled.  “My dream was to get married and have a family.   Now I am 
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married, and have a baby as well as a wonderful husband”.  A fourth student described a 

similar aspiration.  “I thought I would be going to college and that I would own my own 

apartment.  I thought I would go out and get a good job and have a nice car. I started my 

family instead.  I always knew I would have a family when I was young, but I did not 

consider what it would be like, at age 16.”   

I also wanted to explore the students‟ motivation for preparing themselves for life 

beyond high school, and so I asked several questions with that goal in mind.  I was 

curious as to when and why each individual student internalized the need to take action 

on their own behalf, regarding the transition process.  One of the goals of the reform 

movement was to encourage self-directed movement, away from a position of 

dependency on family and friends, and towards a more adult reliance upon one‟s own 

initiative, talents, and abilities.  The questions also probed for the timing of such thinking, 

to see if this had any impact on my own ability to deliver developmentally appropriate 

lessons, both then and in the future.  

Only two students mentioned that they began thinking seriously about leaving the 

familial nest to set up a household of their own, while still in middle school.  Neither 

young woman attributed that decision to any specific School-to-Work lesson, but rather to 

an internal desire to escape a difficult home life.  The first described her thinking at the 

time.  “I was 12; I decided I wanted my own place upon graduation.  I‟m very 

independent.  I‟m opinionated.  My dad and I would always butt heads.  I didn‟t want to 

be living at home.  I figured I‟d use the military to get there”.   The other described 
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difficulties that she had encountered, associated with the expectation to watch her 

younger brothers, in the absence of her parents: 

“I did it mostly on my own, for personal family reasons.  My dad was always working, 

and for most of my life my mother has been an alcoholic. I knew where I needed to go, I 

wanted to make it somewhere, and what you‟re told is that you had to stay in school, get 

good grades, and go to college.  I also had two younger siblings, who for all intents and 

purposes were my kids, and I took care of them at home.  So a lot of it was just on me.  I 

had people to learn from at school, but not the influence at home.  I knew what NOT to 

do, as my dad was a workaholic.  I knew that was not what I wanted for my life.  I 

understand him, and why he thinks it is necessary, but I vowed not to put myself into a 

position where that was necessary for me.  We rarely ever saw him, and because of the 

way my mom was, he was making up the money that she was drinking away, and 

escaping … not wanting to be around her.  So looking at my own family structure gave 

me an idea of what I do NOT want for my own life.  At an early age I felt like I was a 

momma of two.  So I did not have the time to go out and do a lot of the socializing that 

the other kids were doing.  I didn‟t have the time to put towards trying to find a college”.   

 

Three students described the impact that their high school School-to-Work lessons 

had on their personal awareness of the need to be more pro-active in their own career 

preparation.  One remembered specific worksheets that I had created for the students with 

that goal in mind.  The worksheets involved making financial calculations of certain 

transition scenarios, so that students could begin to imagine themselves upon the 

threshold of independence.  While most students were interested in learning how to move 

forward in that direction, they were not always eager to apply what had been learned. But 

at least one young woman reported that these lessons opened her eyes.   “I remember the 

worksheets, where we had to work around the career options we were considering, to 

research how much money you could make, and how much education was required.  That 

really got me thinking ahead.” A second student articulated the fact that she was exposed 

to certain concepts in school and in work, and that her transition awareness was a gradual 

process that matured over time.  She credited the School-to-Work classes as getting her 

started, but observed that the classes were not well developed the first year of her 
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exposure to the reform movement.  It was not until her senior year, therefore, that it 

occurred to her that she needed to take action, because she would soon be on her own.  

She described the progression of her own thinking over time. 

“Taking the STW course (freshman year), definitely got me started, in that it got me 

thinking about it.  Between my second and third year of high school is when I started to 

look at my plans for college, including where I was going to go, what I was going to do, 

and how much money I would have.  My parents told me that summer, however, that 

they wouldn‟t be able to support me, so I had to consider what I would be able to afford 

on my own.  I did not actually really get around to doing anything about it, however, until 

my senior year.  It may have been late, but that is when I actually got serious about it, and 

actually started thinking about things like how I would go about doing this, and how I 

was going to be able to support my college plans, and am I going to live at home, or 

move out”. 

    

The third person who mentioned the impact of the careers classes also came to the 

realization later in her high school career that the lessons she had been exposed to may 

have been relevant to her own situation. She observed: “when I was about sixteen and got 

a job and had to start paying for my own things, I realized I would be expected to work 

for a living.  Mentally, however, it did not hit me until the beginning of my senior year.  I 

matured.  I realized „this is it, my final year of school, and then I am on my own!‟.” 

 Most students, however, reported that they may have been exposed to the School-

to-Work lessons at an earlier age, but they did not internalize the need to be actively 

preparing for their own transition until either their senior year, or after they graduated 

from high school and the reality hit them.  They explained that they were still too focused 

on the social life of high school, and enjoying that developmental phase, without 

worrying too much about what was around the corner.  This was especially true for 

students whose families had the wealth to support them through college and/or their first 

part-time jobs.  Nonetheless, some students were shocked upon graduation, to discover 

that nobody else had made any plans for their long-term sustenance.   
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“At the end of my first year at Asteroid High, which was also my senior year,   I woke up 

and said „Oh, my … I‟d better get on track!‟  I realized that I had to stop messing around 

and start thinking about what was going on.  A couple of months after graduation it really 

hit me as to how unprepared I really was”.   

 

One student, who had been a wife and mother while still in high school, 

mentioned that her self-preparation began when she left her familial home before she 

graduated.  

“During high school I realized I would have to “suck it in” and live with what I had.  I 

chose to leave home to help my sister and to get out of the house.  It is not that I didn‟t 

want my baby, but I wish I could have waited.  I am glad that I am married and that I live 

in a stable home now”.   

 

I was also interested in determining the extent to which each student was 

influenced by their family obligations, expectations, or biases regarding post-secondary 

trajectories.  Some families, for instance, may have insisted that their children go on to 

college immediately following high school, while others may have preferred that their 

children stop their schooling so that they could assist with the financial obligations for the 

pre-existing household.  I therefore asked the students to describe the extent to which 

their parents or guardians were involved in their transition planning.  I wanted to learn if 

there were any influential people or perspectives that were guiding or leading the students 

forward, in the context of an educational or vocational plan. I was also interested in 

learning when such plans were formulated, as well as the types of activities that parents 

had engaged in, to the best of the students‟ recollections. 

Nearly all of the students reported that there was a familial expectation to go to 

college after high school.  Although each family had planned different strategies for 

accomplishing that goal, their message was the same.  Students internalized their family‟s 

vision for post-secondary life to include either a community college or university life 
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experience, whether or not a degree was actually conferred.  Parental involvement in that 

context was provided in certain financial structures that were developed to encourage this 

path.  Some families had set aside savings accounts, while others encouraged obtaining 

financial aid and scholarships.  The students were aware of these structures while still in 

high school, so nobody in this study was particularly surprised that in some situations 

there simply was no family money to draw from for the purpose of establishing a lifestyle 

that would include full-time attendance in school. 

Most students were expected by their families to contribute financially to their 

post-secondary educational experiences.  Even students who reported significant family 

resource bases mentioned that they too were expected to contribute financially. 

“My parents still provide guidance.  They helped us (siblings) get situated in a new 

house, and taught us the way to keep bills in order, with the stipulation that we had to go 

to school (college) full-time, and we had to live in the house that they provided.  We had 

to work part-time to pay our part of the mortgage.  We all got scholarships for tuition and 

books, but we are expected to work to have our own money.  We have had bank accounts 

since we were babies.  They (the parents) went with us when we looked for apartments 

and houses to live in.  We figured that buying a house was the cheapest way to go.  My 

parents sent me to Europe first, but bought a four bedroom house and we three kids pay 

the mortgage”. 

 

Students with more limited financial means were also expected to help finance 

their post-secondary educations, utilizing resources they could find in the local 

community, including scholarships, grants, and the proceeds from part-time employment.  

One student observed: “My parents did set the expectation for college, but no money was 

set aside.  They are able to help me with books.”   Several students reported that their 

family contributed to their college experiences by allowing them to live at home, rent 

free, as long as their grades were maintained.  The students frequently reported that this 
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arrangement also meant that the students could attend college full-time, for the purpose of 

leveraging a family health plan. 

 Several students, however, experienced discouragement at home.  Their 

expectations for post-secondary schooling were in conflict with those that their parents 

had.  One student lamented “My parents told me I had to go to college, but I was not 

interested in it.  I was more interested in meeting my friends at the mall and eating out.  I 

regret that now”.  Another reported “At 14 my mom discouraged college.  I remember, 

because I assumed I needed a college degree for a good job.  She wanted me to take 

correspondence courses instead.  At 17 my dad suggested I take the SAT/ACT tests to see 

what I might be able to do. Later that year I enrolled at Asteroid District and started at 

community college the following year”.   

Both students therefore found a way to follow their own heart‟s desire.  One took 

a short break after high school, and enrolled in college later, when she was sufficiently 

motivated.  She chose to start her family first, and managed to attend college part-time 

until the children were of school age.  The other turned to the parent in his home who was 

supportive of his goals, and found a way to manage the conflicted expectations in his own 

household.   

 Two students described the pressure they felt, in regards to long-term regrets and 

disappointments.  One recalled:  “My parents pushed me, but it turned me off.  I felt 

pressured.  The message was „my dad went (to college), so I have to go too‟ and I 

resented it.   I was (and still am) afraid of disappointing my parents”.  A second student 
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described a sense of personal commitment, dreading long-term consequences, if he did 

not find a way to get through college, despite a lack of family resources: 

 
 “There was always the expectation to go (to college), because I was the kid who did well 

in school.  I was afraid of disappointing myself, that I‟d be 90 years old and look back 

and wish I had done it. My parents encouraged me, but didn‟t give specific help.  My 

grandmother did.  She gives me money for tuition.  She helps me pay for it”. 

 

 Some students indicated that their families, while still promoting college, also 

spoke to them about the option to go into the military, before, during, or after their 

college experiences.  One male reported that his father was still going to college when he 

was in secondary school.  His father advised him to avoid military service until a college 

degree was conferred.  Several females were encouraged to enter the military, as a means 

through which to pay for college.  One young woman took advantage of the GI Bill, to 

finance her way through college following a tour of duty in Iraq.  Another split her time 

between part-time work in the civilian sector, a military reserve assignment, and part-

time schooling to manage her degree.  She was encouraged by her father, who had made 

a career for himself as an active-duty serviceman.  Another female considered military 

service, but did not join because she had a small daughter: 

“Towards the end of high school I was debating whether or not to go into the Air Force 

and wondering where to find the money to go to college.  It is a family tradition; I have a 

grandfather who had been in the Air Force, and cousins in the Marines, Air Force, and 

Navy.  So at the time the military was promoting the idea of money for college, so it was 

attractive to me.  I did not have time during my junior and senior year, however, to even 

look into some of those things because of personal reasons”. 

 

Students who had family members who had been to college were able to discuss 

issues of curriculum and coursework with their parents.  They were encouraged to 

consider pathways that would lead to economic success and long-term employment.  

Other students, however, did not have people in their households or extended families 
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who could advise them on post-secondary educational options, because college had not 

been within the realm of their personal lived experiences.   One female student reported: 

“I was the first in my family to graduate from high school and go onto college.  My 

parents talked to me, to make sure this was something I really wanted to do, not just to 

please them.   They wanted me to do better than they did.  My dad does well without a 

college degree, but it has been a struggle, and they didn‟t want me to have to go through 

that.  I think I now make more money than my mom does”.   

 

In the absence of parental advice, students learned to forge pathways of their own.  

Their reasons for having to do this varied, but several reported that they felt their parents 

were simply not available or capable of helping them plan or transition to adulthood.  

One student noted:  “My dad was getting his own master‟s degree. He wasn‟t home to 

give me advice, and my mom had moved out.”   

Another said:  “My dad wasn‟t around, and my mom was disabled. She was busy 

taking care of my other two younger sisters, so I moved out to help her out financially.”  

Still another took matters into her own hands, explaining: “My mom did nothing.  I got 

myself started, by getting a part-time job at a supermarket, getting a car, finding a health 

care plan, and I have a pet.  I‟m very independent.”   

Other transition skills were taught to the students, both at home and in the greater 

community. Many students were taught about financial planning, money management, 

and resource prioritization at home, rather than at school.  They learned discrete skills at 

home, including how to write checks, balance checkbooks, establish checking and 

savings accounts, budgeting, and where to search for additional economic resources.  One 

female student reported: 

 
“My parents helped me set up my own bank accounts (checking and savings) at age 13.  I 

had a debit card for my savings account.  My mom had to talk to the people at the bank, 
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who were reluctant.  They then allowed me to manage the family finances, starting when 

I was fifteen years old.  They had me watch my little brothers and sisters, which was a 

great responsibility.  When I came home from the military I had to pay rent and car 

payments.  A certain percentage of my paycheck has to go into savings.  They taught me 

the importance of paying my bills on time.  They helped me out a lot, in terms of what to 

expect.  I felt really prepared, because my parents had done so much to teach me”.  

 

 Another female student credits her grandmother for teaching her to be frugal and 

financially responsible. 

“My nana taught us how to save money and that you have to work for money.  She 

warned us:  „Do not work for free and do not expect other people to just hand you money.  

You have to work for it‟.  She taught us not to lend it without expecting it will be paid 

back.  She would have yard sales and she taught us how to bargain for prices.  During the 

rodeo day parade we would set up a wagon with food and an ice chest.  She knew that 

kids were good sales people, so she used us that way.   She was really good at sales.  So 

was my dad. So am I”.  

 

Other important transition skills were learned at home, including the ability to 

drive, cook, and clean house.  Both males and females in this study reported that they 

were expected to do domestic chores and to manage themselves in terms of their nutrition 

and physical well-being.  No male in this study reported the need or expectation to watch 

younger siblings or small children in their immediate households.  The females, however, 

were frequently asked to assume this role.   

 

“They (my parents) gave me money once per year and told me to manage it.  I had to do 

chores at home, including housekeeping.  I‟d do everything.  I cooked for my family, 

prepared meals, did the cleaning, because my mom works.”   

 

Driving a motor vehicle was perceived to be a luxury, not a right.   The students 

in this study reported that they frequently had to pay for their own cars, their own 

insurance, and even their own driving lessons.  Driving lessons were not available 

through the school districts, so families often relied on their own private resources to 

accomplish this task.     
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“I learned how to drive at 14.  My dad wanted me to know how, but he didn‟t want to 

teach me.  So his girlfriend did.  I hit a parked car and was injured.  I hurt my knee and it 

still bothers me today.  My dad‟s girlfriend had six children.  One was in the car at the 

time, and she got hurt too.  My dad did not have insurance, so I was not able to get a 

license until I was 18.  Later I was hanging out with them again, and the same girl stole 

something from the grocery store on my 15
th

 birthday, and I was with her.  What made it 

worse was that she used my bag to do it, and then we got stopped.  I was lost.  I didn‟t 

know why they took me to this room.  My dad took care of it.  I didn‟t get arrested.  For 

my birthday that year I was supposed to get money, but it was spent on that incident.  

When I finally took the written (driver‟s) test I had trouble passing it … I took it 3 times.  

I learned you could have it read to you, so I did, and this time I passed it on the first try.  

The driving part was hard … the three point turn.  It made me wonder how people can do 

it in a truck!  I had my grandma‟s car”.    

 

Only two students out of those who were interviewed mentioned that they were 

specifically influenced by advice received outside of the home.  One student gave credit 

to a connecting activity that I developed in District A, in which college counselors from 

the university and community college were invited to speak to families about scholarship 

and grant opportunities for post-secondary education.   

“There was no money for me to go to school.  I set up my own bank accounts. My dad 

had offered money to me, but I chose not to take it.  I cut off my relationship with him.  It 

was a conscious choice.  My mom attended the College Financial Aid evening seminar.  

The college counselor was right there, so we figured we‟d ask about scholarships and 

financial aid opportunities.  You told me about one specific scholarship opportunity and 

brought me the paperwork.  That is how I got started on college after high school”. 

 

The other reported that she had been exposed to financial planning lessons while 

in the girl scouts in middle school.  She recalled: “I know we did do an exercise where 

you were given so much money and you had to spread it out between rent, food, and all 

of the stuff that you needed”.  She also credited the instruction that I provided in the 

evening DCE class that was associated with the work-based learning opportunity that she 

experienced while still in high school.  She recalled specific lessons on purchasing power 

as well as lessons related to understanding wants, needs, and the poverty threshold. 
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 This chapter section revealed students‟ perceptions of their awareness of School-

to-Work Transition Education concepts, even before they were exposed to any formal 

education on the topic.  The next few essays, however, will describe the actual school-

based instruction that each child encountered under my own tutelage, but this time from 

their perspective, not mine. The same learning activities that were described elsewhere in 

this book (the enacted curriculum), will now be revisited and re-examined through the 

unique paradigmatic lens of individual students.   

The questions that were asked for the next section are also related to assumptions 

that are built into complex change theory, which asserts that key variables may impact 

the integration of complex innovations.  In this case, the innovations described are 

specific lesson plans, activities, courses, or program structures that were built to support 

the goals of the original School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994.   

A number of factors that were influential to my ability to create the enacted 

curriculum in this case of school reform were distilled from this first set of essays.  But 

those factors were not necessarily the only ones that were impacting my practice.  I have 

therefore delved a little bit deeper into the memory banks of my former students.   

The next three chapter sections are devoted to an exploration of those learning 

opportunities that the students perceived to be beneficial.  I have organized the data by 

learning opportunity, and will let the students speak for themselves about the significance 

of each.   
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(C) -  School-Based Learning 

 
This section addresses the actual learning opportunities that my former students 

participated in that were associated with an actual course on campus.  The learning 

opportunities were not necessarily developed with community partners.  My research 

question seeks to understand the factors and variables that were influential in the design 

and delivery of these lesson plans, activities, and classes.   

I knew what influenced my ability to develop the lessons, but I did not necessarily 

understand all of the factors that were influencing the delivery and application of the 

lessons.  Hence, I decided to ask my students a series of questions that might help me 

understand that aspect of the curriculum delivery dynamic.  

I was seeking responses that would shed light on the students‟ perspectives of the 

lessons.  I therefore asked them to recall which lessons they remembered, and whether or 

not the lessons were meaningful or significant to them in any way.  So it was not enough 

for them to remember the name of a class, activity or teacher.  They also had to describe 

how and why the lesson was pertinent, either at the time, or at some future point in their 

lives.   

Their responses have been segregated by school setting as well as by conceptual 

objectives.  This organization of the data will help readers distinguish between School-to-

Work projects, but also between the very distinctive school-settings in which they were 

delivered.   

I will start first with the learning activities that were developed at Bolide District, 

because they reflect the most advanced evolutionary product that I created for students 
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during my career. Many of the lessons that the Bolide District students experienced were 

developed in response to some of the constructive criticism I received over the years, 

when I invited former students from Districts A to speak with me informally in a number 

of pilot research projects, in preparation for the actual dissertation.  I will then follow 

with responses from students that received both science and School-to-Work instruction 

from me at Asteroid School District.  The Comet District students were too young to 

interview for this project, so their voices are obscured.   

I examined students‟ perceptions of their favorite classes in high school, as well 

as those that they perceived to be the most beneficial, whether they liked the class or not.  

A number of topics were explored, including the extent to which they were able to 

understand the concepts that were being taught at the time, and whether or not those 

topics were of interest or of any particular use.  I organized the following essays around 

themes that emerged.  I also clustered them within specific teaching content areas that 

would be expected in a high school curriculum, including academic, technical, 

vocational, and elective course offerings.   

I did not include students‟ perspectives of physical education, because I could not 

see the connection being made in those classes (according to the students‟ responses), to 

any School-to-Work tenet or philosophy.  Nobody in the study mentioned the impact of 

their fine arts or foreign language curriculum, so those domains are not explored either.  

The school-based instruction that is mentioned is therefore organized around content-area 

specialties, with an emphasis placed on those activities that can be directly linked back to 

the original federal policy.  The following essays reflect school-based learning only.   
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Bolide School District 

 

The Bolide District students that participated in this research project received 

instruction from me in one of three contexts.  Most were students in my evening DCE 

course.  That meant that they were seniors when we worked together, and that they 

received academic and/or vocational training from other educators within the district, not 

me.  I was never assigned to teach them anything other than School-to-Work concepts, 

but they each had both school-based and/or work-based learning under my tutelage.   

One DCE student met me previously, because she took the YTP class that I 

offered to special education students the first year of my tenure.  She was therefore 

exposed to a number of additional activities that were developed only after I was exposed 

to the transition goals of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (1994 / 

Amended in 1997).    

Another student was assigned to a career-education class that I developed and 

taught at the alternative high school.  She too received both academic and vocational 

training from other teachers within the district.  She worked with me in the context of 

school-based learning only.   

I worked with all of these students for the first time in their junior or senior years 

of high school.  I therefore wanted to determine if, when, and where they had been 

exposed to formal School-to-Work instruction previously.   Although the school district 

now expects all in-coming freshman to take a career exploration course (a practice I 

whole-heartedly supported, both then and now), these students were beyond their 

freshman year when that opportunity was integrated across the district.   
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They therefore did not have the same opportunity that subsequent students had, or 

that District A students had, in the context of a school-based course devoted to School-to-

Work philosophies.  Nonetheless, these same students had matriculated originally in a 

traditional high school setting where there were a number of vocational and technical 

classes offered, even if there were not yet career-exploration classes.   

I wanted to learn the extent to which these students may have been doubly-

exposed to lessons that I had created for them in either the DCE or Career-Education 

classes that they took with me.  To my surprise, there was very little evidence that they 

were repeating concepts, and if they were, they expressed an appreciation for the greater 

depth to which the concepts delved.   

The only place I saw overlap was in the curriculum that I had developed for the 

YTP students, who claimed that some of the concepts had already been introduced in a 

life-skills curriculum that they were required to take, as part of the transition-education 

process.   

The students‟ earliest exposure to formal School-to-Work instruction was in 

middle school.  Two remembered taking classes related to medical careers as early as the 

seventh grade.  Neither student received that instruction in Bolide District, however, 

because they transferred to Bolide in their freshman year of high school.  The instruction 

was therefore received within another large metropolitan school district, elsewhere in the 

community.   

Both young women reported that they had received instruction on health-related 

topics, but that they had also been given opportunities to explore careers in the health-



 

 

  728 

related professions, and to listen to a number of guest speakers.  One was allowed to job-

shadow, and the other remembers specific activities, such as listening to other student‟s 

heartbeats with a stethoscope, learning how to take people‟s pulses, and writing reports 

on specific types of careers opportunities.  

The students also reported learning about School-to-Work philosophies in their 

freshman, sophomore, and junior science classes.  One class in particular was mentioned 

frequently.  The class was offered for biology credit, but it included an element of 

vocational exploration, in that students were encouraged to job-shadow members of the 

medical profession, including doctors, nurses, and medical technologists.   

One student reported that the class exposed her to technical jargon by allowing 

students to read actual medical textbooks and research articles.  She chose to shadow 

both a nurse and a hospital technician, and learned that she enjoyed the technical aspect 

of the medical profession more than the nursing side of the profession.    

Another student had a similar experience, but she learned that she wanted to 

pursue a registered nursing program, in lieu of working in a daycare center.  Students 

who took this class their senior year had the opportunity to earn concurrent credits at the 

local community college, which they did.   

Other students reported that their first recollection of School-to-Work instruction 

took place in their vocational education coursework, which was eventually referred to in 

the State of Arizona as Career and Technical Education or CTE.  These classes were 

funded, in part, through Carl D. Perkins Acts monies, and supported by the Arizona 

Tech-Prep Initiative, which was the School-to-Work model that was adopted here, after 
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the original federal policy reached its sunset date.  In one vocational course the student 

was exposed to keyboarding skills and beginning computer technology courses.  

Although she had asked for another CTE course, she found herself in this one, because it 

was not full.  She conceded: 

“The keyboarding class and the beginning computer class really helped me get jobs later.  

Having actual computer experience helped me too.  I worked for awhile in data-entry and 

production control, and was not intimidated by the computers. Those skills were how I 

got the jobs.” 

 

Another female student had the opportunity to learn about School-to-Work 

philosophies in a class that was related to early childhood education.  The course allowed 

students to work part-time in an unpaid position during the school day, while 

simultaneously taking school-based instruction related to the same context.   

The program of study was organized to support the district‟s students who were 

parents simultaneously.  A daycare center that was devoted to the care of infants was 

located on one of the comprehensive high school campuses, and students who were not 

parents were encouraged to assist in the care of the infants, as part of a school-based 

course for credit.  As the student explained: 

“It was a separate class that taught me just how to approach infants and their teenage 

mothers.  It allowed me to have some experience working with very young babies, before 

I went to work elsewhere.  I did not get paid, but I did get CTE (vocational education) 

credit, and I really appreciated the work-experience.  I did that for a semester before 

joining the DCE program for a paid position.  The CTE class worked with the specific 

job, while your class helped me realize what I would need to plan for financially”.   

 

One female student reported that she participated in the district‟s construction 

technology program, which was offered only at the alternative school campus.  The 

program was offered to fifteen or twenty students each year, but they could earn academic 

credits toward a high school diploma simultaneously, through a flexible school schedule 
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that was structured around their work assignments.  Students received a paycheck for the 

experience, through an external grant that was not renewed every year of my own tenure.  

Students also had the opportunity to earn community college credits simultaneously. 

The young woman described herself as somebody who enjoys physical activity 

and learns best when traditional instruction is integrated with opportunities for kinesthetic 

movement.  Her words were “I‟m a very hands-on kind of learner”.  She described her 

lived experiences: 

“The first year we tore down a house, everything except the outside walls.  We rebuilt the 

inside, the roof, and added a porch.  And there are people living it the house today.  The 

second year, third semester, we did the same thing.  You would have your tool box and a 

hammer and nails, and we learned how to measure and how to put up walls.  I remember 

learning how to put up metal tracking on the inside of the house because the walls 

weren‟t straight.  I learned how to build things, so I built a dog house and a dog pen for 

my dogs.   It was fun.  I did like it.  I got paid minimum wage for fifteen hours each 

week, which was better than nothing!  That paycheck paid for my first car, which was a 

used one. When you were done, the idea was that you would go to work in a carpentry or 

building trade environment”. 

 

Most students described learning about School-to-Work concepts for the first 

time, however, in the actual evening DCE class that they took during their senior year of 

high school.  They also described the impact that those activities had on their overall 

thinking.   

“DCE was very positive.  I enjoyed coming to class on Monday evenings to learn about 

different things.  I liked that you talked about owning a car and financial planning.  I 

thought that was really important.  It really helped to get us used to some of the things we 

would have to deal with when we get older, such as housing options and the costs of 

living”.    

 

One student remembered a lesson that I had developed that included the 

opportunity to read local road maps and to determine bike routes and bus routes, as an 

alternative to private transportation.  The student remembered that I had given mini-

geography lessons, to help them navigate beyond their own neighborhoods, and 
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remembers learning how to give her peers specific directions to various places of interest 

in the community.  She said that learning how to direct people more specifically, and 

knowing which way is North, South, East or West, really helped her later, when she was 

first learning how to drive a car.  We used local mountain ranges as visual clues to get 

oriented, and every child learned the mnemonic “Never Eat Slimy Worms.” 

Finally, one student recalled that she was actually able to apply what she learned 

in the class, and that she shared her new-found knowledge with her peers after 

graduation.   

 “The DCE class benefited me, because I felt more adjusted in college.  I also feel better 

about money, because I learned how expensive apartments and cars were.  You gave a 

lesson on that, and I had not realized before how expensive it would be.  So everybody 

else I knew wanted their own apartment, but we had already calculated the cost of that 

option, so I knew better than to move out too quickly.  You helped us with that.  I told all 

of my friends “add up all the money you‟re spending on your apartment right now and 

you could have paid for your whole degree.”  That is $12,000.  I never thought of the 

advantages of living at home, until you taught it to us, and then I could see it.  It made 

more sense.  You brought it to focus, and I could see how crazy it was to pay for an 

apartment.  It helped me to get adjusted to choices, such as where to live, and if I should 

go to college right away or go to work and save some money”.  

 

The DCE curriculum consisted of fifteen interactive lessons that were delivered 

once per week, with supplemental homework assignments that were expected to be 

accomplished in an independent learning format.  The specific lesson plans and 

assignments are copyright protected, and have not been included in this volume.   
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Asteroid School District 
 

The first School-to-Work class that the students in Asteroid School District were 

required to take was called STW1: Career Exploration.  The first year that it was offered 

at the high school level it was developed by me and me alone.  I taught one section of the 

class, but the same curriculum was shared with six or seven other professional educators, 

who taught the same lesson plans and activities once each week, simultaneously.  None 

of these people had a career education background.  They were all licensed academic 

teachers, and none were certified in vocational education.  

My only experience with similar curriculum had taken place the year before, 

when I worked with the middle school social worker and a licensed vocational educator 

to gather instructional materials for the advisor/advisee home base classes, as part of the 

original federal grant proposal that our district had defined.  I had also taken a graduate 

course related to providing career guidance, which exposed me to a number of curricular 

expectations that existed at the time for career education and guidance programs in 

Arizona.  I was solely responsible for the creation of the curriculum, and know in 

hindsight that it was raw and not fully threshed out yet.   

Nonetheless, what is significant to this section of the report, is that many former 

students from District A remembered very specific details about this initial instruction, 

some as long as twelve years after it was received.  They remembered their teachers‟ 

names, specific lesson plans, and how or why that lesson plan was significant to them at 

the time, or perhaps in hindsight.   
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They could also describe in vivid detail specific class activities that were 

conducted, and several admitted that they still possessed the original class assessment 

portfolio that was used to organize their inquiries and the learning that had occurred.  I 

did not even keep a copy of the original lessons, so it was amusing to thumb through 

some of the artifacts that they had in their own possession.  This occurred in District B as 

well, but those students‟ transition experiences were more recent, so I was not as 

surprised that they still had the three-ring binder that documented all of the actions that 

they had taken individually, to earn credit for the school-based class. 

The course did evolve over time in both school districts to be representative of a 

scope and sequence of activities that were assumed to be developmentally appropriate, 

with some lessons introducing career-related concepts to younger students, while others 

addressed the more relevant transition concerns of the older student who was already in 

the workforce and/or college while simultaneously completing their high school 

programs of study.   The subsequent courses were referred to as STW 2:  Career Focus, 

and STW 3: Work-Study.  The students described in their own words what they 

remembered about each, which was fairly accurate.  Over time, however, each of the 

three classes evolved in response to changes we had in our professional staff.  As I 

mentioned previously, I continued to teach a section of STW 1 each semester that I 

worked at that setting, while two other teachers, one with licensure in vocational business 

education, and the other with licensure in Special Education, as well as specific training 

in transition education requirements for disabled students, taught sections of the STW 1 

and 2 classes.  I was the only one who taught STW 3, because of my industrial 
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technology vocational certification and district-assigned position as the work-based 

learning coordinator.   

The plan was to learn from my former students if any of the lessons were 

remembered at all, and if so, why.  I needed to know if any of their recollections could 

shed light on the reasons behind their ability to grasp what I was trying to teach, as well 

as the implication of the lessons in their own personal lives.  When I asked them to 

describe specific concepts they remembered, or any portion of their lived experiences, 

they could do so with relative ease.   

The earliest recollection was described by one young woman who received 

portions of the curriculum during her middle school experiences, where she claims that I 

taught the lessons to her personally, even though I was not assigned to do so.  Once she 

mentioned that, I did remember that I too had borrowed some of the lessons from the 

original teacher resource activity binder that my colleagues had collated, and piloted 

some activities with my 8
th

 grade home base class, to which this former student had been 

assigned. 

“In middle school we had to write papers on what our future goals were, and what we 

planned to do.  We also created resumes.  Then again in high school, I remember 

learning how to write resumes better and how to do interviews. Then there was the 

chance to work while in high school.  It (the curriculum), was trying to prepare students 

for the real world.  That was so long ago!”   

 

Other students, who took the course when they were seniors that first year of the 

charter high school‟s existence, did not have the same opportunities that their younger 

classmates had, in terms of taking additional levels of instruction, because they graduated 

before those other opportunities were developed.   They questioned the original content 

of the course, wondering if it was appropriate for seniors to be learning the same concepts 
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that freshman were taking.  One young woman observed:  “I took it (STW 1) as a senior, 

who looks at the world differently.  You‟re already out the door.”   

Another male student who graduated the same year said: 

“The content was not appropriate for us.  It dealt with stuff you will face much later in 

life, but not necessarily beneficial when you‟re still in high school.  Home mortgages and 

interest rates?  That was too much for the freshman.  It was like giving DARE (drug 

resistance education) to middle school kids.  They don‟t deal with drugs until high 

school.  It is not like you‟ll remember things from sixth grade in ninth grade, or ninth 

grade to college.  It‟s like giving sex education to sixth graders … it is way too early”.   

 

Several students reported that it was awkward to have ninth grade students taking 

a class simultaneously with their older colleagues.  That was an unusual structure that 

some students found intimidating, while others pointed to the developmental differences 

in the questions and concerns that each age group had.  I had received this same feedback 

previously, which is one of the reasons that we spiraled the course over a three year 

period.   

“But now, looking back, I see that I wish I had taken STW all along …the other classes.  

I realize now that the cost of living is almost impossible.  It is so hard to pay for 

everything, such as formula and diapers and rent.  We don‟t have money for mall trips 

and rent.  Bills keep coming in, and once you are behind, it is really hard to catch up.  I 

asked myself „how did we get so far behind?‟ and I realized that we were eating out too 

often”.   
 

 The same student reported that she had the opportunity to take a class at the local 

community college that addressed many of the concepts that we had taught in our high 

school curriculum.  She felt well-served in that the information we were teaching was 

also being offered to in-coming college freshman who were struggling to choose an 

educational or career pathway.   

The students remembered specific activities and lessons from their first School-

to-Work classes.  They were exposed to a number of activities that were designed to help 
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them lead more productive lives, as well as to take personal responsibility for preparing 

themselves to make a productive contribution to society.  The lessons they remembered 

included specific exercises that were designed primarily to raise their awareness about 

career options in society.   

The primary tool that I used was a paperback book that is published bi-annually 

by the United States Department of Labor, specifically the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

which is called the Occupational Outlook Handbook, (2009).  The same resource was 

available on-line, so I could possess a handful of hard copies of the resource for table 

groups to share, and then access the internet version whenever we had a chance to use the 

computer lab.  The same resources were used in my classes in all three school districts, so 

my students were exposed to a number of job options in society through this single 

medium.  

There are private companies that have since developed lessons for students, using 

this resource, but I did not have that benefit at the time that the first School-to-Work class 

was developed at the charter high school in Asteroid School District, because such 

resources had not yet been authored.  The students in this study described in their own 

words what they remembered about participation in these various scholastic exercises.   

“In that first School-to-Work class, I found out more about what jobs were out there.  I 

also learned which ones paid well, and which ones required college, as well as the kinds 

of degrees that were necessary, which was interesting.  I looked through the 

Occupational Outlook Handbook, which is a resource that I still look at now.  You 

taught us whether it (a specific job category) was on the rise or in decline, as well as how 

much money it takes to live (financially).  I never thought of that before”. 

 

The goal of the exposure to this single and powerful resource was to simply raise 

the students‟ awareness of the myriad of careers that exist in modern society.  The on-line 
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version of the short essays that have been written for students provided a ready-made 

curriculum resource that was maintained, in terms of accuracy, by the federal government 

agency that sponsored the School-to-Work movement in the first place.  I did not have to 

research careers and their respective entry-level requirements, because the government 

did.  One student reported:  

“The experience in that class gave us opportunities to learn about something we didn‟t 

know about.  It was relevant at the time, because we had to choose a direction and some 

of the lessons made me realize I did not want to follow a certain path.  I had to figure out 

what I liked, before pursuing it further.  The activities on the computer were motivating, 

because I wanted a career, but I needed to know how to explore the possibilities in order 

to learn what is out there to begin with.” 

 

One advantage of the short essays that were written about career options in the 

handbook was that they included references to the pre-requisite educational qualifications 

that people would need, in order to enter a particular industrial segment or job cluster.  

This allowed students to see that you could enter most industries without college or post-

secondary education under your belt, but that your relative status in that industry would 

remain low until you had mastered certain competencies or skills.   

Students who were interested in the medical career field, for instance, could 

explore a number of jobs within that industry, and could see that those that required less 

college education might have been a good place to start, but that the students could 

increase their salaries over time if they could find a way to continue their educational 

progress beyond the entry-level position.  A number of certified nursing assistant jobs, 

for instance, had been advertised in local want-ads.  I used that job category as an 

example for students of a way to gain a relatively quick industry-related certificate that 

would provide an immediate job after graduation.  This plan could give people without 
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parental financial assistance a way to earn a living while obtaining the pre-requisite 

coursework for further training in the medical profession.  They could get part-time jobs 

as medical assistants, with a higher salary than their peers without the certificate, and 

therefore live more comfortably, as they worked their way towards their long-term goals. 

“At the time I wasn‟t sure what I wanted to do.  It (the class) opened things up, so that I 

could find out what areas were out there and what I could choose from.  It helped me 

focus on what I might want to do in college … it helped set me up.  I remember we were 

taught how to go through the want-ads in the newspapers to see the types of jobs that 

exist in our own town, and how to read the abbreviations”. 

 

One student remembers the process that she was taught, in terms of exploring 

only four or five jobs at a time.  We called it our “short list” and students were 

encouraged to examine a few job clusters each week, until they had sorted through a 

number of variables that would help them prioritize, in terms of their next anticipated 

step, which we all assumed would be more education and training, either in high school, 

college, university, trade school or graduate school.  The students were taught the 

meaning of those terms, because none of them understood the subtle differences in the 

ranks of educational attainment before the lessons were offered.   

“It (the class) let us explore things we were interested in, and then take away those things 

that we thought we would like, but didn‟t, and add back things that we had not even 

considered, and found that they might be interesting for us”.  

 

 One student described how this exploratory process encouraged her to think of 

her career in a new light.  She assumed she had to go in the military because her parents 

had done so.  She assumed there were few other options in the world for her, until her 

school-based instruction caused her to pause and reflect. 
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“I thought I‟d just join the military, but the class opened my eyes to other possibilities.  It 

was my last year, and I was graduating.  The class opened my eyes and showed me that 

there were other ways to make a lucrative career.  Researching how long it took to go to 

school for different careers made sense to me.  I also learned which schools offered which 

programs.” 

 

She ended up joining the military reserves, and upon completion of basic military 

training and tech-school, returned to her home community to start a college degree.  She 

leveraged her relationship with her high school work-study employer to find a part-time 

job that sustained her throughout her program of study.  Many students in this study 

expressed similar sentiments, in that they “did not know before that there were so many 

job options”.  They seemed to both recall and appreciate the opportunities in class to go 

“surfing the internet for career information” and they were guided pro-actively to be 

efficient in their search endeavors. 

Other lessons that the students remembered included writing résumés‟ based on 

their life experiences prior to working.  This allowed students to reflect on the skill-sets 

that they might have already obtained through school or life experiences in the greater 

community.  This was one reason why the school worked so hard to develop service 

learning opportunities for students, especially those who were too young or not ready to 

work yet.  Students could therefore gain résumé skills through volunteer work or special 

projects that were designed with that goal in mind.  One student recalls:  

“The volunteer club helped to show me that there is more than just taking from the 

community, there are ways to help out ... to give back.  We worked at the humane 

society, for instance.  It was a lot of work to take care of the animals they take in.  That 

experience helped me get a job in a vet‟s office later, because I put that experience on my 

résumé.  It also helped me in college, and I understand that in graduate school, they will 

be looking for students who have done that kind of work … volunteering in their 

community”.    
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Other concepts that the students recalled included lessons on professionalism, 

dress codes, and appropriate behaviors, both in school and on the job.  One said that the 

lessons allowed him take his mind “outside of a student‟s perspective” so as to see 

conflicts from an employers or a co-workers stance.  He also remembered being taught 

how to present one‟s self professionally, in the context of how to dress and speak.  

Another student reported that the STW 1 class made her feel better prepared for working, 

because she now “knew what was out there” and knew that she would have to be on her 

best behavior in order to be considered eligible for employment and promotions.   

Other students recalled specific lessons that concerned micro-economic concepts 

related to earning a living and calculating the expenses associated with adult life.  They 

recalled specific worksheets that  I had developed that were designed to help them 

understand the relative worth of key household items and the costs associated with 

setting up a household of one‟s own.   

“I remember lessons related to looking through want-ads, car financing, and house 

financing.  My parents were a low-income family, so I knew how expensive it is to do 

anything in the U.S.”.    

 

While some students complained that these lessons may have been delivered too 

early, others were appreciative of the financial heads-up, and the warning that adult life 

requires more money than they might have considered previously.   

 
“I remember taking STW 1 during my sophomore year.  I remember the learning 

packets, and the worksheets, and gradually realizing how expensive things were going to 

be.  I still did not have a true idea of what it all meant, but the numbers were disturbing 

to me … I mean the cost of everything.  I also liked doing the activities related to how 

much it costs for gas and housing … the worksheets were fun”.   
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Another student recalls an activity in which costs were explored, but this time in 

the context of the size of family involved.  “The teacher had us look through the 

newspaper for jobs, and we had to find one that would pay for a family with two kids and 

a house for X amount of money.”  That same lesson was expanded later to include 

additional scenarios, so that students could think about concepts such as economic parity, 

disposable income, family planning, and life choices that might impact one‟s economic 

well-being, both in the short run and in the long-term.   

Financial planning was eventually moved up to the STW 2 classes, where it was 

deemed to be more appropriate, developmentally.  “I took STW 2 as a senior.  The class 

may have been more relevant to me then, because it was taken close to when I knew I 

might need to know what was being taught.” Another student mentioned that some of the 

banking concepts that were introduced in the optional second class were particularly 

useful to her.  “I liked credit and money, and learning how to manage that.  The teachers 

got me started, so I could help my sister by paying some of the bills in the household, 

when I got my first raise”.  One student who took all of the School-to-Work classes 

during her high school career observed: 

“I took all three STW classes.  I learned something different in each one.  I learned in the 

first class to read an application all the way through.  I also learned about bank accounts 

and writing checks.  That is where I learned how to do a PowerPoint presentation.  Then 

later, in STW 2, I learned how to do Internet searches, and we learned a little bit about the 

stock market.  I don‟t have money to buy stocks, so that was not helpful to me.  But I did 

get much better at Microsoft Office that year.”   

 

Any student that was in a work-based learning position was required to take a 

school-based course that was dedicated solely to supporting students who were earning 

credits for their part-time paid internships.  The STW 3 class was therefore offered once 
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each week during the lunch hour, so that I had an opportunity to check-in with students 

routinely, to learn where they might be experiencing frustrations or difficulties on the 

job.  It was structured so as to ensure that the students had an opportunity to express 

themselves, and to articulate any specific concerns.   

One student recalls:  “I valued being able to talk with the other students about 

work in a safe environment.  It made me realize that I was not the only person learning 

some things the hard way.”  Another student mentioned a similar sentiment, but recalled 

other lessons that he learned as well. “I liked being able to talk with the other students 

about work and the community college experiences, too.  I also remember learning about 

financial aid opportunities, as well as job opportunities.  I liked that we were encouraged 

to talk about problems on the job.”  I will be describing some of the problems that they 

encountered later in this chapter, but suffice it to say that I developed the course as a 

reactive measure, once I learned about some of the conundrums that they perceived.  I 

intervened for the express purpose of ensuring that I was kept informed of what they 

believed to be problematic.   

The class was geared towards the older adolescent, and consisted of students 

preparing to graduate that year.  Some were four-year traditional students, while others 

were graduating a year or two early, because they chose an accelerated path.  One such 

student described the lessons that she found to be personally beneficial: 

“In the class I learned how to go out to find a job for myself.  I think that is something I 

am really good at.  I also learned how to find scholarships and I remember filling out real 

job applications.  We also learned how to keep our jobs, and how to be a good employee.  

I have had a minimal number of jobs, where other people change jobs often.  When I find 

one I stick with it and work hard.  But what you need to do when you are laid off was 

something I learned on my own, the hard way.  Those are lessons you might want to add 

to the course in the future”.   
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 A male student has a memory of the STW 3 class that does not exactly 

match my own, but his description is worth considering.  He and I frequently 

discussed ideological concerns associated with the program, some of which will 

be revealed in Chapter 6.   

“What I remember about STW 3 was that the purpose of the class was to make sure that 

we were not being used as child labor slaves (on the job), which we were in some cases.  

But you were checking up on us to ensure that we were still alive and breathing, and that 

our grades were up.  But it gave us a chance to vent out any issues going on, so that was a 

good place to do it”.  

 

Another student, who transferred to our school specifically to be involved in 

work-based learning, has her own recollection of the STW 3 class that was interesting:     

“You told me that students had to be in STW 3 to hold their job.  I remember sitting in 

class, and keeping quiet.  The first day in class I was surprised.  I saw you this time as a 

teacher, not as a counselor.  You didn‟t take crap from anybody.  Other kids were used to 

you, but I wasn‟t.  I remember I had to work hard.  The class wasn‟t just focused on the 

internship experience.  It was an actual class.  You had to do a lot of work.  Some of it 

was on getting ready for college.  I remember researching college majors, courses, credits 

that would transfer from community college to universities.  I went to a presentation 

about investments, finances, and I had to write a paper about it.  I learned a lot.  There 

were lots of assignments on job-places, but also some lessons to prepare you to leave the 

nest, so as to go into the job world or the college world.  You were preparing us to leave 

high school”. 

 

The number one expectation for students in the work-based learning program was 

to ensure that they received adequate instruction, not only on the job, but in their own 

school environment, for the purpose of ensuring that there were linkages between the 

school-based and work-based instruction.  Another whole section of this chapter will 

describe what it is that my former students were doing on the job.  Suffice it to say, 

however, there was a direct correlation between their employment situation and one or 

more of the classes that they were taking in their high school programs of study.  

Students in both school districts were encouraged to find employment on their own, but 

they were not allowed to earn school credit for that work experience unless specific 
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structures were in place that could document a mutual understanding between the district 

and the people who would be in charge of supervising the student-learners at the various 

work sites.  

The three School-to-Work classes were not the only school-based learning 

opportunities that were created for students in support of the federal policy.  Students 

were also encouraged to grow intellectually by developing a number of specific 

technology skills, recognizing the nature of the modern workforce.  All students were 

therefore required to take a mandatory course their first year on our campus that 

introduced them to basic computer technology, so that each would be able to (a) write 

reports using modern text-editing programs, (b) keep track of their own school records 

using electronic spreadsheets, and (c) display the concepts they were learning via 

electronic media.  Students also had several additional opportunities to develop advanced 

computer technology skills, and were encouraged to take a range of elective course 

offerings in information management and computer programming.  There were two staff 

members who were assigned the primary responsibility for this instruction.  I was not one 

of them.  I mention this now, however, because when I asked my former students to 

describe relevant coursework at the school that helped them in their post-secondary lives, 

most cited the classes and lessons that these other two women developed and delivered 

on their behalf.  

The students wanted their perceptions of these experiences recorded in this 

project, so I obtained permission from each of my former colleagues to do so.  One 

woman has since passed away.  The other is on the data triangulation team.  Both 
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provided written consent for me to integrate their words into the project, since my own 

technological knowledge of their specialty areas is not current.  They each helped me 

describe what it is that the students were learning under their tutelage.   

I asked the students to describe to me what subject-area content they believed was 

the most beneficial to them.  In addition to specific School-to-Work lessons taught in 

formal courses, they also listed a number of intellectual assets that were obtained through 

the unique school setting.  One student noted: “Computer skills were learned, because we 

were exposed to computers every single day”.     

Another observed: “The computer labs were very helpful, as I am on a computer 

all day long at work.  I learned about Internet, Word, and Excel in high school, so I am 

not afraid of the computer, while some of the other employees at my job are”.  A third 

mentioned:  “I learned the proper ways to write reports, to use spreadsheets, and to create 

graphs, as well as how to present data professionally.  I use these skills now on the job all 

the time.”   Still another made the observation: 

 
“I did not know anything about computers when I first came to Asteroid City.  It was 

very stressful and I didn‟t know what I was doing.  Once I took the class (Beginning 

Microsoft Office), though, I had a new perspective of computers that was much more 

positive.  I finally learned and I found my mom asking me at home how to do internet 

searches. If my mom needs a form, I can make one up for her.”  

 

The specific technology courses that the students mentioned as helpful included a 

basic course in Microsoft Office, as well as an advanced course in the same software.   

The beginning course was developed at the recommendation of one of our community 

partners, who recognized that our students were used to working with a program that was 

not considered to be the „industry standard.‟  The first computer class was therefore 
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designed to teach students Word, Excel, Power Point, and Access.  Students were taught 

how to use the powerful text-editing programs and to develop spreadsheets.  They were 

also taught how to create brochures and to insert objects form ClipArt and Click Art, as 

well as to retrieve images for import from the Internet.  They learned basic word and text 

wrapping skills and several of the art programs that are associated with the Microsoft 

Office Suite software package.   

The advanced class allowed students to learn more about the mechanics of 

computers, introducing them to trouble-shooting logic and practical activities that could 

teach them about basic computer operations.  Students had the opportunity to take 

computers apart and to put them back together again.  They learned how to install drives 

and to study schematic drawings, and were encouraged to seek the industry-recognized 

skill certificate known as A+ Certification.     

A male student who took the advanced computer class credits it with providing 

the verifiable hard skills he needed when he was laid off from one job in industry.  He 

was able to verify his knowledge and experience with the program in order to find 

himself another job.  Another male student credits the advanced computer classes and the 

corresponding skills that he obtained in the course with impacting his future aspirations:  

“I now set bigger and higher goals.   I now have the confidence to present myself 

professionally, and I have found myself going after higher job opportunities with bigger 

companies”.  

The students were also asked to describe any specific coursework other than 

School-to-Work classes and technology classes that they deemed to be pertinent to their 
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own academic or career development, and every single academic subject area was 

mentioned more than once.  The students recognized that their academic teachers had an 

equal say in their long-term scholastic success, and they credited them all, in the context 

of specific skills and competencies that they know are related to careers too.  The first 

area that was mentioned quite frequently, not surprisingly, was science.  Most of the 

work-based learning opportunities in District A had a science bent.  Students were 

frequently placed in positions at the research park and in the surrounding community that 

required skills in health, botany, chemistry, environmental science, and engineering.   

Students in the Astronomy classes reported subsequent jobs in the aerospace 

industry, having leveraged their interests in the space sciences with specific lessons 

learned in class related to satellites and the electro-magnetic spectrum.  Most continued 

their technical training in the military, most frequently in either the Air Force or the 

Navy.  One credits the remote sensing lessons for his interest in electronics.  He 

subsequently went on to college to study additional technology concepts.  

Students in the biology courses that I taught have reported in this research project 

that the concepts taught in class, specifically the dissections that we conducted, 

encouraged their interest in either animals or physiology.  One found a job in the 

veterinary industry as a technician, while the other pursued a career in physical therapy.  

He recalls: 

“I was not interested in science before I took your classes, but now I am, and it helped me 

reach my career goals.  I learned that I wanted to study something that has to do with the 

physical body, such as nursing or medical technology.  I ended up as a physical 

therapist.”  
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Two students in this study found Earth Science to be of interest, and both pursued 

such a career.  One became a mining engineer and is employed today within that 

industry.  The other went on to study forensics, and reports that his geology and 

chemistry education was particularly useful.  A number of students who took 

Environmental Science as an elective course their senior year reported that they 

particularly enjoyed learning about the biosphere, including the relationships that exist 

between people and their physical surroundings.  One former student used the knowledge 

to enroll in an environmental technology program that dovetailed with the chemistry 

skills that she used on the job during high school, but that also complemented her training 

in the Young Docents program.  She is a licensed environmental technician today.  

 Many students reported that their chemistry instruction at the high school was 

particularly helpful in their work-study positions, as well as in their ultimate careers.  The 

chemistry lab at our school was woefully inadequate by my standards, but the students 

themselves were very gracious in their descriptions of the benefits to their long-term 

careers that any high school instruction afforded.   

They did mention frequently that they wished they could have received more 

hands-on laboratory experiences right in their own school building, but those that went 

on to work in the chemistry-related industries agreed that some instruction was better 

than none.  Two people in this study went on to receive doctorate degrees in a chemistry-

related subject area, and one other person majored in chemistry, but then went on to learn 

additional skills related to business management.  The school‟s curriculum was therefore 

beneficial.   
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 The students also mentioned several social studies classes that they perceived to 

be beneficial.  One was Economics.  It was taught by two different teachers, and each 

was mentioned by the students to have organized excellent learning activities that the 

students perceived accurately to be related to the School-to-Work movement.  The 

economics classes were structured according to Arizona State Standards for academic 

learning in that subject area, and they included a number of hands-on activities and 

modeling demonstrations that helped the students understand both macro and micro 

economic principles.  As one student reported, “It taught us how to do practical things 

like balance a checkbook.  The teacher went to the bank and got blank registers to teach 

us”.   

Students were encouraged to learn how to take care of their money in a number of 

practical activities.  One student reported: 

“Economics was helpful.  I learned better how to manage my money and checkbook.  I 

personally pay cash or use money orders, because it is easier for me to make a list of my 

expenses and simply handle it with cash.  But the teacher told us no matter how you do it, 

have a plan.  Plan it out.  When I get cash or a check, I lay it out.  I put the money into 

piles, and I prioritize what has to be paid first.  I got those ideas from my economic class 

at school”. 

 

Several students reported that they enjoyed the class precisely because it seemed 

to have a real-world focus.  They could therefore imagine themselves with money, and 

were excited to learn how to increase their own personal wealth in American society.  

One student observed: “The economics skills we learned in high school apply also to the 

college-level economic class that I took later.” Another credited his economics class for 

an increased awareness of the need to do long-term financial planning.  “The class taught 

me about business, and helped me look at life differently.  Now I am aware of the need to 
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plan ahead for retirement, and the class opened up the idea of running my own business 

some day”.    

The most frequently mentioned learning opportunity in this class was conducted 

by both teachers.  The students were encouraged to learn about the stock market through 

an interactive computer game that simulated how the real stock market operates.  

Students were encouraged to invest pockets of simulated wealth in real stocks and then 

allowed to calculate the changes to the value of their investments over time.  The 

computer simulation allowed students to keep records and track their profits and losses.   

One student reported: “I did really well.  I could better understand how the stock 

works.  I know now how to buy, sell, and trade them and when to do it”.   A female 

student reported that she made $16 million dollars in her virtual stock portfolio.  A male 

student reported that he is now invested in the stock market, using his own real money. 

 What students seemed to enjoy about all of these learning opportunities was that 

they were relevant to their long-term career aspirations, were interactive or “hands-on” in 

nature, and that the activities were conducted in group settings.  They liked that they had 

the opportunity to learn through active engagement that was social, as well as technical.   

Even those students who were somewhat reserved and shy have reported 

frequently in this data set that it was the cultural expectation to get actively involved in 

project-based learning that made the difference for them, in terms of making school a 

place that they wanted to attend.  They appreciated formal opportunities to learn how to 

learn, as well as the opportunities to gain knowledge and skills that they deemed to be 

significant for their long-term economic success and personal happiness.   
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(D) -  Connecting Activities 

 
The students were asked to describe some of their own recollections of the 

various connecting activities that were designed in support of the federal School-to-Work 

policy. My aim was to determine the extent to which these activities were well received, 

and if anybody in the study could ascertain the significance of the learning opportunities, 

either then or later.  I also wanted to determine if the connections between the students‟ 

schooling and the greater community were perceived to have any long-term value.   

The goal of a connecting activity, according to School-to-Work policy makers, 

was to provide important linkages between the students‟ current awareness of community 

support structures, and their use of them.  It was assumed that the students themselves 

might not know how to access public resources that were intended for their use, such as 

federal Pell grants for continuing education, military technical training schools, and 

community colleges or public universities.  These systems are funded through citizens‟ 

tax dollars, and are intended to be means through which American children can gain 

skills that will allow them entrée into some of the better paying jobs in our society. 

I personally took pride in the design of specific learning opportunities with this 

goal in mind.  I served as the primary academic advisor to all students in the charter high 

school at District A, and took an active role as a transition coordinator for students in the 

DCE program in District B.  In both places I was personally involved in developing 

opportunities for students to gain exposure to the range of community support structures 

that existed locally.  In District A there were other teachers on staff who assisted me in 

these projects.  In District B there were other people on staff who were formally charged 
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with similar duties and tasks as part of their own professional assignment to the 

counseling staffs, career centers, and vocational education departments.  In District C, I 

had only one or two opportunities to work with outside agencies, and it was considered to 

be an extension of my duties, rather than one that was expected at all.  

Developing connecting activities was therefore built into my personal 

assumptions about what it means to be an educator.  I will explore in Chapter 6 how this 

might have been a bias that was not always shared, but for now I will simply describe 

how my students interpreted the various learning opportunities that I personally 

developed on their behalf.  The first opportunity structure that I built for the students in 

my charge was the annual evening get-together that was described previously in this 

chapter and referred to as Meet the Pros Night.    

The first time that the activity was offered was during the first year of our 

district‟s participation in the School-to-Work movement, which was in the fall semester 

of 1996.  I asked my students if any of them could recall it at all, and I was delighted to 

learn that three students remembered it more vividly than I did.  Their recollections were 

of the adult community volunteers who shared their expertise and time.  

“I remember it because I was not usually invited to very many parties, and it seemed like 

an exciting way to spend the evening.  I remember having to dress up and look 

professional, and my mom helped.  When I got there I was so anxious, but we had the 

little interview sheets already prepared, so we were ready.  It got easier with each person, 

and I found myself having fun by the second or third person that I spoke with”.  

 

The young woman, ironically, went on to become a customer service 

representative for an automotive repair company in town, and has to speak with people 

all day long.  She is very good at it today.  Another student remembers speaking to an 

engineer, and was surprised to learn that they do work outdoors.  He imagined engineers 
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working in an office setting, and was surprised that this man had actually been involved 

in large construction projects and that he often worked out at building sites, not in an 

indoor setting.  The boy was intrigued enough to at least consider a career in architectural 

design, although he did not pursue it in the long run.  It was the fact that the man had 

control over his day that the boy liked.  He did not like being cooped up in the classroom 

all day, and was glad to hear that there were outdoor jobs he might be able to do. 

Another young man commented “I thought the Meet the Pros Night seminar was 

really effective.  I can appreciate it now, looking back at it in hindsight.  I remember the 

people I interviewed and the cool things they did.  It allowed me to place myself in their 

shoes in my thoughts, and to imagine myself possibly doing what they do.  We were with 

adults already working in our chosen field.  We could hear first hand what they liked, 

didn‟t liked, and it gave me a better idea of which area to pursue”.  Other students 

remembered specifics of subsequent evening seminars that were held over the years.   

“Meet the Pros Night was good.  It showed me what other career opportunities there 

were for people who studied certain things.  I interviewed a vet, another guy who 

worked for a film manufacturing company, a lady in textiles, and some guys who 

worked for some charity companies.  My mom was there being interviewed too.”   

 

One student had this vivid memory, which was remarkable, so many years later.  

 
“It was neat to hear about how the different professionals got to where they are.  The 

CEO of one company sat down to talk with me, and I learned he started like me, that is, 

he too was struggling (financially) and was not born with a silver spoon in his mouth.  He 

didn‟t have it handed to him.  He was easy to talk to and a real person”.   

 

The students were exposed to as many career fields as my colleagues and I had 

connections to.  I could not have pulled the evening off by myself, and relied heavily on 

the social contacts of my co-workers, friends and all of our families.  They knew people 

that I didn‟t know, so the event was more robust because they had so many contacts in 
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the community.  The students remember people that I don‟t remember.  One young 

woman recalled, “One person was an interior designer for offices, and I thought those 

people just did houses.  It almost sounded like an architectural degree.”   Another student 

remembered, “I met a real lawyer.  That is what I wanted to do as a career.  I got to meet 

a real actress too.  That was fun”.  One young man had been interested in learning how to 

fly airplanes and spoke to a retired Air Force pilot.  He remembers, “He told us that old 

airplanes are being used as targets … to be shot down”.   Another student recalls, “I 

finally found out how much my dad made, because he was being interviewed.  I was 

disappointed.  It made me realize I‟d have to make as much money as him to live as 

well.”  And yet another student reflected, “I‟m not a very outgoing person, but I learned I 

had to be, to approach people.  It is a skill I‟m still working on, but I had to learn it.”  The 

students were pleased with the evening event, which encouraged me to repeat it. 

 Another connecting activity was designed pro-actively, to get students ready for 

actual job interviews the following school year.  The students were encouraged to prepare 

answers to thirty or forty common questions that might be asked of potential applicants 

for entry-level employment.  The activity was developed in partnership between me, the 

business teacher, and members of the professional business community, both on the 

Science and Technology Research Park campus, and from the surrounding community.  

Students were expected to dress professionally and were taught what that term meant, in 

the context of clothing that was modest and clean, free of messages, in good repair, and 

muted in color.  The students were encouraged to ask their parents for assistance in 

making sure that they presented themselves visually as neat and tidy, and not in disarray.   
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 The students who participated in the event still remember that aspect of the 

expectation, and nobody in this project seemed to mind that they were expected to dress 

differently for the occasion.  I did run into such resistance later, in District B, because 

more of the students were struggling financially, and did not have the means to purchase 

new clothes or to repair their old outfits.  Some of the students will describe for 

themselves what that experience was like for them, in the essays that follow later in this 

chapter.   But the students for whom this specific event was organized recalled the 

connecting activity in a positive light.  

“I remember the Faux Interviews with the Science and Technology Research Park 

employees.  It gave me experience on interviews.  The experience taught me how to 

compose myself and it built up my confidence for interviewing for real jobs later.  The 

panel interview first, before the individual interviews really helped”. 

 

The structure of the event allowed for the students to know the range of questions 

in advance, so that they could practice their responses, both in class, and at home in front 

of other people or their own bathroom mirrors.  The students recalled how shy they were 

about speaking to adults that they did not know.  They were encouraged to be ready for 

the event in advance, and were offered an opportunity to practice some of their responses 

in front of a small group of business professionals, who had organized an assessment 

rubric that allowed each participant to receive written feedback on their responses, before 

the subsequent event in which they had to be interviewed one-on-one for the final grade.   

Students remembered that some of the feedback they got back from the panel 

interview contrasted between the various faux employers.  They found it interesting that 

each adult would interpret their responses slightly differently, and realized that in a real 

job interview this might occur too.  They then responded in their reflective journals, that 
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this awareness meant that if they were ever not hired, that one reason might simply have 

been a personality or value difference between them and the employer, rather than a 

failure on their part personally.  The idea to include the panel interview as a practice 

interview was suggested by one of the research park employees, who provided similar 

training to her own people.  One student recalls:   

 “The first time, we were brand new.  They sat us in a room, took a quick look at our 

résumé, then picked people based on their résumé format.  I didn‟t get chosen, so I 

learned that the presentation makes a difference.  She even explained it to us.” 

 

Another student recalled a similar lesson learned: 

 
“It was a competitive process, and you could be eliminated before you ever got the 

opportunity to interview one-on-one.  I was not selected for the final interview phase, but 

that was a good experience for me.  One of the business partners then sat with me quietly 

one-on-one and told me why I was not chosen.  That information was difficult to hear at 

the time, but it really helped me to sharpen myself for the real-life interviews that I 

would have later.  She told me, for instance, that I said “uhm” frequently, that I was 

always looking up at the ceiling, while answering the questions, because I was trying so 

hard to think about my response, and I was so nervous.  She told me that it is important 

to go into the interview knowing that I had something of interest to say, and to remember 

that I needed to learn to listen too, so that I can hear if the company or the job are a good 

match for me or not.  That is something I remembered to be important knowledge”.  

 

The other connecting activities that students recalled were related to their science 

instruction or to a class that was referred to as Law Related Education.  In both domains, 

what the students remember the most was that they were given the opportunity to conduct 

authentic learning projects or to participate in interactive active simulations and modeling 

exercises that mimic adult societal processes.   The students were not required to be 

interviewed, but rather to design and conduct interview tools for their own research use.  

They were also asked to assume an adult identity for the sake of role-playing situational 

dilemmas.  The one activity that the students commented on most frequently was an 

event known as Mock Trial.   Many students reported that they enjoyed the experience of 
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learning how the American judicial system works, by assuming an assigned role or task 

within the court system, and then role-playing an actual legal case.  Some students played 

the judge, others the lawyers, and still others the role of victim or perpetrator.  I never 

saw the event in action, so I will not comment on it further, other than the fact that 

students in this project associated both the electives class and the mock trial experience 

as associated with the School-to-Work reform movement.  Most found the experience 

beneficial to them as citizens, even if the event did not influence their choice of career in 

the long run.  Nobody in this project went on to pursue a career in the judicial system. 

In the science domain there were students who reported back to me that they were 

indeed influenced by one or more of the authentic learning opportunities that were 

integrated into their school-based science instruction.  The students in my Astronomy 

classes were sometimes asked to organize a star-gazing party, for example, and they 

would invite members of the local community to participate in the inter-active evening 

seminar.  One year, some of the students built their own telescopes, thanks to the 

donation of a lesson plan that was received from a neighbor of mine, who is also an 

educator, but is married to a very famous Astronomer.   

The lesson plan included blueprints for an inexpensive telescope that the students 

could build, as an optional assignment that three or four students did manage to 

accomplish.  The event was not offered every year, because I was simply too busy.  One 

year, however, it included the opportunity for the students to show off their own 

telescopes and observation logs.  One student remembers how proud she was of her 

display, which was shared later at a community Pride Day event.  The students in the 
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class coordinated the star-gazing party with local university volunteers.  Students were 

required to present at least one heavenly feature that they had researched, and were 

encouraged by several members of the professional space science industry.  

“It was awesome!  We were nervous about the expectation to know so much, and I hoped 

that nobody would ask me too many questions.  But whenever that happened, one of the 

other professional scientists would gently speak up and provide the answer.  It made me 

realize that people actually do get jobs in this stuff.  It was not my chosen field, but I sure 

like that I now know my twelve polar constellations by heart.  I show off sometimes that 

I know how and why the constellations change during the seasons.  I also remember you 

teaching us how to do the chalk art, and the pretty constellation pictures on the ceiling.  

The hard part was learning the science behind the stars, but it was pretty in your room 

with the black construction paper and the bright-colored chalk-art stapled up on the 

ceiling tiles”. 

 

Having guest experts in the classroom was a common way to help students learn 

about what other people were doing in their professional lives that dovetailed with the 

instruction taking place in specific science classes.  I partnered with several people 

working in the space science industry, including a lunar research scientist, a man who 

discovered a comet that bears his name, a research analyst with expertise in remote 

sensing technology, members of the local planetarium society, who had an outreach 

mission that expects them to work with educators in the public school system, and 

individuals from the aeronautical engineering community who build rockets that are used 

to launch satellites.  One student recalls: 

“I remember meeting the man who hired our students upstairs from the Astronomy 

classes.  I didn‟t understand a lot of what he was talking about, but I remember that his 

company built a rocket, and they were the first to be successful with it getting to the 

moon.  It was interesting, and I learned more about the moon.” 

 

Another student recalls a guest speaker who was invited into the Earth Science 

classes, rather than Astronomy.  He had worked for many years as a mining engineer, and 

he came to share his expertise with us, bringing slide shows and rock samples.  He 

contributed a number of fossils and skulls to my classroom, which the students liked to 
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handle.  He came to tell us that there was a great deal of meteor activity in our region, 

and talked to us about what a bolide is.  He was employed on the Research Park Campus, 

and I met him over lunch one day.  It was a purely accidental meeting, but we found out 

we had a great deal in common, so he helped me organize a several events. 

“I remember the guy who brought in the fossils and who then showed us how to compare 

them anatomically with the pictures of the same animals that were in some of your 

science books.  I remember the skull book too, and that the man had the same hobby that 

I did, which was to collect specimens of rocks and bones.  I remember him bringing us a 

whole tray of some really cool rocks and gems, and I think he said that he had been a 

miner for most of his life, but he was working later as an engineer someplace.  What I 

remember, though, was that he was really quiet, until you asked him about the rocks, and 

then he kinda lit up and was excited, and you could hardly get a word in edge-wise.  He 

encouraged me to take photographs of what I was collecting, and then you showed us 

how to display everything in little baggies on your „eco-museum‟ bulletin board. I 

remember it because it was cool.  I‟d go around the desert then, looking for dead things 

that might have their bones exposed, but you insisted that I bring the specimen in, only if 

it was already contained in a closed baggie, for sanitation reasons.  And you told me that 

I couldn‟t kill something on purpose, just to get a cool specimen.  Those were the rules.  

My mom thought I was crazy, because I would be collecting half rotted animals, and you 

would be so excited for me.  We would be just fascinated together, and you would know 

exactly where in your library bookshelf to find the perfect book on the subject.”  

 

Another student remembers the significance of a field trip he helped me organize: 

“I remember the trip to the Bisbee Mine, and riding down deep into the mine on those 

little cars. We had to get dressed up in rain gear and I remember that it was cooler down 

in the mine than it was up on the surface, which was a nice change that day.  I remember 

thinking that I could not be a miner, because I was afraid of the dark, and they turned off 

the lights to show us how dark it really was down there.  I also remember being afraid 

that they worked with explosives, and thought that I would not like such a hazardous job 

myself, but I did admire them.  They were mostly older men, I remember.  I don‟t know 

why I recall that now, but they were more like my grandfather‟s age than my dad‟s age.” 

 

Another student remembered an amateur gemologist that had been invited to use 

my classroom and she described it as a significant experience: 

“The man looked like Santa Claus, and he had daughters of his own that were all grown 

up.  He talked to us about what they were doing with their lives, but the class was about 

crystals and how they are formed.  He had us study rocks with tiny little magnifying 

glasses, and then you could see the crystals imbedded deep within the rock itself.  It was 

so cool.  He had a bunch of really sharp rocks that we studied when we first met him, 

and then we put them into the rock tumblers, and had to add water and sand to them each 

week.  We could see each week how the rocks were getting smoother and smoother, and 

then you taught us later about that in Earth Science, and I made the connection about 

erosion.  I also remember that he made jewelry for a hobby, and he is the one that got me 
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interested in going to the gem and mineral show every year.  I liked that he taught us 

how to break up the stones using tools.  We learned that crystals had a geometric pattern.  

That was taught to me later, too, someplace, but I could remember sitting around the 

table with the large salt crystals and breaking them into smaller pieces.”   

 

Only one student remembered participating in the solar car club, and I do not 

have any recollection that we did the same activity in high school, so I believe he is 

referring back to an activity that we did during the first School-to-Work grant cycle, when 

we were all still at the middle school campus.   

“Solar Car Club was fun!  I learned that solar panels don‟t work well under a light.  It 

seemed like they should.  I learned that engineering may not have to do with set rules.  I 

just kept trying new things, and then stayed with an idea if it seemed to be working.  My 

car was fast.  I took 3
rd

 place, without doing any formal scientific research.  It was more 

like trial and error”. 

 

That student did go on, to a career in applied electronics within a technology-

related industry.  Engineering and technology were industry domains that our school 

appreciated, due to our affiliation with the Science and Technology Research Park 

executives.  We therefore took advantage of our situation on the research park campus to 

leverage opportunities for field trips into actual work environments.  One field trip took 

us into an industrial factory where computers were being tested in the research and 

development department.  Students got to see robots at work, as well as humans who 

were assigned as technicians to test equipment and to deliver new products.  One student 

recalled,  “Even though my dad works there, he never took me around the whole plant.  I 

just went to his office a few times.  This tour gave me a better idea of what this specific 

industry does, and what the workforce looks like.”   Because the worksite was within 

walking distance from the school building, the tour was repeated frequently. 

The school‟s location made it possible for students to see scientists at work.  We 

frequently took visits to work settings where the students could see people employed in 
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the same domains that I myself taught in the classroom.  This allowed me to take the 

younger students into the places where the older students had been situated for work-

based learning, so as to build enthusiasm amongst the lower classmen.   

“I remember taking a tour of the Chemco facility in our chemistry class, before I was old 

enough to work there myself.  That allowed me an opportunity to see what goes on in a 

chemistry lab, which looked interesting to me.” 

 

 District A students were also encouraged to take field trips off campus.  I 

therefore organized a number of field trips to local industries, including a housing 

development that was built on „green‟ principles, incorporating solar panels for 

generating electricity and heating water.  Those trips were designed to promote careers in 

urban planning and architecture.  While students mentioned them in this project, they did 

not correlate the field trips with any specific career decision that they made personally.  

One student, however, did recall a field trip that changed his personal career trajectory.   

“I remember the power plant tour.  We went into scary rooms.  It was weird to me; new, 

loud, dark, and big.  We had to wear hard-hats and there were ladders and cat-walks that 

we had to pass, and I liked that.  I remember the conveyor belts and the huge piles of 

coal and the elevators that were used to transport the coal up to the loading docks.  It was 

the first time that I got to see the end product of what I might want to do with my life.  I 

liked the noisy, busy field-type work environment.   I found it very interesting.  There 

were four or five guys in a room working the control panels, and the room had big 

computers in it.  I never knew that people working in this place could control so much 

power.  They operated the electrical system for most of the State. This field trip made me 

realize that this was the type of work I wanted to do.  I ended up as a mining engineer.” 

 

 Although I was encouraged to take field trips in District B, nobody in this study 

went on any of the ones that I organized, so there is no data to report.  The district did 

support both field trips and job-shadowing activities both philosophically and practically.  

They encouraged me to work with the people manning the career centers to organize 

short excursions for students to actual work-place settings as well as career fairs being 
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held at the local post-secondary schools.  They also provided me with a flexible schedule 

and transportation means.    

District A and District B were very generous about allowing busses and vans to be 

used for this purpose, and I never faced a situation at either place where I was denied the 

opportunity to take students off campus for a few hours, an extended day, or a whole 

week.  That was not the case in Comet School District however, where field trips were 

limited by the schedule of the busses that transported students to and from campus in the 

mornings and early afternoons.  I therefore never had the opportunity to take students on 

a field trip there, which I regret, but I also understand from a cost and logistics 

perspective.  One student who had transferred from another district lamented: 

“The larger high schools don‟t do field trips anymore, but I think they really help 

students.  They allow you to get out there and to really see what it is like elsewhere.  You 

get a first-hand experience, as opposed to just reading about something or someplace, and 

it was like a little bit of a break, out of the routine.” 

 

Guest speakers, on the other hand, were entertained frequently, because they came 

to us, not the other way around, which was easier and more practical, in terms of direct 

supervision of the event.  Furthermore, there was no need to coordinate the logistics of 

transporting and chaperoning bus-loads of students to and from a work site.  One student 

from Bolide School District remembered a specific speaking engagement that was not 

organized by me, but rather by one of the community partners in this study.   

“I remember the police officers who came in with the beer goggles … so that you could 

see what a drunk sees.  That was fun.  It really did affect your vision”. 

 

The speakers had been invited into a Law Related Education class that was 

offered at the small alternative school.  The students were being encouraged to consider 

careers in law-related professions, and this student was invited to the series of seminars 
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that were designed specifically with a School-to-Work bent.  The community partner was 

a member of law enforcement, and brought a number of interesting guests to campus that 

year.  The student remembered the interactive nature of the guest‟s presentation, which is 

an important concept to teach guests about, so that they are more likely to be well-

received by the student population. 

A similar guest speaker event took place at Asteroid Charter High School, but it 

was not as successful.  The guest brought in a police dog that has been trained to sniff for 

explosives.  Some students were frightened of the animal.  Others complained afterwards 

that the guest speaker was insensitive in some of her remarks, including making 

references to violent crime scenes where people had been injured or harmed by 

explosives.  Several of the female students complained about her graphic (and I would 

argue crude), explanation of how rape is handled by forensics experts, feeling that the use 

of gynecological terms in a co-educational setting was embarrassing.  Several of the 

students (both male and female), had been sexual assault victims as children, and they 

reported to me in this research project how the presentation was upsetting to them.  I will 

speak on their behalf again in Chapter 6, when I reflect on how I too could have taken 

precautions in advance, to ensure that the adults in my classroom were more sensitive to 

the psychological and social realities that students in today‟s society are living with.  

Students in both school districts reported that they perceived their participation on 

their school‟s student councils to be affiliated with School-to-Work reform.  I did not 

personally have anything to do with the student councils at any of the settings that I 
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worked in, but at least four students mentioned that they appreciated the leadership 

opportunities gained in that context, including this Bolide School District student.   

“We had to organize and plan all sorts of events.  We planned little parties, and the 

games that you play during them.  It was fun watching the teachers participate, in both 

setting-up and playing the games.  I was not one of the kids who would ever have been 

invited to serve on the student council at the larger school.  What I liked about the 

alternative school was that I could participate in this way, and I learned that I really like 

to do that type of activity or project.  Furthermore, I‟m good at it, and other kids would 

actually listen to my ideas.  I gained confidence”. 

 

Students liked being made to feel more like adults, and appreciated the small 

opportunities they received during their high school careers for taking additional risks and 

being given more responsibility.  It gave them a sense of pride and accomplishment that 

engagement in authentic learning activities can provide.  

One student mentioned that her leadership role in the Young Naturalists Docent 

Training Program at Asteroid School District provided similar opportunities for 

demonstrating her organizational and management aptitudes.  She was in charge of the 

group, serving as President during her tenure there.  The other students reported in this 

project that they appreciated her leadership style and capability, and the student herself 

credits the learning opportunity with sparking a life-long interest in environmental 

science, a field in which she is working professionally today.  In her own words: 

“Having the opportunity to participate in the Young Naturalists Docent Training Program 

was one of my favorite things about all of middle school and high school, because we got 

to learn about nature and the environment, which is what I was really interested in.  I 

remember taking notes and organizing them for the whole group into a portfolio binder, 

and I remember having to present what we were doing to adults in the community.”  

 

Another young woman remembered the same learning opportunity too: 
 

“I loved learning about the plants, and I learned a lot about the Sonoran Desert.  The 

experience kind of disciplined people, because you had to be really quiet.  It was fun 

learning that way, and much better than sitting in a classroom being bored.  We could 

have done more, in terms of volunteering at the local State park, but we weren‟t drivers 

yet.  We were still too young.” 
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Another student recalls the botany study site that she constructed during her 

senior year, when she was matriculated into the environmental science class where the 

Valley Visions project was being conducted. She recalled the plant identification process, 

and remembered how upset she was when her study-site was bull-dozed in the middle of 

the semester.  She and I worked very closely one afternoon, to try to find an alternative 

site within easy walking distance of her home, and she remembered that home visit: 

“I couldn‟t believe that it happened, and I was sure that I would be accused of faking it, 

but it was such a shock.  I thought you would be mad at me, which I realize now was not 

nice, because of course you would understand.  But you asked to come over to my house 

so that we could find another place to study, and I remember you going around my 

backyard with me and talking about the plants in my mom‟s garden.  Then we walked 

around the neighborhood, and just talked while we looked for the second place, and you 

helped me set up the grid system again, and we tied off all of the little strings together.  I 

felt so relieved.  I just loved that little project.  I think it was because it got me to relax in 

the afternoon before I had to do my other homework.  We were supposed to take a plant 

census to determine the dominant species.  I could honestly tell my mom that I was 

working on a science project, and she and my dad would walk down there to check on my 

progress at night, and they would listen to me speak about what I had discovered that 

afternoon.  Mostly we were supposed to be looking at plant growth, but you encouraged 

me to look at the community of the eco-system, and then I got fascinated by watching the 

ants, the spiders, and the ground squirrels too.  That is what I remember the most.  The 

larger animals would eat the plants or move them, and they sometimes tried to get the 

Cholla (cactus) pieces into their holes.  I remember the nests too; tons of them.  I also 

remember sitting outside and drawing for you; botanical drawings.”  

 

I remember the home visit that she described, but I did not know that it meant so 

much to her personally.  I was intrigued to learn that she still remembered that after so 

many years.  She was also an excellent artist, and frequently was encouraged by me to 

consider a career in scientific illustrations.  I knew a graduate student with that 

experience, and regret in hindsight that I did not introduce the two young women.  

Other students reported on the significance of their participation in the Meet the 

Pioneers seminar that was also created as part of the Valley Visions project that was 

integrated into their environmental science course.  One student recalls the experience: 



 

 

  766 

“Learning about the land was important to me.  I liked the plant studies that we did in the 

field, but mostly I liked talking with the people who knew this place before it changed.   

It gave me a sense of the history of my own community”. 

 

Another student recalled the same evening event.   
 

“Meeting the pioneers was the funniest night!  It taught me about where I am living now, 

and the people and the environment of the place.  There was nothing here, and now we 

have nine schools instead of one or two!” 

 

Only one student in this project was present on the field trip to Mexico, when we 

visited the native Seri village and were entertained by their elders.  She recalled the nature 

of the activity, in the context of its relationship to the school-based environmental science 

concepts that were being taught.  The significance of her participation on that field trip, 

however, was more closely related to the perceptions she had related to the cultural 

geography of the place.   

 
“I remember the Seri Indian Village and the Mexico service-learning project.  I will never 

forget the long weekend that we spent there.  I think it‟s always good to be exposed to 

people who are living in a completely different way than you are.  It was also good to do 

something helpful for other people.” 

 

The student e-mailed me after she was interviewed for this project.  She related to 

me that the field trip had also influenced a change in her college major.  Instead of 

studying International Business, she decided to study International Development instead.  

On a college-sponsored internship to Calcutta, India, she observed in writing:  

“Mrs. Orton, the living conditions in Calcutta are horrendous.  Those people in Mexico 

have it much better.  They look positively upwardly mobile compared to the way that 

these people are living.  Maybe the problem is not that they have so little, but that I have 

so much.”   

 

Another female student who did not go on the field trip did remember the 

community partner that helped us organize the trip.  She remembered: 

“He was the community activist, the guy who came in to show us slides of building 

latrines in Mexico.  I was moved, just to see somebody who was going out to help others 
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less fortunate than his self.  It was nice to see somebody devoting his time and life to 

show others how they could improve their living conditions and situation.  There aren‟t 

many people who do that”. 

 

A male student in the environmental science class recalls the lessons and 

activities that were developed in partnership with a research analyst in my minor 

department, who actually came into the classroom to teach a few of the remote sensing 

technology concepts.  He reported:  

“I found out that there are places on the internet where you can get high resolution 

satellite photos and find neat things to find, such as the mountains and your home.   It got 

me more interested in geography and geology.  I didn‟t realize how much I had learned 

until I took a human geography class in college.  I was the only person in the discussion 

group who knew about GIS, Remote Sensing technology, and how satellites and airplanes 

are used to map the Earth.”      

 

In addition to authentic activities that were incorporated into specific classes on 

the high school campus, I was also responsible for developing a number of other 

connecting activities that were directly related to providing transition guidance, both 

through the maze of the high school experience, and also from high school to the 

opportunities that exist in our society for adults who are entering it for the first time.  My 

priority was to provide succinct educational guidance in group settings, but I was also 

freed up from routine teaching obligations in both District A and District B, so that I 

could spend a portion of my school day providing direct academic and job-search advice 

to students one-on-one.   

In both school district settings I was allowed to work privately with students, to 

help them reach their individual transition goals.  Most of the students in my charge were 

not in specialized classes for disabled students, but rather in classes designed for 

mainstream populations.  The students in District B also had their own personal 
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counselors and special education case managers (if they qualified for such services) as 

well as career education specialists in the vocational education departments at the 

comprehensive high schools.  They also had dedicated staff members who manned the 

career centers and who were responsible for coordinating activities such as military 

recruitment, preparation for college entrance exams, and field trips to local post-

educational institutions.  In District A, however, these jobs rested primarily on my 

shoulders, in addition to a three-quarter time teaching position.   

The students in this study were asked to recall which types of activities they 

experienced while in high school that provided academic advising.  The students in 

District B recalled conversations with counselors and teachers, as well as their case 

managers.  They were also quick to point out, however, that their counselors had such 

large case loads that they did not feel as if they knew them well enough to provide 

succinct advice.  They therefore mentioned teachers with whom they had bonded, which 

seemed to be people that shared an interest in the same career field.   

Two students, for example, credited their high school science teachers for 

pointing them in the right career direction, and I know that both women were also 

actively involved in the School-to-Work reform movement, and that one of the women 

was a licensed career and technical educator as well.   A student at the alternative school 

credits an academic teacher there who was dually certified as a school counselor as her 

primary academic advisor.  She claims that the woman was the only person she could 

recall who ever sat down to speak with her about her educational future, one-on-one.  A 

male student claimed that he never received academic advise from anybody, and also 
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blamed that on the fact that the school counselors had too great a case load.  He said 

bluntly:  “I only saw my counselor twice in four years, and it was because I was in 

trouble for something, and had nothing to do with my plans for life after high school.” 

The students in District A, however, did not have a choice of advisors or the 

opportunity to escape my scrutiny.  I was their advisor and the person who was in charge 

of maintaining the school‟s database of student records.  In the larger schools there were 

dedicated support personnel who attended to these details.  In the small alternative 

campus at Bolide City, the principal and her staff members shared this responsibility.  In 

District A, however, the job rested squarely on my shoulders, although I did receive 

assistance the last two years there from a staff member who was assigned to me in that 

capacity for at least ten hours each week.   

My job, however, was to develop connecting activities and other learning 

opportunities that would link students to post-secondary options in the immediate 

community.  I therefore organized a series of activities that were designed with this goal 

in mind.  I do not recall ever inviting a military recruiter to District A, although the 

students claim that I was the hostess to an event in which they were allowed to speak to a 

member of the Air Force and another member of the Navy.  Perhaps somebody else 

organized the event, or maybe I was so busy then that I blanked it out.  Nonetheless, 

several members of this study did serve in the military immediately following graduation, 

and they claim that I organized the connecting activity.   

Other students, however, remembered activities designed to familiarize them with 

college programs of study, including an all-day field trip to a university in the State that 
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was not geographically proximate to our school.  They were included in a number of 

hands-on activities that college students and professors had organized for them.   

“I remember the engineering field trip because it was the first time that I got to see a real 

college.  We visited all sorts of real labs.  I had wanted to be an aerospace engineer 

before that, but it no longer seemed as attractive behind the scenes.  All I could see were 

computer terminals and paper tasks.  There was nothing physical, so it didn‟t seem as 

exciting.  I liked another lab better, because they had all sorts of equipment and 

computerized milling machines.”    

 

Another student recalled exploring specific engineering pathways.   

“I learned a lot that day about different types of engineering jobs, because you could 

choose which fields you were interested in and go into a deeper study of them for the 

day.  I chose chemistry, construction engineering, and environmental engineering.” 

 

Other students remembered a field trip to our own local university, and 

remembered the interactive displays that were created by that college for their behalf.   

“I remember the trip we took to celebrate National GIS Day.  It was shortly after the 

field trip and mapping exercises that we did for our Valley Visions project.  Our School-

to-Work business partner from the Arid Lands Department introduced us to his 

colleagues at work, and we got to actually talk with the folks there.  He explained how 

he used the knowledge and it seemed to make it easier to see how somebody actually 

used what was being taught in school, rather than just sitting in Algebra and not having a 

clue.  I used to wonder where Algebra was applied in the real world.” 

 

Another student recalled: 

 
“We went into small groups and were sent to each computer station, where one of the 

adult workers had prepared an activity for us to do at each station.  I remember that they 

were talking about satellite imagery and mapping. I also liked going around to the 

different science departments on campus and I got oriented to different buildings.  That 

helped me to choose a major.  We could actually talk to people that were working there”. 

  

Other students reported similar sentiments, in that they appreciated knowing the 

physical layout of the schools we visited, so that they felt geographically oriented and 

less confused when they attended or visited the schools in the future.   

Another connecting activity that linked students to community resources was held 

in the evenings, after the normal school day.  I organized a financial aid seminar for 

students, working collaboratively with representatives from the local community college 
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as well as the local university.  Each event was held on separate dates, so that parents 

would not confuse the advice that they were receiving, which was sometimes conflicting, 

a concept I will revisit in the conclusion to this report.  Nonetheless, the point of the 

activity was to teach the students about options that exist for paying for post-secondary 

education that takes place within public institutions.  One student observed: 

“It was very beneficial to my parents, but most of it went over my head.  But I realized 

that it doesn‟t matter if my parents had put aside money, there were ways that I could 

find to pay for college, and it wasn‟t going to kill me.  I could do it, even if I had to take 

out student loans.  In hindsight I realize they missed some stuff. I didn‟t‟ know about 

types of financial aid, that there are government subsidized loans.  I went into the 

financial aid office and asked.  I had my Federal Student loans, and they told me about 

parent loans.  You could get up to $10,000 … which I used to live in dorms.  I felt I had 

been left out of some of the social activities by not moving in until spring, so I wish I 

had learned about some of the financial options earlier”. 

 

Other students recalled similar lessons learned in those evening seminars.  

 
“It gave me an idea about what kind of financial aid I am eligible for, so that I did not 

have to take out a bunch of student loans.  They went through how to fill out the FAFSA 

(federal aid eligibility) form, which is confusing, so that helped too.”  

 

The students realized they too could go to college, even if they had limited means.  

“People from both colleges came to talk to us, and told us what forms to fill out and they 

talked to us about it all.  They told us what types of payment options there were, and that 

was good for me, because that is how I got school paid for … through scholarships”.   

 

Having experts with this type of knowledge seemed to help those students who 

were the first in their families to go to college.  They climbed a steep learning curve.  

“It was hard learning how to find scholarships and grants for college – things that would 

help support the financial part of my education.  The financial aid seminar was a real big 

help for me, because I didn‟t know about that stuff.  Neither of my parents had much 

educational experience, they didn‟t know anything about that, so knowing that money 

was available and learning where to find that money was huge”. 

 

Another connecting activity that was designed to encourage college enrollment 

was a pro-active plan for helping students determine their readiness for college.  As early 

as their sophomore year of high school I would invite students to accompany me for a 
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day-long field trip in which we explored the local community college, for the purpose of 

allowing students to take their entrance examination on the computers there.  The 

students were groomed in advance that the whole purpose was to determine if they had 

the requisite reading and math skills to be allowed to take college classes while still in 

high school.  The day long trip was remembered fondly by a number of the students in 

the study, because they could then ascertain how their academic learning compared or 

contrasted to other people wanting to go to college. 

In the process they learned whether they had placed into college-level classes, or 

whether their skills needed to be enhanced over the course of the following school year.  

With such a structure in place, many students became familiar with the college‟s testing 

center and counselors a year or two before they actually enrolled there. One student 

noted, “It gave me an idea of what I should be taking, and what I needed to work on, 

instead of just jumping into classes.”  Another stated candidly, “I didn‟t place as high as I 

should have, but it let me know where I stood.”  A third student recalled, “I placed right 

into college-level English, but I didn‟t place as well as I should have in math. I realized, 

though, that my score was higher than other people my age.”  Somebody else said “It got 

me placed into college, so I didn‟t have to take the SAT/ACT exams”. 

 The point of the field trips was to encourage post-secondary education, knowing 

that many of our students were bright, but struggling at home economically.  The 

opportunity was structured so that every student on campus would be allowed to consider 

trying college on for size, while still enrolled in high school.  The district therefore 

agreed to allocate a small portion of the school‟s operating funds to the concept of paying 
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for one class per semester for eligible students.  While I cannot take credit for the idea, I 

was the person who was solely responsible for coordinating the recruitment process, and 

for facilitating the enrollment and registration processes as well.  One student described 

her participation in the dual enrollment program at Asteroid Charter High School: 

 “The experience of going to the community college was intimidating at first, because I 

had been slightly sheltered previously.  I was 16 and afraid to go to college by myself.  It 

was a new situation and I was not yet aware of my surroundings.  It was helpful to go 

with students in the same boat, as we were strengths to each other.  It helped me to 

mature.  Now I‟m not as afraid of the unknown, going by myself.  Mrs. Orton facilitated 

it all, by getting the application process completed quickly.  She helped us with the 

testing, registration, and filling out of all of the forms.   She gave detailed directions on 

the whole process.  Later, I was able to help my brother go too.  He‟s now going full 

time.  I helped him sign up and get books.  My mom said if I wasn‟t here to help him, he 

might not have been able to do it himself.  Asteroid not only provided the opportunity, 

but PAID for it too.  Why wouldn‟t somebody take advantage?” 

 

One student noticed differences between high school and college expectations: 

“Writing class was an eye-opener.  There is a difference between the way you study for 

college and high school.  It gave me a preview that I needed to step up my game.   It was 

good to be exposed to the college-level expectation for what a paper should look like.  It 

kicked my can a bit.  It was a free class and it knocked off pre-requisites for other 

college-level classes for me.  School was out early; I could have explored much more, but 

I carpooled with my friends. 

 

 The school district paid for tuition, but the parents were responsible for paying for 

any course-related materials, such as books and lab fees.  The students were given an 

allowance each semester, and could apply it to either the community college or the local 

university.  Most chose the former, because the cost of tuition was the allowance that we 

had been allocated to each of them.  Students graduated on-time or early with college 

credits under their belt as well, and reported frequently in this report how powerful this 

single opportunity structure was, in the context of building their self-esteem and 

confidence in their ability to perform well as scholars at the college level.  
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(E) -  Work Based Learning 

This essay reflects what the students themselves perceived to be beneficial, in the 

context of their work-based learning opportunities.  Not every student in this project was 

exposed to a work-based learning experience, because some were not interested, others 

were not ready developmentally or scholastically, and still others were actively dissuaded 

to participate because of the eligibility requirements at the specific social setting at the 

time.  Those students who did manage to take advantage of a work-based learning 

opportunity have described in their own words the meaning or significance they placed 

on such participatory endeavors.   

The first set of questions that I asked the students were related to their general 

attitudes about the experiences that they had, as individuals.  The goal was to determine if 

any of the factors mentioned were influential during the course of my practice.  It was 

discovered that the same variables that were influential (in either a positive or negative 

regard), to their own interpretations of past events were also ones that influenced my field 

practice.  I will refrain now, however, from analyzing their responses, so that their words 

can stand freely, as a fresh perspective of how the same events looked to them, both at 

the time, and then subsequently, upon reflective hindsight.  This will ensure that readers 

understand that the students themselves were learning about adult society by being 

immersed in it, which was a new experience, and therefore memorable. 

The work settings that the students were placed in for their School-to-Work jobs 

were correlated to the opportunities that presented themselves, as well as to the basic 

structural elements that are espoused by the policy.  Students were not allowed to earn 
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school credits for a part-time learning experience unless I personally sanctioned it.  The 

criteria I used at both District A and District B were similar, although vocational 

completers at District B were also expected to work in settings that matched their 

technical training.  That meant that those students who had emerged from formal 

vocational education programs in District B had additional layers of program expectation 

than did their peers who were general education students.  

There were four general categories of job opportunities that are described in this 

report.  They do not represent all of the industrial clusters to which my former students 

were dispersed.  I could write another whole book about the other experiences that I had 

during my practice, in the context of finding students employment in the greater 

community.  If I were to do so, the book would include an analysis of where and when I 

ran into barriers and obstacles, in the context of employers‟ attitudes and students‟ skills.  

This volume, however, will include only an analysis of the data that I was able to collect 

from students who were willing to share their perspectives, and that group is considerably 

smaller than the whole population of students that I served over the course of my career.  

Of the twenty-three students that voiced an opinion in this study, only four did not 

participate in any of the work-based learning opportunities that are described herein.  The 

others worked in four basic types of jobs.  Two female students worked in positions that 

were related to the Child Care industry.  One worked in a nursery for infants, while the 

other worked in an after-school program for elementary-aged children.  One of these 

people had received vocational training at her high school campus in Bolide District, 

while the other had not, in Asteroid City.   
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Eight of the twenty-three students in this study were assigned to work in work 

settings that required skills associated with business technology and office management.  

Although I personally worked with both males and females in this domain, the students 

who volunteered to speak about their past experiences in this study are all female.  Only 

two students in this project had worked in a job that was related to their school-based 

training in computer technology, and both were males from District A.  I never 

experienced an opportunity to work with a female in this domain.  No female with those 

types of skills ever applied for job opportunities that were developed and advertised 

during my tenure at either setting.   

Seven other students in this study were employed in positions that were associated 

with the industrial chemistry domain.  Two specific companies at the research park in 

Asteroid School District routinely employed student interns to work beside professional 

chemists in their research and development firms.  One company specialized in 

combinatorial chemistry, providing new compounds to the medical pharmaceutical 

industry, while the other company conducted research and development related to 

innovations in the battery technology field.   

 The first questions I asked of these students were related to their memories of the 

expectations they might have had, before obtaining these jobs.  Some students did not 

recall any specific anticipation, anxiety, assumptions, or hopes.  Those that did remember 

such emotions, however, recalled them vividly.   

“I remember feeling scared. I was definitely intimidated.  I figured I would screw 

everything up and not do things right.  I figured it would be disastrous.  I had made the 

decision to go forth, and figured it was worth the chance, because I already had learned 

that you can‟t say you won‟t like something if you don‟t try it first.  I knew that if I didn‟t 

try the new job that I would always wonder later what I might have missed.” 
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One student recalls simply wanting to please her new adult site supervisors.  “I 

just wanted to do well, and to be a valued employee.  I wanted for them to know that I 

was reliable, and they could count on me.”  Another was looking forward to the 

opportunity to work in a setting that she considered to be an ideal training ground for her 

long-term aspirations to work with children.  She stated, “I thought that it would be fun, 

because I thought it meant that I would be able to play with kids all day long.” 

Several students had pre-set notions about their assigned duties.  One said 

optimistically, “I just wanted to work with computers. I didn‟t care what else might 

present itself.”  The other, however, admitted “I knew that data entry would be boring, 

but I figured it was a paycheck.” Another student echoed a similar sentiment, but also 

pointed to the influence of the social circle of his peers.  He mentioned, “People kept 

telling me it would be just a dishwashing job, and that it would be kind of boring.  I 

didn‟t mind, as long as I had a job.”  Two other students mentioned that they were 

pleasantly surprised with the outcome of the experience.  One stated, “I didn‟t expect it to 

be as challenging as it was.”  The other noted, “I really just thought it would be a job 

during high school, but it turned out to be my job for awhile. I kept the job for four 

years.”    

Students also expressed some of the benefits that they perceived from their work 

experiences.  This concept will be addressed again later in this chapter, but the students‟ 

initial revelations about their satisfaction on the job bubbled through the data set early in 

the interview protocols.  One student recalled “The job was boring at first, because all I 

did was wash dishes.  But later I was actually doing experiments and learning the 
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chemistry, so it was more interesting.  It was actually fun.”  Another student also hinted 

at a learning-curve involved on the job.  She mentioned, “There are those mistakes that 

you always make at a new job, but I saw that there was nothing but great opportunities 

there.  I was trusted to do more than what most students were allowed to do, so I was 

given a chance to prove what students can do, and that I could do a good job.” 

Other students spoke to the financial incentive and economic gain they obtained, 

as one tangible benefit to participation in the work-based learning opportunities.  One 

said, “I was making more money than other people my age that I knew at the time.  It was 

better than what most students were making, as it was twice the minimum wage.”  

Another reported that he felt productive, being able to contribute to the household 

income.  He noted with pride, “I was able to help my mom financially.  I also got to go 

out and party on Friday nights. I could pay for my own wants, and did not have to ask my 

mom for money that she did not have.” Still another student described the benefits that 

she perceived personally: 

 
“They really gave me upward mobility.  They were flexible about my skills, and they 

gave me chances to learn on the job.  My contract said I could keep the job only if I was 

still working toward my associate‟s degree, which was a positive push.  It was like 

getting paid to go school.  They were really good people, who were willing to help me 

out.  The supervisor was like a mother to me, and called me into her office to counsel me 

and advise me on how to move forward in the company.  I enjoyed the work, even 

before I was making much money”. 

 

The students in this study also described the impact that their work-based learning 

situations had on their personal growth and development.  They mentioned aspects of the 

work experience that either raised their awareness or that impacted their opportunities or 

trajectories.  They described development in both the psychological and social domains, 
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indicating their maturity, which they attributed to the opportunity to be immersed in an 

adult work setting.  One student recalled: 

“The work experience gave me what I needed at that time in my life. When I thought I 

was at my breaking point, and about to drop out of school, the opportunity was presented. 

It was a God send – the best thing that could have happened.  It gave me opportunities to 

write about life experiences for college applications and admissions essays.  Some of 

those essays asked me to provide evidence of self-direction.  I had a perfect situation to 

write about.  I had been a scared fifteen year old kid who transferred to a brand new 

school.  I had to leave my friends and face the new experience alone.  The job gave me 

personal work experiences to write about, and it looked good to be sixteen years old and 

applying for college with a whole year of lab technician work experience on my list of 

accomplishments.  Later job interviews were easier for me, and I was able to build my 

résumé quickly.” 

 

Not every student pursued a long-term career in the industry that they were 

exposed to during their high school work-study program.   Nonetheless, some of them 

mentioned that the job did make them appreciate some of the other options that exist in 

society.  One student reported, “Working there gave me the idea that I want to start my 

own business someday.” 

Another student also described the influence that the job had on her long-term 

aspirations: 

 
“During my last year of high school I did an internship in the chemical industry, which 

gave me a great deal of experience in doing something I never would have thought I 

would have participated in.  It changed my mind about what I wanted to do after school.  

I really enjoyed the laboratory setting, doing the research, and working with the Ph.D. 

level chemists on the procedures.  I‟m now more willing and open to trying new things, 

since this was so new to me. I am glad I had the chance to explore this industry before 

making a huge decision about schooling and life beyond high school.  It was something I 

really, really enjoyed.  I cannot emphasize how much I enjoyed the setting, and knowing 

that I was helping in research that might benefit people in the future was a really big 

thing for me.  I decided a year later to change what I wanted to do in the future.  

Chemistry did not work out for me personally, but the experience did point me in the 

direction of helping others.” 

 

Another mentioned that her attitude about working improved: 

 
“It kept me on a more responsible framework for thinking about work.  Instead of getting 

up and dragging my feet about it, or bemoaning the fact that I have to go to work, I‟m 

now rather appreciative and matter of fact about the need to make my own living.  I 

accept it more cheerfully and say „yep, I have a job to do and I‟m going to work now.‟  I 

learned that in life there is a specific time for fun and games, but a time for work too”.   

 



 

 

  780 

Other students mentioned that their jobs offered both short-term and long-term 

economic earning power, because many of the employers held on to the student interns 

beyond graduation, or helped them find their next job in the same industry.  Many 

students mentioned that having the job experience on their résumé‟s made interviewing 

and job-searching easier for the next several years of their careers.  They mentioned that 

they frequently received good letters of reference from their high school worksite 

mentors, as well as productive and fruitful job leads.   

In addition to personal growth, the students also mentioned how they grew 

socially, in the context of building new personal relationships and social networks.  They 

also learned the subtle differences between teen-age school culture and the cultural 

expectations that exist in the adult workplace.  Language, clothing, and conversational 

patterns that were allowed on the school campus (as some students quickly learned), were 

not always allowed in polite adult society.  The students had to adapt to their new 

surroundings, and some of them learned more quickly than others.  People in this study 

joked, in hindsight, at some of the difficulties they encountered in that regard.  They 

reminded me of specific lessons they learned, only after finding themselves back in my 

offices for a little instructional chat, so as not to lose their jobs.  

One student noted that there was also a marked difference in the cultural make-up 

of the work-site that he was assigned to:  

“In my profession there are a lot of people not from this country.  At that job I worked 

with people from many countries.  I think that was one of the coolest things there.  It was 

one of the most diverse places I‟ve ever seen.  My professors and many of the students in 

my program of study at college were from other cultures.  So I learned about cultural and 

language barriers, and how to work through them.  I learned to be more understanding 

about people from different areas and different walks of life.  Some of my professors in 
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college seemed like rude S.O.B. s, but they simply lacked a sophisticated English 

vocabulary.”   

 

A few students mentioned that their work experiences exposed them to a number 

of negative adult behaviors, which they found to be beneficial to their frame of mind in 

the long-run.  They recognized that adults are people too, who frequently expose their 

own limitations in terms of behaviors that are socially accepted.  This knowledge was 

empowering, in that they learned to appreciate healthy work environments, and to expect 

the best of their peers and mentors.   

One student, assigned to the front offices of a busy high school campus noted, “I 

learned that the adults who work at the school gossip as much as students.  They don‟t 

always follow the laws about confidentiality.  It amazed me that some of the students 

were treated differently by the faculty of the school.  Office pets were given favoritism. 

The experience also taught me what happens to adults who did not go to college.  I think 

that is why some of the people were stuck working in a school office.”    

Another student was appreciative of her office assignment, as it made her more 

aware of the behind-the-scenes work that takes place there.  She had considered becoming 

a teacher herself, and the experience opened-up her eyes as to the daily working 

conditions of the public school educators that she admired.  Upon reflection she observed:  

“It showed me that teachers have it harder than we thought as students.  I could see what 

they go through during their day, behind the scenes, when the students are not watching 

them.  I learned they have it pretty rough.”  
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Another student made an interesting observation about a work situation that he 

had during high school for which he did not earn credits through the School-to-Work 

program.    

“I was working for a company part-time, selling home audio and video equipment.  I 

didn‟t need the credits, so I didn‟t pursue them.  I just wanted money.  I had learned how 

to do résumés and interviews at the school.  I got the job by myself, which I was proud 

of.  I was at the right place at the right time.   I learned a lot of stuff about business.  It 

was small company, with just me and six other people working in the building.  It 

opened my eyes.  People were taking advantage of others.  They paid me less because I 

did not have formal training”. 

 

Several students noticed that workplaces are stratified, hiring people with a 

variety of skills in a variety of positions.  One student observed that the chemists in his 

organization were paid more than the non-degreed technicians, and made the observation 

that the first group was economically advantaged.  He noted that “They were doing well 

in their lives.  They were traveling the world, going on nice vacations, buying newer cars, 

and living in nicer houses.  The opportunity was there for the people who obtained the 

higher education.”    

I then asked the students to describe their actual high school work-settings, in the 

context of their paid professional assignments and duties.  Both young women who were 

working in the child care industry struggled to articulate the specific skills that they had 

obtained on their jobs.  One said simply “I was hired to supervise the children, but I 

found myself mostly just trying to keep them from pinching, hitting, and kicking each 

other.”  She was frustrated because she had hoped to be actually teaching the children, 

but felt dissuaded from taking an active leadership role in that regard.  The other student 

enjoyed her job placement, but also agreed that she was frequently bored on the job.  She 
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did note, however, “The experience made me think about if I really wanted to work in a 

daycare center, instead of going on to college.”   

Both young women could articulate long-term benefits to the job experience, in 

the context of their increased awareness of the need to build a résumé over time.  Each 

described how the first job could be leveraged for a more suitable job later.  One noted 

“The paid internship through the evening DCE Program was a good starting point for me. 

I enjoyed working in the nursery and working with the babies.  It was a lot of fun.  Later I 

got a job at another childcare center that was closer to my house, and my experience in 

DCE helped me get that second job, which I held all the way through college.”   

The other young woman came to similar conclusions.  She stated: 

 
“I realized too that I really prefer the older child, already in school, rather than pre-school 

aged kids.  I also learned to be more patient and how better to control a class of kids.  I 

learned a little bit about why kids are unruly.  Some of them were just bored and needed 

something more productive to do.  But more importantly, I learned that I do not want to 

work with other people‟s children.  I would rather be at home with my own child, which 

is different.  I would prefer to make a living by working in accounting or bookkeeping.  I 

am good at math, and I would rather work in an office environment.  But I was glad to 

have the exposure when I did.”  

 

Of the eight students working in local businesses or office settings, only one was 

considered to be working in a non-skilled position.  She was hired to work with a team of 

detailers at one of the industrial car wash establishments, which was within walking 

distance of her home.  Her biggest obstacle to participation in the evening DCE program 

was transportation, because she was not allowed to work until her 18
th

 birthday, due to 

the car accident that she was involved in, described previously in this report.   

She had not applied for the evening DCE program her senior year until after the 

jobs on her school campus had already been filled.  She did not have permission to take 
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the evening class from her parents, because transportation to and from the class and a job 

would have been problematic for her family.   Furthermore, she had not taken the pre-

requisite school-based instruction to have made her a competitive candidate during the 

hiring process for those positions.  She lacked verifiable hard skills in business or office 

techniques, but was willing to work off campus in any capacity that met her immediate 

economic needs.  She had been in one of my career exploration classes the previous year, 

and found a job on her own.  She approached me during the summer for entrance into the 

evening DCE program the following term.  She describes the process by which she found 

the job through her own initiative, applying skills she had learned the semester 

previously, in my career exploration class.  

“I knew somebody from my school that already had a part-time job there.  She told me 

„you should apply here.  You‟ll get hired for sure‟.  She let me put her name down as a 

reference.  She encouraged me, by saying „you wash your mom‟s car all the time!‟  When 

I decided to get that first job, I went to my mother and my step-dad and I asked them.  

Their answer was „as long as you keep your grades up, yes, you can keep a job.‟   I 

walked down there, and when I went in and turned in the application, I was hired right 

then and there. At first I said „YES!  I got a job!‟, but then it sunk in, when I considered 

„how am I going to get there?‟, because I knew my parents couldn‟t take me.  And then I 

remembered something you said in your class the semester before.  You told us that you 

rode your bicycle to your first job, so I asked my older brother if he would buy me a 

bicycle and then I would pay him back.  He did that.  He lent me the money so that I 

could get to the job, and then I carpooled with friends to get to the class once each week.” 

 

The student will describe her experiences on that job in greater detail in another 

section of this chapter, but she did perceive the experience to be positive, in the context 

of building her self-confidence that she could accomplish the job-search process both 

then and in the future.  

“That work place was convenient, and it was my very first job.  I was proud of myself for 

finding it.  I could either walk or ride my bicycle, or get a family member or friend to 

bring me home.  I earned money for myself that I shared with my family, because we 

were struggling at the time.  I learned how to do detail work when washing cars, and 

eventually I went to work for a much bigger company, where I made more money doing 

the same thing.  I couldn‟t get any other work at the time, because of my transportation 
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issues.  I was not allowed to drive until I was eighteen, because of the car crash when I 

was sixteen.  I was glad to have a paycheck of my very own, as I could now buy my own 

clothes and extra food.” 

 

Another student commented on the benefits that she perceived that were 

associated with the paid construction job that she had while attending the alternative 

campus in Bolide District. 

“Having a paycheck while working in the construction course was a positive experience.  

I understand better now how houses are built.  The paid work experience taught me 

things that I have used since, as now I am really handy.  It was fun and I liked the 

teacher.   I liked working with the tools, and I learned practical skills that I still use today.  

I did get a job in the construction industry later, but it turned out to be too much for me 

physically, and I was always worn out, so I quit and found a better job that meets my 

needs for now.” 

 

Three students had paid internships that were located on their home school 

campuses, both in District A and in District B.  None of the young women had received 

specific vocational classes in their high school programs of study, although all three had 

taken a beginning computer class in which they had learned how to type and do basic text 

editing and word processing.  They described a number of benefits to their high school 

work experiences.  One mentioned: 

“I got to see how much she (the office manager) really worked.  I also got to learn a great 

deal about organization from her, that is, how to organize data and records.  I also 

answered the telephones, talked to parents, and directed people to where they needed to 

go.  I loved the responsibility, because it made me feel productive.  It gave me good 

customer communication skills, and is very similar in nature to the job that I do today.”   

 

Another mentioned the social benefits of the office job that she held. 

“Working in the front office was good for me.  It was very stressful at first, witnessing 

the adults from the community interacting with each other.  I got to see some pretty angry 

parents at work which was intimidating.  But I also liked being part of something where 

you got to know all of the students and the employees.  It wasn‟t like that before, when I 

used to walk through the front office, but I wasn‟t an employee there, only a student.  I 

only knew one or two people there, before the job, but with the job I got to know a lot of 

the staff.  Once I worked there, I knew more of the adults, and I appreciated all that they 

were doing, which nobody else seemed to realize.”  
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Students were more frequently placed in business office settings off their school 

campuses, however, both in District A and in District B.  The Asteroid District students 

had the distinct advantage that they could walk to private business offices located on the 

Science and Technology Research Park campus, where their school was also located.  

The Bolide District students, however, needed transportation of their own to work in a 

business office in the greater community.  This presented equity issues that will be 

discussed in Chapter 6.  

One of the distinctive advantages of finding an employment situation for students 

in the surrounding community, however, was that these work settings frequently allowed 

students to work beyond high school graduation.  Students were frequently invited to stay 

with the company throughout their high school and college careers, and some offered 

opportunities for upward mobility and long-term economic security in the form of a 

steady job for as long as the company was in business.   

The entry level skills which were required for these jobs usually included the 

ability to utilize and apply the same software packages that the students were familiar 

with from their high school programs of study.  Most worksites were appreciative that the 

students brought basic computer technology skills with them to the interview table, as 

well as experiences with groups of people in their service learning programs.  Volunteer 

work was therefore pro-actively documented on the résumés that the students developed 

in my offices, before hitting the job market.   

I personally developed most of the learning sites for our students, although I 

received initial contact information from my colleagues, supervisors, and network of 
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friends in the community.  In District A I had a park-users group that met routinely, and 

those people knew that I was the point of contact for the district, if they wanted to explore 

a new work-site for our students.  In District B I was an active member of the local 

Chamber of Commerce, where a similar group of supportive employers existed.  Both 

groups of adults kept me informed of job openings as they emerged, and many allowed 

me to approach them during the school year as student needs became apparent to me.  

Many job sites were therefore introduced to me via both word-of-mouth, as well as my 

own pro-active searching in the neighborhood. Even the students and their parents helped 

with the job-search process.  

The students described their assigned duties and tasks to be primarily clerical in 

nature, although a few had actual accounting, finance, or bookkeeping responsibilities.  

As one student recalled, “I started out as a receptionist, but I was in charge of accounting 

by the third year I was there.  I did bills and accounts payable for the company.”  Another 

said, “I did mostly menial jobs, anything my boss wanted, but I did learn some computer 

skills that I had not yet learned in school, including simple things like attaching files to 

memos and organizing basic correspondence records.  My typing improved considerably, 

and so did my attention to details.” One mentioned that her work station was a tad dull.  

“They never had enough work for me to do, so I was bored, but I do not regret the 

experience, because I got to see what that type of job looked like.  I got paid to be there, 

but realized I want more action in my own career.”  
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The skill sets that they learned on the job were varied.  One student learned that 

she had an aptitude for office work that she had not considered to be significant 

previously.  

“You advertised the accounting job, and I applied, even though it was not really my 

interest or where I wanted to end up eventually. It gave me a chance to learn something 

that I would never have considered, and it was practical.  I learned how to do purchasing 

and receiving, and I got the necessary training on the job, not at school.  I chose 

accounting, but the company said I could have gone into Human Resources instead.  I 

look through the newspaper now and realize I can do what other employers are looking 

for, which makes me ahead of other college students.”   
 

Another student recalls similar learning curves on her first high school job that 

have benefited her since: 

“At first, I had to match up packing slips with invoices, but the duties kept getting bigger 

and bigger.  My boss would just keeping give me new things.  I loved it.  I was never 

bored.  I might be setting up interviews, collecting time sheets, writing checks.  I was 

eventually in charge of accounts payable.  I do timesheets and I am responsible for the 

payroll.  It encouraged me to take accounting classes in college.  I don‟t understand it all 

yet, but I‟m still learning.” 

 

Students who worked in the office settings were frequently encouraged to 

continue their post-secondary education by the employers themselves.  Some companies 

offered tuition reimbursement packages as an incentive to keep the students both through 

and beyond their college educations.  Students were encouraged to start with a 

community college degree in some aspect of the business for which they were employed, 

and the students themselves could articulate the benefit of continuing their educations, 

even while still in my high school classes.   

They too could see stratification in the workforce, in the context of better paying 

and more interesting jobs being reserved for people with specialty licenses and degrees.  

One of the assignments that I had in class was for the students to interview several people 

in their new organization, to find out which schools they had attended and whether or not 
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those people felt that their own investments in a college education were worthwhile.  Not 

everybody agreed with my bias that a college education is beneficial, but the students 

learned from people with real-world experiences in that industry as to where the costs and 

benefits might be analyzed.   

Two students had the opportunity to be employed in work-settings in which they 

were paid for their computer skills.  Both young men in this study credited their fathers 

for teaching them some concepts at home.  Both felt as if the school‟s curriculum was 

somewhat beneath them, but they did appreciate the hands-on work experience that they 

each received as un-paid technicians in the school‟s computer lab, before being hired 

part-time by private industry.  One student commented, in retrospect: 

“Working in the school‟s lab as a technician allowed me to work with computers hands-

on.  I had learned the basics at home from my dad, and from books that he had.  But I 

learned some more at school by helping in the computer lab as a technician.    The 

technology lab coordinator for the school taught us how to do basic PC repairs, and we 

both built and took apart computers, because they were being used all the time and kept 

breaking.  She taught us how to do basic software installations, and she gave me a 

hundred opportunities to apply my book knowledge. Once I was on the job I learned 

networking, patch panels, and phone patches, and how to build computers from mother 

boards on up.  I also learned about network programs, UNIX systems, and I have a much 

better understanding of servers.” 

 

Another student reported a similar educational experience, having been taught 

some skills at home, some in the school‟s computer lab, but most on the job.  Our staff 

did not have these specific technical competencies.   

“I did everything from testing the software to development work on the software.  I 

learned several programming languages, including Visual Basic and SQL.  I also learned 

how to do NT Networking as well as Peer-to-Peer Networking.  Furthermore I learned 

testing protocols, such as running scripts and testing user interfaces.”  

In the context of the industrial chemistry domain, my former students described 

both their assigned tasks and the skills that they obtained through these unique learning 

environments.  Both companies that hired my former students did so because they were 
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struggling to find potential employees from the local community college and university 

chemistry programs.  They agreed to supervise and train the students in simple chemical 

analyses protocols, once students had completed requisite chemistry instruction, both at 

the school and in their own facilities.  Students were taught basic chemical terminology 

in a real-world context, where they were given gradually more responsible duties, once 

they were ready to assume those new roles.   

Each student started as a chemical dishwasher, and was taught specific cleaning 

protocols for glassware that are based on industry-necessary standards.  Once students 

managed those simpler tasks, they were assigned to work with degreed chemists who 

supervised their subsequent learning and activities on the job.  My goal was to allow 

students who had demonstrated an interest and aptitude for science to explore such a 

setting, with the hope that they would be encouraged to continue beyond high school into 

programs of study that led to college degrees in a science related field.  The exposure that 

the students received allowed them to become familiar with testing procedures and 

equipment that we could not afford ourselves. 

The students each recalled specific activities that they were asked to perform on 

the job, most of which were beyond the capabilities of a high school program of study, 

because they were specific to the particular interests of the private companies who hired 

the students.  One student recalls her progression on the job. “At first I washed dishes.  

Each company team reviewed your work.  Later, I ran chemistry protocols for my boss.  I 

was building his data-base, documenting his references, and working as his secretary.”  

Another student had a similar experience: 
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“I was washing lab equipment in the beginning.  I started creating compounds that he 

gave me.  It was like following a recipe book, easy, you just had to be careful.  I learned 

how to write a lab book, and kept track of everything that I did.  I presented the results to 

the rest of the scientists.  I even got to attend some conferences.”     

 

Other students described similar lessons learned on the job.   

“I started washing dishes, and then I was allowed to run reactions. I learned various 

organic techniques, using heat, gasses, and chemicals that could cause serious harm to 

you.  It scared the living daylights out of me half the time, especially when I had the 

spill.  My work was published, however, because my name was listed on a number of 

my boss‟s reactions.  He wrote the protocol, and I followed it.    Furthermore, other 

people were reluctant to work with my boss, yet he and I had established a good rapport.  

I could almost read his mind, and predict what he wanted done ahead of time.” 

 

 Another student recalled: 

 
“I learned how to do the synthesis for solid-phase and liquid-phase libraries.  I prepared 

and ran experiments.  I prepared and conducted HPLC (Gas Chromatography) the 

analyses, to see how pure the substances were.  I analyzed the data.  And I learned how to 

do MS Mass Spectrometry.” 

 

Students learned specific cataloging techniques that are used in modern industry 

to keep track of inventions and trade secrets.  They also learned important lessons 

regarding laboratory safety, chemical disposal, and the proper storage of chemical 

substances.  A number of students in this project reported that they were intimidated at 

first, but that the jobs seemed to get easier over time.  Each, however, expressed regret 

that they did not have a better school-based science curriculum to help them understand 

the theories behind some of what they were doing.  I will address this issue in Chapter 6. 

One student recalls: 

 
“I was assigned to a specific library, with two other developing chemists.  Libraries of 

compounds are made, with certain building blocks.  You follow a protocol and go 

through some validation work, and if you get good results then you can publish your 

work.  Libraries typically run records for 500 to 20,000 compounds.   Our library went 

into production, and I was allowed to help with that whole process.”       

Most of the students in this project reported that the skills that they learned in this 

specific aspect of industrial technology proved useful later, both in college classes as well 
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as in their subsequent careers.  Most reported that their college chemistry classes were 

easy for them, because of their work-experience, but that they were also grateful to 

finally have some of the theoretical knowledge that they wished they had been taught 

before taking the job in the first place.   

Even students who did not go on later to become chemists themselves were aware 

that their personal scientific literacy had improved from the exposure to the industry.   

“I can successfully read a scientific protocol, and know how to read and recognize the 

chemical terms.  I am able to understand the written instructions, and to follow them on 

my own.   I definitely gained more knowledge of chemistry, and realized how much it is 

related to everything else, especially medicine.”   

 

Not every student in this study perceived their job experiences to be wholly 

satisfying.  Several complained that they felt exploited on occasion, especially by the 

expectation to do dishwashing or even janitorial work.  Others were not comfortable 

working in the lab setting with so little school-based instruction first, and a few 

mentioned that they believed that the work environment was disagreeable.  Some felt 

unsafe, while others felt unsure.  They mentioned feeling intimidated by some of their 

work-site mentors, especially those that were males from foreign countries.  This lament 

was more frequently heard by the females in this project, as well as other females that I 

taught who did not volunteer to be interviewed for this dissertation.  The students 

themselves will be describing a number of scenarios that illustrate their complaints.  They 

will be describing situations that they knew about at the time, not all of which I learned 

about until this study was conducted.  We have agreed to explore these negative 

experiences, for the express purpose of fleshing out safety provisions that we recognize 

in hindsight might have saved students from similar indignities, risks, and harm.   
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(F) -  Problems Encountered 

 

There were a number of students in this study who expressed disappointment, 

regret and even disgust with some of their experiences associated with participation in the 

various learning opportunities that were developed on their behalf.  Not all of their 

perceptions can be associated with a particular curriculum or programmatic structure, 

however, as many could be related to the personal interests, family obligations, or time 

constraints of the student learners.  Others could be tied to the psychological and social 

development of individual students, some of whom arrived as freshman, and others who 

met the learning opportunities only as seniors, on their way out the door.  Additional 

perceptions could also be tied to the climate or environment of the particular social 

setting, or the distinctive expectations at each place for program participation.   

A number of barriers to participation were not due to the nature of the specific 

lesson plan, therefore, but rather to the timing or sequence of the event. 

“I was maxed out at the time, trying to graduate a year early. I was in the Hispanic culture 

club, and everything else.  It was my last school, and I never had the chance at other 

schools to participate in extra-curriculum programs, so I was making up for it at Asteroid.  

But there just wasn‟t enough time to take advantage of every opportunity.”  

 

Other students were behind on their graduation requirements, having lost ground 

earlier in their high school careers.  They elected to concentrate on catching up on their 

academic requirements, rather than participating in some of the non-mandated School-to-

Work or technology courses that were offered on their school campus.  Three students in 

the project from District A noted that the opportunities that had been listed on a chart as a 

visual organizer, designed to stimulate their memories, indicated that many of the 
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learning opportunities had simply not yet been created when they attended the charter 

school for their senior year.   

Four or five of the students mentioned that the other opportunities, especially if 

they were given in the evening, conflicted with their ability to transport themselves, as 

they were non-drivers, or conflicted with their work schedules.  The evening event that 

they were the most sorry to have missed was the annual financial aid seminar, which is 

worth noting, for future curriculum and program development considerations.  One 

student recalled, “My work schedule impacted the time I had to devote to other activities.  

Some stuff took place after school, and since I left school immediately to go to work I 

missed out sometimes.  I did not have the flexibility to change shifts or my work-

schedule, and I was not allowed to start late.”   

Several of the students, representing both school districts, said that they did not 

have a career interest in some of the learning opportunities that had been offered, so they 

did not see the point in participation in certain events.  They recalled that their respective 

school settings may have had a plethora of courses to take, but that they already knew the 

general direction they were heading in, so did not feel the need to explore any further.  

Others found it necessary to dabble in coursework across the curriculum, and found 

themselves later short on certain graduation requirements because they had taken too 

many electives.  At least one person noted that the most negative experience for her was 

that she almost failed an academic class because she was so heavily involved in volunteer 

work for the Young Docent Training Program on weekends.    
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Others said that they were actively dissuaded by peers or adults from full 

participation in specific activities.  One young woman in my careers class, for example, 

was not allowed into my evening DCE class (despite my pro-active attempt to include 

her), and described her experience: 

“I wanted to participate, but the principal had a problem with it.  She said that it took 

away from the time I needed to concentrate on the academic curriculum.  I was short on 

elective course credits too, and the DCE program would have been convenient, as I 

already had a part-time job.  I could use the school for completing the other academic 

requirements, where I needed the help of the teachers at the school. I wish I could have 

been allowed into DCE without stepping on other people‟s toes.  As it was, however, I 

never did graduate.  I kept going to that school and never seemed to accumulate enough 

credits, so I got frustrated and dropped out and never received the diploma.”   

 

Another student remembered that he had not been allowed to participate in the 

concurrent college enrollment program in District A when he first arrived to our school 

as a transfer student, because his entrance test scores were too low.  I remember making 

that decision.  He did attend college the following year, and both he and his father 

reported to me that it was indeed a struggle for him in some of his classes.  He managed 

to graduate, however, and today he is enrolled in a master degrees program in computer 

science.     

A female student felt short-changed by her vocational course schedule: 

 
“I wanted to get autos, and that was a boy‟s class, so the boys got in and the girls did not 

get in.  I applied for photography, agriculture, and auto mechanics, but they gave me 

keyboarding, instead, which I did not want to take.  The class was very large and I didn‟t 

learn anything in it.  I‟m better working with my hands.  Sitting in front of a computer I 

get kind of bored sometimes.  I felt the same way in junior high.  The more popular kids 

got in drama.  It didn‟t matter if you wanted it or not.  Once you were in an elective, if 

you were not happy with it, then how do you change it?  They said „the other classes are 

already full,‟ so I felt like I was forced into keyboarding.” 

 

Another student expressed her disappointment in her vocational program of study 

too:  
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“Before I got into it (the construction program) they said you‟d get credit for it. After that 

was done and over with (three semesters) they told me I could not get credit for it after 

all.  It was very aggravating, because I had already missed out on time I could have spent 

on the basic curriculum at school.  It was overwhelming.  I wanted to say „thanks for your 

help … I‟ve wasted a year and a half of my life.‟ There were about ten kids in the class.  

You would do one week at school and one week at work.  There were two different 

schedules, and it got very confusing.  I wanted to be an electrician, and when we talked to 

the principal, she told us that we would be learning that.  Then we found out that it wasn‟t 

true.  It seemed like that happened quite a bit.  We were promised stuff and then it didn‟t 

happen.  I was tired of being beaten around the bush.”   

 

Several of the students from both school districts mentioned that their 

participation in one or more of the work opportunities was denied to them because jobs 

were competitive.  Several students remembered having to interview more than once 

before a job was landed.  Those students without private transportation would therefore 

be left out of off-site job opportunities if they did not land one of the highly sought-after 

jobs on-site, both in District A and in District B.  The students mentioned that they 

thought there were too few job opportunities that interested them, and hoped that in the 

future the types of jobs would be expanded to other industry clusters.  

Transportation was an issue mentioned quite frequently.  Not all of the students 

were drivers during their high school careers.  This fact was mentioned as a barrier to 

participation, especially to the DCE program in Bolide District, where non-disabled 

students were expected to have their own transportation, both to work and to the evening 

DCE class.  Transportation was an issue primarily due to age and cost.  Parents who did 

not have the means or desire to fund the additional expense of a teen driver were not 

obligated to provide such services.  One young woman in Bolide District described her 

situation: 

“When it came to transportation to get to some of the DCE classes, I worried sometimes.  

I was lucky, however, because one of my best friends was also in the class, so we rode 

together a lot of the time, or her brother brought us. Having that class over at a separate 
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campus was difficult, because it was further out than I was used to driving.  For me, 

though, my mom was paranoid about teaching me and my brother to drive, so to this day, 

actually, I still do not have my driver‟s license, and neither does my brother.  My brother 

knows how to drive, but I‟m still kind of afraid of learning how to drive, just because of 

other people on the road, I guess.  My husband is going to teach me here and there, so 

that once we get our new vehicle, and I have transportation I‟m not stuck here all day.  If 

you don‟t have somebody to teach you, then it is $400 or $500 to take classes.  Being in 

high school it wasn‟t that big of a deal, because I had other friends. We all went to school 

together, and we rode together.  I didn‟t have the money for a car and my mom didn‟t 

have the extra money to get me a car, so that I could drive.  At least now that I‟m married 

we have a vehicle that I can drive, because my husband has a work vehicle that he takes 

to work every day …  so we always have an extra vehicle here at the house, but I don‟t 

have a license yet.”  

 

Some students from both District A and District B reported that they liked the 

small school setting in which they were immersed, because they felt that the environment 

was welcoming and nurturing.  Others, however, cited the small scale of the charter 

school and alternative campus to be a detriment to their learning in general, because of 

the perceived lack of social opportunities that were associated with the size of the school.  

One said that he regretted never attending a “real school with thousands of students.”  

Another said that the setting in District A “… made it harder and sometimes 

uncomfortable.  There was more conflict.  Everybody knows who you are and everything 

about you.”  He reported feeling enormous peer-pressure to conform to certain 

expectations for behavior, dress, and social mores.  

One student remembers his first year at the school as being a time of personal 

growth and development.  “I was just starting high school, I was nervous all the time.  

That preoccupied my mind, making it difficult to concentrate on anything else but school 

and getting adjusted.”  Another pointed out that his experience at that stage of life was 

also a difficult one.   “High school was miserable – your body is changing, your 

hormones are out of control, kids are mean, and kids are stupid, you get caught up in 
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stupid, ridiculous things, such as gossip and girls … but that is how you learn.  I guess 

they were important social lessons.” 

Both males and females reported that they remember difficulties which were 

associated with encountering certain social pressures that they felt they were not 

adequately prepared for.  One former student reported, “There was a girl at school who 

was a lesbian, and I felt pressured by her to have sex with her.  Other girls felt that same 

pressure too.”  The males in this study reported awkwardness when it came to the social 

mores associated with dating.  One former male student said “the law-related education 

class helped me understand some pretty important concepts, such as the difference 

between statutory rape and date rape.  It was scary, but I was glad I had the lessons.  It 

raised my awareness about where the boundaries were. ”   

Several students reported negative experiences with the School-to-Work program 

that they could attribute to other students in the class.  One male student observed: 

“I did not like having to deal with problematic behavior from students that could have 

affected the classes, learning, and job possibilities.  A student would have an outburst, 

which would disrupt the class, then that day‟s learning was gone.  I regret not speaking 

up as much as I could have about events I saw or was aware of.  I witnessed cocaine use 

in government class, for example, and I did not say anything because I was afraid of 

reporting the situation, out of fear of the possible consequences to me.  The girl‟s 

boyfriend was unpredictable, and I was afraid of him.”  

 

Another student remembers additional social incidents that could have had a 

negative impact on his own learning opportunities:   

“I remember that the older students got caught in certain acts of sex, like on the pull out 

couch.  I also remember that cheese sticks were stolen at the research park cafeteria, as 

well as the conveyor-belt surfing incident.  The other student thought it was funny to ride 

the conveyor belt with the dirty dishes, to see where they ended up in the kitchen, and he 

nearly broke it.  Then the principal came in to talk to us about it all.  We nearly lost our 

rights to use the cafeteria forever.  It might have also reduced our chances of being taken 

seriously for jobs there.  In retrospect, I should have said something.”  

 

 A female student recalls another embarrassing social situation: 
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“Some of the boys were goofing around and laughing in the computer lab.  They had 

figured out a way to by-pass the security system and to gain control over everybody 

else‟s computer screen.  They put up a really nasty sentence about one of the older girls, 

referring to her willingness to have sex with them all.  I remember how angry you were, 

but you told them to get the message off the screen immediately, and then we all heard 

later how much trouble they were really in, because the same message was then exported 

somehow to other computer terminals in the building.  Our neighbors at the research park 

in the same building saw the same message on their screens too.  I was really upset that 

the girl‟s name was used.  That could have happened to me.  I still get upset by it when I 

think of it.  I remember you telling us that we might not be invited to work on the campus 

in the future because of that one incident.  I was so angry at those two boys for maybe 

ruining it for the rest of us.”   

 

Several students remembered shenanigans on some of the field trips that we took 

into the community.  One remembers a male colleague spitting ice at another male 

student and it landing on the head of a male adult.  In retrospect, he does not think it was 

funny.  A second remembers an incident at the Jewish Community Center, where our 

history students had been invited to hear and collect first-hand recollections of the 

Holocaust from actual concentration camp survivors.  The student witnessed one of her 

classmates, a Hispanic male, who was purposely spitting off the balcony, victimizing a 

group of elderly Jewish women who had volunteered to speak to our students about their 

own lived experiences as children of war.  I remember the incident too, because I was the 

adult chaperone that day that took corrective action.   

One student remembers that he was afraid that he would lose future opportunities, 

after a field trip to Catalina Island, off the coast of California.  He remembers:  “One kid 

had dirty movies, and we caught him watching them.  We feared that we would not be 

able to walk at graduation if we were caught too.  We didn‟t report it.  We should have.”  

Another remembers that I pulled the plug on a field trip to Mexico, once, because I heard 

that the kids were planning to do drugs and have sex there.  A second student in this 
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study had the courage to report the incident at the time, and she remembers how difficult 

it was for her, because she feared backlash from her peers. 

A transfer student recalls her difficulties, both at her old school and at her new 

one, indicating that the negative social pressures that students are facing in society exist 

on other school campuses as well.  As she explained: 

“It was very difficult to leave my old friends and old school, but I had to do it, to find a 

healthier environment.  I found myself living in two worlds.  I was living in one 

community, and going to school in another one.  It was such a different culture there.  At 

the old school there were more students who would pressure me daily to do things that 

compromised my values.  Kids would smoke cigarettes, boys would make sexual 

comments, and there were the constant pressures to drink alcohol and smoke marijuana.  

Having those pressures removed during a sensitive time in my life is exactly what I 

needed.   

 

Nobody wants to go to school worrying about how many people are going to 

pressure you today.  My mom says leaving the old school was the best decision I could 

have made.  If I had stayed there, bad things would have happened and my health would 

have been damaged.  There was gossip and slander taking place that was ruining my 

reputation.  I didn‟t‟ have a relationship with counselors close enough to deal with those 

pressures.   

 

At the new school the kids knew who I was and what I was about.  People knew 

“She wouldn‟t do this” so they didn‟t pressure me to do certain things against my values.    

I knew at Asteroid Charter High that nobody was going to pressure me.  At Asteroid, 

there was some joking, but not really tangible, hard-core pressure that I encountered.  A 

higher standard existed at the school and my reputation for being from a strict family 

protected me there.     

 

That‟s the thing about a small school, you‟re more aware of everybody else, 

everybody knows each other.  The same pressures exist, but you know better what is 

going on, you have a built-in support system and network of friends.  At a big school you 

could get lost.  I recognize that some folks might not have been happy at Asteroid Charter 

High because that is the only place they went.  Perhaps they needed something to 

compare that experience to.  You have to learn how to deal with problems wherever you 

are.  It was just easier for me in a smaller environment.”  

 

The former students in this project were very courageous to share some of the 

difficulties they encountered in high school, both in the context of the school-based 

learning activities, as well as those that took place in the greater community.  The next 

few examples of the students‟ recollections take us into their work settings, where we can 
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see through their unique stance how some of their job experiences were perceived to be 

problematic.  A number of issues will be raised, not the least of which is providing 

adequate supervision for children on the job.   

The goal of this paper is not to point a finger of blame at anybody in particular.  

As the teacher who was legally responsible for developing these various work-stations, 

however, I take these stories quite seriously, because now I can see more clearly, in 

retrospect, where additional structures were needed to reduce or minimize the risks of 

harm.  Nobody in this study (or in my field practice, to the best of my awareness), 

sustained any type of injury on the job that required medical intervention.   

Students in various settings, however, reported mishaps or encounters that were 

potentially quite dangerous.  For that reason, I have included these stories, so as to 

illustrate some of the key points that I will be making in the conclusions to the research 

project in Chapter 6.  I took a professional risk to include this layer of truth, but I am 

willing to problematize portions of my own practice, so as to inform others who are still 

in the business of establishing work-based learning opportunities for high-school aged 

children elsewhere in the community.   

Many people in this study recall working part-time during high school, both 

within the School-to-Work positions that I organized on their behalf, as well as in other 

positions, either before, during, or after our collaboration together.  The employers and 

community partners that were interviewed also remember such experiences, as teenagers 

in generations past.  It is therefore a long-standing practice in our society to allow 

students to work part-time, while going to school simultaneously.  What needs to be said 
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emphatically now, however, is that the federal School-to-Work policymakers hoped that 

the people who created such programs with the original grant funds would be cognizant 

of the need to provide pro-active safety measures and protocols, to ensure that students 

were placed appropriately in work-settings that were both moral and safe.  

Some of the students in this project have described instances in which their part-

time jobs put them at risk.  This first scenario did not take place in the context of a 

School-to-Work job, but rather in the context of a part-time job that the student obtained 

where her own mother worked: 

“At my first job there was an incident that happened when I was working a cash register.  

It wasn‟t a hold-up, but rather a threat with a butcher‟s knife.  The guy walked in like 

every other customer, but wanted change for a quarter.  It didn‟t click with me at all that 

his request was unusual.  When I opened the drawer, he pulled out the knife, held it to my 

wrist, and threatened to slit my wrist if I moved.  He took the money out of the drawer, 

which really wasn‟t a lot of money, probably $120.   My mom worked there too, and 

normally would have been gone for the day, but luckily had stayed late.  She was more 

upset than I was.  I was just shocked.  Then he just walked off, he didn‟t‟ run.  My mom 

then called the police and my boss.  Both came.  It took almost a year, but he finally got 

caught because he did the same thing at other retail businesses.   It really shook up my 

mom and I admit that in the back of my mind is still the fear that it could happen again.  

I‟m sure that I‟d do the same thing … stay calm, stand back, and let him take the money 

so that I wouldn‟t be in trouble.” 

 

This incident took place before the student applied for one of the other job 

opportunities at the research park.  It startled me when I learned about her experience in 

the greater community. At the time I had not yet placed any students in a business setting 

where they might have to work late at night, running a cash register.  That did occur later, 

however.  I have since learned that the Arizona child labor laws restrict youngsters of her 

age from having such a position.  I too might have made the same mistake by placing one 

of my students in a business setting in which she was left alone in the evenings to close 

the shop.  In retrospect, of course, it is much easier to see how risky this type of job is for 
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a child.  We can all see with greater clarity how and why there are special provisions for 

children who are working, whether they are earning school credits or not.    

 When asked what the students perceived to be negative on their actual paid work 

experiences that had been created in support of the School-to-Work movement, the 

students reported on occasion that boredom was the biggest problem, complaining that 

their site supervisors did not train them how to do specific tasks that were of sufficient 

interest to keep their attention.  They therefore felt as if they were not learning, growing, 

or thriving in the environment.  Some made up games to keep occupied, and some just 

rationalized the experience as a way to complete their high school program of study while 

earning a paycheck.  The students who complained the most were in office positions or 

working in daycare positions.  They lacked sufficient activity, and sometimes used the 

job to get their homework done, but frequently felt guilty about that.    

“At first it was an adjustment – to have to shift out of your own personal routine into a 

more stressful routine.  Some days I really did feel like I didn‟t want to go to work.  I was 

doing accounts receivable and accounts payable, and there were times when there was not 

enough to do, so it was boring.  The filler jobs drove me nuts.  One day I went in a dress 

and heels and I was putting together shelves and it was dull.  There were too many times 

when there was not enough to do.  I could do the homework, but there was not enough.  I 

do my homework at night.  But it would make me feel bad to be paid to do nothing.” 

 

 Other students complained that their problems on the job were associated with 

getting along with their peers or supervisors.  Many students reported that they observed 

gossip, slander, lying, cheating, and even inappropriate sexual relationships on the jobs, 

between their own peer group, as well as between adults.  They felt conflicted, not 

knowing what all of the social rules were in the workplace, a topic that was then 

addressed frequently in the STW 3 classes or evening DCE classes.  They student 

revealed additional pressures they were facing that were associated with human 
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interactions and interpersonal relationships.  One student noted:  “I made the mistake of 

an office romance.  It caused gossip and unnecessary stress.  It soured my relationship 

with that person, but also harmed my reputation at the company.  There was gossip about 

what had taken place between us that was not true, and it made some of my adult 

colleagues look at me in a negative light.” 

 Other students felt conflicted because they had received mixed messages on the 

job, concerning social mores for conduct, as well as for expectations for job performance.  

One young woman noted, “Situations existed of dishonesty with other students.  We 

signed contracts of honesty. If we knew about something, we were supposed to come 

forward.   That put us in an awkward position, because sometimes we saw adults 

behaving dishonestly, as well as the students.”   She also observed that the students were 

receiving messages from many adults simultaneously, which also led to an awkward 

situation that she described: 

“We were hired by one person, had a different supervisor, but were then sometimes 

assigned to a third person.  We would receive conflicted messages from 3 adults.  The 

company boss says that we were not allowed to do something while another partner said 

that we needed to do it.  We are told to obey adults, but we didn‟t know which adult to 

obey all the time.  So what are we supposed to do as kids?  Our own voice is telling us 

another thing, and then you as the program coordinator had views about what we should 

be doing too, so it was sometimes confusing.  If you say no, who are you in the most 

trouble with?  It was hard.  Furthermore, it could affect your grades, your performance 

evaluation, or your job progression.  I felt morally conflicted often, which was stressful. 

I didn‟t‟ know how to resolve these conflicting messages.”   

 

Having the job was a new experience for most students, so they described 

problematic situations that led to emotional stress.  Mostly they were uncomfortable with 

new adult responsibilities, and mentioned frequently that they felt new pressures 

associated with meeting company deadlines, meeting new personnel, representing both 

the school and the employer in public, pleasing a new boss, and managing relationships 
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with new colleagues, some of whom were their own age, but most of whom were adults.  

They also described language and cultural barriers that they had to overcome, as they 

worked with people from around the world.  They were sometimes frustrated that they 

were treated by these people (mostly males), differently than they were used to.  Some of 

the female students reported feeling awkward, because some of the males mentioned that 

they did not think young women should be in the workforce at all.  Other students 

observed other differences that they too perceived to be related to cultural differences. 

“I quit partially because I did not like the people or the environment. The only Americans 

there were scientists and students, but most of us were assigned to the foreign scientists.  

Their work ethics were different.  Their expectations for work were greater than ours.  

They also had a different approach to the way they handled problem situations and 

mistakes.  My boss spoke through his emotions.  It was difficult at times.  They 

sometimes expected us to stay later than what seemed rationale, such as 8:00 or 9:00 on a 

school night.  One even expected a female student to skip classes to finish running the 

reactions she had been assigned to perform.”   

 

Another student described his frustration, in his attempts to resolve the conflict: 

“They had been asking me to work beyond what we had all agreed upon in advance.  I 

was working thirty hours each week, instead of the fifteen or twenty hours that you had 

negotiated, and I was getting behind on my school work.  I felt seriously overloaded, and 

I told my immediate supervisor, but he didn‟t get it.  Then I took it to the office manager, 

and she‟d be sympathetic and listen, but not fix the problem.  I went to the Human 

Resources Department.  That manager solved it.  He helped me explain my situation to 

my boss, and my boss finally listened, and understood.  The problem was resolved.  

They reduced my hours.”   

 

 A student from the DCE program described her emotional discomfort on the job: 

“Some of the stuff I that saw up there, in the front office, while working as a DCE 

student intern, blew me away.  I was there when students were brought into the office for 

doing some really stupid or bad things.  I even saw students being arrested.  It was 

stressful to think of the students and the choices they made, as well as the serious 

consequences that they faced because of it.  It did get me thinking, however, about stuff I 

knew I would never try to do.  It was bothersome to watch or witness it.  There were 

people who got in trouble with drugs at school, for instance, and even then I knew some 

people that I was friends with that used drugs too.  It made me learn that some life 

choices that they made screwed-up a lot of things for them, and it just made me more 

aware that we all could have been in trouble.  I knew people that had been in trouble 

with the law before, but watching it when you worked in the front office was stressful.  

And you had to keep what you knew to yourself, because of the confidentiality piece of 

it.  So I couldn‟t talk about it to anybody.” 
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The former student-workers also frequently mentioned stress associated with 

trying to please their adult bosses, while working simultaneously with their own 

classmates, as well as student-interns from the local community college and university.  

They felt levels of resentment, because they were frequently asked to do the same jobs, 

even if they did not have the same level of classroom coursework under their belt.    

“I sometimes had to train people who made 3 times more money than I was making.  

Some of the adults looked down on me because of my age.  Some adults did not like the 

fact that high school kids were there.  The folks I worked with were awesome, but some 

of them were old-fashioned and foreign, and not crazy about the experience.  A lot hardly 

speak English, and are not used to being around kids, just other people with doctorate 

degrees.  It was a big adjustment for everybody.” 

 

Another student described his response to the adult expectations placed on him.  

He describes his resentment that there were social expectations bombarding him from 

every direction.  Like many other former students in this project, he admitted that he did 

not always feel comfortable bringing his problems to me or to the STW 3 class, because 

he feared that he might be blamed for complaining, and then removed from the program.  

“We ran into animosity from the other chemists.  One guy was wanted to groom me as a 

chemist, but I was just a 16 year old kid, more interested in the pretty blond working 

next to me.  The older individuals were disappointed in me, that I wouldn‟t assume that 

role, but I just wanted to do my job and go home.  I was too clueless to know then that 

they were upset that I did not embrace the “opportunity” to be mentored, but some of the 

adults were really difficult to work with.  There was animosity towards me because I was 

not impressed that I would be working with „DOCTOR So-and-so‟ ”.  

 

 One student mentioned that she felt intimidated, not only by the new job, but by 

the physical expectations to work with new materials, as well as new people: 

“Chemists are intimidating.  I was sixteen when I started working with them.  The big fat 

needles scared me.  I was scared to death to do some things at first, working with needles, 

for example.  I pricked myself so many times. We were told we were not allowed to work 

with them, yet chemists asked us to do so.  Most were the foreign partners, from Asia.” 

 

 Two students hinted that they felt exploited at times on the job.  Both felt as if 

they could have accomplished more, if they were given the chance, but they recognized 
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that there was indeed social stratification on the job site that made them stop and ponder 

about the power relationships taking place between the adults and the student workers.  

“They started us out in dishwashing, which was fine.  Then we got to work a little bit 

more with the scientists.  They were smart, looking back on it.  We were stupid and we 

should have spoken up, in retrospect.  They waved money in front of a sixteen-year-old, 

and who wouldn‟t job at the job offer?  They would train us to be their bench chemists.  

And we would be doing their experiments, but would not knowing fully what chemicals 

we were handling, or knowing how serious things could be.  It got to the point that we 

were aware that we were expected to do the work, and would be paid only $6.00 per 

hour, and taking physical risks, while working for somebody making $40K or $50K per 

year.  That is great financially for them, but for a sixteen year old who has no idea what 

the heck he is touching, that is really dangerous.  We were not educated enough to know 

what it was or would do to us.  We were told, don‟t touch it and don‟t spill it, but that was 

not enough information.  Looking back, that was a mistake on my part.  We should have 

said more.  But it was all so new and I was so young.  This company offered your 

students jobs, but I think we were all blinded by that.” 

 

Another student felt exploited as well, feeling as if he had wronged on the job: 

 
“I found myself dishwashing, mopping floors, and taking out trash.  For some reason I 

was not getting promoted, and having to do janitor‟s work, so I asked why I wasn‟t 

getting promoted.  They promised that they would try to give me higher level work, but 

they didn‟t.  I was calm and relaxed about it, but they never really answered my 

questions.  I stuck with it because of the pay.   Then the company fired the janitorial 

services to save money, knowing the students would do the work, and not have to be paid 

benefits.  They wouldn‟t tell me why I wasn‟t getting better work.  Other students were 

getting promoted ahead of me.  I asked why, and nobody would tell me.  I just found out 

recently that people were afraid of me.  It was at the time of the Columbine shootings, 

and a friend told me people were afraid of me.  I had quit by the time I learned this.  It 

was ridiculous.  I have since learned to notice people like this earlier and to avoid them.  

That one problem at work contributed to a major depression.”  

 

 This revelation broke my heart, as this student is one of the brightest, kindest and 

gentlest souls that I have ever had the pleasure of teaching.  If I had known about this 

situation at the time, I would have done my best to get the problem solved.  

 Another issue that was revealed in this interview data was that some of the 

students were feeling sexually pressured on their jobs: 

“Well I trained a lot of people on the job.  And the only reason I didn‟t get promoted was 

because the boss didn‟t think that women should handle authority.  Of the people I 

trained, several became supervisors.  But I would tell the girls that you shouldn‟t cross 

the line.  There had been a girl who had been a stripper.  And she kept saying „well you 

have to know how to work it‟ to get tips.   So I would say „you can just smile.‟   Even the 
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customers would joke around sometimes, and I‟d say „I‟m going to tell your wife on you‟ 

just to get it to stop.”  

 

Other students felt as if their biological well-being was at stake.  One young 

woman who worked in the child care industry reported: 

“The kids sometimes were sick or injured.  I grew up with smaller children, so I thought I 

already knew a lot, but I can see that I would have benefited from a class of some sort 

first. I also got pregnant myself, and had to quit in the middle of the semester, because 

my doctor said it was too stressful for me.  He also said that I should not be around so 

many small children, because I kept getting sick myself.  He said that put my own baby at 

risk.” 

 

Two young women conceded that they quit their chemistry jobs because they 

knew that they wanted to have children of their own, someday soon, and worried about 

being exposed to chemicals that might linger and cause harm to their future children.  

Another was told to quit her chemistry class on campus (I was not her teacher), because 

she was pregnant, and she complained that she felt discriminated against.  One student 

witnessed an incident that occurred several years after she graduated. 

“There was a fire at work, and a chemist got burnt.  We had to learn what to do in a crisis.  

He‟s ok, but those situations exist.  I‟ve had waste disposal training, safety training, it is 

mandatory.  We had the fire department come out, and give us training on types of fire 

extinguishers, spill training.  It is different seeing somebody really in trouble and not 

panicking.  One girl was carrying a plate of acid, without her lab coat, and it spilled all 

over her.  She got into the shower, and managed to take care of herself, but ended up with 

some nasty burns.  You have to know that you‟re getting into this type of risk.”  

 

A male student remembers how he approached me about an incident: 

“I had a spill, do you remember that? I did not come to you about it myself.  You heard 

about it the next day, and I remember you coming to find me at school, and telling me 

„get your rear in my office now‟.  You found out about the incident from somebody else, 

because I had been too intimidated to tell you about it myself.  My best friend said „we 

saw all the veins in Mrs. Orton‟s head that day‟ and my friends were sure I‟d never come 

out of your office alive.  My mom had called the school to explain that I was late because 

I had been in the emergency room the night before, and I guess it leaked to you.  I wasn‟t 

really harmed, but they checked me over to be sure.  You were upset because you had not 

been informed, and you should have been one of the first informed.  You were calm once 

we were in the office.  I was nervous I‟d be pulled from the program, which I still liked.  

I was sure my mom had told you „He‟s never going back.‟ and the employers were afraid 

that I would quit.  But you didn‟t pull me from the program; you just insisted I keep you 

informed.  My boss wasn‟t too happy, but he got over it, and so did I. 
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CHAPTER 6 – CONCLUSIONS 

 

Section 6.1 – Reflective Analysis 

 

(A) - Data Reduction 

 
The sixth and final chapter of this dissertation is dedicated to finding the 

somewhat elusive answers to the research question.  To accomplish that goal, a process 

known as reflective or reflexive analysis has been applied, following the human science 

tradition (Van Manen, 1990; Moustakas, 1994; Elliot, 2005; Riessman, 2008).  The 

method that I used involved several distinctive steps, as I returned to the raw data sets 

that were presented in Chapters 4 and 5, and re-examined them from a distanced and 

contemplative stance.   

Each of the five data sets that were embedded within this historical case study 

were therefore pondered one last time, but this time with the reflective gaze of pedagogic 

responsibility.  I re-examined the raw data, searching for the meaning that I attached 

professionally, to the evidence that was collected. 

“Pedagogy is the activity of teaching, parenting, educating, or generally living with 

children, that requires constant practical acting in concrete situations and relations” (Van 

Manen, 1990, p. 2).  

 

Reflective analysis allows a researcher to revisit the raw data that was presented 

originally, but this time, with a focused lens.  The pedagogic lens, through which I 

scrutinized the data, was associated with my professional role as an educator.  The 

questions that I asked myself, as well as those that I asked of my former community 

partners and students, were motivated by the desire to make sense of our common 

experiences, as participants in the School-to-Work reform movement.   



 

 

  810 

I wanted to learn more about what we were attempting to do together, but I also 

wanted to learn if what we were doing had the intended benefit for students.  I was guided 

both then and now by a morally-driven sense of obligation.  I perceive it to be part of my 

pedagogic responsibility to create better curriculum materials for the public school 

system.  It is what I have trained myself to do professionally, and what I hope to do again 

in the future, when this research project has been completed.   

Although the School-to-Work policy is no longer active in the United States, the 

problem that it was attempting to solve has not gone away.  Students are still emerging 

from the public school system and not finding their way into gainful employment or post-

secondary training or education.  Better curriculum materials might help. 

Whatever was accomplished during my practice, that did yield benefits to the 

students in this regard, might shed light on structural elements found within the 

curriculum and program objectives, which could be replicated elsewhere.  Likewise, any 

portions of the enacted curriculum that had little or no effect on the trajectories of my 

students should also be identified, so that inefficient or ineffective curriculum 

interventions can be restructured or abandoned altogether.   

One might otherwise be led to believe falsely that all of the projects I created in 

the past, either should be or could be created again.  The reflective analysis allows us to 

make more informed judgments in that regard.  

The purpose of the reflective analysis is to capture the essence of the lived 

experiences for those participants involved in a particular phenomenon.  The 

phenomenon of study is operationally defined herein as participation in the School-to-
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Work reform movement. The specific nuance of this phenomenon that was examined 

most closely was related to my professional praxis, or those conscious decisions that 

prompted me to create learning opportunities for students, which were linked in theory to 

the philosophical goals of the reform.  

Reflection is a process that involves scrutinizing the phenomenon of study in 

hindsight, from as many angles as possible.    

“Although there is always an overlap between looking from one perspective and viewing 

something as a whole, it is possible to separate the object as a point of focus from my 

experiences of it as a whole, to take one angle of it and look freshly once more, and then 

another angle, connecting each looking with my conscious experience.  I continue this 

process to the point of unifying the parts into a whole”  (Moustakas, 1994, p. 93). 

 

Each of the original five data sets provided clues as to the depth of my praxis at 

the historical point of time in which the learning opportunities were created in the field.  

When each data stream was held up for additional scrutiny, however, and examined once 

again in hindsight, this time through the focused lens of the concerned educational 

practitioner, then flaws to my original thinking processes became apparent.   

Now that I have had the luxury of a considerable amount of time (to pause and 

reflect deeply on my past practices), and now that I have collected and analyzed the 

additional data for this research report, I am ready to begin the process of making sense 

of it all.  The goal is to distill what I have learned in this research project, and to present it 

to readers with specific recommendations on how to improve similar curricular and 

programmatic structures in the future. 

The Managing Complex Change matrix (see page 52), provides readers with one 

heuristic device from which to derive clues that may have impacted the complex 

curricular and programmatic change processes described in this case study.  The first data 
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set (The Intended Curriculum), represents the vision for reform, which is the heading for 

the first column of the matrix. The second data set (The Enacted Curriculum), represents 

the actual changes that took place, which are representative of the last column on the 

matrix.   

The last three data sets (the practitioner‟s original and raw epoche‟, the 

community partners‟ perspectives, and the students‟ perspectives), represent the 

memories of pivotal lived experiences of those participants in the reform movement who 

volunteered to speak candidly about their recollections.  The fact that these memories 

surfaced, is a testament to the fact that they had some significance to the bearer of the 

memory.  They therefore can shed light on all of the other variables listed on the matrix, 

indicating where skills, incentives, resources and appropriate action plans were either 

present or missing.   

The anecdotal evidence that has been provided by the members of this study 

(including me), therefore provides much of the raw material from which to draw final 

conclusions for the research project.  Each data stream is therefore examined anew, with 

the research question shining on the phenomenon under investigation.  The goal is to sift 

and sort one last time on the data that has surfaced, so as to illuminate the gems of truth 

that are distilled from the data-mining process. 

The reflective analysis involves a process known as data reduction, which takes 

place behind the scenes.  The first task is for the researcher to turn „inward in reflection‟ 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 92), so that she can ponder each of the data streams that were 

gathered, in the context of her research goals, focused stance, and paradigmatic lens.  Her 
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objective is to determine the meaning or significance of the various anecdotal references, 

with the goal of determining the main points to those stories. 

“Whatever shines forth in consciousness as I perceive it, reflect on it, imagine it, 

concentrate on it, is what I attend to – that is what stands out as meaningful for me” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 92). 

 

The main points that are identified, upon a focused re-scrutiny of the data, are 

then grouped or clustered by concept, in a process that is known as horizonalization 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 95).  Overlapping, redundant, and repetitive observations are 

eliminated and removed, until a crisp list of distinctive observations is distilled from the 

original data sets.   

These discrete statements are called the invariant constituents or the meaning 

units of the lived experiences of the people who were involved in the phenomenon of 

investigation (Ibid, p. 122).  The data reduction process therefore effectively “reduces the 

volume of the data to a manageable size” (Boyatzis, 1998, p. 69).   The end product of 

this process yields a discrete list of the key themes that were distilled from the research 

project, which point to the answers to the research question.   

In this study, I was able to cluster the observations that were distilled from the 

raw data into the complex change themes first, and then subsequently into additional 

themes that emerged during the data reduction exercise.   

As a result, I was able to identify variables that influenced my ability to integrate 

the original federal policy into real-world curriculum, program, and opportunity 

structures for my students. I was also able to discern that some of the original learning 

opportunities that were created in this historical case, did seem to benefit the students in 



 

 

  814 

this study.  Upon reflection, however, I could also recognize which learning opportunities 

may have been problematic, and where some of my educative goals were not being 

adequately reached.   

There were philosophical goals of the original policy that I continue to embrace 

today.  Likewise, there were goals of the reform movement that I was not even exposed 

to during the course of my practice, so I never had the opportunity to consider, until 

recently, whether or not they were goals that I would have embraced personally, and 

attempted to integrate into my daily routines.   

Other goals I rejected, either because I did not share the intended ideal, or because 

they were not practical in my particular situation.   Those will be the first patterns to be 

examined. 

The reflective analysis will take place in waves.  The first data stream to be 

studied again is The Intended Curriculum.  Subsequent data streams will be analyzed as 

the chapter unfolds.   

The policy‟s goals will be examined, one tenet at a time, as I describe in my own 

words the factors that influenced my ability to integrate the various reform ideals.  Either 

the intended curriculum was accomplished, because specific enabling variables were 

present as situational factors, or the intended curriculum was not accomplished, because 

specific enabling variables were absent as situational factors. The relationships between 

the intended and the enacted curriculum will therefore be explored, in hindsight, with the 

research question in mind.        

 



 

 

  815 

(B) - Integration Factors  

The Intended Curriculum is the first data set that will be examined in retrospect.  

The hopes of the policy makers were summarized into a single-page list of policy 

expectations (see Table 5, on page 391), that serves now as the heuristic device to guide 

the first wave of the reflective analysis.  Each of the statements that are listed on the 

summary chart will be analyzed in the context of the forces that were at work that 

influenced the direction of the learning opportunities that were created in support of that 

particular tenet or goal of the reform initiative.   

I will be describing my own professional praxis, or those conscious and deliberate 

thoughts that guided the creation of curriculum activities, that I believed would benefit 

the children.  My role as the teacher-researcher was influenced by the fact that I had a 

pedagogic responsibility to develop curriculum that was intended and believed to be 

beneficial to the children to whom it was delivered.  As a result, all themes that emerge in 

this section of the dissertation reflect back on the meaning or significance of the enacted 

curricular change, in the context of the purported benefit that was intended, whether or 

not the benefit actually occurred. 

 

School-Based Learning Objectives 

 

The first sets of policy expectations to be examined are those curriculum 

integration strategies that were school-based in nature.  The first school-based tenet was 

to integrate federal and state standards for academic and vocational education and/or 

training.   This expectation implies not only that educators are familiar with these 

standards, but also that they know a little something about curriculum integration.    
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In my case, I was influenced by four sets of curriculum standards.  First, I was 

familiar with federal and state standards related to science instruction, because I was 

assigned to teach science classes almost exclusively, and had taken an active leadership 

role in developing curriculum materials for both Districts A and C that were linked to 

science education standards. Second, I was familiar with environmental education 

standards that existed in Arizona up until the year that the School-to-Work policy was 

enacted.   

These standards had been mandated objectives during my master‟s degree 

program, but were later reduced to optional educational objectives.  Third, I was familiar 

with career-guidance principles that were in vogue when the original federal policy first 

emerged, and later became aware of the various career-education, technical education, 

and work-place learning standards that evolved here in Arizona, once the federal policy 

sunsetted.  Fourth, I was familiar with a number of legal requirements for work-based 

learning, as a direct result of the cooperative education and administrative licenses that I 

elected to obtain, after I was already certified as an academic and vocational educator.  

My ability to develop learning activities that integrated concepts from these four 

domains, was also facilitated by my life experience and professional training to become 

an educator in the K-12 system.  I had learned how to integrate curriculum during my 

tenure as a public school teacher, because I worked in an environment where integration 

of curriculum across academic subject areas was expected.  Many middle school 

educators have been exposed to interdisciplinary curriculum development theories and 

goals, which are considered to be part of middle-school educational philosophy.   
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Additionally, I received an educational experience in both my undergraduate and 

graduate courses, which included philosophical instruction on the rationale behind 

making links or connections between subject area domains.  For my master‟s degree in 

curriculum development, I was required to create several curriculum documents that gave 

me practical experience in curriculum cross-walking, which is a process by which one set 

of standards is compared and contrasted to another one.  In that regard, I may have had 

skills that teachers who do not specialize in curriculum development may not have been 

exposed to.  Nonetheless, my ability to read, comprehend, and apply curriculum 

development theories to this particular aspect of my professional career, was facilitated 

by the knowledge and skills that I had obtained through my professional development 

path over the course of several years.  Integrating curriculum across subject-area domains 

was therefore not a foreign concept to me, but may have been to other educators.  

Furthermore, my primary teaching assignment is science, which is an 

interdisciplinary subject area by nature.  Finding connections between science and other 

academic and vocational subjects is easy to do.  Science teachers routinely integrate 

reading and writing into their curricular expectations, for example, so that students can 

apply and improve literacy skills that will influence their understanding of scientific 

principles.  You cannot “do” science without making observations, and then articulating 

them in some logical form.  Students can practice their language arts skills, and indeed 

improve them, by engaging in specific learning opportunities that are structured with 

multiple goals in mind, which will reflect the standards of various disciplines 

simultaneously.   
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The point here is that I was aware of how, when, and why a teacher would 

structure lessons that included the application of knowledge learned outside of my own 

particular science disciplines.  Students in my science classes had opportunities to gain 

math skills, reading skills, and writing skills, and even to practice drawing, sketching, and 

developing graphical displays.  Furthermore, the science education standards encourage 

the integration of real-world or authentic tasks into classroom instruction, so as to 

develop career-related process skills used by professional scientists.   

Over time, I also became increasingly aware of the fact that the sciences that I 

was teaching were also considered to be background knowledge to a number of the 

vocational domains that were sanctioned in Arizona‟s Career and Technical Education 

movement.  My professional background in the industrial technology domains allowed 

me to see connections between the sciences that I was licensed to teach and the industrial 

jobs that were visible to me at the science and technology research park, as well as in the 

greater community.  

Finally, my professional licensure and credentials acknowledge that I am certified 

to teach across a variety of disciplines.  I possess certification to teach courses in earth 

and space science, biology, and general science at both the middle school and high school 

levels.  I also possess certification to teach middle school and high school geography, 

history, and social studies.  Furthermore, I possess teaching licenses in career and 

technical education, with specialty certificates in industrial technology and cooperative 

work-based learning programs, as well as administrative licenses as a school principal 

and district-level superintendent. 
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The second school-based tenet, was that educators were expected to prepare 

students to be accepted into an array of postsecondary education and training options.  

One factor, which influenced my ability to be able to do this at all, was that I was 

assigned at Asteroid School District to provide leadership on the development of the 

school‟s master schedule and graduation requirements.  There were several educators that 

worked collaboratively to learn what the entrance requirements were for the local 

community colleges and universities in Arizona.  We also scoured the Arizona Revised 

Statutes, to learn what the minimum course requirements were for graduation.  We 

collectively decided upon graduation standards for our own school that would ensure that 

all students had the opportunity to attend post-secondary programs, including a four-year 

university, if that was their desire.   

Another factor that influenced my ability to prepare students for post-secondary 

education and training was that fact that I alone was assigned for several years to be an 

academic advisor to students in District A.  I therefore had the first-hand experience of 

documenting students‟ academic progress over the course of their educational careers, 

and could see patterns that were disturbing to me, which prompted specific lessons in the 

career education classes that were taught to students, with the goal of making them aware 

of just how important their high school transcript was, in the context of documenting 

their exposure and grasp of certain coursework.   

Many students did not know that with every semester they were accumulating 

credits towards a goal.  I therefore developed lessons to teach them that a transcript is a 

legal educational record that allowed them each to monitor their own grade point 
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averages and accumulation of Carnegie credits.  Students were taught in the classroom 

about college entrance requirements, and encouraged to take the sequence of courses that 

would allow the most options to them upon graduation.   

The students in District B frequently lacked this knowledge.  By the time I met 

them as seniors, they had already passed enough courses to be ready for graduation, but 

many had not taken a sequence of classes that would allow them direct access to the 

University, and most could not articulate when those decisions had taken place, 

indicating that somebody else had taken responsibility for their plan of study, and not 

they, as individuals, who were responsible for their own plan.  One of the factors that 

limited my ability to prepare the high school seniors in District B to go directly to a four 

year college was that I was not the entity there who was in charge of establishing 

graduation requirements.   

The district and the governing board had already established a number of avenues 

that their students could follow to get the diploma, including tracks that did not prepare 

them for entrance into a four-year university.  There were not yet many avenues there for 

career education, despite a number of avenues for vocational education.  Students 

therefore arrived in my DCE classes during their senior year, with their educational 

coursework already behind them. They did not have any chance to backtrack and take 

more classes to prepare them for university entrance.  This was true of the seniors who 

transferred to Asteroid District too, who had received the bulk of their educational 

experience at other schools in the valley, where career education may not have existed 

either, and where tracking occurred.  
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The third school-based tenet expected educators to teach students how to navigate 

through the educational system and on to productive jobs.  Again, this concept was 

relatively easy for me to accomplish in the classroom, in that I had received specific 

training on how to utilize a number of resources that are available to educators on-line.  

That training was provided through the original federal grant that we received at Asteroid 

Middle School.  We elected to allocate some of the grant monies towards paying the 

tuition to attend a series of workshops that were designed with that goal in mind.  

Specific counseling and guidance principles were taught, and I was introduced to a 

number of pre-existing resources that I could utilize to help teach these concepts. 

The tool that was the most productive in this regard was the Occupational 

Outlook Handbook (2009).  This resource allowed me to develop a series of lessons that 

exposed students to the various occupational clusters around which the handbook is 

organized.  Students then had knowledge about how to access the latest information on 

legitimate occupations in American society, with statistics, facts, and details that were 

collected by professionals working for the United States Department of Labor.  My 

students learned how to access and navigate the web-pages devoted to career 

descriptions, which include information on post-secondary training requirements and 

entry-level salaries for the assortment of jobs that are listed.  A number of the curriculum 

activities that I developed for all three school districts utilized this resource, even if I had 

no access to computer terminals, and had to make photo-copies of the reading selections.    

The fourth school-based tenet was the expectation for teachers to teach students 

how the labor market is changing and the resulting impact on the labor force.  That was 
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one philosophical goal that I never accomplished personally during the course of my 

practice, because I did not know that it was expected, until I read the original federal 

policy for the first time in 2006, ten years after I was first exposed to the reform 

movement.  Given the economic changes that have occurred to the American landscape 

over the past fifteen years, this topic might prove difficult to teach.  I honestly do not 

know where I would start.   

I do not feel adequately trained in economics to do this topic justice.  The current 

national rhetoric and debate about the relationship between the role of government, taxes, 

and job creation is a topic that I would need to learn more about.  I would also need to 

learn more about the relationships between concepts such as globalization and the 

national employment statistics.   The Occupational Outlook Handbook does include a 

brief analysis of the future outlook for specific jobs, which has helped me teach why 

certain jobs are in decline, and others are burgeoning.  But that is not the same thing as 

teaching about how the labor market is changing in a post-industrial world.   

I did recently take a university course called the Sociology of Work, which helped 

me learn a little bit about this tenet.  I was exposed for the first time to critical debates 

against capitalism as an economic structure, which made me uncomfortable, especially 

when discussing neo-Marxist ideals related to the production and control of resources.  

While I find myself curiously drawn to the ideological debates, I myself am not yet 

comfortable taking on some of these conceptual ideas in a public school classroom.  

Perhaps there are existing curriculum materials that would help provide the background 

for such discussions, but I have not yet explored that possibility. 
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The fifth school-based tenet, on the other hand, was one that I embraced whole-

heartedly.  The expectation was for teachers to encourage students to actively engage in 

their own personal career planning and education.  That is the major thrust for the 

curriculum materials that I created, because I shared the concern that too many students 

were not being guided appropriately.  Students in District A were provided with a number 

of activities that were designed to raise their awareness of the pitfalls associated with a 

lack of advanced planning education and planning.  Students in District B, however, 

especially those in the senior-level evening course, were almost coming to me too late for 

the same lessons to be effective.   

Nonetheless, I managed to develop a number of activities that were designed to 

move the students through a variety of “what-if” situational dilemmas, so that they could 

see how easily any one of us could slip through the cracks in our national economic 

fabric, and find ourselves homeless or stuck in an unenviable financial situation.  

Students had to be taught that there are only a limited number of opportunities available 

to them locally, but that additional opportunities might still be within their reach, if they 

planned ahead and took the time to make the necessary pre-requisite steps to reach their 

ultimate goals.  One of the hardest aspects of teaching this tenet was that students 

themselves have such limited knowledge of career options that exist, hence the pro-active 

development of lessons and connecting activities that would expand this awareness. 

The sixth school-based tenet was to allow students to explore and identify their 

personal interests, talents and career aspirations.  Teaching to this tenet was very 

frustrating to me, in that I had been exposed to only a handful of pre-existing curriculum 
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tools that helped students analyze their strengths, weaknesses, and aptitudes.  Most of 

those materials were presented to me in the counseling seminars that I attended in the 

first year of my exposure to the School-to-Work movement, although I was introduced to 

others that were owned by Districts B and C.   

The problem I encountered was that most of the programs were computer-based, 

and therefore require the student to have access to the computer terminals on which the 

programs are loaded, which were always in a centralized lab, and never in my own 

classroom. This was a function of the site-license agreements that had been purchased by 

the district.  While I did provide class credit for my students to explore these programs on 

their own, they rarely did so. The computer terminals were not conveniently located to 

us, and the students‟ school and work schedules provided little flexibility to conduct such 

investigations on their own time.  My students in District A had absolutely no such 

provisions while I was employed there, because such programs were cost-prohibitive.   

Furthermore, some of the materials that were provided in this regard were judged 

to be inappropriate developmentally.  The career interest inventories assumed that 

students had already taken a wide range of courses, such as languages, the arts, and other 

electives, which younger students have not taken.  I was also put-off by some of the role-

playing games that are associated with career-inventories, which forced the students to 

make judgments about their own personalities, which were not yet fully developed. I 

objected to any activity that pigeon-holed children into personality types or categories 

that might be perceived to be negative attributes, instead of undeveloped talents.  When 

some of the games were played by the adults in the career seminars, derogatory 
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personality classifications emerged from the exercises. I did not want my students to 

internalize that their youth and relative lack of personal awareness was a weakness.   

The seventh school-based tenet was to teach students how and where to learn 

more about the broad array of careers in society.  As mentioned previously, the 

Occupational Outlook Handbook (2009) was the primary tool for helping students learn 

about job titles and job descriptions, but I also developed lessons that helped the students 

find out where such jobs exist in the local community.  Students learned how to read job 

advertisements, both in the local newspaper and on a variety of web-sites that exist in 

local employment establishments.   

These lessons evolved in District B to include the opportunity to search and apply 

for actual jobs, knowing that the older students were indeed preparing to find their first 

job as adults, following graduation.  Since many of the students were in district-held jobs, 

they would not be allowed to keep them, so the spring semester was devoted to finding 

the next job for those students who would be asked to abandon their posts at the end of 

the school year.   

This was facilitated by the career centers at both comprehensive high schools that 

monitored and maintained a database of current job announcements that had been sent to 

them by local employers.  The local Chamber of Commerce was also very helpful as an 

employment resource, in that they frequently informed me personally if a member of 

their community was actively seeking graduates rather than high school students.  

Students who were currently employed in local businesses were also helpful in 
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networking for their classmates, as were the parents and relatives of my students.  It 

became a community effort to find students new jobs.   

Finally, the last school-based tenet was to show the students the relevance of what 

they are learning in school in the context of jobs.  This took on many dimensions, and I 

will not pretend that we exhausted this subject.  I was able to develop lessons that would 

make the connection between specific school subjects and jobs, because the original 

handbook that was written for Arizona School-to-Work practitioners had resource 

materials developed already that promoted that concept.   

I also developed additional lessons that made connections between high school 

courses, college programs of study, and career titles.  Students could therefore eventually 

cluster certain job titles into categories that matched the basic school course title, to see 

the relationship between the academic and vocational domains.  For instance, my students 

learned to recognize which academic courses might be considered to be social sciences 

instead of natural sciences, and they could distinguish between a fine art and the culinary 

arts.  Over time, some of them learned the difference between a physics teacher and a 

physical education teacher.  They could not do that before pro-active instruction.   

I also developed a matrix to show them the relationship between certain 

mathematics pathways and college-level programs of study.  They could see that 

computer science majors take different math classes than engineers and/or business 

majors, and some could determine which path might be best suited for their own 

mathematical aptitudes.   

 



 

 

  827 

Work-based Learning Objectives: 

 

In addition to school-based learning objectives, there were also work-based 

objectives that I was expected to develop into lesson plans and activities.  The first work-

based tenet was to provide opportunities for direct work experience, either paid or 

unpaid, within the community.  I personally never developed opportunities for long-term 

unpaid internships, because I had been influenced by the negative feedback received by 

my students in District A, where several such projects had been piloted.  The students 

themselves described how they felt exploited, given that their classmates were working 

for pay, and they were working for free. 

There were people in District B that were helping students find short-term unpaid 

internships, as part of a school project that was integrated into their government classes.  

I did not participate in those activities myself, because I fear that they violated labor laws, 

especially if the student was volunteering in a business that is for-profit.  I also have a 

bias that unpaid internships are potentially exploitive.  I do not agree with the notion that 

service learning should be a graduation requirement.  Students are subjected to risks 

associated with a lack of proper supervision, especially if they themselves are encouraged 

to set-up the work experience, and school personnel are not in charge of developing 

training plans or partnership agreements.   

Furthermore, I was influenced by the saga of one of my students, who engaged in 

a service learning opportunity that placed her in a nursing home, where she contracted a 

communicable disease that left her quite physically ill for an extended period of time.  

She had no health insurance, and nearly lost her paid job because of her illness.  When 
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she returned to campus, she was still short a community service experience, and feared 

that she would not be allowed to graduate.   

In my professional opinion, she had a considerable amount of work-based 

learning experience through the DCE program, which should have satisfied the 

government teacher that she was fully capable of becoming an active and productive 

member of society, without having to donate her own labor.  It is a luxury to be able to 

donate time, and this child was an orphan who was already self-supporting.  The 

expectation taxed her beyond her limit. 

The whole point of service learning, according to the School-to-Work policy, is to 

build resume‟ skills for the younger students who are not yet old enough to work.  My 

understanding or interpretation of the expectation is that such learning opportunities were 

to be structured with that goal in mind, and that they were to be adequately supervised by 

school personnel.  In that regard, therefore, it is not realistic to think that a single 

government teacher, with a case-load of 150 or more students each year, would have the 

time available to make such arrangements.   

Setting up partnership agreements and training plans requires expertise that a 

social studies teacher would not normally possess, and places students and the school 

district at-risk for having to assume liability costs for any student that might be harmed in 

the process.  My emphasis was therefore focused on finding work-based learning 

opportunities for students that were paid internships, and whenever possible, directly 

correlated to technical skills being taught on campus.  There were a number of students 

who were not ready to assume such responsibilities, so the work-based learning 
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opportunities were always an option, but never a graduation requirement.  Students who 

were not developmentally or academically ready to enter the workforce yet were not 

required to participate in work-based learning, in order to graduate.  

The second work-based tenet was one that I embraced to the best of my ability, 

but there were obvious limitations to the expectation to utilize actual workplaces as 

learning environments.  School personnel do not control the workplace.  Even when my 

students were assigned to specific employment situations, I personally had to negotiate 

the agreements that I could visit the students in situ on a routine basis, to check on their 

progress, and to ensure that their learning objectives were being met.  That meant that I 

had to have a good relationship with the people who had agreed to serve as work-site 

mentors, so that I, as the school-site mentor could gain entrée‟ into their workspaces.  I 

was never just given a badge, and allowed to visit the workstation unannounced.  The 

expectation for certified cooperative education teachers is that they make arrangements to 

visit a work-site at least quarterly, and that they make an appointment, so as not to disrupt 

the economic activities taking place in the work establishment. 

There were more employers who turned me down for work-based learning 

opportunities than those who actually agreed to establish a formal partnership with the 

school system.  There is no law that requires employers to hire students who are under-

age, nor any type of financial reward for agreeing to partner with a school district.  There 

are no tax-breaks, no stimulus funds, or even any funds from the original federal policy to 

provide the economic incentive for employers to consider youngsters as employees.   
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It was always a matter of good-will faith agreements that brought employers into 

the reform movement, and most frequently, a function of the fact that these employers 

were short-handed, and willing to at least try to train younger people to do work that 

would free-up the adult workers to do more complex tasks.  That was frequently the 

„selling point‟ I used when marketing student-learners.  I would leverage the fact that 

certain industry clusters were short-handed, and that my students could perhaps perform 

entry-level tasks, so as to allow the adult workers to take on the more complex 

operational functions of the organization.  The hope was that my students could then 

climb their way up through the organization, as they matured, gained confidence, and 

gained whatever new skills they might need and be exposed to. 

Since the School-to-Work policy was enacted in 1994, however, the economic 

situation of our nation has changed.  Unemployment rates have risen over the past decade 

to record-high numbers, which indicate that adults are struggling to find work, let alone 

teenagers who are still in high school.  When I left the profession in 2007, there were still 

plenty of job-opportunities for people in certain job categories, but many of the positions 

that my students held at the Science and Technology Research Park are no longer open to 

either students or adults, because the companies that we partnered with have either gone 

out of business, been sold to other people who did not embrace the School-to-Work 

policy, or relocated to communities that are geographically situated in other states or 

other countries.   

The third work-based tenet was to include members of the employer community as 

partners in the educational process.  I had little difficulty finding people from the 
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employer community to come in for a single event, such as Meet the Pros nights, 

financial aid seminars, or guest speaking engagements.  It was more difficult to find 

people to serve as chaperones or hosts for specific field trips, but I could manage this 

expectation, as long as the district provided transportation, which became difficult as 

each district struggled to maintain resources such as extra busses and vans, as well as the 

personnel with commercial driving licenses. 

So even if employers were willing to serve as a partner for a single event, they did 

not share the responsibility for the logistics of the event.  In that regard, therefore, I did 

not consider them to be equal partners, in that the time commitment fell more heavily on 

my shoulders, rather than theirs.  Furthermore, a business partner that did agree to come 

into the classroom had to be closely supervised and monitored, to ensure that the State 

laws for adequate supervision were being properly enforced.  That meant that if an 

employer came to campus, somebody hired by the school district, who had their 

fingerprints on file in the district office, and who had cleared a security background 

check with local law enforcement agencies, had to be freed-up to entertain that employer 

the entire time they were there.  This became an additional expense to the school district, 

because we had to then free somebody up from their other obligations to supervise the 

guest from the employer community. 

Employers are not held to the same standards that school-district employees are, 

in regard to protecting minor children.  An employer who hires one of my students is not 

expected to be the person responsible for their moral and educative protection.  They are 

not at-risk of losing hard-earned professional credentials, if one of their other employees 
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makes an inappropriate pass or sexually suggestive comment to the student-learner.  I, on 

the other hand, as a professional educator, am held accountable to State laws that 

mandate that I report any incident of sexual abuse to law-enforcement agencies within 

twenty-four hours of hearing about the incident.  Employers do not share that same 

requirement.  In that regard, therefore, they do not share equally in the liability risks 

associated with the teaching profession. 

Some have argued that placing students in the workforce, while still attending 

high school, is a risk that no school district should have to assume, in that it is not 

practical to ask employers to have their own adult workers subjected to fingerprinting 

laws and back-ground security investigations.  I myself was willing to take that risk, and 

learned over time which types of protective measures (including strongly worded 

partnership agreements, pro-active instruction for my students, and the willingness to 

report any incidents of violence to the legal authorities immediately), helped to prevent 

such risks.  Other educators that I know have refused to entertain the concept of work-

based learning in their domains, specifically because they are not willing to take those 

risks, knowing that the school district has no way of knowing who the other adult 

employees are that our students may come in contact with, once hired. 

My personal bias was in favor of structuring the partnership agreements so that 

the work-site mentor to whom the student was assigned, would understand up-front the 

school-districts‟ legal obligations to report any incident of violence or sexual aggression 

toward students.  It was always a slightly awkward and embarrassing conversation to 

have, but I would not sanction a school-partnership relationship unless the work-site 
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mentor signed a partnership agreement that included a paragraph that addressed this 

expectation.   

I always had a first-hand conversation with potential work-site mentors about this 

messy little problem, and monitored their reaction to the initial conversation, before 

signing on.  If somebody was not willing to discuss this issue for a few minutes with me, 

then I was not willing to agree to a longer-term relationship with them.  During the 

course of my professional practice there were only three incidents of sexual harassment 

that were reported to me.  All three incidents were resolved without the need to end the 

partnership.  In one case the male adult who was inappropriately sexually aggressive was 

re-assigned to a different science lab, and his negative behaviors stopped. 

In a second case, the employee was fired because his response to the report was 

perceived by his male boss to be inappropriate and dangerous.  In the third case, the 

incident happened after the student had graduated, so her parents intervened, not me.  I 

heard about it only in the course of interviewing for this dissertation report.  The young 

man‟s behaviors were reported to the work-site supervisor, who then instituted sexual 

harassment training seminars at the workplace.  The young woman kept her job only long 

enough to secure another one, where she felt less embarrassed by the situation.  In none 

of the cases were the children molested.  They were verbally threatened, but never 

touched.  Had they been physically violated, I too may have been at risk for losing my 

licensure or job, if I had not reported the incident within twenty-four hours.   

What needs to be said now is that there are educators that I have known who lost 

their jobs and careers, because they hesitated to pick up the telephone and make the call 
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when a child was molested.  The molestation incidents that occurred during my 

professional career were more likely to have occurred in the child‟s own home, rather 

than in the workplace, however.  Others occurred in neighborhood parks, on scouting 

events, in church youth groups, or in the homes of friends and relatives.  Still more 

incidents of sexual assault against minor children took place on the school campus.  They 

were all reported to the appropriate legal authorities, and some incidents were reported in 

the newspapers.   

It is a huge problem in our society that I personally have had to report as a 

professional educator.  I have picked up the telephone twelve times to report incidents of 

sexual abuse, domestic violence, and/or child abandonment.   I have been trained 

professionally on how to make the calls to either child protective service agencies or law 

enforcement agencies.  None of my students were ever assaulted on the job, however.  

Nonetheless, the potential is there.  It is a problem that nobody wants to admit is as big as 

it is, but employers are not full partners in the educational process, as far as I am 

concerned, because they do not share the responsibility for addressing these societal 

issues to the extent that the educational community is held accountable.   

The fourth work-based tenet expects educators to integrate theoretical instruction 

with practical and structured on-the-job training.  Over the course of my practice I got 

better at developing training plans that documented what the expectations were for on-

the-job training, but this skill was not fully developed until the first semester that I 

worked in District B.  It was the cooperative education course that allowed me to 

understand the need for such training plans.  In the cooperative education domains, there 
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are actually commercially produced training plans that one can purchase as models.  They 

were developed by specific industries whose job domains are supported in the Carl D. 

Perkins vocational programs that are funded in the United States. 

In retrospect I can see now how the work-sites in District A would have benefited 

from more attention in this regard.  The industrial chemistry work-sites each had work-

site mentors that developed the students‟ training plans in their respective settings. The 

tool that I used to monitor what the students were learning, the learning-log, was not 

robust enough for me to catch that some of my students were not receiving any technical 

training at all.  This was problematic, especially if they were being exposed to chemical 

hazards.  I have the background and training to develop industrial safety and hygiene 

units, and I have the background to help develop training plans for students who are 

working in a laboratory setting.   

I was also the students‟ chemistry teacher for two years, and then passed the baton 

on to another educator who did not necessarily have the same background or professional 

work experience that I did.  A third chemistry teacher was hired to replace me when I 

left.  I can see now that there was no coordination that took place as we passed the baton 

to each other.  The comments of my own students in this report made me pause to 

consider the dangers associated with asking juniors, who are just learning chemistry to go 

and work in a chemistry lab before completing their school-based instruction in the same 

domain.   

I did not consider that the other chemistry teachers might not be attuned to the 

need to teach certain concepts, because they were not simultaneously the work-based 



 

 

  836 

learning coordinator.  So I will confess now that I should have taken more time to 

develop training modules for the students that were school-based, to ensure that each 

student felt comfortable with the expectation to be working around the chemicals that 

they were exposed to.  Some reported in this project that they felt intimidated by the work 

environment, and their concerns were legitimate.   

We had the resources to provide better instruction, but I did not see the need at the 

time.  The chemists themselves would have volunteered to help me articulate certain 

goals in the school-based courses, and the work-site mentor at one of the industrial 

chemistry work-sites was a former teacher.  I could have easily assembled a team one 

summer to accomplish that goal.  I made assumptions about the content that was taught in 

the school, and it is glaringly obvious to me, in hindsight, that we should have had our 

school-based curriculum more closely aligned with the work-based opportunities that 

were being developed simultaneously.   

Of course that would have required more planning time, but that is no excuse for 

not having written a stronger curriculum for students.  I am a curriculum specialist, after 

all.  We could have allocated time the first few years of the charter school‟s operation to 

developing a school-based chemistry curriculum that was more appropriate, and spent 

less time on developing other activities that I can see in retrospect were superfluous.  

While I am no longer employed there, I would have been willing to come back to that 

school under a short-term contract to develop such school-based curriculum materials, or 

I could recommend other licensed chemistry teachers to provide similar services.  I do 
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not know, however, the extent to which chemistry is valued there anymore, given that 

both industrial chemistry partners that I worked with are no longer in business locally. 

The other jobs for students at the research park were associated with business and 

technology domains.  The students never complained that there was not a correlation 

between what they were learning in their business and technology classes and the training 

they were receiving on the job.  The employers kept our students busy and learning.  In 

District B, the students were assigned to work frequently with people who had training 

plans in place that were developed by my predecessor or purchased from commercial 

sources.  The students who had received technical training back at their home campuses 

had the distinct advantage of having received hard skills that were geared towards their 

particular industry domain.  The automotive students were very easy to place, even if 

they perceived their school-based instruction to have been inadequate.  They learned 

what they needed to know on the job, and all reported learning new skills on the job. 

The culinary arts students that I served found entry-level work in the restaurant 

and resort establishments that seemed to be sufficiently stimulating to keep them happily 

employed.  Again, each business establishment had a work-site mentor that was willing 

to train the students beyond what they had learned in high school.  The only two 

reservations I ever had about training plans in District B were related to general work-

based learning opportunities that could not be directly linked back to one of the 

vocational programs that existed at the comprehensive high schools. 

One opportunity was for students with general clerical skills to work in the front 

office of one of the local junior high schools.  The office staff wanted the students to 
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perform basic duties that the students found to be ridiculously boring and inefficient.  

They complained frequently that all they were being asked to do was staple papers and 

answer the telephones, and they begged for more challenging tasks, but were never 

accommodated.  I felt enormous political pressure to keep the job-site open, yet struggled 

to find students who wanted to fill that position. 

The second opportunity was in a local resort, where students were being hired as 

„turn-down‟ assistants.  The school district did not have a corresponding school-based 

technical program related to the hospitality industry, and I personally struggled with the 

concept of encouraging our students to be chamber maids.  That was a bias that was 

challenged by one of my male students, however, whose father had died recently, and 

whose mother was unable to pay the family bills.   

She had other small children at home, and her eldest son, my student, insisted that 

he was better off as a chamber maid who brought home money, so that his siblings could 

eat, than an unemployed and starving student who was short three elective credits 

towards graduation.  I had to concede that the job provided the precise stepping stones he 

needed to traverse the torrents of grief and economic strain his family was dealing with.  

He loved the job and the fact that he could contribute to his household‟s financial 

situation.  The day he graduated he joined the military, and within a month was sending 

money back to his family, helping to support them, until his mother could find a job too.  

The fifth work-based tenet expects educators to develop positive work attitudes 

and job-related skills and competencies.  That is an expectation that was made possible 

because I alone was not the only educator on the team of experts that served the School-
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to-Work program goals at either of the school districts in which I monitored the work-

based learning.  At District A there was a business teacher and a technology teacher, as 

well as a team of academic teachers that supported the ideals of the reform movement.  

The business and technology teachers each contributed to the development of job-related 

skills and competencies, but so did the academic teachers who taught the students skills 

in math, writing, science, and the arts.  

In District B, I had the advantage that I was recruiting from more than twenty 

vocational programs of study, where work-based competencies were being taught to 

students, without the need for me personally to be an expert in each and every industry 

domain.  I did my part in the careers classes that I taught, but I was not the only educator 

who was preparing students for the workforce.  Positive work ethics were being taught 

across the curriculum, with teachers holding students accountable for project deadlines, 

the quality of their assignment tasks, cooperative team work, and attendance.  Students 

could not obtain credits if they did not perform at school.   

The sixth work-based tenet was to prepare youths for high-skill, high wage 

careers.  Students in both Districts A and B had the opportunities to matriculate in 

coursework that would lead them in this direction.  Students in District A, however, were 

actively dissuaded from taking any program of study that did not lead to college entrance, 

because of the systemic structures that guided them on the university-bound track.  

Students were expected to graduate with the coursework that would give them the 

greatest flexibility, in terms of post-secondary educational options.  Students in District B 
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were being guided down a number of tracks, which I did not have the same control over, 

since I was not hired in the role of an academic advisor there. 

It needs to be said, however, that not all students wanted a high-skill, high wage 

career.  Some students were motivated by factors other than a paycheck, and there are 

students who simply lack the interest and aptitude to enter certain professions that require 

cognitive skills and habits of mind that they do not possess.  At least one business partner 

in this study lamented that we too frequently place a cultural value on math and science 

as being the only avenues that lead to a happy, fulfilled, and productive life.  She 

mentioned aloud that she hoped I would get that message across in this study, reminding 

readers that people who choose to work with children can make their way in the world, 

even if some of the professions associated with caring for the young, do not require 

highly technologically savvy workers.   

The students in the hotel and hospitality settings reported that they were satisfied 

with their career goals and trajectories, and some resented the societal pressure to go only 

after jobs that were considered to be prestigious, because they required advanced 

education or training.  Not everybody in my student body associated wealth accumulation 

with happiness, and not everybody that I worked with valued an educational path that 

might lead to stress, burn-out, or a situation in which they were in-debt, due to their 

student loans.  There were other factors involved that mitigated the students‟ values 

associated with career goals.  One fellow in this study was treated badly in the private 

sector, and gravitated towards an academic career, because he found the workers there to 

be more congenial and open to sharing their expertise.  There was less of a competitive 
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mindset, and he was embraced as a smart, kind and conscientious fellow who pondered 

life deeply, and who was not overly aggressive.  He found his niche, and it was not in the 

business world.  

A female student influenced my own thinking about the need to apply her original 

training in the sciences.  She reminded me that her perceived mission in life was to help 

protect children, and she preferred working at a lower wage in the daycare industry, 

where she could watch her own daughter grow-up from a safe distance.  She could work 

her way through school, with the goal of becoming a child psychologist.  She has nearly 

reached that goal, and maintained a sense of balance and purpose, even though she took a 

path that was considerably longer than the traditional expectation to complete a 

bachelor‟s degree in four or five years.   

She reminded me succinctly that I too had changed careers mid-life, in order to 

take care of my own child, and that I was happier as a result.  I had to concede that she 

was correct in her observation. Other female students reminded me that they perceived 

their own happiness to be derived from raising their own children, even though 

motherhood is not considered by the Department of Labor to be a profession.  They were 

perfectly happy with marrying somebody who could provide for their economic needs, so 

that they could stay home to raise a family.  They were willing to live without a high 

wage, so as to live according to their sense of life-purpose.  

The seventh work-based tenet was to provide linkages between student 

employment situations and school-based career instruction. This took place in the 

context of the work-based learning classes that were offered at both Districts A and B.  
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Students who had emerged from business, technology, or vocational coursework in both 

places could easily see the connection between their skill training and the jobs into which 

they were immersed.   

Those coming from academic programs in the sciences could also see the 

connections between what they had learned in school and what they were doing in their 

science-related jobs.  Students emerging from general programs of study, however, were 

sometimes challenged to make these connections.  Nonetheless, the work-based learning 

opportunities had the requirement that students take a dedicated school-based course 

simultaneously, to help make those connections and to help students take their next step 

towards reaching their personal goals.   

 The eighth and final work-based tenet was to provide instruction in workplace 

competencies, attitudes, and employment skills.  These concepts were taught in all three 

School-to-Work courses at District A, as well as in the career-education, vocational and 

work-based learning courses at District B.  In my courses I used a number of commercial 

textbooks and other products that helped me generate lessons related to the job-search 

process, productive attitudes on the job, and interpersonal relationship skills that would 

facilitate success on the job.   

I had no difficulty finding existing lesson plans on these concepts, as such 

instruction has been promoted in vocational education and business education domains 

for a number of years.  One of the factors that limited some of this instruction, of course, 

was always the school‟s budget.  I never invested in a class-set of books or materials for 

my students, but rather relied on teacher resource kits that could easily be adapted for 
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classroom instruction.  I also benefited when my predecessor at District B decided to 

leave her professional library to the school district upon her retirement.  I felt very 

blessed to have access to the resources that she had gathered over the course of her own 

full career.   

 What I found to be a curious phenomenon was that some of the vocational 

instructors in District B had turned to me for resources when they were first asked to start 

teaching career-education principles to freshman students in their respective schools.  I 

think it needs to be stated now that a resource list could be generated for educators in 

Arizona hoping to provide career education instruction under newly adopted standards 

with that goal in mind.   

To the best of my knowledge, however, no such concise list exists that would help 

a burgeoning school district create a career-education or work-based education program 

for the first time.  I personally spent a great number of hours of my personal time creating 

curriculum materials to fill the gaps that currently exist in curriculum documents that are 

ready to use in the classroom.   

One of the supportive factors in District C was that the district had provided me 

with instruction on how to create on-line courses, which is a direction that I hope to 

follow, when this dissertation report is completed.  I have an extensive resource library 

that I could reference and make available to other educators, in addition to a number of 

actual lesson plans and activities that I have authored over the years.  That will be one of 

the professional objectives that I strive towards, over the next couple of years.  
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Connecting Activities Objectives: 

 
The first connecting activity tenet was to provide instruction that shows the connection 

between secondary school courses and careers.  As mentioned previously, a number of school-

based learning opportunities were developed so as to provide direct instruction in this regard.  

There were other activities, however, such as the field trips to the various colleges and 

universities, which also accomplished this task.  I myself learned about career options that I did 

not know about previously, as a direct result of the university campus trips that we took for 

National GIS Days and Engineering Days.  Optional field trips into a variety of worksites also 

provided students with the chance to make connections between their school courses and jobs that 

were taking place on the research park campus in Setting A.   

I did not do as good a job at this in Setting B, however, because the students had already 

completed their secondary school programs of study, and were more interested in learning about 

the connection between college programs of study and careers.  The primary tools that I used to 

satisfy their curiosity in this regard were the college catalogs that existed on-line.  I developed 

lesson plans and activities that required students to explore college majors that were available 

locally, so that they could understand the relationship between the courses they had taken in high 

school and those that were offered via various programs of study.  Students became aware that 

what they had learned in high school was only a tiny fraction of the knowledge that they could 

obtain through a college education.   

The biggest factor that impacted my development of these learning opportunities was the 

fact that students did not possess this knowledge, and so they were making assumptions about the 

amount of background knowledge that one would need to possess, in order to obtain a good-

paying job.  Their misperceptions were disturbing to me.  They seemed to think frequently that 

they could just leave high school and get a job that would pay for all of their economic needs 
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immediately upon graduation.  They did not understand just how much additional training is 

required for advanced posts in society.   

Some of their career goals, however, had little if anything to do with an academic 

program of study.  Some students, for example, wanted to be tattoo artists, others hoped to be 

bartenders, and a few even mentioned exotic dancing as a potential career goal.  While the 

Arizona School-to-Work guidelines did encourage career pathways in the Arts and Entertainment, 

I found myself making moral arguments that these specific ideas might not be healthy choices, 

and I did my best to dissuade the youngsters from these goals.  It was a hard sell, because the 

students knew that these were all legal options.   

Other career-education teachers can probably also attest to the fact that there are always 

wisenheimers in a classroom that assert that they want to be drug dealers, pimps, and car thieves.  

I had my share of those students.  They were almost always males who were showing off to their 

peers to get attention.  They rarely repeated such statements twice under my watch.  Our focus 

was on legitimate careers in society, not those that would land somebody in jail or in trouble with 

the mob.  I cannot promise that every one of my former students followed this sound advice, but 

it was the party line.  

The second connecting activity tenet was to provide instruction that shows the connection 

between academic and vocational education.  I confess that I did not do this ever.  I did not know 

that it was expected of me until I read the federal policy for the first time in 2006.  The irony is 

that I am licensed in both domains, which is relatively rare.  Students frequently confuse the two 

domains.  When asked to list the vocational courses they took in high school, many listed elective 

classes, such as fine arts, foreign languages, and even physical education.  Most, however, did 

correctly associate business, technology, photography, auto shop, and early-childhood education 

classes as vocational education coursework.   
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The third connecting activity tenet was the expectation to teach students about the array 

of postsecondary education and training options that exist.  In addition to the school-based 

instruction mentioned previously in this regard, I also developed specific connecting activities in 

partnership with the local public colleges and universities.  The most robust connecting activities 

were the financial aid seminars that allowed students and families to come into contact with 

program specialists from each institution, and the actual opportunities to enroll in college classes 

while still in high school.  The factors that prompted me to develop these learning opportunities 

were a combination of the top-down directive to do so, and the curiosity pressures of the parents 

and students who desired the information that outside experts possessed that I did not.  As an 

academic advisor, I too needed some basic background information on how to steer students 

towards financial aid resources.  I did not possess this information first-hand, so I was also 

influenced by the internal drive to learn these options for myself. 

Where I fell short, however, was in teaching students about post-secondary options that 

were related to the trades.  In District A there might have been students who would have 

benefited from knowing more about local trade union options for post-secondary training.  In 

District B, I did explore the local carpenter‟s union, since there had been the construction training 

program the first year of my tenure there.  I also explored the electrician‟s union on behalf of one 

of my former students, who had been retrieved from a homeless shelter by this group, and trained 

to join their trade.  I later became more aware of the Job-Corps opportunities in our community, 

when one of my female students decided to apply for emancipation rights, leaving her home at 

age 16.  She was able to find a career-training opportunity through the Job-Corps program, which 

allowed her the dignity of both room and board while completing the program of study. 

I also provided instruction on military service as a post-secondary option, despite 

considerable pressure from my own faith-based community.  I myself had served in the Air Force 
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in my early career, where I received technical training in the environmental technology domain 

that earned me college credits towards a science education degree.  Those skills served me well 

for many years before becoming a teacher, and the military schools that I attended were well 

structured, from my perspective, as a former technical trainer in industry, and a licensed 

vocational educator today.   

The Occupational Outlook Handbook (2009), provided a number of reading selections 

that describe the dangers associated with military service, but I encouraged students, especially 

the young men approaching the age in which they were required to register for selective service, 

to do their homework, and to explore the military as a potential option.  I invited military 

recruiters into my classroom as an optional activity in District B, because the students wanted to 

learn from these people what their military career options were, and they wanted me to help 

facilitate the instruction, so that they felt less pressured to join immediately.  I am not against 

military service for those who want to serve.   

Through my own faith-based community, however, I also learned how to counsel students 

on issues associated with conscientious objection to military service, thinking that proposed new 

draft bills might come into effect after our country was attacked on 9-11.  I researched the process 

by which that would take place, and would have volunteered to serve as a counselor in that regard 

on my own time, if the need arose.  I prepared myself for the possibility of a forced draft of both 

young men and young women, since such legislative action has been presented for legal 

consideration.  A number of my students have served in the military since we parted, including 

several in this project.  At least one complained that her civilian job is less satisfying than her 

military one, and is considering re-joining the Army as a long-term career goal, after she finishes 

college on the GI Bill.  Several of my male students, however, were killed in action, reminding all 

of us that military service has a risk associated with it, which people need to take seriously.   
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The fourth connecting activity tenet advocated that educators teach students about related 

transition services that exist within the greater community.  Here is where I believe I fell short.   I 

could educate students on scholarship sources, post-secondary schools, and job-opportunities.  

But the term transition services usually applies to the range of social services that are made 

available to special education or disabled populations who are legally entitled to extra help, due to 

their physical, cognitive, or emotional limitations.   

The local county superintendent hosts a transition fair every year, that allows educators, 

parents, and students to visit with experts from a variety of agencies that provide transition 

services to disabled students. I attended that fair every year, and never felt as if I knew all that I 

should have known, related to the array of services available to the disabled population.  I 

struggled to work collaboratively with the people who purportedly provided vocational 

rehabilitation services to students, because I found their structure to be incompatible with the 

goals of my work-based learning program.  My goals were to move students towards self-

reliance, rather than dependency upon social service agencies.   

I was constantly frustrated that some of these offices would not return my telephone calls 

in a timely manner, and equally disturbed when I learned about the relatively few services that 

they really provided.  The most uncomfortable part of these relationships was that I felt conflicted 

about the expectation to share knowledge about the students, without the students‟ presence at the 

table.  I still do not know where some of the legal boundaries were, between the services that I 

was expected to deliver to students, and the services that these other agencies were expected to 

provide.  Nonetheless, I shared what knowledge I did have with my students, but confess I did not 

know as much as there is to know about related transition services, in the context of eligibility 

and true availability of resources.   
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The fifth and final connecting activity tenet was the expectation to teach students about 

local opportunities to upgrade occupational skills on the job.  This took a great deal of time for 

me to accomplish, as I only learned about such opportunities as my students took jobs and 

explored their new employment domains.  We learned over time that the daycare and auto 

industries, for example, frequently provide paid opportunities for the students to earn college 

credits on the job.  The local hospitals also provide such opportunities for upgrading occupational 

skills, by providing opportunities for students in medical career programs to earn a paycheck 

while working in a hospital and going to school to learn a specific medical occupation.  Several of 

my former students took advantage of these types of on-the-job training programs.   

I had several other former students who found work in the nursing home industry, where 

similar opportunities were provided, and where shift-work could be organized around a post-

secondary education, if the education was directly related to the industry. Likewise, several large 

retail chains had similar management programs that my students took advantage of, and several 

large pharmacies encouraged students to take entry-level jobs there, while working towards an 

undergraduate degree that would prepare them for a doctorate degree in pharmacy sciences or 

pharmacology.   

The original federal policy assumed that educators would know about these options, but I 

found out about most of them through word-of-mouth.  Local utility companies, for example, 

offer scholarships to students who live in their geographical boundaries, and at least one offers 

students with an aptitude for math and science to work their way through engineering programs 

that benefit their industry.  The company pays for the tuition and books, and simultaneously 

offers students part-time work while they complete a degree that is valued by the company.  One 

student worked in an environmental technology lab in another community after receiving free 

coursework available through the Environmental Protection Agency.   
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Program Structures: 

 

 The original federal policy required school-districts to outline a plan for their 

program‟s structure.  The first year that I participated in the School-to-Work reform 

movement, I was bound to certain dictates of the granting mechanism, and had to write 

reports throughout the first year of the granting cycle, in order to verify that we were 

spending the money that we had received, according to plan.  I also had to show progress 

being made on the various projects we had outlined, and did so faithfully over the course 

of the six month integration phase of the project.  At then end of the school year there 

were another set of reporting requirements to provide summative statements about what 

we perceived to be successful, and where we ran into a number of barriers.  I did not keep 

copies of those reports, however, as they were submitted on behalf of the district, not me 

personally.   

 The second year of my participation in the reform movement yielded the insight 

that we would never again be funded, which provided a certain amount of creative 

leeway thereafter, since we no longer had to justify what we were doing to an external 

granting agency.  My only obligations were to my administrative team and school district 

governing board, which were two groups of people who indicated that they trusted my 

judgment and were pleased with whatever progress we could make, now that the district 

was paying for any projects that were integrated into the school‟s master curriculum and 

schedule.  We therefore focused on developing the school-based curriculum, hiring the 

appropriate teaching staff, and working our way slowly into the work environments that 

existed at the Science and Technology Research Park. 
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 The third and fourth years of my participation in the reform movement were 

therefore fairly relaxed, and my focus was on developing new partnerships for both 

school-based and work-based learning opportunities.  The program that we created did 

complement many of the original policy‟s philosophical tenets where program and 

opportunity structures had been outlined, and I can describe now the factors that 

influenced the program structures that evolved in District A during my tenure there.   

 Once I left District A, and went on to District B, however, I was now bound by 

two sets of (sometimes) conflicting expectations.  The School-to-Work Opportunities Act 

(1994), had sunsetted at the federal level, but was still on the books in Arizona for 

another few years.  There had been a delay between the inception of the law and the flow 

of money, so our five-year period of activity lagged behind the federal cycle.  In the 

meantime, the State of Arizona was working to take-over the policy expectations, once 

the federal monies did stop, so they were creating a new set of program requirements that 

were not in place until my third year of employment there.  

By the time I arrived at District C, the original federal act had sunsetted, and so 

had the State‟s interim program.  A new Joint Technical District had been adopted by 

local citizens, allowing a regional Career and Technical High School to be built that 

served a dozen school districts in a centralized location.  During my three year tenure at 

District C, even the Career and Technical Education department at the large 

comprehensive high school had been disbanded, although a handful of vocational courses 

did still remain, and continue to be offered today.  
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The best way to describe the influential factors is to use the word „constant flux‟.  

We were being pushed and pulled constantly by ever-changing expectations for 

curriculum reform.  The No Child Left Behind Act (2001) pushed for standards-based 

instruction in key academic areas.  School districts were under the gun to document that 

every child was making academic progress, and the new high-stakes AIMS tests in 

Arizona were developed to test students‟ academic skills in math and language arts.  The 

science classes were piloting those exit exams in 2007, when I left the career field.   The 

same exams were also being developed for social studies curricular areas, although I was 

not involved in any of those curriculum discussions.  

 High stakes testing became the name of the educational game.  Teachers, 

including me, were encouraged to work diligently, so as to help students pass the new 

graduation exit exams, which meant a change in the way we conducted business in our 

classrooms.  That was probably the biggest external or exogenous factor that influenced 

my ability to develop lesson plans and programs related to the School-to-Work reform 

movement.  So although I had experienced success in both Districts A and B, by the time 

I arrived at District C, there was little support for such instruction.  Career education 

goals may have been integrated into the new State standards for the academic subject area 

that I was assigned to teach, but they were hardly the priority for instruction.   My own 

colleagues at District C had never heard of the School-to-Work movement, and even 

when I offered to develop and share activities with them, to teach students about careers 

in the sciences, they were less than enthralled with the prospect of teaching lessons that 

would not provide instruction that might be tested on the new examinations.  
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 Nobody on campus ever spoke about career preparation for students, other than 

the three vocational educators who still remained, one of whom taught business classes, 

another who taught the culinary arts program, and a third who taught mathematics and 

business technology principles.  The special education program continued to run a small, 

work-based learning program for disabled students that ran into barriers, as the local 

economy shifted and jobs became more difficult to obtain.  When I left, the school 

counselors offered a few lessons to students each year, and were actively involved in 

college preparation activities, but there was little other instruction provided that guided 

students to take more responsibility for their own future trajectories. My biggest 

frustration was that students were totally unaware of what their options were, and that 

there were a number of professional educators and counseling staff members who were 

simply too busy with other priorities to consider putting a pro-active career education 

curriculum into place that might be monitored by a career-education specialist.  

 The key program structure that then became the norm over the years was the 

expectation that participation in the reform movement would be voluntary, and not 

mandated, which is the first program tenet listed on Table 5.   I support that ideal for 

connecting activities and work-based learning, but never did support it philosophically 

for basic career-education.   Without the grant funds at Asteroid High School, we could 

set local expectations that all students in the school would be required to take a career 

education and corresponding technology education class, as a pre-requisite to being 

allowed to participate in any further work-based learning opportunities that might be 

offered.  Our school and its corresponding curriculum were billed as options for students. 
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That same requirement was eventually integrated into the curriculum at District B, 

where all freshmen were required to take an exploratory wheel of vocational programs of 

study.  The school-based course also included basic career-education concepts.  The 

difference, however, was that the district decided to attempt career academies, asking 

students to also choose a vocational path to take.  I do not know the outcome of that 

educational reform attempt, but I do know that I personally do not advocate forced 

vocational tracking.   

The point of career education is to make students aware of their options before 

they choose programs of study, so that they can make more informed decisions.  

Thereafter, however, I personally think that students should be allowed to explore career 

options and vocational courses.  Unfortunately, such a model is not funded here in 

Arizona.  Vocational programs are funded based on the number of students that actually 

complete a particular occupational program, and such programs would lose money if 

students chose to dabble and explore, rather than to concentrate and finish one specific 

track.   

The second program tenet was that federal funding would be offered for a limited 

time, as venture capital to seed projects, not to sustain them.  The programs that I was in 

charge of were only financed through the original federal policy for a single year.  

Thereafter, the programs and projects were either funded through charitable donations, 

the districts‟ operating budgets, or (too frequently), my own family‟s savings account.   

It became difficult for me to maintain my enthusiasm for the reform movement in 

a practical sense, because it became increasingly difficult to find both internal and 
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external funds for the projects that I was trying to develop.  The school-based activities 

were made possible only because the school districts were paying my salary to develop 

them.  But when I needed specialized tools or equipment to develop a project, I was 

frequently frustrated.  This was the reason that I left the profession when I did.  I could 

not find operating funds to even cover the costs of basic laboratory experiments in my 

science classes, and nobody but me seemed to care.   

I simply exhausted every avenue that I knew, to try to find resources for my own 

classroom and I became emotionally upset about the situation, when the local school 

administration indicated that they had no desire or means to help me out.  I got tired of 

begging and borrowing and seeking mini-grants.  It was simply too time consuming and 

arduous to be looking for money all the time.  My family objected vehemently that we 

were being asked to pay for any of the lesson plans that I was developing, and the 

situation simply became too much for me to bear alone.  I therefore retired from teaching 

in Arizona, and will move to a place where there are more per-capita resources allocated 

to the students in the public school system.  

The third program tenet was that students were expected to explore career 

options, in preparation for declaring career majors as late as the 11
th

 grade.  This tenet 

was not one that I was aware of until my last year at District B, when the district 

announced their plans for career academies.  As already stated, I objected philosophically 

to the goals of tracking students into specific career paths in high school.  I believe that 

our young people should be given sufficient time in high school to explore their options, 

which would mean that they have the flexibility to explore across industry domains, 
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rather than being tied-down to a specific occupation so early in their lives.  This tenet is 

apparent in other educational reforms, but I do not support it.   

The fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh program tenets have already been addressed 

elsewhere in this essay, in that they advocate instruction that is geared toward high-skill 

occupations and trades, post-secondary schooling, and national skill standards.  My 

students were all encouraged to obtain any skill certificates that were offered to them in 

their programs of study that were industry recognized.   

The eighth program tenet claimed that the policy makers believed that a 

bachelor‟s degree was considered to be a minimum career goal for an international 

competitive edge. While the message was articulated in my classes that a college degree 

is absolutely necessary for certain careers, I also gave specific instruction on how to 

determine if that was always the case.   

Students had the opportunity in my classes to launch an investigation of their 

own, to learn the starting salaries in a number of careers that do not require a bachelor‟s 

degree, to see if they could afford to live on them.  Students were also encouraged to go 

beyond a bachelor‟s degree, especially if they did hope to succeed in certain scientific 

career fields or engineering domains.   

I do not honestly believe that I pushed students, so that the nation could succeed 

in an international competitive race.  I believe I was more interested in seeing individual 

students find productive and happy lives.  I do not recall ever pushing students by 

appealing to their national identity.  If anything, I developed lessons to put their salaries 

into perspective, comparing and contrasting average wages in the United States, to those 
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that other people are making in developing countries.  The goal was to make them 

appreciate the wages that people in our country are making today, compared to their less 

advantaged colleagues in other nations.   

The ninth program structure advocated that career guidance and counseling 

would be included as early as the seventh grade.  In District A, there were no official 

guidance counselors at either the middle school or high school while I was employed 

there.  The district prioritized in favor of certified teachers, making conscious personnel 

allocation decisions that were associated with a very tight budget.  The School-to-Work 

grant received in the first year of our participation in the reform movement was not 

sufficient to pay for the salary of a single teacher, let alone somebody with a counseling 

degree.  We therefore chose an advisor-advisee model which never did adequately serve 

our students, and certainly not after the original grant money was gone. 

The district has since built a comprehensive high school, and is now generating 

enough operating funds to have professional counselors, in addition to career education 

specialists.  I do not know the extent to which career education is being offered 

consistently at the various new high school campuses, but the district itself has grown 

demographically to a point where they are now generating the funds to be able to afford a 

counseling staff.  Whether or not they have hired counselors at the middle-school level, 

however, is unknown.  Nonetheless, the factor that influenced our decisions at the time 

was the cost of an additional staff member.   

In Districts B and C, there were professional counselors who were hired at both 

the middle school and high school campuses.  I do not know the extent to which they 



 

 

  858 

were involved in the School-to-Work movement itself, but their very role is supportive of 

School-to-Careers reform philosophies.  Much of what they do during the day, therefore, 

would be considered to be supportive of School-to-Work programs, even if there are no 

work-based programs associated with their professional tasks.  At District B, I was 

frequently aligned philosophically with what the counselors and career center personnel 

were attempting to accomplish, even if they did it one student at a time, while career 

educators work with whole classrooms of people simultaneously.   

The tenth program tenet has already been described elsewhere in this essay.  It 

advocates that work experience be included as both paid and unpaid structured 

experiences.  Again, I have a distinctive preference for work-based experiences that are 

paid, and I also have a bias in favor of work-based experiences that are coordinated and 

supervised by vocational educators with the associated cooperative education license.  

Those educators are currently the only ones in Arizona receiving the instruction on how 

to structure such programs in a legal, safe, and moral way.   

The eleventh program tenet provided instructions to educators to ensure that they 

avoid partnerships that would either displace or replace workers.  To the best of my 

knowledge, I never did that.  The twelfth tenet asked that School-to-Work partnerships be 

structured, so as not to undermine pre-existing labor contracts.  Again, I cannot think of 

an instance in which that was ever even a possibility.   

The thirteenth tenet dictated that STW funds cannot be used to pay for salaries of 

students or workplace mentors.  The funds were only received the first year of my 

participation, and they were insufficient to be able to pay for anybody‟s part-time or full-
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time salary.  The entire amount received was less that what a teacher makes each year, 

but the funds could be used for teachers‟ salaries, so we divided the entire budget 

amongst a dozen educators, in the context of stipends for extra-duty pay.  The fact that 

the grant money was never again available may have limited other teachers‟ enthusiasm 

for the reform movement, although I personally still believed in what we were trying to 

accomplish.  

The fourteenth program tenet has also been described elsewhere in this essay, in 

that it advocated that supervision in worksites should be coordinated between school-site 

mentors and workplace mentors. I never had difficulty in this regard.  People who agreed 

to be workplace mentors were frequently quite enthusiastic about the program, even 

when problems did occur.  Most were faithful to their partnership agreements, and 

willing to work through conflicts because they liked having student interns.  A few 

conflicts existed that were uncomfortable and embarrassing, but for the most part, I 

cannot think of very many instances in which I would not want to coordinate once again 

with the people who hired my students.   

Finally, the fifteenth program tenet re-emphasized the assumption that employers 

are to be included as equal partners in the development of quality workplace learning 

jobs. While I agree that partners have to be involved in the development of a partnership 

infrastructure, I do not agree that they are equal partners in the entire educational process, 

because they do not share the same level of accountability where program safety is 

concerned.   
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Opportunity Structures: 
 

The first opportunity structure that was advocated by the federal policy was the 

expectation to build a comprehensive educational system that integrates federal, state, 

and local standards and laws.  While I personally played my part in this regard, having 

provided leadership in the development of School-to-Work programs and policies, and 

even a charter school with these goals in mind, I do not believe that I personally had the 

status or rank to be contributing more to the entire educational system.  Nor do I believe 

that I was successful in integrating every law or standard that impacts the public school 

system.  Too frequently, I saw conflicting expectations in the standards and the laws, 

especially later in my practice, when the new high-stakes testing requirements emerged. 

Furthermore, one of the biggest obstacles I faced in District B was that all of the 

changes to the School-to-Work movement seemed to clash historically, as the federal 

policy sunsetted, the state policies lagged, and new policies emerged.  The fact that the 

district was simultaneously trying to provide mandated transition education services to 

students without the corresponding funds, made it very difficult to integrate the various 

educational expectations that our government has enacted in layers upon layers of laws.  I 

am not a lawyer.  I really struggled to make sense of the policy itself, especially before I 

had received training on school law in my administrative coursework in graduate school.   

I still wonder some days about the legalities of allowing minor children to work in 

an industrial chemistry lab, even though our work-based model in District A received 

local, state, and even national recognition.  I also wonder about the legalities of allowing 

students to work with adults in the workplace, where they receive school credits, and yet 
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are allowed exposure to people who have not been adequately trained to educate students, 

and who do not have fingerprints and legal background checks on file before they 

become work-site supervisors.  I know the practical reasons behind not asking employers 

to take on this burden, but I wonder if that arrangement would be challenged, if a student 

did get hurt or molested on the job.  

The second opportunity structure asks educators to develop curriculum structures 

that illuminate a broad range of career pathways for students.  Again this has been 

addressed elsewhere, but I believe that I was motivated to share this responsibility 

because I do perceive this to be one of my greatest strengths professionally, as well as a 

deep personal desire to help students avoid economic situations that might be perilous.  I 

was guided morally to help students learn what they could to take control of their own 

personal economic wellness, and believe that many of the lessons and activities that I 

developed did accomplish this goal. 

The third opportunity structure asked educators to create mechanisms that provide 

linkages between the schools and community resources. Again, I have already addressed 

this issue, admitting my short-comings related to providing transition service education 

related to every possible community resource that might be available to people with 

disabilities.  Finally, the fourth opportunity structure asked us to build inclusive school 

systems to overcome past and present discriminatory practices. I worked very hard on 

this tenet, in both the classroom and in the programs that I coordinated.  The loss of the 

grant in District B actually facilitated this endeavor, in that overnight a separate and not 

equal work-based program disappeared. 
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(C) - Missing Links 

 

The goal of this chapter sub-section was to observe the relationships that existed 

in this case study, between the philosophical intent of the reform movement (as stated in 

the reform ideals list), and those conscious or deliberate thoughts that drove me to create 

activities that could potentially benefit students, in the way that the policy makers had 

hoped.  The ideals of the reform movement are not necessarily shared equally by the 

members of this study, or by members of the professional educational community.  I 

myself did not even know that some of the ideals were present in the original federal 

policy, because they were structured in such a way that I did not know how to access or 

analyze them, until well into my doctoral program of study.  

The policy tenets that were analyzed revealed some of the factors that were 

influential in my decision-making process.  They were not, however, the only variables 

that impacted my ability to develop effective and meaningful learning opportunities for 

my students.  The next chapter section examines the actual learning opportunities 

themselves, beginning with a discrete list of those activities, which was derived from the 

second data set, known as The Enacted Curriculum.  The second wave of the reflective 

analysis allows readers to decide if they agree or disagree with my own perceptions of 

whether or not each curriculum activity or program structure was effective, necessary, or 

worthwhile.  I will reveal a number of professional thoughts that have guided my own 

perceptions, related to the efficacy of each project that is described.  By efficacy, I mean 

to explore the assumption that each activity yielded the intended benefit.  A well 

designed lesson plan is not always a guarantee that students gained anything from it.  
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Furthermore, students who are now claiming to have benefited from the learning 

opportunity, are not the only ones who received them in the past.  The research cohort is 

a sub-set of all students I have ever taught these lessons to, so their perceptions are not 

necessarily representative of all of the possible perceptions that may exist. 

This is an admitted limitation of this research project, but one that I was not able 

to overcome, given the costs associated with interviews of this nature.  Nonetheless, the 

project offers a rare opportunity for study participants to either refute or corroborate what 

I deemed to be influential, insightful, or effective.   

The second wave of the reflective analysis therefore starts with the school-based 

learning opportunities that I perceived to be working well.  Once they have been 

explored, then I will turn to those that I perceived to be either missing altogether, or 

lacking in one way or another.  I will repeat that process, organizing my investigation 

around the specific School-to-Work components, until I have addressed each that I 

believe to be worthy of further investigation. 

To conduct the second wave of reflective analysis required me to consider, from a 

pedagogically responsible stance, how and why I would expect people to believe that the 

specific learning opportunities provided students with definite benefits, in the context of 

their original goals and purposes.  Not every project was re-examined.  Instead, I focused 

on the philosophical tenets that I believed to be absent in my original curriculum projects, 

and described thematically how and why I would have restructured my program in the 

past, as well as how I intend to restructure future curriculum materials, so as to include 

these missing links.   
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Section 6.2 – Curriculum Implications 

 

(A) -  Efficacy of Past Practice 

 

This wave of the reflective analysis allows thoughtful consideration of the 

curriculum and program structures that were originally delivered, and described 

previously, as Data Set 2 – The Enacted Curriculum.  The heuristic device that guides 

this chapter sub-section is again the Managing Complex Change matrix (See Table 1, on 

page 52).  The same variables that would be expected to facilitate complex curricular and 

programmatic change processes will be examined once again, but this time from the 

perspective of hindsight.  The research question will guide the focus of the investigation, 

as the actual learning opportunities are examined once again, through the reflective gaze 

of pedagogic responsibility. 

Not all of the learning opportunities will be revisited, but rather a sub-set of the 

activities, precisely because I would change portions of what was accomplished in the 

past.  Now that I have gathered and studied the evidence that was available for this 

research project, and have had the luxury of an extended period of time in which to pause 

and reflect backwards, I am afforded a fresh view of the topic of concern.  I can therefore 

see with greater clarity where some of the learning activities that I developed in the past 

could have been structured better, or perhaps abandoned altogether, because there is little 

evidence that they had the intended effect. 

Plausible explanations will be offered, to show that some of the specific learning 

opportunities were influenced by factors that were either negating or hampering my 

efforts. I will use examples from my own lived experience, which may not yet have been 
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revealed.  This will shed light on the reasons that I took the actions that I did at the time.  

I will then explain why I found those actions to be sufficiently problematic or irrational, 

once I examined them from a distanced stance.  My personal awareness of the reform 

movement was challenged during the course of my doctoral program of study, and by the 

various participants in this research project.   

I will state emphatically now that I still believe that my actions in the past were 

guided by my best intentions, and that many of the curriculum interventions that were 

developed for my students were influential in helping them move towards an economic 

position of self-sufficiency. Others, on the other hand, have been re-examined from a 

pedagogic perspective, and can be challenged as worthwhile expenditures of my life 

energy, time, and/or personal resources.  What must be said, however, is that my intent 

was never to judge the appropriateness of the activities that I developed, but rather to 

investigate the environmental conditions under which I was contracted, which were 

impacting my ability to create lessons.  

This data set, however, is unique in that it represents what was accomplished at 

the time, which some people might assume represents, therefore, what other people 

should be trying to emulate.  I will re-examine the actual learning opportunities, which 

have been described in this research project by me, my former students and our former 

community business partners, to reveal aspects of the curricular change process that 

would make it nearly impossible to recreate some of the activities today, because the 

environmental conditions under which we were operating in the past no longer exist.   
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The factors that I will be describing may not yet have been considered by the 

other people in this study, but they are the elements that I distilled, upon reflection, that 

haunt me today.  I fully intend to work again in the educational arena, but my personal 

bias and preference is to stay out of the K-12 system, and yet to support it, from afar.  My 

goal is to find a position professionally that allows me to create lesson plans and 

activities for students and their families. I am also willing to create resources for 

educators, who do not have the luxury of plan time, nor the resources to reflect deeply on 

what they are doing.   

The K-12 system itself, as currently structured, requires educators to teach by day, 

yet it provides insufficient contracted time, during which they can work collaboratively 

with their peers, to do a better job at curriculum planning. As a result, children are not 

being educated as well as they could be, because teachers are harried and overworked.  

They need better curriculum materials.  I will spend the rest of my life helping to create 

some, especially those that might help career-education, business, and technology 

teachers do a better job of delivering instruction related to career-education and work-

based learning. 

Accomplishing that goal required that I first step back, to reflect upon the efficacy 

of what I was doing in the past.  By that I mean that I had to examine the goals that I had 

set for myself with each and every learning opportunity that was created in the past, to 

determine if the actions I took had the intended result.  This historical case study has a 

number of embedded analytical concerns, and that was one of them.  I structured this 

research project in such a way that I might have access to the appropriate data that would 
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shed light on this additional facet of the project.  This section of the report is included, so 

as to take a reflective glance at the second data set, to see if I can accomplish that 

additional research objective.  

To start this wave of the analysis, I have created a short outline of the curriculum 

activities, programs, and projects that have been described in this case study so far.  That 

outline is short and discrete, but it provides the structure of the ensuing portion of the 

reflective analysis.  The condensed list was derived from Table 6 – The Enacted 

Curriculum (see page 407), but it represents only those projects that I myself considered 

to be worthy of re-examination.   

 

Table 8     

Learning Opportunities Revisited 

 
Tenet 1 School-Based Learning SBL Career Education Curriculum

Tenet 2 Work-Based Learning WBL Workplace Success Curriculum

Tenet 3 Connecting Activities CA College Preparatory Connecting Activities

Tenet 4 Connecting Activities CA Career Preparation Connecting Activities

Tenet 5 Connecting Activities CA Authentic Science Activities  
 

This outline therefore provides the structure to the essays that are found in this 

section of the reflective analysis.  Each component of the discussion will address three 

goals.  First, I will describe briefly which aspects of the former curriculum worked well, 

from my perspective as the educator who delivered them.  Second, I will describe the 

elements that were problematic, and the evidence to support those claims.  Finally, I will 

make recommendations for how I would either restructure or remove portions of the 

learning opportunities, in order for them to be strengthened, from an educative or moral 

perspective.  
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(B) -  Career-Education Curriculum 

 

The focus of the school-based learning opportunities that were created first in 

District A, and then improved upon in District B, was to expose students to the vast array 

of careers that exist in American society, but in time for them to take advantage of the 

public school system and the opportunities that already exist, which have been structured 

on their behalf.  Many students that I have instructed, for example, never fully 

appreciated that American boys and girls can go to school for as long as they are passing 

their school-work, while other children in the world are denied such opportunities.  Our 

students take for granted that school exists, and many would never have considered it 

possible to grow up without the benefit of learning how to read, write, and do 

mathematical calculations.  This is the first tenet that I would address, the next time I 

develop lesson plans that are intended to provide succinct career-education advice. 

Sadly, there are American boys and girls who have arrived to my classroom in 

their junior or senior year of high school that still cannot read and write effectively.  In 

my personal experience, I have found that each and every one of them could improve 

their literacy skills, once they were guided in that direction.  I can think of two incidents 

in particular that were sorrowful, in that the children had been led to believe that their 

lack of reading skills were a function of their ability (or lack of an ability), to learn at all.  

One girl had been raised by a single-mother who was herself, functionally illiterate.  The 

mother had been labeled as mentally retarded, and was living on public assistance.   

The girl, when I first met her in the seventh grade, was reading at a kindergarten 

level.  This same young woman, when she did graduate from high school five years later, 
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was reading and writing at the eighth grade level.  What made the difference for this child 

was not my career-education curriculum, but rather the intensive and focused intervention 

of a special education teacher, who was thoroughly disgusted that nobody had bothered to 

teach the child to read.  That woman, whom I consider to be a dedicated and gifted 

educator, made the little girl her pet project for a number of years, and by donating much 

of her own time and energy, turned the girl into an avid and enthusiastic reader, who now 

supports herself economically without assistance.     

The second case that haunts me today was the situation of a young man who was 

handed over to me during his junior year of high school, with similar expectations.  I was 

expected to turn his entire educational experience around, and somehow be the proverbial 

„miracle worker‟ who would magically transform him.  The goal was to have him 

accumulate high school credits via my work-based learning program, including the 

expectation that I would issue government credits, leveraging my social studies licensure.  

This boy was situated in a household that had no readers living there, when I visited the 

home.   His mother was in jail for drug possession.  His father was functionally illiterate, 

and had a small car repair business that barely made ends meet.  The local social service 

agency, with which I was expected to collaborate, had dismissed the family, claiming that 

their need was to simply bring more money into the household, with no corresponding 

plan of how that would take place.  The young man had been disruptive in his classes, 

because he was angry when one of his teachers suggested that his only career option was 

to work in a funeral home.  That comment upset him, because his grandmother had 
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passed away, and he was the person who found her dead.  He thought his teacher was 

cruel, and did not want to attend school anymore. 

He asked me, one day, why he was the way he was, wondering why he could not 

learn as quickly or as assuredly as the other students that he knew.  I worked with him, 

one-on-one, for a period of eight or nine months, and discovered that he could improve 

his literacy skills, if the lessons were structured around his own personal career goals.  He 

learned (slowly), to read the driver‟s manual, so as to obtain a driver‟s license.  He had no 

car and no money to get a car, but he did pride himself on the fact that he had managed to 

overcome one transition obstacle, and he now possessed a legal document to show other 

people that he was a citizen and a member of the larger society.  What I learned was that 

the young man‟s grandmother used to help him with his homework, and read to him 

aloud as a child.  He claims that he was not behind his peers until she died, and there was 

nobody left in his life that could help him with his school-work.  His grandmother had 

been his mom‟s mom.  His mother had been a reader, but she lost her rights to influence 

her own child‟s life, when she brought drugs and drug dealers into the home.   

There were elements of the curriculum that I developed for my students that were 

linked to the impact that these two students had on me.  I could write another whole 

chapter book about the individual people I have known and taught who are overcoming 

enormous obstacles, just to make it through a single day and survive in our society.  

Nobody I know, outside of the educational realm, wants to hear about these stories, 

perhaps because they refuse to believe that such conditions actually exist in our 

neighborhoods, but they do.  Educators of students who are not performing well have 
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their own specific ideas about why that is, blaming issues of parenthood, poverty, the 

economic climate, genetics, or whatever else they might think of.  I would call it neglect.  

Neglect of children by the adults in society who surround them.  We all turn a blind eye.  

I am just as guilty as the next teacher, mother, parent, neighbor, or citizen.    

The second tenet that I would include in future career-education lessons, would 

be the concept that all children have the capacity to learn, and that the more one cares 

about a particular topic or subject, the easier it is to learn about it.  I would also expect 

the students in my charge to be able to list specific transition goals that they deem to be 

worthwhile, so as to provide a backdrop for a career-education curriculum that could 

easily be tailored to meet their specific developmental goals and needs.  This was 

accomplished in my original curriculum, and it took me years to find or develop the 

necessary tools to allow this type of thinking process to be developed in young people.  

But I never included the idea that learning itself is a process that can be pro-actively 

developed, and that youngsters can be taught not only how to learn, but why to learn.  If 

the goal is to improve one‟s own life circumstance, then children need to be taught pro-

actively how to bolster their own current knowledge levels and skill sets, so as to build 

the lists of cognitive assets they have, which can contribute to their happiness and 

economic success.   

I used a system of keeping track of the students‟ development, during the course 

of the careers classes that I offered, that combined self-reflective essays with specific and 

very structured lessons that allowed my students to not only learn about careers that exist 

in society, but also to learn how to gain entrance into those careers.  A variety of tasks 
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explored available options for job skills training, both within local secondary schools and 

within the larger community.  I believe that a career-education curriculum, such as the 

one that I developed in our own county, could easily be replicated and tailored to meet 

the needs of students in every school district in the United States.  I fully intend to try to 

accomplish that task, now that I have retired from public service.   

The third tenet that I would instruct the students on, in a better-structured career 

awareness curriculum, would be that they too have the right to set and reach goals that 

are unique to their God-given talents.  Not everybody on the planet is wired the same.  

We each were endowed with certain gifts and aptitudes, and while many hard skills can 

be learned with careful attention to the lessons being offered in society, there are some 

jobs that are particularly difficult for one individual, while breezily obtainable to 

somebody else.  Students as early as the 8
th

 or 9
th

 grade are already aware that they have 

strengths in some areas, and weaknesses in others.  Some educators I know would 

advocate simply ignoring one‟s weaknesses, and focusing on one‟s strengths.  I prefer to 

teach my students that some weaknesses can be strengthened, the way a muscle is built 

with careful physical exercise.  Too many of my students assumed that if they could not 

grasp a particular subject area in the past that they are wired to never grasp it at all.   

The school system is not closed to people once they turn eighteen years of age or 

graduate from high school.  People who felt trapped in their secondary school 

experiences may discover new freedoms in the post-secondary training programs that 

exist, which are frequently tailored with the working adult in mind.  Students who felt 

like prisoners in their high school classrooms may delight in knowing that college classes 
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are frequently offered in a self-paced format today, allowing them to read materials that 

are of particular interest to them, and then to respond when it is most convenient for them 

to do so.  Students do not have to ever go back to a formal classroom anymore.  There are 

a myriad of non-traditional options springing up that pose a direct competitive model to 

the traditional structures that are clearly not working for every American high school 

student.  Charter schools, faith-based institutions and coalitions, correspondence 

programs, internet-based instruction, and other distance-learning formats exist today, 

giving citizens options for learning which stretch beyond traditional boundaries.   

The current educational system does not encourage children to attend schools 

beyond the four walls of the classrooms that are situated in their own neighborhoods.  

And yet more than a dozen options now exist in our community, which can provide 

alternative paths to economic self-awareness and self-sustenance, which are clearly more 

viable that simply obtaining a high school diploma with a purely academic focus.   There 

are now plausible avenues for young people to explore, as they reach the age of majority, 

and in some cases, earlier.  The local community college, for instance, has a mechanism 

by which students can test their own knowledge-base for free, and if they are determined 

to be academically ready, they can start college or technical training as early as their 16
th

 

birthday, without the consent of any adult. They can start even earlier, if they have the 

permission of a parent or a school-district representative.   

Students can and should be taught that these alternative mechanisms exist.  For 

me to do so, however, while still an employee in the traditional K-12 system, puts me at 

risk of being labeled a heretic.  I know, because I have experienced criticism from my 
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colleagues, especially those in the counseling ranks, who believe that my advice is 

subverting traditional values, and/or undermining the reigning paradigm, which believes 

that high school students must take a rigorous four-year academic path in order to be 

successful in life.  In my professional opinion, that is a bold-faced lie that is fed to 

children by adults who are attempting to preserve the status-quo of the existing 

educational establishment.  The change that I can make to my former curriculum, 

therefore, is to bring these alternative mechanisms into clear sight, so that students can 

see the wider array of opportunities that exist, regarding their career and educational 

options.   

The fourth tenet that I would include in a bolstered school-based careers 

curriculum is, the notion of propriety.  I have spent a great deal of my professional life, as 

a classroom teacher, program coordinator, academic advisor, and school disciplinary 

officer, working to change individual students‟ perspectives about what constitutes 

decency.  In the future, I would like to develop lessons that can be taught pro-actively, 

rather than in a re-active situation, after the child has committed an enormous social faux 

pas.  As I read and re-read the sections of Chapter 5 that were devoted to the problems 

that people faced, in the context of hiring students in work-based learning programs, a 

theme that emerged was that there is a generational difference in our society today, 

related to the expectations and mores for social behavior.   

I will not claim that students are any more badly behaved than adults, because we 

all know that is not true.  But I have observed in my lifetime that there are certain aspects 

of the culture today that allow and encourage rude, lascivious, and vulgar language 
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patterns that are difficult to tolerate and potentially harmful or toxic to a work, school, or 

social environment.  In a recent class that I took at the university, for example, one young 

woman, old enough to know better, started a dialogue mocking career options for young 

women.  She announced, in jest, that she believed her best option financially would be to 

engage in the telephone sex trade, and then she proceeded to entertain the other graduate 

students with her rendition of the services that she would offer.  I objected to her 

behavior, and was then subjected to ridicule by the other graduate students, who are 

admittedly half my age.  Where and when did this group of up-and-coming young 

professionals get the social message that such dialogue was allowed in a public university 

classroom?   

The students are not the only ones guilty.  At a dinner party that was hosted by 

one of my male professors (not a person who serves on my dissertation committee), the 

graduate students were asked to read their fortune cookie messages aloud at the table, 

where nearly a dozen school administrators from around the county were gathered at the 

end of a semester-long class.  The professor asked us to read the fortune cookies first, and 

then he asked us to interject with a follow-up comment that he had prepared and written 

in advance.  That comment was handed to us, only after the fortune cookie message had 

been revealed.  I was one of the first students to be asked to play-along, and my pre-typed 

message was “between the sheets.”  The other students‟ messages were equally 

disturbing, and yet this was a professor and professional educator who claimed to be a 

moral guide to his students.  I documented my objection to the event in writing, but never 

received a word of apology or indication of regret. 
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In the course of my own professional practice, I was subjected to working with 

people who got away with name calling, bullying, and slander.  Students in my classes 

reported similarly egregious behaviors in their own work stations.  The community 

partners in this research study corroborated the fact that our students were sometimes 

either emotionally or sexually threatened by other workers, both adults and people their 

own age.  There are existing curriculum materials available today that can help teach 

students what a hostile work environment might look like, and also teach them how to 

advocate for better working conditions, in an effective and efficient manner.  In the past I 

have interjected these notions into my lesson plans, when a situational dilemma occurred 

that needed to be addressed publicly.  But in the future, I would try to organize such 

lessons in a thought-provoking manner, so as to help students recognize negative 

behaviors in both other people and in their own speech patterns.   

The fifth tenet that I would incorporate into any future curriculum materials that I 

develop for a school-based careers curriculum, would be related to the legal rights of both 

employers and employees.  Arizona has laws that assert that our citizens have the legal 

right to work, so that they can maintain their own sustenance and livelihoods.  By the 

same token, the laws in our State allow employers to down-size their organizations and to 

let people go, without providing advanced notice or a lengthy explanation.  These two 

concepts alone could be explored in greater depth, so that students understand that their 

perceived rights as workers may indeed, at times, conflict with an employer‟s legal right 

to make business decisions related to personnel and staffing needs.   
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Several of the students in this study reported to me that they were laid off, shortly 

after they graduated from high school.  Two in particular then suffered economically, to 

the point that their housing situation was threatened.  Both suffered the indignity of being 

unemployed for an extended period of time, and both reported that their financial records 

were then compromised, with their FICO scores dropping significantly, and their 

reputations in the banking industry harmed.  I never taught lessons related to economic 

down-turns or unexpected job losses.  Nor did I teach lessons about the options that exist, 

once a home has been foreclosed upon, or an eviction notice received.  I myself have 

received an eviction notice once, which was an enormously threatening situation to find 

myself in.  I found relief in a local homeless shelter, but my former students had not been 

taught what their options might be. 

In the course of my practice I did teach lessons related to the poverty threshold, 

and I taught students about the Department of Economic Security, as well as local places 

that provide emergency food and shelter to people who find themselves suddenly thrust 

into an economically precarious position. But I did not include specific lessons on laws 

and rights of individual workers, nor on the boundaries to what can and cannot be 

considered legal grounds for dismissal.   

I am not claiming that I know all of the concepts that might need to be included in 

such a curriculum, but the students themselves, as well as some of the community 

partners in this project, recommended that specific answers be sought, to help prevent the 

situational dilemmas that we witnessed and/or experienced, either individually or 

collectively. 
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Health benefits are not universally provided for by employers, nor are maternity 

benefits.  Young women in particular, whose biological roles often conflict or 

compromise their career trajectories, for instance, need to know which laws protect their 

femininity and which ones do not.  Many young women in my classes did not seem to 

understand that most companies do not have any type of legal obligation to provide an 

income for them during pregnancy or after childbirth, if they are not present on the job.  

Many young women just assumed that mothers continue to make money via a wage or 

salary, even if they need to take time off, to give birth.   

Lessons could be taught to both males and females, so that they understand the 

financial and legal ramifications that are associated with their decisions to start a family, 

either as a married couple or as individuals.  Family size and timing will impact their 

career trajectories, whether they plan for that to happen or not.  Lessons related to both 

maternity and paternity rights and obligations could be developed in a career-education 

class, to help students understand the economic gravity of becoming parents before they 

are fully capable of supporting their progeny financially.   

The sixth and final tenet that I would integrate into the lessons and activities that 

have already been developed for school-based curriculum, is the concept of economic 

parity or relative purchasing power.  I did create a number of lessons in the past that were 

related to teaching children how to calculate basic life situations, so that they would 

understand the mathematics behind certain decisions that they will face in the future.  I 

taught lessons, for example, on how to calculate their annual salary, if all they know is 

their hourly wage.  Likewise, I taught them how to calculate the opposite.  If they knew 
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what the annual salary of a particular job was, then they could also determine how much 

per hour that worker is making.  This sounds like an easy concept, but for youngsters who 

have never worked before, this is actually quite a difficult task. With practice, however, 

they soon learn to understand that not every profession pays equally.   

What I did not do a very thorough job of, however, was to teach the children 

about the wages that they would need, in order to maintain a lifestyle above the poverty 

threshold.  My students were familiar with the charts used by the local Department of 

Economic Security to determine if a family is eligible for social services or not.  A 

number of activity plans were developed to allow students to see the connection between 

the federal minimum wage standards and the poverty threshold that is used to determine 

eligibility for additional social aide.   

My goal was to show the students how low that threshold really is, and to 

encourage them each to find jobs that would easily allow them to be self-sufficient, and 

not dependent upon a subsidy from the government that would hardly support them 

comfortably.   

What I did not mange to accomplish, however, was to show students how 

distinctive life situations might yield fewer spending options than others.  For example, I 

know now that I could easily have generated a menu of life circumstances that would 

illustrate for students a calculable cost to certain decisions or problems.  

The students could start at the beginning of the lesson with the salary of the job of 

their dreams, chosen from one of the legitimate options listed in the Occupational 

Outlook Handbook.  We could then calculate the cost of tuition for obtaining such a job, 
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and deduct it from the first year‟s salary.  Students would then be able to see that some 

degree options provide a greater return on investment than others, leaving one purchaser 

in a situation where they have a greater amount of parity (purchasing power), than their 

peers who did not make the same investment in post-secondary education and training. 

The game could continue with a number of situational dilemmas that occur during 

their first year on their dream job, such as the birth of a child, the decisions associated 

with that event, and the impact that such a change would have on the purchasing power 

of the family.   

Other life events, such as the break-down of a primary vehicle could be layered 

into the equation, so that students could determine just how far that first year salary can 

stretch. The game could be structured in such a way that students would have to 

determine if they are up to the financial challenges that present themselves, with the 

concept being taught that just because somebody has a great annual salary does not 

always mean that they have purchasing power.   

People with numerous obligations can feel stretched financially, even if they have 

a good income.  The size of their house, the neighborhood they choose to live in, the 

number of children or elders they are responsible for, as well as their choice of luxuries 

will impact their purchasing power.   My former students have spoken with me about 

these ideas, and a few have contributed specific scenarios from their own life histories for 

me to integrate into such lesson plans.   
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(C) -  Workplace Success Curriculum 

 

The reality is that most students will not participate in work-based learning during 

their high school years, although the School-to-Work policy makers hoped that they 

would.  This is a function of the fact that most students are simply not ready to assume 

the responsibility of going to school while working simultaneously.  Such an expectation 

puts a great deal of stress on those involved in this project.  The students admitted that 

they frequently felt intimidated by all of the extra pressures and work-load associated 

with working part time, while also trying to complete their high school graduation 

requirements.  

Likewise, the adult business partners in this study frequently mentioned problems 

associated with a child labor force, including complications to the daily structures and 

routines of their workplaces, and the additional supervisory and training burdens that 

were placed on their shoulders, when the school-district asked them to assume some of 

the educational load.  Furthermore, there were instances in which there were questions 

raised about safety on the job, which, if admitted aloud, will cause some potential 

business partners to think twice about whether or not it is worth their while to assume 

such a liability risk.   

The same pressures were felt inside the school district, once the second year of 

the School-to-Work movement in our state yielded few, if any more, economic incentives 

for participation.  The people that I worked with at the time were still clinging to the ideal 

of the initiative, even though we had no real tangible evidence that our efforts were 

bearing fruit.  Nonetheless we marched proudly forward, assuming that those students 
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who were participating in the work-based learning program that we had developed were 

receiving adequate instruction, both in the schoolroom, as well as on the shop floor.   

The evidence collected in this research project indicates that we did indeed make 

some impressive strides towards pointing some of our students in the direction of some 

very interesting career and work-based learning opportunities.  I do not regret that we 

piloted with two or three new industries, because this time we seemed to make headway. 

The students themselves seemed to find a foothold, albeit a temporary one, but it was 

solid ground, nonetheless.  The students who did participate in work-based learning 

opportunities, during my tenure at both Districts A and B, were also required to take a 

school-based course simultaneously, which was distinctive in content from the one that 

they took in their younger years.   

The students that asked to work during their junior and senior years of high 

school had been taught earlier how to write a resume and cover letter, and some were 

given discrete experiences to practice their interviewing skills.  They had opportunities as 

well, to practice filling out job applications, with teachers and community partners 

helping them to understand how and why the job-search process is structured the way it 

is.  Some of the lessons in the freshman-level career education classes at district A were 

also provided to students in District B, in their vocational education courses and in their 

counseling centers.  I rarely had to assist anybody in either district with the job-

application process, once they had received initial instruction in their freshman and 

sophomore classes.  There are numerous resources already published that an entry-level 
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career education teacher could access, in order to teach these basic job-search skills.  The 

materials I used were available locally at a nominal cost. 

Once employed, however, there are a number of curriculum and program 

activities that need to be in place, in order for the students to feel as if they have the 

support and encouragement that they need, both on the job, and back at school.  Work-

based learning programs that are structured according to the Carl D. Perkins‟ laws are the 

only types of work-based learning programs that are currently funded, here in Arizona.  

These programs require that licensed vocational teachers possess an additional layer of 

certification that documents that they are certified as cooperative work-based learning 

educators too.  This ensures that they have received specialized training in issues 

associated with child labor laws, the development of sound partnership agreements with 

the business community, and program structures that are legal, safe, and educatively 

sound. 

Such a requirement did not exist when I was employed in District A, because that 

district had not elected to seek funding under the older vocational education laws from 

which the cooperative work-based learning model emerged.  That situation changed after 

I left, once there was a comprehensive high school in the district.  I myself did not 

possess the cooperative education certificate until after I arrived at District B.  

Nonetheless, I could see the need for a school-based course to support those students who 

were placed in adult work settings, even before I knew that such a course was the only 

way in Arizona to bring funding into a work-based learning program.  Under current 

funding mechanisms, therefore, the class is required.   
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My students in District A commented frequently in this report that they felt as if 

their STW 3 class, which was required for those working in a paid position, either on the 

technology park campus or elsewhere in the community, was a beneficial structure that 

they did appreciate, in hindsight.  I will confess now that I insisted at the very last minute 

that they take the class, and that admonishment was due to the fact that some of the 

students who had been hired early in the semester, had already come to complain to me 

about what they were experiencing. I want to make it very clear that most of what they 

were describing as problematic was not associated with some egregious injustice.   

They were simply new to the workforce, and confused by the new social and 

professional demands that were placed upon them.   They needed an adult to guide them 

through some of their initial confusion on the job, because they had been immersed very 

quickly into a culture that was foreign to them, and for some, a bit intimidating. The new 

expectations were frequently more arduous than they were accustomed to, and students 

frequently needed a place to vent their frustrations, or to describe their confusion, so that 

could make better sense of it all.  My job as their teacher, was to help them place the new 

demands into some sort of conceptual framework that would allow them to understand, 

adapt, and adjust to the new requirements.  

I was not yet aware of the existing commercial curriculum products that were 

available for work-based learning coordinators when I left District A, but I was aware of 

some of them before I arrived at District B, because I had spent my off-contract time 

working on a small project that was paid for through an external grant source.  Two 

classroom teachers that I knew from District A helped me conduct a focused inquiry to 
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learn about curriculum materials that we could purchase nationally.  We started a 

reference list that I have tapped into since, including excellent teacher resource kits that 

provide succinct lesson plans for entry-level workers, related to workplace success 

strategies, coping with stress, and solving conflicts that exist on the job.  

Ready-made curriculum materials already exist for teachers that are assigned to 

supervise the development of on-the-job training plans for the career domains that are 

supported in the Carl D. Perkins Acts.  There are approximately seventy-five career 

domains that are funded here in Arizona, but only if schools develop school-based 

vocational programs that provide occupational instruction first.  The two-year sequence 

of coursework that provides vocational skills training in a specific occupational domain is 

supposed to take place first, before a student is eligible for placement in a cooperative 

work-based education experience.  This requirement ensures that the employer is hiring a 

student-learner who has verifiable skill-sets that are industry-specific.   

I am licensed in the industrial technology domain, which makes me legally 

eligible to teach approximately a dozen of the seventy-five occupational clusters that are 

currently funded through the U.S. Department of Labor.  I personally could do a 

reasonable job of teaching coursework in drafting, pre-engineering, landscape 

architecture, computer technology, and the construction trades.  At my age, however, 

some of these courses are not attractive to me, because they are so physically arduous.  

Furthermore, since I am licensed to teach science, geography, and social studies as well, 

then I would prefer to teach vocational coursework that would dovetail with those 

teaching preferences.     
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There are other courses, however, currently taught in the public schools, which 

could be funded under the Carl D. Perkins Acts that I would not be allowed to teach, 

despite my academic coursework in the sciences.  I am not, for example, allowed to teach 

any of the allied health courses, because I myself never had any verifiable professional 

experience in the medical field.  My success in the past few years has been directly 

associated with the fact that I did have a robust career in the industrial technology 

domain, so I speak that language.  I did not have any difficulty whatsoever 

communicating with students and their employers about job expectations, as long as they 

were related to a course of study that I too excelled at.   

If the US Department of Labor does not sanction work-based learning in certain 

domains, then it is impossible to obtain pre-existing training plans, and one must rely on 

one‟s own expertise to guide the development of such teaching tools.  If students had 

emerged from specific vocational programs of study with skills that I did not share, I may 

have experienced difficulties in supervising their work-based learning experiences 

adequately.  That was never the case in my practice, but it certainly could have been. 

The Carl D. Perkins laws, on the other hand, do not specifically support the 

concept of students working in the industrial chemistry domain, although they do support 

students working in medical technology laboratories.  In retrospect, I can see that the 

training plans for such a work environment do not exist commercially, so I would need to 

create them, perhaps adapting some of the other training plans that do exist.  I had the 

skills to create such training plans, and I also had the combined expertise of a number of 

community partners, who could have assisted or advised me in that regard.    
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(D) -  College Preparatory Connecting Activities 

 
In a typical charter school or alternative program there may not be opportunities 

for students to learn about post-secondary education and training options, because such 

educational institutions tend to be too small to support the additional expense of a career 

guidance counselor.  The students in my charge in District A had this distinctive 

disadvantage.  Their younger siblings and colleagues did receive services from 

professional guidance counselors once the new comprehensive high school was built.  

The students in District B already had both professional counselors and active career 

centers, which were staffed with people dedicated to tasks associated with providing 

educational advice related to college and university entrance. 

What I saw during the course of my practice at all three districts was the 

phenomenon of college-preparation instruction being provided piece-meal.  By that, I 

mean that there did not seem to be any logical sequence of instruction being provided, 

early enough and consistently enough, for students to truly understand the range of 

options that exist in our community.  I too failed to highlight a number of post-secondary 

options that were available to young people, both before and after they graduated from 

high school, since I learned about them as time progressed.  If I had the opportunity to do 

it all again, I would package that knowledge into an actual curriculum, to teach students 

about the non-traditional paths, in addition to the traditional routes to either a public or 

private college or university. 

In District C I had the opportunity, for example, to learn about a number of 

university bridge programs that provided scholarships and stipends to students who were 
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willing to explore bio-technology careers.  I found about those opportunities because the 

university that I attend has made it their business to send flyers to any licensed biology 

teacher in the state.  I wound up on their mailing list because they were pro-active, and 

my students were privy to opportunities that I did not myself know about.  Over the 

years, I have accumulated an awareness of a number of such college-preparatory learning 

opportunities that, to the best of my knowledge, are not advertised in one place.  If I had 

to do it all over again, I would create a website that could be accessed by students and 

their parents, which provided links to scholarships, grant-funded coursework, and other 

career-related seminars or workshops that might provide students with the opportunities 

to gain college credits or part-time work experiences in a college setting. 

The other opportunity structures that I did create, however, were very well 

received by the students over the years.  This study indicates that the students were 

particularly appreciative of the financial aid seminars that took place in District A.  The 

only reason that I did not replicate them in District B, was that my original college 

contacts moved on and their replacements were not willing to repeat the events that had 

occurred three years in a row.  In retrospect, I can see that I should have taped the 

seminars for those families who were not able to attend them in the evenings.  I then 

would have had much of the advice archived for future use.  Both Districts benefited by 

the military recruiters who came to speak to students, although I never included the Coast 

Guard, because until recently, they did not have offices here in town.  I also should have 

provided more instruction on the local trade unions, because they provide post-secondary 

educational opportunities in the industrial technology domains.   
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(E) -  Career Preparation Connecting Activities 

 
The Meet the Pros night that I organized for District A was great fun and easy to 

organize.  The only obstacle I ever ran into was the fact that I sometimes ran out of 

community partners to invite.  I therefore relied heavily on the social network of friends 

that my colleagues were willing to share with me.  This meant that I did not always know 

how to prepare the students in advance, in that I did not know the professional expertise 

or work histories of every partner.  I am still willing to present such an event to whatever 

social circle I land in myself, but again, I will need the assistance of people there who are 

connected socially with professional people that they both know and trust to be 

appropriate, when introduced to minor children.   

The event is so much fun for me to organize, but I also had the complementary 

role of being one of the career educators, so I dovetailed the event with specific 

preparatory lessons that were conducted with the students in advance.  Those lesson plans 

could easily be articulated for other people to utilize, and I could also document the 

precautionary concepts for educators and parents to consider, so as to increase the 

likelihood that the event would be successful.  What is ironic, is that one of my university 

professors (not a dissertation committee member), scoffed at this one event, when I 

presented it in a graduate school class. His assumption was that the event was more 

trouble than it was worth, and that I was foolish to spend my time in that regard.  The 

students and community partners in this study provided sufficient positive feedback to 

refute his argument.  I will therefore continue to create such events, because I do not 

agree with his assessment.  
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What I might change in the future, however, would be to include people who 

have non-traditional careers.  One person I know offered to help me in that regard, and 

together we came up with a list of options that might have interested our students, 

although I always wonder exactly where the boundary is, in terms of what the parents 

would think to be appropriate.  One of my colleagues, for example, had a brother who 

had joined the circus.  I myself married into a family that owned and operated a circus 

until the Great Depression.  There were students in both Districts A and B who were 

curious to learn more about cowboys, the ranching community, and even the Rodeo.  I do 

not know the extent to which those jobs are truly viable anymore, but if the students had 

the interest in learning more about those options, then I certainly have connections in this 

community where such conversations could have taken place. 

One student was entertained by an actress one evening, during a Meet the Pros 

night event.  She learned first-hand that the actress was struggling to make ends meet, 

and that she supplemented her income with a second job.  My student listened very 

intently to some of the stories that the young woman told about how difficult it was to 

make it in the entertainment industry.  The guest also shared insights, however, into 

summer drama training camps, which might have been fun for this student to explore, 

even if it did not lead to a long-term career.  There were other students who wished to 

explore avenues that I was not comfortable with, however, so it needs to be said that local 

mores and values need to be respected.  One person said that conversations with groups 

such as Planned Parenthood were inappropriate.  The comment illustrates just how 

culturally subjective and sensitive such a conversation can be.    
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(F) -  Authentic Activities  

 

Meet the Scientist night, which started my interest in creating career-education 

activities for students, would be even easier for me to conduct again in the future, and it 

has the distinct advantage that it could be developed and integrated into specific course 

offerings.  Again, the only limitation would be the number of people that I know 

personally, but there are professional organizations that I might be able to tap into in the 

future to assist with networking.  The students in my science classes who are interested in 

pursing science-related careers could take advantage of such a learning opportunity, 

while those who know they are not interested in pursing such a path would not be 

required to attend.  

I have no interest in developing job shadowing opportunities for students again in 

the future, precisely because they require a level of trust and logistical organization that I 

found to be simply too arduous.  In my experience, I was not comfortable dropping 

students off for a day-long visit with professional people that I personally did not know at 

all.  I thought it a dangerous practice, and one that I personally will not agree to in the 

future.  Although a few students did benefit from these types of short-term exchanges, the 

risk of the student being bored, ignored, or possibly abused by a total stranger, is not a 

risk that I would trade my professional licensure for.  Furthermore, on the rare occasion 

when I chose to chaperone the event, the time commitment was too great.  I was expected 

to chaperone the students after a full day of other professional obligations, and I became 

resentful. It is therefore best to recognize my bias against such learning opportunities, and 

to simply say „no‟ to them in the future.  
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Similarly, I would not take a van full of American students across the border to 

Mexico in today‟s political climate.  I do not regret the opportunity I had in the past, to 

partner with a youth development organization that had ties to the Seri Indian village that 

we visited.  Nor did I regret the field trip to the oceanography lab, located on the coast of 

the Sea of Cortez.  I do regret, however, that in both circumstances I was not personally 

in charge of making the logistical arrangements for the trip.  As a result, I felt vulnerable.  

I did not personally know the leaders or elders of the communities that we visited.  I also 

did not know how to contact the emergency services providers, should one of my 

students fall ill.   

In hindsight, I can see that I am not willing to relinquish control to a community 

partner, like I did on the engineering field trip to Mexico.  The curriculum was not sound 

and the building project was ridiculous.  We were led to believe that we would be doing 

real engineering, but what we really did, was build an outhouse.  The „design‟ for the 

composting latrine was a bucket with straw in it.  Our labor went into building the shed 

that provided privacy for individuals.  I have a water and wastewater engineering 

technology background.  I should have known better.  We exposed students to a situation 

where they lacked potable water and adequate hygiene provisions, which put us all at risk 

for illness.  Furthermore, I did fall ill on that trip.  As far as I know, my students did not 

pick up the same gastroenterological microbe that I did, but I was sick for months 

afterwards.  In retrospect, I can see now that the risks to the students‟ health and well-

being were far greater than I am willing to take today.  I will not take such a field trip 

again, however, as I was haunted by recent incidents of violence in Mexico.    
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Section 6.3 – Bias Analysis 

 

(A) -  Participant Objectivation  

 

 Participant objectivation is an intellectual activity that is recommended by the 

French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  The purpose of the 

task is to identify possible structures, both within the researcher and within her social 

environment, which may have influenced her practice and research conclusions.  The 

exercise requires the researcher to be willing to distance herself from her practice, long 

enough to objectify it.   

This means that there is a need to gaze at it, from a more objective point of view.  

I was not afforded that luxury, until I was old enough to retire, which then allowed me 

the freedom from my day-to-day practice, so that I could pause and reflect upon it, in the 

context of the research question. 

 The goal of the exercise is to identify three possible sources of bias that may 

have influenced my understanding (as the researcher), of the object of scrutiny.  The 

objects of scrutiny in this case study were the five embedded data streams.  They 

included the federal policy, the list of enacted curriculum activities, and the three data 

sets that described the lived experiences of the various participants in the reform 

movement.   

Data Set 3, which is presented in Chapter 5.1 – The Practitioner‟s Perspective, 

described what participation in the reform movement looked like to me, the teacher-

research, at the time when the activities were being created.   The evidence provided in 
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the epoche‟, was raw, and pre-reflective.  It had not yet been subjected to the various 

layers of reflective analysis that have taken place here, in Chapter 6. 

 This third chapter section will examine my past practice once again, but this time 

with the goal of taking a good hard look at three dimensions that have not yet been 

described.  Those dimensions will allow readers to understand me better, as a human 

being.  Furthermore, those dimensions will shed light on personal, professional and 

political pressures that I was experiencing, which impacted my ability to perform certain 

tasks.   

I was a social actor, as well as an individual person.  I was assigned to implement 

change processes in social settings, which each had patterns and structures built into the 

organizations, which influenced my efforts.  The participant objectivation exercise 

therefore examines the relationships between variables within me, as a person, and other 

variables, which existed within the social circles in which I worked.  

 “Bourdieu calls for a theoretical language that reminds the social scientist of the gap 

between theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge.  He thus focuses attention not 

only on the object of inquiry but also and simultaneously on the relationship of the 

researcher to the object of inquiry.  He calls for “participant objectivation” - a critical 

reflection and empirical inquiry on the social and epistemological conditions that make 

possible a sociological view of the social world” (Swartz, 1997, p. 58).   
 

When Dr. Bourdieu extended “An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology” (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992), I took it personally.  What he was asking of social scientists was that 

they step back, and consider that their own research and practice were influenced by 

several identifiable structures.  I recognized that my teaching practice and my research 

agenda were similarly impacted by a number of personal and professional biases, as well 

as by the political conflicts that I felt, during the course of my own career.   
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Bourdieu proposed a theory of practice, to explain how and why people act in 

certain social situations, as conscientious individuals who were influenced by their local 

surroundings and social circles.  The theory explores the relationship between an 

individual person and the society in which she is situated.  Bourdieu‟s theory combined 

the study of the individual with the study of social structures that exist beyond the 

individual.   

He therefore was influenced by the field of psychology, which is primarily 

concerned with the actions and beliefs of individual people, as well as by the fields of 

economics, political science, and sociology, which “tend to be concerned with structures 

beyond individuals” (Swartz, 1997, p. 97).   

Bourdieu recognized that “the experiential reality of free, purposeful, reasoning 

human actors, who carry out their everyday actions practically,” are sometimes 

influenced “without full awareness of or conscious reflection on structures” in society 

that were impacting their thoughts and practical deeds (Maton, 2008, p. 50).   Bourdieu 

also pointed out that not all people are equally capable of understanding the social forces 

that are at work on them during the course of their personal or professional lives.   

 “Bourdieu insists that the forming and expression of opinions is conditioned and 

constrained by experience, linguistic abilities, gender, economic conditions, educational 

background, and to presuppose formal equality is to hide real inequalities” (Deer, 2008b, 

p. 129). 

 

The epoche‟ in this case history represents the thinking processes and actions that 

I took, before I had the skills or time to reflect upon the social structures that may have 

been impacting my practical endeavors.  Bourdieu called social scientists to look back at 

their past work, with a more critical eye, so that they can admit, in hindsight the inter-
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relationship between one‟s position in society and the influences that society had on them 

as people, both then and now.   

“Indeed, a critical reflection on the cognitive and social basis of theoretical practices is a 

precondition for providing an adequate understanding of ordinary practices.  Without this 

reflexive vigilance, the social scientist risks projecting his or her cognitive and social 

interests onto the nontheoretical work of practical action” (Swartz, 1997, p. 58).  

The cautionary point that Bourdieu hoped to make, with his call to reflexivity, 

was to encourage scholars who were involved in social movements, to be wary of 

potential biases in their work that can be traced to their own social origins, professional 

training, and/or position or status within society.   

The goal of reflexivity is to ponder the influences that one‟s personal and 

professional roots may have had, on their overall thinking structures and practical 

responses to the professional and political fields into which they were immersed. 

 “This stance is illustrated by Bourdieu‟s theoretical view of modern social movements 

(feminism, gender and racial politics, activist groups, etc.), in which he encourages those 

who are intellectually and practically involved in these movements to be more reflexive 

in their approach, so as to understand more fully the vantage point from which they are 

speaking” (Deer, 2008a, p. 129). 

 

The School-to-Work initiative was considered to be a social reform movement, as 

well as an educational one.  I had a practical interest in the reform, as well as a research 

interest.  I was therefore involved simultaneously on a personal, professional, and 

political level.  These are the types of structural elements that Bourdieu invites us to 

examine reflexively, so as to identify three types of biases that influenced my work. 
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(B) -  Sources of Bias  

 

Bourdieu advocated for the examination of three principle sources of bias, which 

need to be acknowledged, so as to understand the relationships that exists between those 

potentially influential variables and the research activity.  Such an examination will help 

to control for the effect of those biases on the investigation.  By admitting and controlling 

for these biases, the research endeavor is made more scientific and more objective.  The 

subjective perspective of the researcher is not systemically disrespected, but rather 

honored and appreciated, once examined empirically. The biases of the researcher are put 

into an historical, social, and political framework, which helps to shed light on the 

worldview of the researcher, as well as the social and political impacts of her position 

within the fields in which she made her practical decisions.   

The first potential source of bias is related to the notion of one‟s professional 

stance, which Bourdieu referred to as one‟s intellectual, theoretical, or scholarly gaze 

(Swartz, 1997, p. 273). Bourdieu‟s concern was that social scientists sometimes fall prey 

to a certain “epistomocentrism” that is associated with their viewpoint as scholars 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 254).  The tendency is to claim that the knowledge that 

is contributed by the academic research community, is superior to the knowledge “which 

agents themselves could state, if they had the time, and if they did not fear giving the 

show away.” 

He recognized in his own practice, that there was a bit of a dilemma, when 

attempting to observe others at work that were being objectified by the social scientist, 

who stared at them from a distanced and privileged stance.  Bourdieu came to the 
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uncomfortable realization that social scientists sometimes adopt a “quasi-divine 

viewpoint” (Ibid, p. 254), which places the subject of their observation in a role of 

subservience to their research agenda.  This relationship between the researcher and the 

person or people being researched, therefore, can potentially be abusive, with the 

research project serving as a “weapon in the struggles internal to the field, instead of an 

instrument of knowledge of these struggles” (Ibid, p. 254).   

Bourdieu is also referring to the peculiar set of assumptions and beliefs that are 

embedded within specific academic domains.  Artists have their sensibilities, that are 

passed through their professional culture, just as physicians have sentiments and mindsets 

that can be attributed to their respective academic discipline.  Few academicians have a 

deep understanding of every subject area, so there is a need to simply admit that one‟s 

professional stance is influenced by one‟s professional education, experience, and 

expertise.  We are all limited in the amount of knowledge that we can possess, so part of 

the participant objectivation exercise is to acknowledge that reality, and to present the 

boundaries and scope of one‟s awareness. 

Educational practitioners have not all been trained identically. I was therefore 

influenced by the particular trajectory that I took through my professional development 

and training, as well as the various roles I assumed professionally over time.  I am 

currently in the professional position of learning how to be a qualitative researcher, for 

example, but I have also gained insights from a field practice in education that included 

opportunities to serve as a classroom teacher, curriculum developer, school administrator, 

program manager, and grant writer.  I took coursework over my the span of my teaching 
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profession that introduced me to certain educational philosophies that can be seen 

integrated throughout this project.   

My professional stance, however, is equally impacted by the professional 

assumptions that I gained before I switched careers and became a professional educator.  

My own previous career history included military service, as well as work experiences in 

several industrial technology domains.  I received technical training in computer 

programming, systems analysis, and business education, for example, long before I 

became a teacher, which other teachers may not have ever had the opportunity to 

experience.  My background and training in the environmental technology career field 

influenced the learning opportunities that I created, but similarly, my lack of training in 

certain domains (art, physics, cooking, law, and mathematics), limited my ability to 

instruct students in other domains.   

The accumulation of these various values, beliefs, and attitudes that I hold about 

public education, represent the professional biases that I hold.  They simply need to be 

acknowledged as influential factors that impacted my ability to develop learning 

opportunities in support of the reform movement.  These are the first structural elements 

that will be explored in this chapter section.  My scholarly gaze will be examined 

critically, precisely because I straddled two worlds.  I was both an insider and an outsider 

to the educational scene, having immersed myself into what was a foreign culture to me 

originally, and then having left it, in order to study it from afar.  I was both a teacher and 

a researcher, so I have a double reality that I have to contend with, as I approach the final 

conclusions that are drawn from both of these perspectives. 
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The second potential source of bias that needs to be addressed is one that is 

associated with the actual field settings in which I was immersed.  Bourdieu would have 

called this dimension the political field, or the social arena in which my practice took 

place.  The concept includes the notions of physical space (such as the boundaries of the 

work-settings that I was employed within), social space (which is defined by the role and 

the rules of the institution), and political forces (which are the interests of the people with 

power, within an organization).     Working in a political field meant that I was 

sometimes expected to act “according to the interests of status or authority, within an 

organization, rather than matters of principle” (McKean, Ed., 2005, p. 1313.).   

In this case, when I speak of a political field, I am referring to a social setting in 

which there were political influences on my decision-making.  I was hired to carry out the 

directives of the public institution in which I was employed.  That meant that I buckled, 

at times, to pressures to perform or act in a certain way, that would complement, support, 

or under-gird the organizational structure to which I belonged.  The specific 

organizations that I worked for therefore represented the social arenas in which I was 

expected to behave, according to the norms of those distinctive social spaces.   

I was hired as a change-agent in the public school system, and therefore derived 

my livelihood, sense of social status, and long-term retirement benefits from participating 

in the „game‟ of School-to-Work reform.  That fact alone was influential, in that I endured 

many years of resource deprivation, hardship, and even ridicule, because I was working 

inside the educational system, so as to maintain my income, and to a certain extent, my 

source of professional identity and pride.  I was rewarded in the system for my 
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participation in the reform movement, in the form of a paycheck, prestige, and 

professional attention. 

Bourdieu refers to the fact that agents of change are “directly implicated in the 

game, and thus, are seen as such.”  This implies that the political nature of the 

relationship between the researcher, the change-agent, and the research activity need to 

be explored, in the context of power relationships that may have existed, that have 

influenced any aspect of the project.  For me to claim that there is no relationship 

between my participation in this research project, and my past, present, and future status 

as an educator would be a falsehood.  My role as teacher, graduate student, and future 

program manager or curriculum developer are intricately intertwined, which creates a 

source of political bias that impacts my research agenda.  

Bourdieu described his notions of field and arena via the metaphor of a ball park.  

When I first stepped up to the plate, to assume a leadership role in the production of 

curriculum materials for my students and colleagues, I was therefore stepping into a 

political game that took place over time in several different social arenas.  To explore the 

bias of political fields, one must explicate the social and political dynamics that were at 

work in the distinctive places in which I was employed, in the context of a field worker in 

the School-to-Work movement.  This exercise allows readers to see the types of social, 

and political pressures I was experiencing.  

Sometimes those social and political expectations put me in conflict with the 

people that I worked with, because the interests of the organization were contrary to my 

own principles.  Other times, however, the expectations represented new ideals that I had 
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never heard about, that I had to adjust to.  There were even times when the political 

expectations caused me to grow in awareness, both personally and professionally, thereby 

altering some of the underlying beliefs that I had previously held to be dear.  These social 

and political influences are therefore examined, to shed light on variables that were 

indeed either hampering or enhancing my ability to develop learning opportunities for 

students.  

The third source of potential bias to be examined is related to the personal 

dispositions or habitus that individual people carry with them at all times.  The concept 

of habitus is similar in nature to the concept of one‟s worldview, one‟s paradigmatic lens, 

or one‟s life-world.   

 “Simply put, habitus focuses on our ways of acting, feeling, thinking and being.  It 

captures how we carry within us our history, how we bring this history into our present 

circumstances, and how we then make choices to act in certain ways and not others” 

(Maton, 2008, p. 52). 

 

The nature of these personal dispositions is based on a set of assumptions (right, 

wrong, or impossible to judge) that people utilize, as they make practical decisions. 

“One needs to control for the values, dispositions, attitudes and perceptions (i.e. the 

habitus) that the researcher brings from his or her social background to the object of 

inquiry. This means cultivating a critical awareness of the social location of the 

researcher (e.g., class origins, race, or gender) in a particular historical context of how 

this background may shape and influence the inquiry.”   

 

My own personal biases are not necessarily discounted, in this exercise, but rather 

acknowledged as influential factors that impact the way I perceive reality and my life‟s 

purpose.   These basic belief structures were built over a lifetime, which has spanned for 

more than a half-century.  These core values are tenets that I personally hold to be dear 

and true, and I will show how they guided many of my curriculum interventions.   
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(C) -  Professional Stance  

 

  I was not a blank slate when I arrived at the threshold of participation in the 

School-to-Work movement.  I had already served in the public school system for several 

years, and had enjoyed a previous work history that was significantly longer.  The life 

experiences that I had accumulated before I responded to the Call to Action influenced 

the creation of certain learning opportunities.  So too, however, did the professional work 

experiences that were accumulated over the course of my actual teaching career, which 

spanned from 1993 until 2007.  When I describe the accumulated effect of all of these life 

experiences on my teaching practice, I am describing my educational philosophy, which 

is both theoretical and pragmatic.  

 These various professional experiences shaped my assumptions about what 

should be taking place in the public school system.  My practical engagement within the 

system, however, shaped my beliefs about what could reasonably be expected, given the 

resource constraints of time, personnel, expertise and resources, specifically in the 

context of what is actually needed inside the classroom.  My combined professional 

experiences, some of which were dedicated to School-to-Work reform, and some of 

which were not, shaped my professional opinions and beliefs, and can thus be cited as the 

source of my professional bias.  People on the outside of the K-12 system can have a 

personal bias about what takes place there, but if they have never been a professional 

educator, then they are not eligible to have a professional stance on the subject.  Only 

insiders to the educational community can claim that privilege, and I do so now.     
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More than a decade of my professional teaching practice was devoted to the 

inclusion or integration of School-to-Work philosophies into the various work 

assignments that I was assigned to perform.  I learned through trial and error what 

worked, what did not, what was considered to be superfluous to other coursework, or 

what could not be accomplished practically, because I myself did not have certain 

knowledge, skills, resources, or aptitudes.  This section of the reflective analysis is 

intended to shed light on my professional stance, specifically, my ideas and assumptions 

about the type of content that should be taught in the curriculum domains in which I am 

licensed and certified, as well as the timing of such activities, and the general goal or 

purpose of such endeavors.   

There were only nine or ten discrete episodes in my life that shaped my thinking 

and that developed my distinctive educational philosophy of what should be occurring 

under my direct supervision.  I cannot speak very well to what other educators can or 

should be doing, because I myself have only a limited amount of expertise, and that 

expertise was derived from the phases of my professional training and work history.  I 

cannot tell you, therefore, what should be included in a law related education class, 

because I have never personally been assigned to teach one.  What I can speak to, 

however, are the professional biases that I carry with me, and I can trace the origin of 

such biases, because I was consciously aware of the points in my personal history in 

which I was required to build curriculum, based on those assumptions and beliefs.  This 

chapter section therefore explores the origins of my professional stance, which guided the 

curriculum endeavors described in this research project.   
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Educational Arena 

 

In the course of conducting an analysis of my professional biases, I was required 

to reflect on the historical origins of my beliefs, related to my own professional 

responsibilities.  My assumptions about what should be taking place in my classrooms 

were guided by only a discrete number of professional development opportunities.  My 

professional biases can be listed, and I can then describe how and why certain educative 

goals were incorporated into my professional practice in the context of this research 

project.     

My first professional bias is in favor of creating learning opportunities for 

students that will raise their awareness of their physical environment.  This bias dovetails 

with my professional training in physical geography and the environmental science 

disciplines.  The origin of my interest in this educational concept (which is integrated into 

both science and social studies standards at the state and national levels), can be traced 

back to a professional workshop that I took in the mid-1990‟s, which was sponsored by 

Arizona Educator‟s Academy for Environmental Education,  and offered at Embry-

Riddle University. 

That workshop shaped my belief that students should be made aware of the fact 

that their own physical surroundings are important to their wellness and well-being.  The 

specific written document that impacted my thinking in this regard, was one of ten goals 

outlined in the Environmental Education Guidelines (Bishop, 1993), which had been 

adopted in Arizona, to guide the development of curriculum materials for the public 

schools.  The goal was that “students will understand that a healthy environment is 
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dependent upon responsible human action.”  The bias that this statement represents can 

be seen in many of my curriculum activities, and certainly in those that were created for 

the Valley Visions projects. 

The expectation is that students can and should learn how to manage themselves 

in a physical environment that is in constant flux.  One‟s immediate surroundings, 

whether they are in the home, classroom, school-yard, neighborhood, or greater 

community, are to be understood, managed, respected, and pro-actively protected.  It is 

an environmental ethic that I teach and try to model.  Students are expected to share the 

responsibility for protecting their own immediate environment from degradation and 

toxicity, whether that notion is meant literally (in a physical sense), or figuratively (in a 

social one).  

This concept has been taught in every class that I have ever been assigned to 

teach, in the context of creating a learning environment that is clean, safe, and healthy.  

By that I mean that I expect students to care for the physical and social spaces in which 

they are immersed, as a matter of personal and social concern.  A healthy environment 

for one child is likely to be a healthy environment for another child.   

I believe and teach that we should not foul our own nests. Students are expected 

to behave in a way that they are not harming each other or the physical artifacts within 

their environment, so that their physical space is one that everybody looks forward to 

returning to each day. That means that the learning environment and school climate have 

to be welcoming, aesthetically pleasing, and pleasant places for education to occur.  I 

believe that all social actors within a community share this responsibility.  This is a 
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professional bias, as well as a personal one, and it never ceases to amaze me how many 

people are not aware of this concept, when I first introduce it as an ethical value.   

The second professional bias that I have is that students should be taught how to 

become more actively engaged in the learning process.  I believe that they should be 

taught how to set learning goals for themselves, which will allow them to progress 

beyond the minimal graduation expectations imposed upon them by local, state, and 

national governing bodies.  By actively engaged, I mean that students should take the 

initiative to learn what is expected of them in the adult-generated maze of educational 

requirements.  They should also take personal responsibility and concrete action, in 

educational and career decision-making processes that impact their future earning power.  

Students can be taught to see the meaning behind course sequencing, the relevance of 

certain programs of study, and the correlation to their own potential career destinations.  

This concept is seen in the way that I structured my career-education curriculum.    

I learned these notions in the CCBG (Comprehensive Competency-Based 

Guidance Program Standards) (ASCA, 2011), which were adopted by Arizona counselors 

in the late 1990‟s, and taught to me in a graduate school program that was related to my 

school administration licenses.  The coursework introduced me to a variety of career-

education theories, but the concept that “stuck” in my professional awareness, was the 

need to show students what their options were, so that the students could make informed 

decisions that were relevant to their own aspirations and goals. Students can theoretically 

navigate more efficiently through the public school system, if they know where the 
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pathways of learning are taking them.  This will then allow them to take advantage of the 

discrete learning opportunities that are available to them inside the system.   

The idea of keeping students actively engaged in the classroom was also 

reinforced in the writings of John Dewey, who promoted the concepts of active and 

experiential learning (Dewey, 1938).  He also advocated the inclusion of exposing 

students to productive occupations as part of their educational plan (Dewey, 1915). 

Dewey‟s ideas influenced my thinking, in that he too was concerned that schooling could 

become an artificial construct with few, if any practical connections to adult society.  

Dewey promoted the idea of making the curriculum relevant to broader societal 

endeavors, since the students were going to be expected to survive on their own, beyond 

their public school experiences.   

Providing students with opportunities to be active in the learning process, 

especially in the context of developing certain skills and attitudes, was also introduced to 

me in the context of my graduate school training, in the context of the master‟s degree 

that I obtained in science curriculum development.  I was introduced to the work of C.E. 

Roth (1992), who expanded on the previous work of Benjamin Bloom (1956), to describe 

the domains of learning that would ensure that students were moved forward, by applying 

an „awareness to action‟ model of instructional lesson planning.  By that I mean that 

Roth added a fourth domain (practical action), to the three domains (cognitive, affective, 

and psycho-motor), which are traditionally associated with Bloom.  Roth contended that 

students should be provided with opportunities to apply what they learned, via activities 

that utilized the first three domains of learning.  This meant that teachers were 
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encouraged to develop action-oriented field tasks that would allow students to 

demonstrate physically what they had learned, why they had bothered to do so, and how 

they were able to accomplish their learning tasks, and an example of a practical 

application of such knowledge.  Action-oriented or project-based learning is therefore an 

instructional approach that I believe in, and one that is evident in the „authentic activities‟ 

I created during my practice.   

A third professional bias that I have is in favor of well-structured technical, 

vocational, and occupational training experiences.  I personally benefited economically, 

by taking formal vocational coursework (including classes in accounting, automotive 

technology, business systems, computer programming, drafting, engineering, industrial 

technology, systems analysis, upholstery, and woodworking), over the course of my 

academic career.   While John Dewey advocated for the inclusion of „occupations‟ in the 

curriculum, he did not specifically advocate in favor of vocational education, per se.  

Such education was only being institutionalized in our nation for the first time, when 

Dewey reached mid-career (Kliebard, 1999).  I will go out on a limb now, and profess 

that I personally received and benefited from formal vocational training, in high school, 

military trade schools, industry-related educational experiences, and even university-

based instruction.  I am not an opponent, therefore, of vocational education.   

“The „occupations‟ that became such a crucial part of the curriculum of the Laboratory 

School were not occupations that in any sense prepared students for earning a living.  

Typical occupations included raising a pair of sheep, building a clubhouse, and growing 

and preparing food.  Dewey was not preparing children to become shepherds, in the 

middle of Chicago or, for that matter, woodworkers or farmers or chefs”  (Ibid, p.232).   

 

Likewise, when I taught my students to build cars that ran on solar panels, or to 

build birdhouses from scrap lumber and other readily-available resources, I was not 
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expecting them to go on to become engineers, architects, or members of the building 

trades.  I was introducing the students to the concept of using their bodies and minds to 

create useful things.  But as a direct result of having experienced ridicule, during the 

course of my university training, related to my personal path, in and out of the workforce, 

and in and out of various post-secondary settings, I am very familiar with the paradigm 

dominance of the academic domain, which frequently prioritizes the Western Liberal 

Tradition of education over Vocationalism.  I cannot ignore the practical reality that 

students need to support themselves too frequently before they graduate.  I am a firm 

believer in providing opportunities for industry-recognized hard-skills training, if at all 

feasible, before students find themselves to be unemployed, homeless, or desperate.     

Fourth, I have a professional bias in favor of incorporating developmental 

philosophies into my thinking and practice.  I was influenced by several courses I took, in 

order to earn a specialized teaching certificate related to middle school philosophies.  

While admittedly a teacher that stresses academic learning, I also respect the need to be 

cognizant of the limitations that children have, related to learning, which may be 

associated with their particular developmental phase.  I was introduced to the idea that 

students cannot always grasp certain concepts, yet, because their brains have not yet 

developed to that capacity.   

Nobody would expect a three year old to be able to fly an airplane, and yet we 

sometimes pressure students to grasp concepts that their brains cannot yet handle.  

Cognitive development is sometimes associated with one‟s developmental phase, and 

there are certain concepts that the human brain cannot handle before a child is an 
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adolescent.  I had the opportunity to participate in some short research activities, which 

demonstrated to me that not every adolescent is yet built to understand mathematical and 

geographical concepts that require the ability to think in certain spatial abstracts.  That 

awareness was illustrated when I asked students to draw certain concepts related to two-

dimensional and three-dimensional thinking.  Students, that could not manage the 

assigned tasks in seventh grade, could frequently do so with ease, by the ninth or tenth 

grade.   

The fifth professional bias that I have is that I prefer to teach high school students, 

rather than middle school students.  That bias is also associated with developmental 

considerations.  Younger adolescents, for example, are biologically just maturing into 

their adult physical forms.  That renders them moody and in physical pain, at times.  The 

older adolescent is poised and ready to explore the adult work-world, so they are much 

more interested in some of the concepts that I teach in my curriculum.  Work-based 

learning is designed for the older adolescent, so I have a professional bias in favor taking 

older students into actual real-world settings.   

Furthermore, the older kids are more sophisticated in their thinking, and more 

likely to be questioning, probing, and even challenging to me.  I prefer a relationship with 

students that allows for a direct conversational tone.  I like that dynamic, much more than 

the dynamic in a middle-school classroom, where I am expected to be less direct.  The 

middle school students also still seem to think that they have eons to grasp what I am 

teaching, while the high school students are more likely to feel a sense of urgency to 

learn my curriculum.  From a psycho-social development perspective, the older students 
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are more self-aware than their younger colleagues, which makes career-education an 

easier task. 

The sixth professional bias that I have is that I believe that pro-active moral 

education should be included in the public school curriculum.  I was asked professionally 

to serve as an „administrative designee‟ at one school campus, which put me in a situation 

where I witnessed students struggling to make morally responsible decisions, given 

extreme circumstances in which they felt pushed to the edge.  I was taught that the word 

discipline means “to teach better.”  I do not personally mind the role of school 

disciplinarian, except that in my experience, the reactive stance to individual scenarios 

seemed inefficient.  Furthermore, when I did serve in that capacity, it was a factor that 

sometimes competed with my primary role as a School-to-Work program coordinator.  It 

was awkward to be assigned the role of disciplining children, while simultaneously then 

having to write their letters of reference for upcoming job opportunities.   

Morally, the older adolescent has new peer pressures that are sometimes 

potentially life-threatening, such as the pressures to drink and drive, become sexually 

active, engage in gang-activities, and/or to become actively involved in the illegal drug 

trade.   In that context, I am therefore obliged to acknowledge that these types of issues 

were difficult for me, at times, because I was a biology teacher, and felt the moral 

obligation to develop lessons in this regard, which sometimes conflicted with my 

preference to be working on the School-to-Work curriculum.  As a curriculum specialist, I 

would have liked to have had the professional time to develop better lessons in anti-
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bullying, sex education, nutrition, self-advocacy, and refusal skills.  These could have 

been incorporated into a freshman-level health and wellness class. 

My bias, therefore, is that I believe that such concepts should be delivered in a 

pro-active manner, rather than in a reactive response.  I have an interest in moral, 

character, and citizenship education that stems from my teaching assignments as a health 

educator, my involvement in community-based action projects, and my affiliation with 

the faith-based community.  I have been trained professionally to understand educational 

law, the rights of citizens in a democratic society, and the need to find non-violent routes 

to conflict resolution.  These aptitudes were used daily in my practice, and I have a 

definite professional bias in favor of working towards building learning communities 

where these values are addressed. 

 

Work History Before Teaching 

 

 My work history outside of the educational arena was an influential factor in the 

development of many of the learning opportunities that I developed for my students, 

later.  My professional stance was therefore influenced by the technical, business, and 

occupational skills that I had earned, which frequently complemented my teaching 

assignments.  It is entirely possible that I was able to assume the various leadership roles 

that I did, in the context of the School-to-Work movement, because I had verifiable work 

experiences and skills that were derived from employment situations that were outside of 

the public school system.   I have included a brief synopsis of that work-history, so that 

readers can trace the origins of some of my professional biases. 
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Military Service and Training 

 

 My professional career started with military service.  Unlike my peers, I was not 

interested in my college studies right after high school, and dropped out of the university 

that I was attending at the time, to join the Arizona Air National Guard.  I was barely 

twenty years old.  I was not fully aware of what military service would be like, since 

nobody else in my family had ever enlisted before me.  I confess that I was attracted to 

the concept of joining the military because I believed the sales pitch that was given to me 

by the local recruiter.  He promised me an adventure, and in retrospect he was correct.  I 

have photographs to prove that I was once a Staff Sergeant.  That period of my life was 

significant to this project because I was given the privileged opportunity to attend a very 

well-structured technical training program related to the environmental sciences, which 

was offered through the Community College of the Air Force.   

The instructional delivery model offered in the military technical school 

combined both academic and vocational elements.  Certain concepts were taught via 

lecture, while others were taught through hands-on laboratory and workshop experiences. 

I took vocational classes related to mechanical and electrical systems, where I was 

exposed to the concepts of industrial technology.  I learned how to tear apart pumps and 

motors and then how to rebuild them again.  I also learned how to repair leaky plumbing 

systems, to replace them if necessary, and how to take dirty water and make it clean 

again.  I simultaneously took academic classes in hydrology, geology, and chemistry, to 

learn theoretical models of earth science.  This is where I learned how to conduct certain 
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field tests, including biological and chemical analysis of water and soils.   I also learned 

how to operate an M-16 rifle. 

The program led to certification in the State of Arizona in the fields of Water and 

Wastewater Treatment Technologies.  Although I am no longer licensed in these areas, I 

did carry the certificates up until the year 2004.  It was these industry-sponsored 

credentials that allowed me to become a licensed vocational educator here in Arizona, in 

both Industrial Technology and Cooperative Workplace Learning.  I worked as a 

“weekend warrior” in the Arizona Air National Guard for six years, serving in the 

capacity of Environmental Support Technician for most of my tenure, but also as a Liquid 

Fuels Systems Maintenance Specialist later, when I needed a change.  So it was through 

my military service that I was first exposed to the construct of industry-related 

occupational training programs, state certification systems, and the need to be both 

current and flexible, so as to adapt to the every-changing work environment. 

 

Civil Engineering Construction Team 

 

The weekend military position put me in the right place at the right time when a 

full-time civilian job was advertised within the civil engineering group to which I was 

assigned.  The full time job was for a facilities maintenance technician, and the 

requirements included knowing how to run a number of machines located in the 

carpentry shop.  As it happens, I took woodworking classes in high school, having been 

one of the few young women who had managed to matriculate into vocational shop 

courses, against prevailing social attitudes at the time.  I literally had to petition to get 

into those classes, as girls were actively discouraged from considering any type of 
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coursework that did not lead directly to either secretarial service or college. Girls were 

not expected to enter the trades.  I found out later that my parents had persuaded the 

school counselor to allow me into the first class. I ended up taking several more industrial 

arts classes in high school, but my favorite one was woodworking.     

So when the colonel who was in charge of the hiring decision interviewed me for 

the new job opening, I mentioned to him that I had experience with machines similar to 

the ones he had in the shop.  I don‟t think he believed me.   In the middle of the interview 

he insisted that I show him what I knew.  So we went back to the carpentry shop and I 

proceeded to name every machine on the floor, one by one (table saw, radial arms saw, 

band saw, planer, jointer, etc.).  Then I went and got some scrap lumber out of the waste 

can, and told him what I was going to do with it. I put on a pair of safety glasses, and then 

started to cut a scrolled piece out of the scrap, using the band saw.  I got the job.   

I was assigned a variety of tasks over the next few years, often working directly 

under journeymen in the various trades.  For years I was the only female on the team.  

My favorite assignment was working with the electrician, who was an elderly gentleman 

with grown children of his own, all young women about  my age.  He taught me how to 

do basic interior wiring, and trusted me to wire an entire auditorium, under his verbal 

direction.  I also learned how to use a pneumatic paint sprayer, how to lay bricks, how to 

stucco exterior walls, and how to frame an interior wall.  To this day I use these skills at 

home, and have been moderately successful in renovating and selling houses that I have 

remodeled either by myself or with my husband.   
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My favorite duty (besides wiring) was also my primary responsibility, the one I 

had gone to school for.  I was in charge of the drinking water system on base, as well as 

the industrial systems used to separate oils from water. I was required to perform 

maintenance tasks on pumps and motors, but more frequently, to conduct the necessary 

chemical analyses that demonstrated compliance with local and state regulations related 

to water and effluent quality.  My tasks were to prove that the water was clean and safe to 

drink, and to demonstrate that the wastewater system was operating at peak capacity, 

without spilling pollutants into the surrounding groundwater table.  Another one of my 

assigned duties was to drive the garbage truck each day, which my students think is 

funny. I have to say, however, that in my youth I was lithe, nimble, and athletic.  The job 

was physically arduous, but I was young and healthy, and I enjoyed the workout.  

Throughout the years that I served as a technician on the civil engineering team I learned 

how to do all sorts of interesting tasks.  I can drive a forklift, run a backhoe, and operate a 

front-end loader.  I confess that even today I have a certain fondness for toy trucks, 

despite the social expectations that I shouldn‟t. 

There were three job duties that I performed frequently back then, that I now 

recognize (in retrospect) were instrumental in building my professional confidence to 

teach others.  The first job was as a Work Order Control Specialist, a temporary job that 

was assigned to me when a supervisor required an extended medical absence.  I was 

responsible for organizing the work tasks of other people, by taking work orders from 

customers on base, and then dividing the work load amongst my peers.  I found the role 
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very rewarding, and considered myself to be very good at it.  I volunteered to do it 

whenever there was a need for extra coverage.   

The second duty that I was assigned to do frequently (that I enjoyed very much) 

was writing evaluation reports that were due to various regulatory agencies.  Most had to 

do with my assigned task as an environmental support technician on the civil engineering 

team, but occasionally there would be other reports that needed to be written that were 

only loosely related to my assigned tasks.   I was tapped on the shoulder frequently to 

help in that regard, and I never shied away from the professional task of writing technical 

reports.  One report that I wrote allowed the base to be established as a pilot site for the 

newly adopted Resource, Recovery and Conservation Act when the federal law was 

newly established in the late 1970‟s.  I received the Arizona Airman of the Year Award in 

1980 for those efforts, and shook the hand of Bruce Babbitt, who was the Governor of 

Arizona at the time.  

Finally, I was routinely asked by my supervisors to provide tutorial services to 

others on our team who were required to get the same licenses that I had obtained, but 

who had not had the opportunity to go through the intensive technical training program 

that I had been privileged to take.  It was frequently required for our people to be cross-

trained in several areas, because we were, after all, a combat unit.  So the requirement 

was for us to each have as many skills as possible, just in case one of our colleagues was 

killed in action.  So I was asked frequently to provide the technical training required for 

some of the basic health, safety, and industrial hygiene courses required in our various 

careers.  I therefore designed a series of short workshops for my peers, and taught basic 
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mathematics and science concepts to those people struggling to pass portions of the state 

licensure exams. 

The entire time that I worked for the State of Arizona in that capacity I was 

earning retirement benefits that I am enjoying today.  I was introduced to the building 

trades and received on-the-job training from licensed journeymen.  I might have finished 

my career there, except that my direct supervisor on weekends (another “weekend 

warrior”) had just taken a new job with a computer technology firm, which was in the 

process of building a new manufacturing facility on the outskirts of town.  He told me 

that they were going to have their own wastewater treatment plant, and he asked me to 

apply for the job.  

The opportunity to change my employment situation came out of the blue, and if I 

am honest, I dragged my feet because I did not have sufficient confidence that I could run 

such a large plant.  My military supervisor kept hounding me until I got up the courage to 

submit the job application packet.  I was interviewed and then subsequently hired for the 

job. So my vocational education classes in high school led to my first civilian job.  The 

technical skills learned in the military training courses allowed me to earn specialized 

occupational certificates. Those specialized occupational certificates, along with 

corresponding skill sets and work experiences, led to my being hired in private industry.  

The work-order control tasks, the occupational training responsibilities, and the technical 

writing assignments were experiences that provided the transferable skills that I still use 

today. 
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Private Industry 

 

When I left my full time civilian job at the Air National Guard base, I was still 

assigned there on weekends, as a reservist obligated to military service.  It was 

peacetime, however, so my civilian career in private industry was not disrupted, as it 

might be today.   The job that I secured in the civilian sector was that of a full-time 

environmental technician, assigned to run a domestic wastewater treatment plant that had 

just come into service, as the manufacturing plant was under construction.  I worked with 

a young man who had worked previously at the county wastewater system, and together 

we “manned” the operation of the plant, which ran twenty-four hours a day.  That meant 

a certain amount of shift work, which he and I shared.  There were many hours spent the 

first couple of years working overtime, to work out the kinks of the new operating 

system.  I managed to complete a number of classes at the University that were directly 

related to my day job, and to complete a sequence of licensure exams to allow me to 

maximize my status. 

 My primary responsibilities were to maintain the domestic wastewater system, 

which consisted of a number of large tanks, as well as a sewerage system that was 

comprised of miles of plumbing, a series of lift stations, and the corresponding matrix of 

valves, meters, and electronic controls.  There was a mechanic assigned to help me with 

the larger equipment who taught me over the years how to repair most of it, and an 

electronic technician who taught me a great deal on the job as well.  But most days I was 

left alone to operate the plant, meaning that I had to perform daily micro-biological and 

chemical analyses to ensure that the bio-chemical process was running smoothly.  For 
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several years I worked in the plant all by myself, when the other fellow was called into 

service elsewhere in the organization.  What I liked about the job was that it was 

technically demanding, and very dynamic.  You never knew from day to day what 

problems would occur.  Given that my fellow “workers” at the place were pools and 

pools of microbes, one never knew when they would be sick or sluggish, or when their 

population was too great or too small.  It was intellectually stimulating, and I was forced 

to problem-solve routinely.  I was intimidated at first, but over the years I mastered the 

job, and eventually even became bored with it.    

 Once the manufacturing buildings had been constructed on site, the company 

decided to build a large industrial wastewater treatment plant to accommodate the wastes 

that would be generated in the new manufacturing plant and corresponding research and 

development laboratories.  I was invited to join the team of people who would be 

assigned to help get the new plant up and running.  I had not previously received any 

formal training on industrial wastewater treatment systems, but I had taken hydrology 

and engineering classes at the university, and had experience with the smaller domestic 

wastewater plant.  A new employee took over my old job, and I signed on as the midnight 

shift operator for the industrial wastewater plant.  One of the reasons that I took the 

midnight shift was so that I could take classes at the university by day.  The job was 

fascinating, and most of our training was conducted by the external vendors who had sold 

us the various system components.  It was a new design, a very complex system, and one 

that was displayed frequently as model of technological excellence.  Behind the scenes, 

of course, the system was not always wholly coordinated, and individual components of 
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the process would frequently fail.  Those of us responsible for operating the system often 

had to scramble, innovate, and solve problems as they emerged.  But we managed to keep 

the equipment functional and the water flowing in the right direction. 

My daily duties included taking soil and water samples, checking on machinery, 

and making adjustments to processes as appropriate, to ensure that the system was 

functioning as a coordinated whole.  The new plant was staffed by six or seven full-time 

employees assigned to the facilities maintenance department.  We had additional 

technical support that was provided at times by people working in another branch of plant 

services.  They were responsible for keeping the boilers and chillers operating on site, 

and had mechanical and technical skills.  During their peak maintenance periods we were 

assigned to work with them.  They were the technical experts, and we were their extra 

hands.  During our peak periods, or when our system had become disrupted due to the 

changes in the manufacturing line, their workers came to help us out.  So even though we 

were in two different departments, we worked together frequently enough that we 

appreciated each others‟ respective skills and expertise. 

 The industrial wastewater plant experienced numerous changes over the next few 

years, as the original design was not delivering as anticipated.  We were all working at 

peak capacity, and were stretched to our physical and technical limits.  The physical plant 

was demanding more from all of us (operators, engineers, lab technicians, and managers) 

than we could handle.  So somebody suggested that we needed to hire some temporary 

workers to help with the work load until we could find an appropriate engineering 

solution.  My manager approached me and asked if I would be willing to supervise some 
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student interns from the local community college, who were taking classes in water and 

wastewater treatment, but who had no other means through which to gain their practical 

knowledge and experience.  I already knew the professor, because I had routinely given 

tours of the wastewater facility to cohorts of his students.  So I said yes. 

 For the next three years I organized a technical training program at work for 

students from the local community college, in partnership with a professor who was in 

charge of the vocational and academic instruction.  I developed a technical curriculum 

that I delivered to students who were paid as interns to be my hired help.  I taught them 

every task that I myself performed, and designed an incremental training program that 

gradually infused them into our small workforce.  They started with routine jobs, and 

then were exposed to increasingly complex tasks, including solving technical problems as 

they arose.  I kept their training plans and records in order, and tutored those preparing to 

take state certification exams.  

Those experiences were the ones that helped me decide later to become a full time 

educator.  I loved the role of teacher and trainer even more than the role of direct 

supervisor, although I had done both.  I was never bored on that job.  It was fun.  It was 

physically and intellectually demanding, and was technically very complex.  Adding the 

dimension of being a teacher, responsible for the occupational training of other people, 

was by far the most rewarding aspect of the job.  But the plant difficulties were 

eventually solved by external engineering consultants, and the demand for extra labor 

disappeared.  Over time the internship program was deemed to be unnecessary from the 

company‟s perspective, so it gradually dissolved.  In the meantime, changes in my 
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personal life required me to abandon my night shift work, and to find a day job.  I took 

employment in the environmental laboratory that we had on site, and spent the next few 

years conducting biological and chemical analyses of the waste treatment processes full 

time.  I learned many new laboratory techniques on the job, under the supervision of a 

woman who had college degrees in microbiology and soil science. 

I might have stayed in that position for several more years, except that I fell in 

love with one of my co-workers, and indeed married him.  It turns out that the 

corporation had a rule against people who were married working in the same department.  

I was called into my manager‟s office right before the wedding, and informed of the 

company‟s “anti-nepotism” policy.  What is interesting in retrospect is that this happened 

to several other young brides in the organization.  Not once were the grooms called in to 

their managers‟ offices for the same chat.  I know because we all compared notes with 

each other.  My manager showed me a list of jobs that were open on site, and there was 

one called “PC Systems Analyst” that I pointed to, because I naively thought that the title 

referred to Personal Computers, which had just been invented, and which I had mastered.  

I interviewed and got the job, but then learned that PC meant Production Control, a 

branch of the manufacturing systems hierarchy.   

It was the best job I ever had (before or since), so I can hardly claim foul now.  I 

was sent to programming school to learn how to do my job, but then settled into a very 

happy three years as a systems analyst within the World Trade Scheduling Department.  

My job was to help coordinate the machine order control system, along with ten or twelve 

other people on the team.  Orders were placed by salesmen in the field, some of whom 
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worked overseas.  Our department made sure that the ordering process ran smoothly, and 

we kept track of the records for machines and spare parts for the machines ordered from 

the manufacturing plant.  I worked closely with the manufacturing, shipping, and supply 

analysts on site, and was called upon frequently to provide in-house technical training to 

new personnel.  But my favorite aspect of the job was that it involved communications 

with people all over the world.  We had a version of the internet that pre-dated civilian 

technologies by a decade.  I therefore had e-mail correspondence with members of the 

IBM sales force world wide.  I loved the job, and received considerable education and 

training in computer technology, as it existed at that time.    

People always ask me why I left the job that I loved so much.  I left because the 

plant was closed down in 1989, and I was given a very generous buy-out package to walk 

away amicably.  As much as I loved my job, I could see the distinct advantage to 

accepting two years‟ worth of pay plus a generous re-education and training bonus, at a 

time when I was struggling with the demands of motherhood and full time employment.  

I took the money and took advantage of the opportunity to return to school at a more 

leisurely pace.  When I sought full time employment again, it was within the public 

school system, so as to utilize my new degree.    

People have also asked me if I regret leaving industry.  Yes, I regret the loss of 

the bigger paycheck, overtime benefits, medical insurance, retirement benefits, and the 

opportunities for continued-education, paid for by my former employer.   But the trade-

off was that I could raise my own child, and not rely on other people to provide his moral 

guidance and nurturance.  Raising my son was the one job that I cherished most in life.  
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(D) - Political Forces 

The second task of the participant objectivation exercise is to explore the political 

dimension of the social spaces in which I was involved in the School-to-Work movement.  

By political dimension, I mean to explore the forces that I felt consciously, related to the 

types of attitudes and adjustments to my own way of thinking, that were exerted either 

subtly, via social pressures, or even mandated, through the policies that governed the 

organizations in which I worked. 

“The task consists in grasping a hidden reality which veils itself by unveiling itself, 

which offers itself to observers only in the anecdotal form of the interaction that conceals 

it {emphasis added}” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 256). 

 

I was not consciously aware of many of the written policies that guided any of the 

school-districts I was employed for, because I rarely bothered to read the employee 

handbooks or policy documents, which were frequently housed in the district offices, 

which I rarely visited.  I do remember that in one district, the district policy manual was 

bound into bright, cardinal red binders, which spanned two full feet across the 

superintendent‟s bookshelf.  It was an intimidating series of documents, and the 

expectation to learn what was inside of them was too daunting a task for me to tackle, 

both then and now. Two of the three school districts that I worked for employed their 

own lawyers, so I suppose that they were the „experts‟ on their districts‟ written policies, 

not me.    

I will be describing scenarios in which I was aware that I was out of step with 

local mores for social behavior.  These scenarios were chosen, because they were 

recollections that did impact my ability to perform my job well.  The Bourdieuian 
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concept of field implies that the social setting in which one is doing their work is, quite 

naturally, a social arena in which there will be conflicts of interest, because the players 

are all vying competitively for limited resources and limited professional opportunities 

for gain and recognition.  So the Bourdieuian notion of political field implies that the 

social actors, who are employed within a given setting, are competitors or allies in the 

game that they are participating in (Thomson, 2008, p. 67). 

I will explore the political field and forces that I was aware of, that influenced my 

ability to develop learning activities in each of the distinctive social arenas in which I was 

actively involved in the reform movement.  I will start in the work-setting that I was 

already immersed in for three years, before the School-to-Work movement came to our 

attention.  I will then describe the socio-political dynamics that influenced my decisions, 

related to my participation in the reform over time.  The scenarios that I describe are 

meant to illustrate specific examples of human interaction that were recorded in my 

conscious memory as either pleasant or unpleasant interactions that guided me in a 

particular direction.  By revealing some of the social dynamics that I experienced and 

remembered, I am illuminating hidden variables that impacted my work.  The collection 

of my memories may look pre-reflexive; they are actually organized in such a way to 

provide justification for my claims that these incidents were forces that I had to contend 

with.  They took their toll over time, because some of the human interactions were 

exhausting for me.  I did not create the social arenas in which I was immersed, but I did 

my very best to improve them, given the limitations of my ability to change the behaviors 

of myself and others.  
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Bourdieu warns us that people who read our reflexive work may not understand 

fully the importance of what it is we are trying to illustrate. 

 
“A scientifically constructed account of a familiar social world is likely to be read 

nonreflexively and interpreted as insider practices of gossip, insult and slander, anecdote, 

intuition and ad hominem” (Bourdieu, 1988, as presented by Swartz, 1997, p. 279).  

  

 The following pages reveal a systematic analysis of the socio-political forces that 

were at work in my practice.  Each of the short anecdotes that were drawn from my 

conscious memory have been placed within the framework of the research question.  

Readers are encouraged to reflect with me, on the nature of the conflicts that are revealed, 

so that they can see too, the patterns that emerged, many of which can be correlated to 

aspects of my personal and professional dispositions that were influencing my ability to 

navigate successfully in some social circles, and less so, in others.  There are structural 

elements of each social setting that are illuminated in the telling of each short story.  

Readers are encouraged to look for the key themes that emerged consistently from this 

data set, which would have remained obscured, if it were not for Bourdieu‟s invitation to 

look back at one‟s practice, to admit the political forces that were at work there.   

 

Asteroid Middle School 

 

If my memory serves me well, then I was most significantly influenced by the 

empowerment concepts that were embedded in the original policy.  Although I did not 

agree with every tenet of the reform, I can state emphatically that I believed our public 

school system to be charged morally with the responsibility for making sure that every 

citizen in the nation had the equal opportunity to climb the rungs of economic success.  I 
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was motivated to help students to reach their God-given potential, so that they would not 

wonder, at the end of their lives, if they could have spent their time and energies more 

productively.  I was not interested as much in the competitive race for global economic 

supremacy, as I was interested in the idea of teaching students how to reach their own 

individual life goals and objectives.  

Later in this chapter I will reveal how and why that is, but for now, I will 

explicate some of the particular dynamics that were at work, which influenced my ability 

to develop learning activities that I deemed to be significant, but that others did not.  At 

the middle school setting, there were a number of activities that were proposed, but they 

were never explored further, because they were perceived to be too academic in nature.  I 

had proposed, for example, that we replace certain activities that were considered to be 

relevant for an adolescent‟s social development, with ones that might impact their 

cognitive development instead.  The younger adolescent is extremely vulnerable to peer-

pressure, as they transition from the comfort of knowing a single teacher who is in charge 

of their education all day long, to a situation in which they are now faced with multiple 

teachers, who frequently present new and conflicting expectations for school 

performance.  Furthermore, the younger secondary students in middle school are now 

bombarded with social pressures to conform to existing expectations for their schooling, 

some of which are not necessarily designed with their interests, aptitudes, or capabilities 

in mind.  There are on-going debates in society about what we should be teaching our 

students.   
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I have a particular bias in favor of a rigorous, yet active curriculum, which 

engages people in activities that will direct them towards their inevitable transition out of 

the K-12 system.  My bias is based on a number of personal experiences, to be described 

briefly in an upcoming chapter sub-section, but that bias clashed with the political climate 

of the first school in which I became engaged in the School-to-Work debate.  I had been 

in trouble at that school, for suggesting (very seriously), that learning opportunities such 

as the “Yo-Yo Club” were inappropriate, in that they allowed for preciously sparse 

resources to be spent on an activity that may have been fun, but that was of dubious 

value, in terms of building one‟s cognitive assets.    

Additionally, I had been in trouble for suggesting that our students be held 

accountable for certain behaviors that I felt were inappropriate and egregiously unfair to 

certain members of the student population.  When one group of boys, for example, had 

chosen to bring metal chains to school, and fashioned them into weapons that terrorized 

other students, I was reminded that as a teacher, I did not have the status or clout to 

influence an administrator‟s decisions about how those boys would be disciplined.  I felt 

the political ramifications of asking my administrative team, in a community forum that 

was extremely public, why the same boys who had terrorized their classmates were 

allowed to return to school the following day, and why they had not received a stricter 

disciplinary penalty for their violent behaviors.   

I was socially ostracized by some members of the faculty, and turned down for a 

number of leadership positions that I had applied for.  I experienced name-calling in this 

social environment, including being called a fascist, by some of my female colleagues. 
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One administrator breezily dismissed my genuine disgust with the situation, explaining 

that we had “philosophical differences” as educators, and that my views were inferior to 

his.  The assumption was that his views represented the majority perspective or reigning 

paradigm of the teaching community, and that I was socially ignorant.      

One group of teachers in this setting literally cornered me behind my desk one 

day, to let me know, in gang-like behavior, that I had over-stepped my bounds, when I 

rewarded children for significant academic progress.  They were perturbed that I would 

favor the children‟s expectancy for the promised reward, over the adults‟ territorial „right‟ 

to control the social space where the soda machines were located.  They literally 

surrounded me, and violated my personal space, when they threatened my physically, by 

pushing me back into a corner, from which I could not escape.  The other educators were 

all women.  I had experienced such behaviors in the past, when I served in the United 

States Air Force, and was similarly accosted by an angry mob, perturbed that I had asked 

them to help me clean up our shared lavatory facility.   

Jealousies in the ranks amongst educators were one of the reasons that I had 

difficulties in implementing portions of the School-to-Work movement.  During the first 

year of the grant cycle, there were a number of educators who were honestly too busy to 

assume a new role.  I respected that, and relied heavily on the volunteer nature of the way 

in which the original proposal had been structured.  But during the course of the 

experience that year, a number of professional educators indicated to me that they were 

jealous that I had assumed and been paid for the leadership position, feeling that they too 

were entitled to more money, because they too had donated time for their various 
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projects.  They were miffed that the money was not distributed equally amongst the 

players in the field, feeling that they had been cheated.  

Serious ramifications can take place in an educator‟s life, if they buck the status 

quo or complain about institutional expectations, even if their complaints would be 

judged by outsiders to be perfectly sane and rational.  I will give a very succinct example 

of that, based on my own personal experience at that first school.  A child showed up in 

the middle of the school year that had a severe case of mental retardation, as well as a 

physical handicap.  She was relegated to a wheelchair, and for all practical 

considerations, was immobile.   

She could not speak, read, or write, and was attended to by a non-certified 

member of the school‟s staff, who decided in the middle of one of my lessons, to lift the 

child out of her wheelchair, and to place her on the floor of the classroom, so that she 

could conduct a pseudo-physical therapy routine, in front of the rest of the class.  The 

child‟s legs were rotated in large circles, exposing the child‟s naked legs and underwear.   

My lesson was immediately interrupted, as the other twenty-eight students were 

distracted by the needs of one child.  I was horrified, that one little girl‟s fanny was now 

on display, while twenty-eight able-bodied students were not receiving a sound science 

lesson.  To complain about such a situation, pits the special education staff against an 

academic teacher.  The laws are not always in the favor of the majority‟s concerns.  I was 

clearly aware of that political dynamic and conundrum, when I brought the situation to 

the attention of the school‟s administration.  The child never returned to my class.   
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The presuppositions of the federal policy stated emphatically that educators, not 

business people, were to be in charge of organizing the events that would constitute 

„learning opportunities‟ that could better prepare students for entering adult business 

enterprises.  The irony here is that the policy pre-supposes that members of the 

educational community would know how to do this.  The doxa, or “the unquestioned 

shared belief”  (Deer, 2008a, p. 121) of the policy-makers was that teachers would and 

could develop learning opportunities that were, by nature, preparing students to enter a 

world that the educators themselves may never have lived in.  When I joined the middle 

school staff, it was after a semester of student teaching on the same campus.  Another 

example of the political climate of the time nearly cost me my teaching practice in that 

district. 

I had served in the capacity of student-teacher in the middle school for an entire 

semester.  As my teaching program was being completed, I applied for a full-time 

teaching position at the same school, since it was geographically located in the same 

neighborhood where I was a home owner.  I had been assigned to shadow a social studies 

teacher, who was well-respected on campus, although recently hired.  She taught a cohort 

of students, who were learning the same concepts that I was teaching too.  I had 

developed a hands-on activity, in which the students were encouraged to draw a map of 

the world on a three-dimensional punching ball.   

The activity was accomplished over a several-day period of time, but started with 

the need for the students to blow up their balloon-like structure, so as to prepare the three-

dimensional art medium onto which they would draw their map.  I observed a couple of 
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seventh grade boys laughing hysterically, and obviously off-task, so I studied them for a 

moment.  They were putting their tongues in and out of their mouths, and them rubbing 

their tongues on the insides of their cheek cavities, making the outer skin of their faces 

bulge, in response to their machinations.    

Their behavior was curious enough to draw me closer to the scene.  I overhead 

one little boy saying “blow, Francesca, blow” (her name changed herein, for obvious 

reasons), as she struggled to get the balloon inflated.  The boys were laughing so hard at 

their little practical joke, that they did not notice me coming upon the scene.  I witnessed 

it twice more, before I intervened, with a sharp admonishment to “Knock it off, boys!”  

They complied, but then pretended that their behavior had not occurred.  I „wrote them 

up‟ as we used to say in industry, for behavior that was inappropriate, not to mention, 

sexually harassing, and crude.   

When I turned in the paperwork, assuming that the incident would simply be 

managed with appropriate disciplinary action, I found myself suddenly embroiled in a 

political controversy.  My accusations as an adult were pitted against the rights of the 

little boys.  Suddenly my application for a full-time position was questioned, as the 

faculty wrestled with the implications of my actions.  The little girl was too embarrassed 

to speak on her own behalf, and the boys perpetuated the myth of their innocence.  I 

figured that if the administration team did not support my tendency to nip sexually 

inappropriate comments in-situ, then I would be better served working elsewhere.  When 

I was called in, to describe the incident verbally, I made sure that every gesture that I had 

witnessed, as well as every nuance of the sordid little conversation was repeated, with the 
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same dramatic intent that the boys had used.  Then I reminded my inquisitors that in 

industry, those boys would have lost their jobs.  I had seen that happen. 

Remarkably, I was hired.  The point of the story, however, was that I was 

bringing my awareness of the issue of gender discrimination to the playing field in which 

I was about to immerse myself.  Mercifully, the administrative team recognized that if I 

was telling the truth in this case, I was the one with everything to lose, if they did not 

believe me.  Once I arrived on that campus, I was frequently subjected to derogatory 

comments from some of my co-workers, which were directly related to the fact that I had 

not taken the traditional path into the professional field of education.   

Instead, I had entered the K-12 system in my mid-thirties, following a dozen-year 

career in government and industry, where I had been exposed to formal training related to 

reporting and stopping incidents of sexual discrimination and harassment.  For me it was 

natural to respond in the way that I did, when I saw the incident occurring. I had already 

experienced so many situations in my life, where sexually inappropriate behaviors on the 

job had been witnessed, that I myself was a bit nonchalant about reporting it; almost 

desensitized.  I just wrote the kid up, in the same way that I had already written up so 

many of my former colleagues.  I did not bat an eyelash about such an action, until I was 

in this new and foreign culture, where nobody else seemed to have given that concept a 

thought previously. 

A year later, the incident was forgotten.  I was happily employed, and working 

with people who were kind, generous, and supportive.  I was enjoying my new life.  

There were a number of incidents that I had to report again, but none of them were 
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particularly egregious.  The worst incident that I witnessed was a knock-down, drag-out 

fight between two girls that erupted without warning one afternoon, in front of the place 

where the busses picked up the students at the end of the day.  One of my female 

colleagues tried to pull the two girls apart, with no success.   

She then managed to sandwich herself between the aggressor and the victim, 

sustaining the blows to her own body, so as to protect the girl who was being pummeled.  

I did not know what to do, but I finally reacted, by telling the aggressive girl that if she 

struck a teacher, she would probably have to go to jail.  It was a total lie, but it was all I 

could think of at the time. The child heard me and responded favorably.  I have no idea 

what happened to anybody after that, except that my colleague was battered and bruised.  

She took a political stand that day, to protect a child who was being damaged.  I admired 

her personal courage.  I helped to write-up that incident, but never received feedback as 

to whether or not we took the right course of action. 

At the end of my first year of teaching I was interrupted one afternoon by a male 

colleague, and fellow science instructor, who asked if he could speak to me privately 

about a situation which was bothering him.  I listened patiently, as he described a 

practical joke that had been played on him, that was humiliating. Somebody thought it 

would be fun to dress-up a biological skeleton that he owned and kept in his classroom.  

The pranksters found a little black bikini that they slipped onto the skeleton‟s hips.  For 

the next few days the man was subjected to written notes and physical pranks that were 

sexually suggestive in nature.  The culprits even stuffed the bikini with rolled up socks, to 

simulate a male groin.  At the time, my male colleague suspected who the pranksters 
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were, although he did not have direct evidence.  His conversation with me was related to 

how best to deal with the situation, and we agreed that he needed to be direct and 

forthright, because he was being made to feel embarrassed, which was impacting his 

ability to concentrate and focus on his professional obligations.   The pranksters were 

determined later to be female colleagues.       

The federal policy was written in such a way that it relayed the assumption that 

educators would know how to create learning opportunities that provided equal 

opportunities for all students, and there were several passages devoted to the concept of 

avoiding gender inequities.  These incidents provide anecdotal evidence, from my 

personal lived experiences in the K-12 system, that not every educator was yet sensitized 

to these issues, when I met them.  There were never any workshops or staff development 

opportunities provided on the middle school campus, to explore the issue of sexual 

harassment, the way there had been, when I worked in the military and in private 

industry.  Teaching is a female-dominated professional domain.  Some people like to 

adhere to the myth that all women are sensitive and responsible, when it comes to issues 

of gender inequality, but in my professional experience, this was not always the case.   

The same male colleague, with whom I taught science, was also responsible for 

conducting environmental science field activities in a small pond that had been funded 

through Heritage Funds grants, which supported environmental education in the K-12 

community, under mandated educational policy expectations.  During the course of my 

tenure, I felt pressured to help with those activities.  While I adored my co-worker, I did 

not agree with the concept of having an artificial pond in the desert, which was filled with 
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fresh groundwater, which is a precious and scarce resource in our region.  My perspective 

was guided by my former professional practice as an environmental technician, who was 

trained and responsible for cleaning domestic human effluent, as well as industrial waste 

streams, for the purpose of conserving and reusing water resources.  I managed to find 

ways to assert my refusal to support what I believed to be pragmatic folly.  I used the 

excuse that I was a brand-new teacher that year and therefore concentrating on my own 

teaching load.  My passively aggressive tactic worked.   

My colleague fell ill that semester, requiring hospitalization to overcome severe 

dehydration that was due to the fact that he had been exposed to a microbial colony that 

left him with life-threatening diarrhea and vomiting that was beyond his control.  He 

recovered, and completed the school-year, but he retired early from the profession, 

because there were rumors circulating that some of the boys in his class had purposely 

poisoned him, taking a sample of the pond water, and putting it into his coffee cup one 

day.   

Years later, in a doctoral class in my minor department, I ran into the mother of 

two of my former students, who told me that her own sons had witnessed it, but had not 

come forward, out of fear of recrimination.  She herself did not learn about the event until 

years after the other teacher had retired and disappeared.  I wondered if those same 

students would have come forward if their science teacher had died.  This story is 

included, to show that the public school system is filled with people, who do not 

necessarily share the same value system that I carry with me, as part of my habitus.   
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Another incident occurred during the last year of my tenure that impacted my 

morale, and therefore my ability to focus and concentrate on some of the administrative 

tasks that I was accomplishing, during the tail-end of the first year‟s STW grant cycle.  

The student body had organized a field day, purportedly an exercise that was intended to 

meet their social development needs.  The kids managed to find a dunking booth, and the 

teachers were pressured into taking turns being dunked.   

My objection was not even apparent to me consciously, until I faced one of the 

older adolescent boys, who was now armed with a heavy wet sponge, and poised to take 

his revenge for the fact that I had turned him in for spitting on elderly Jewish women at 

the Holocaust museum.  He was encouraged by his classmates to “let her have it” and I 

was struck with the heavy sponge across my cheek.  I was hurt, stunned, and caught off 

guard, when a second, and then a third blow were received.  I slipped into the cold water 

of the dunking tank, without the mechanism having been sprung.  A friend realized that I 

was knocked silly, and reached in to steady me, long enough for me to retreat, for a 

private crying jag.  It was politically incorrect to complain that a social event had been 

structured badly. 

The last straw, however, was when the school held their end-of-year „roast‟ for 

teachers.  I was not the person roasted that year, because I was protected, to a certain 

extent, by the notoriety that I had received for pulling off an award-winning School-to-

Work program.  But a female colleague, who was not a licensed professional teacher, but 

rather a member of the para-professional support staff, was teased and cajoled for being 

so conscientious about her work with our children.  Instead of uplifting her for being such 
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a loyal and hardworking member of the team, she was ridiculed publicly for „not knowing 

when to say no‟ and for being willing to work so hard, when others were not.  I witnessed 

the event, and then found her crying silently, when I followed her out of the auditorium.  

She agreed to come to my classroom to talk about her experience, and she related that she 

felt publicly humiliated, and that it was not the first time that she had endured abusive, 

sarcastic, and biting remarks from the teaching staff.  Together we worked on her 

résumé‟, so that she could find another job over the summer.  If I am brutally honest, I 

took the job at the Charter High School, because I did not like many of the people that I 

was working with at the middle school.  The school climate was frequently hostile and 

unkind. 

Asteroid Charter High School 

 

The charter high school was built literally overnight, with insufficient time to plan 

a proper curriculum.  The district had chartered the new school without my involvement, 

and the charter included the expectation to provide technology-rich instruction via a 

computer lab, which would be supplied with curriculum modules that had purportedly 

been tested elsewhere, and found to be sound.  I was duped into teaching six core 

academic classes, with the lure being that the computer program was sound, and that it 

would provide the core academic experience.  My role would be that of „facilitator‟ and I 

would not be expected to actually prepare lessons.  The computer programs that had been 

purchased, in lieu of textbooks and normal teaching supplies, were supposed to educate 

the children, and not the adults. 
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I was stuck between a rock and a hard place. I had signed a legally-binding 

contract to provide instruction for the upcoming academic year, and then subsequently 

learned the true capability of the very expensive computer programs that the district had 

invested in.  The bulk of the school‟s start-up funds had therefore been allocated to a set 

of tools that were absolutely worthless to me.  The computer programs provided little, if 

any, content knowledge about the science courses that I was supposed to teach, and there 

was no money left over to purchase adequate tools, supplies, and materials for a more 

„hands-on‟ science approach.   

The students were supposed to work quietly on these dummied-down lesson 

plans, staring at computer screens all day long, in lieu of socializing with each other.  It 

was a disaster that first year, with tempers flared all over campus, because the 

instructional delivery model was not sound.  The political pressure that I felt was to keep 

my mouth shut, and to pretend to the public that all was well.  I was told by one district 

administrator that the party line was to tell everybody in the community that we were 

“teaching to the standards” of the day, which was a bold-face lie.  If I had not just 

completed a master‟s degree in curriculum development, then I might not have known 

what the State standards were, but that was not the case. 

Related to this situation, was the decision that I had to make, then at the end of the 

year.  I was offered another job in the district, but what drove me to sign a second 

contract was that I felt morally obligated to about seven or eight students that I had 

personally recruited from the middle school, including the former members of the Young 

Docent Training Program that spoke aloud in the interviews collected for this research 
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project.   My fear was that we had used a „bait and switch‟ tactic, to lure them to the new 

high school.   

That is why I took over the School-to-Work program the second year.  I was 

motivated socially to make-it-up to the students that I had recruited to the high school.  I 

became fiercely protective of their educational experience, and I made up my mind that I 

would stay at the school for as long as they were matriculated, so that I could guide them 

personally out of the system, and into college.   My loyalty, thereafter, was not as much 

to the School-to-Work philosophies, but rather to my own professional desire to protect 

the children in my charge from sub-standard teaching practices.  I did my best to make 

sure that the students learned as much content as possible, now that I was in an 

environment that allowed such a bias.   I put my heart and soul into the instruction that I 

provided, ensuring as many opportunities as possible for „heads-on, hands-on, and 

hearts-on‟ science (Bloom, 1956).  

The curriculum of the school was thereafter developed and controlled by 

individual teachers, each of whom was a content specialist in his or her own right.  My 

only contribution was the curriculum that was shared between three of us for the next few 

years, related to the career education and work-based learning courses that were offered 

while I was employed there.  The biggest frustration was that we were expected to 

continue delivering School-to-Work instruction, without corresponding funds to develop 

the curriculum properly.  Nonetheless, we managed, despite the fact that the grant 

proposals we had submitted for additional funding had been rejected.  The materials that 
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we three educators developed, however, were developed on our non-contracted summer 

time, so we own them, and each took our portion with us when we left. 

Once I stopped teaching at the school, I had agreed to develop additional 

curriculum materials for a $4,000 stipend.  I turned that money back over to the district, 

however, when I realized what an enormous undertaking that would be.  I decided to 

develop the curriculum on my own time, and on my own dime, so that I would own it, 

rather than the local policy makers owning me.  The social pressure to build a curriculum 

from scratch, which would meet the needs of the entire community, was too great.  I felt 

exploited. I did not buckle to the political pressure I was feeling, I walked away from it.  

It was one of the soundest political statements that I made, and I have no regrets about 

saying “nope, I can‟t do it for $4,000.” 

There was constant pressure at the Charter High School to assume extra duties 

and tasks that would have normally been assigned to individual support staff members in 

a larger comprehensive school.  I served, for example, as the academic advisor, but also 

as the registrar who managed the data base of student records.  The district had purchased 

a computer program for that task, but nobody in the district knew how to run it.  I was 

paid $800 that first year, to unpack the program, understand it, and try to get the students‟ 

records properly adjusted to the program‟s format.   

That task took many unpaid Saturdays, only to discover that we had not 

purchased all of the necessary modules that would allow for the task to be accomplished 

properly.  One of my male colleagues was also paid $800 to assist me, but he never could 

manage to learn the program at all, because he lacked a background in computer 
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programming, and the program required those skills.  So I was left doing the work on my 

own time, while he collected the paycheck too.  It was a problem that was never resolved 

while I was there, as the political pressure was to simply get the work done.   

I ended up doing much of the work manually, keeping records on Access and 

Excel files, rather than on the costly program that we did not completely own.  I was 

miffed that I was doing so much work on my own time, and not being adequately 

compensated financially.  The extra work-load cut into my home-life, my academic 

teaching load, and my ability to develop learning opportunities for students.  One of the 

reasons that the task could not be delegated was that it did require specialized skills, and 

none of my colleagues, including the business teacher and the technology coordinator, 

had those skills.   I had learned of a professional development opportunity (provided by 

the supplier of the software), but was told that the cost of the workshop ($2500), was too 

steep for the district to assume.  I was left working with only part of the purchased 

product, and with no written instruction manual.  The political pressure that I felt was the 

constant expectation to work more hours, and to not complain.  I felt exploited.  

In addition to the work-load pressures that I was experiencing, there were other 

social factors that were impacting my ability to concentrate on my School-to-Work 

projects.  One of my designated roles was as an administrative designee, which meant 

that in the absence of the school‟s principal, I would step in to help with the supervision 

of the school for the day.  I was not the only person who had that role.  There was a 

young man on staff that shared it with me.  He was earning his administrative licensure, 

while I was immersed in the doctorate program of study that is related to this project.  He 
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was therefore accumulating a professional credential that has upwardly mobile 

implications, while I was accumulating a degree that is not typically required in the K-12 

system.  In District A, I was the only person heading in that direction.  None of the 

administrators in the district had earned doctorate degrees.   

The day that I decided that I too needed administrative credentials, was the day 

that I learned that one of the freshman girls on site had failed to arrive home.  Her mother 

called the school, and as usual, I was there at the dinner hour, still working to complete 

my day.  The mother of the missing child begged me to call the other parents and to help 

her find her child, knowing that the police department would not be looking until the girl 

had been gone for twenty-four hours.  I knew the girl‟s friends, but I knew too that I was 

not allowed to give out their telephone numbers to this other family.  I therefore agreed to 

go down the list of children, to see if I could locate the missing teen.  Luckily, one of the 

children admitted that the girl had openly discussed her plans to run away from home, 

and that she was being harbored by one of our former graduates, a young man who was 

legally an adult, but hardly mature enough to really understand what he was doing.   

I provided the information to the family, and they called the police.  The police 

did intervene, and found the young girl hiding at the young man‟s house. She was only 

fourteen at the time.  The parents were greatly relieved, and supportive of my action.  The 

young man, however, was humiliated that the police had come to his house, and angry 

that I was the person who had provided the whereabouts of the female child.  Later that 

week, while I was working late once again, the young man came to campus, and entered 

my office, where I was sitting at my desk.  He was furious, and started not only to shout 
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at me, but also made threatening remarks to do me physical harm, for having ruined his 

reputation, or so he claimed.   

He was standing over my desk, and looming towards me, and I did feel like I was 

in a precarious position.  I therefore calmly said “let me check on the rules, because I‟m 

not sure what they are in this situation,” while I was simultaneously reaching for the 

telephone, that was positioned between me and the young man.  I picked up the 

telephone, and dialed the site-security police for the research park, and calmly mentioned 

that I was alone in the building with a student who was distraught, and that I needed 

immediate assistance, to help resolve the issue.   

I had a long-standing relationship with the man who was on the other end of the 

telephone, because he was routinely in my classroom as a School-to-Work guest speaker.   

He dispatched somebody immediately, who arrived within seconds, and then he himself 

came across the site campus, to help resolve the issue.   

The young man, who had graduated from our school and who had found 

employment on the technology park campus, was escorted out of the building, and told 

that he was no longer welcome to come and visit the school campus.  It was an awkward 

situation, because he was only a year or two older than our students, and yet his behavior 

was deemed to be potentially violent, so it was agreed that I had taken the right course of 

action.  

The incident shook me, if I am honest, and thereafter I refused to work late at 

night by myself at the school.  I made a conscientious decision at that point, that I wanted 

to know more about school law, and that all of my efforts related to the School-to-Work 
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movement were not getting me anywhere professionally.   I was working long hours, but 

not being compensated for the additional work, expertise, or contributions that I was 

making at the place.  Other people were rising into leadership positions, and were being 

paid twice my salary.  I knew that if I was going to have the position and clout to control 

some of my work-day variables, then I too needed to possess the only set of licenses that 

would afford me that luxury.   

It was the shock of realizing that night that I was all by myself, trying valiantly to 

save a child, save the school, save the curriculum, and save the district that I woke up, 

and realized that I was not taking very good care of myself, either personally or 

professionally.  It was a pivotal moment, and it occurred to me that if I was going to make 

headway in the organization, then I needed to transcend some of the daily teaching grind, 

so as to contribute more efficiently to my curriculum and program development tasks.  

That meant having an administrative license, so I started to put those goals into place.   

 

Administrative Internship 

 

When I returned to District A as an administrative intern the following year, my 

working conditions were ideal, except for the lack of a paycheck, which put me in a 

certain amount of political discomfort in my own household.  Nonetheless, I got a good 

hard look at what the school administrators are dealing with behind the scenes of several 

organizations.   

I was allowed to job-shadow principals and superintendents in four or five other 

districts, in addition to the work that was assigned to me in District A.  My goal was to 

help the district in any capacity that they desired, and the Director of Curriculum and 
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Instruction assigned me to work directly with her, in the context of School-to-Work 

projects, specifically the development of articulation agreements between the secondary 

schools and the local community college. 

I felt no political pressure there, other than the fact that some of the professors 

were a tad condescending about the expectation that high school teachers would share 

their teaching loads.  I had a few people who played passive-aggressive games related to 

returning my telephone calls, but it was not a situation that was particularly new, unusual, 

or upsetting.   

It was my encounters with school district personnel that were eye-opening.  The 

people who knew me at the charter school were very easy to work with, even if they did 

not like the plan to incorporate more college-based courses on campus.  But there was a 

cadre of new teachers that I did not know.   

I observed them in action, when the associate superintendent had left the room on 

occasion.  They were subversive and conspiratorial, and not at all interested in updating 

the district‟s curriculum plans, which was the intended goal of our group meetings.  The 

administrator communicated that she was aware of their passive aggression.  I was 

disgusted with my colleagues.   

The administrator described her own daily operating conditions, and provided 

evidence that that the teachers were frequently unwilling to share in the leadership roles 

that would move the district forward.  Many of her comments were related to the politics 

of the teaching community.  It was at that point that I decided to complete my doctorate 

degree, and if at all possible, work from outside the K-12 system.  
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Bolide District 

 

 I knew I was not in Kansas anymore, when I arrived to the first day of my new 

employment situation in Bolide District.  A number of adults were gathered in the library 

of one of the high schools, and more than half of them were wearing bright purple golf 

shirts, and pressuring those of us who were newly hired to join the local teacher‟s union.   

They were loud and boisterous, yelling team chants the way football fans do, and I 

remember being quite taken aback by the public display of enthusiasm for their union 

goals.  District A was not yet unionized when I worked there, so I had no previous work 

experience working in a union setting.  I am not morally opposed to a union, and the 

teacher‟s union was helpful to me throughout the rest of my career.  But I was taken 

aback, because their marketing ploy was disturbingly aggressive, to the point where I felt 

threatened emotionally.  I did not like the atmosphere that I found myself immersed in.   

 The second activity of the morning was equally disturbing to me.  One of the 

psychology teachers at the high school had received a prestigious teaching award, and 

was given the floor and the microphone.  He proceeded to tell us that we needed to work 

on „team-building‟ with the students, and then he demonstrated an activity that had 

earned him critical acclaim.  Now remember, friends, that I have a bias in favor of 

academic activities that can expand a students‟ cognitive awareness, over activities that 

are performed for social reasons.  This fellow asked for volunteers from the newly hired 

teaching force, and was planning to demonstrate how he “trusted” them, because he was 

willing to jump off a table, into their receiving arms, which would be locked in unison (in 

theory), to break his fall.   
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I interrupted his lesson eight or nine times, asking him to explain himself.  I could 

not believe that everybody else was buying into this display of blatant disregard for 

safety.  To think that he was asking forty or fifty new teachers to consider this stunt as an 

„ice-breaker‟ exercise on the first day of their professional careers, made me (both then 

and now), sick to my stomach.  I remember thinking at the time “and this is their BEST 

teacher?”  I could not dissuade him, and the group proceeded with the exercise.  I just 

shook my head in disbelief, and wondered how I was going to survive this new culture.  I 

knew the reality of my own economic situation at the time, which is why I had returned to 

the workforce.  I made the decision that sticking with the job was better than having no 

job, so I immersed myself into the new cultural expectations. 

Other than the hostility that I ran into personally, which was associated with 

peoples‟ disappointment that one of the large grant structures had disappeared over night, 

I cannot say that I ran into too many more difficulties in District B.  I did feel some 

political pressure, when the actual federal School-to-Work policy sunsetted, and the 

newer model was adopted.  I was called on the telephone one day, and told simply to 

cease and desist with the usage of the term “School-to-Work” and to start applying the 

new verbiage, which included the words “Career and Technical Education.”  It was 

funny to me at the time, because I would forget, and then slip into the old vocabulary, 

only to be scolded (sometimes publicly) for not being adequately up-to-date with the 

newer framework.   

The situation changed, however, when one superintendent retired, and a new one 

was hired.  The climate of the place changed, as people started to jockey for job positions 
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that were opened-up, once one of the school administrators had stepped up a rung.  In 

District A, I had a long-standing relationship with the superintendent and governing 

board that was pretty good.  We did not agree on everything, but I felt as if they were 

relatively supportive, even though I was working too many hours at the new high school 

there.  In District B, however, I had no relationship with the old superintendent, and had 

never been to a Governing Board meeting. The new superintendent was too busy learning 

his new job to have time to build a relationship with me.  While other people in the 

district were jockeying for new positions, I was trying to build a program that would 

serve more students. 

My job required that I come to work early in the morning, so as to meet with 

students and their case workers before the school day began.  The job also required that I 

stay after school, both to teach the evening classes that I was assigned to deliver, as well 

as to meet with parents and/or site supervisors in the field.  The political pressure that I 

felt was to be available to everybody at all times.  People did not realize that I was putting 

in such long days, and if I disappeared from my offices during mid-day, to attend to an 

issue or crisis in the field, people sometimes thought that I was not at work, but out 

playing someplace.   

There were numerous times in which I had to defend myself, in terms of my 

whereabouts, which was really upsetting to me, given that I was working so hard.  I got 

so perturbed at the perception that I was somehow “cheating” the district, that I 

sarcastically suggested that the district invest in an ankle bracelet and GIS software, so 

that they could track my every move.   
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The bullying stopped for a little while, but it continued throughout my tenure at 

the place, and it is the real reason that I resigned.  I had been falsely accused once too 

often, of not being where I was supposed to be, so I hired a lawyer and broke the contract.  

Before I left the place, however, I was privy to a number of conversations, in which I 

observed other members of the faculty and staff being bullied professionally, both by 

their peers and by some of the administrative staff.  The morale was bad on campus 

because the new superintendent resigned under controversy, and the district was being 

admonished publicly for their failure to report several incidents of sexual misconduct.  

It was an uncomfortable place to work for me, because my offices were physically 

removed from where the other vocational educators were working.  I was not assigned to 

any particular staff or department, so I did not feel as if I was playing on a team.  My job 

had been re-created in response to the perceived need to blend two other jobs, and both 

groups of educators were miffed that one of their own people had not been hired. 

The worst part of the political dynamic was that I was in direct competition with 

my own direct supervisor, in the context of delivering School-to-Work experiences for 

students.  So while I was hired with the idea that I would be the single-point of contact 

for work-based learning opportunities, my own boss was frequently guilty of 

undermining my program, in favor of hers.  In the end, I recognized that I could not win 

the game, because I was not willing to work someplace where people used slander and 

gossip to maintain their positions of power.  I therefore made the conscientious decision 

to climb out of the social ooze, and I resigned.   
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Comet District 

 

Leaving the job at the previous place of employment had left me in a vulnerable 

economic position, but thankfully, I found part-time employment to keep me afloat long-

enough to re-propose my dissertation project, so as to allow me to find interview 

respondents from both places in which I had been hired to work as a social agent of 

change.  This turned out to be a fortunate scenario, in that I was granted the right to speak 

with private citizens, without the need to gain school-district approval for my project, 

which might not have been granted, given the political climate of each place.   

One of the striking observations that I made at each of the places in which I was 

employed, is that there is considerable staff turn-over, which made finding educators 

somewhat more difficult than I anticipated.  Nonetheless, I did manage to find 

approximately thirty-one educators willing to speak to me on record about their own lived 

experiences in the reform movement.  In the end, however, I made the conscientious 

decision to hold off on incorporating their observations into this project, because it was 

not safe to do so, given the current climate that surrounds the teaching profession.   

Since I retired from the workforce, for example, local teachers have been 

subjected to ‘pink-slip politics’ as I will coin the term now, referring to the local tendency 

to threaten to fire the entire staff of a school, or holding off on contract renewal until tax 

initiatives are pushed through, that will allow districts to operate fiscally in favor of their 

own interests.  The current debate in states like Wisconsin raise the political issue of 

whether or not collective bargaining is a fair expectation for members of the teaching 

profession.  I personally left District C because the Governing Board, administrative 
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team, and the teachers‟ union could not come to an agreement about anybody‟s wages, at 

a time in my life when I was helping to provide financial support for extended family 

members who were disabled.  I could not afford to stay in the teaching profession, so  I 

took my toys, and went to play elsewhere.   

But there was more to the story, at Comet City, and I have a legal right to describe 

the egregious working conditions there.  When I first arrived, it was to serve in a part-

time capacity at one of their middle school campuses.  I was replacing another part-time 

educator who had left his post mid-semester.   

I was glad to fill it, because I was missing my teaching practice, and felt as if it 

had been a serendipitous turn-of-events that I was invited back into a classroom in 

Arizona.  I loved the job.  I loved the kids.  The curriculum and the facilities could have 

used a face-lift, but I did not feel any pressure to change either situation, while I was 

there.   

If I could have stayed there for another couple of years, I would have, but the 

political force at play that year, was that another piece of federal policy was being 

implemented throughout the State of Arizona.  The now-infamous “No Child Left Behind 

Act”  had been passed several years earlier, but it was now reaching a point in its life-

cycle where schools would be held more closely accountable for whom they hired in the 

classroom.   

I am not an expert on the law, but the gist of the problem that this school district 

faced, was that academic instructors were held to the standard that they had to be „highly 



 

 

  955 

qualified‟ in the subject area that they were hired to teach.   I met the „highly qualified 

teacher‟ standards in several science domains.  

It was a policy structure to hold federal funds from school districts that did not 

have teachers on staff who met the new qualification standards.  There has long been a 

shortage of math and science teachers in the nation, so finding replacements for people 

who have been filling those vacant slots became a highly competitive endeavor.  There 

was a private conversation that took place, between me and one of the school‟s 

administrators, indicating that my science credentials were therefore highly valued, over 

my cooperative education licenses.  I was guided to protect myself, by seeking 

employment in the academic areas, because the district no longer valued credentials for 

vocational specialists.   

I therefore took the private advice, and sought employment for the following 

school year where jobs were already being announced by mid-term.  I was hired at a high 

school that was geographically proximate, and was glad to be in a secure position, that 

was labeled as one that would lead to long-term tenure rights.  As it turned out, however, 

the State of Arizona has since adopted newer laws that make the concept of tenure 

obsolete, turning previously contracted positions into ones that are now classified as “at-

will” positions, so teachers in Arizona are rapidly losing their traditional rights.  

Once hired at the high school level, I entered a bit of a honeymoon phase.  I was 

so blinded by the beautiful campus and lovely science classroom and laboratory facility, 

that I did not immediately notice that the cupboards were bare.  It took me until the end of 

the first semester to realize that there was no supply and material budget allocated for my 



 

 

  956 

classroom.  Repeated pleas to my administrative team were dismissed.  I bought the 

explanation, and just compliantly worked very hard to deliver lessons that I could afford 

from my bi-weekly salary, ensuring that my financial obligations at home were met first.  

I figured it was an investment in the rest of my teaching career, and that things would get 

better the following year. What I did not see was that the principal was retiring, and a 

new administrative command coming to replace him. 

The following year, when I arrived, and found that I had neither been presented 

with a teaching contract or with my promised supply order.  I made the necessary 

inquiries, only to learn that the contracts for all teachers in the district were locked up in a 

bitter union dispute, and the supply and materials that I had ordered were cut from the list 

over the summer.   

I worked under those conditions for the first quarter of the school year, and when I 

learned that the situation was not going to get any better, I turned in my resignation.  I did 

not have to break a contract, since nobody on the faculty had been given one yet.  I put up 

my complaints in writing, and sent a letter to both the District‟s Governing Board and the 

State Department of Education.   

Both letters were ignored.  A follow-up letter to the district‟s Superintendent‟s 

office was returned, un-opened, in an irresponsive act of passive aggression.  I therefore 

marched down to a public governing board meeting, to hand the district officials a copy 

of my complaints in writing, along with a stack of receipts as evidentiary support for my 

claims.   I retired from the teaching profession the very next day. 
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(E) - Personal Dispositions  

The professional and political biases that I carry with me, have already been 

described in this participant objectivation exercise.  I will now explicate the source of my 

personal biases, or at least those that impacted the development of learning opportunities, 

during the course of my professional practice.  This essay is therefore not an auto-

biography, but rather an auto-ethnography, which is a sociological term that that 

describes the structured reflective analysis of the source of one‟s habitus.   

I start first with the roots of my upbringing.  I was raised as one of four children 

in a middle-class environment.  My father was a physician, who worked for the United 

States Public Health Service.  He was therefore not in private practice until after I left the 

household as a young adult.  We lived on a military installation, in San Francisco, 

California, where I enjoyed a fairly relaxed childhood.  I attended public schools until I 

was in high school, when my parents decided to enroll their children in private schools, 

because the public schools had become dangerous places to attend.   

One of my siblings was physically accosted in the neighborhood by members of a 

youth gang, and a young woman had been severely stabbed at the high school that I was 

supposed to matriculate into.  This occurred in the early 1970s, when the nation was still 

at war in Vietnam, when citizens were protesting in the streets, and when the draft was in 

full swing.  Despite all of the chaos that surrounded our lives in that era, I personally was 

seldom aware of the social changes that were taking place.  I was too busy being a 

teenage girl, keeping up with girlfriends and learning new social skills.  
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I was therefore sent to a small, private, high school that had a college-preparatory 

focus.  My first year of high school, therefore, was spent in a setting that was 

geographically proximate to the now infamous Haight-Asbury neighborhood, and I 

frequently walked to school, passing homeless people, drunks, and drug addicts to get 

there.  There were drugs on our school campus, but I was never once pressured to take 

them.  I do not remember feeling unsafe, until one of my classmates was raped on the 

stoop of one of the Victorian houses in the neighborhood.   

There were only about twenty students in the freshman class that year, so my first 

year of high school was similar to the first year of high school for some of the students in 

this study.  I was an excellent student, and always proud to see my name on the 

principal‟s door as the person with the highest marks.  I loved school then, but I also 

loved it before.  I was a „school-girl‟.  I was called goody-two-shoes frequently, but I was 

not insulted by that.   

When I grew up there were no expectations for women to work outside of the 

home, and my mother had chosen to give up her own career when her first child was 

born.  Nonetheless, both parents encouraged their daughters to go to college, as both of 

their mothers had done.  One of my grandmothers had been a school teacher in Canada, 

and the other one had sold stories as a writer.  Both became mothers later, at which point 

they stayed home.  I was therefore not raised in a household where my own mother 

worked outside of the home.  My only role model for that pattern was the mother of my 

best girl-friend who was a court interpreter.   
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I knew at age five that I wanted to be a teacher.  My parents bought me a doll for 

Christmas that year that was designed to encourage careers in cosmetology.  I was 

miffed.  I went on strike.  I stomped around in my little Mary-Jane shoes, and insisted 

that they go back to the store and get me the teaching doll that I had seen there.  They 

made me keep the cosmetology doll, but bought little teaching supplies for her, including 

a small slate chalkboard and chalk.  I was appeased. I had that doll until college.  

By the third grade, however, I had discovered writing.  In the second grade I 

received “special” help for being slightly dyslexic.  My e‟s were all turned around and 

upside down.  I just couldn‟t seem to get them right.  In the third grade, however, the 

teacher asked us to write our own story books, and we were allowed to illustrate them as 

well.  I was rewarded frequently with the most vivacious short-story awards, which 

included movie tickets and small token prizes.   

In fourth grade I fell in love with mathematics.  It was so pure, so simple, and so 

logical.  I would steal the teacher‟s practice sheets from her coat closet, and work on 

sums and long division for hours.  I don‟t think she ever missed the worksheets.  That 

was the same year that I fell in love with geography.  The textbooks we used were so 

colorful and interesting, and I imagined myself as Marco Polo, traversing the planet and 

having great adventures.  We never had the money to travel much during my childhood, 

but I was introduced to the concept of learning about other people in my fourth grade 

experience.   

It was my eighth grade English teacher, however, that introduced the concept of 

having students plan excursions for their classmates.  In San Francisco there is a great 
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public bus system that students could ride for a nickel.  We went on ten or fifteen field 

trips that year, and I personally organized a field trip to Angel Island, planning the 

logistics of taking the whole class by ferry boat across the bay to our destination.  I 

worked with the State Parks docents, to practice my little speeches, and led my first 

nature excursion, with twenty five classmates in tow.  We hiked the mountain as I taught 

the class all that I had learned from the park rangers. The excursion reinforced the idea 

that I wanted to teach.   

My parents, however, moved us to Arizona during my sophomore year of high 

school, because my father accepted employment there, working for the Indian Health 

Service.  My siblings and I were matriculated into a large comprehensive high school, 

where I found my way to the woodworking shop.  I was an excellent student, taking 

advanced coursework because the education I had received in the private school had been 

accelerated.  I was a year ahead in science and math, so I could take some additional 

electives, as my classmates caught up.  The courses that I gravitated to were in the 

industrial arts department, and I took as many as I could.   

When I was in high school I had the opportunity to learn about careers, in a great 

big dictionary that my father had purchased for me.  I was giving career education advice 

to anybody who would listen to me, because my peers were now interested in applying 

for college themselves.  I myself chose to attend a university in Washington, D.C., 

because both of my parents had attended there, and my grandfather as well.  It was not a 

well-thought out decision, but I decided that I wanted to pursue a career in the Foreign 

Service, because I had watched Star Trek shows as a kid, and figured that Spock‟s mom 



 

 

  961 

had the best wardrobe, and she was married to an Ambassador.  I figured I could do the 

same.  

In college I fell flat on my face.  The whole expectation to learn about the social 

culture of the new school competed with the expectation to excel academically.  I just 

could not seem to keep up.  I was living in a dormitory that was co-ed, and I had five 

other roommates, equally as confused as I was.  The expectation to balance 4:00 p.m. 

„Happy Hour,‟ while simultaneously trying to study, was more than I could handle.  After 

three semesters of barely passing classes, I was told by my parents that I had to come 

home.  I was not thriving at college, and I needed a change.  So I joined the United States 

Air Force, serving as a full-time employee on an Air National Guard Base, while pulling 

weekend-warrior duties too.  I gradually got better and better at college, and eventually 

found my academic groove.   

The disposition that guided much of this work, however, was my passion for life.  

I am somebody special, in that regard.  I am one of those rare individuals who have 

survived a near-death experience, which altered my perception on the nature of reality.  

Although I was raised as a Christian, attending Sunday School every week, and singing in 

a church choir, it was the personal lived experience of having been clinically dead twice 

as a young adult, that impacted my belief system, where life and death are concerned.   

Having struggled to recover from both of these experiences makes me far more 

appreciative of the privileges that being alive has to offer.  I could relate to many of my 

students, because I too have overcome obstacles in my life that were beyond my control.   
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The reason that I work in this domain is that I believe that I have been led to do 

so.  I am not currently a member of any particular church, but I identify myself as a 

conservative Friend, meaning that I associate myself spiritually with Quakerism.  I have 

family ties to the Irish Quaker movement that spilled into this country in the late 1600‟s.   

Some of my family members, therefore, immigrated to the United States from Ireland, 

having been sponsored by members of the growing Society of Friends in the lands that 

make up North Carolina today.  They inter-married with members of the Cherokee 

people, and that is the branch of my family that I most readily identify with.  I did 

experienced hostilities for my religious beliefs, while serving in the K-12 public school 

system, but likewise, I also found new friends who were tolerant.    

My life experiences have shaped me into the person that I am today, and I know 

that my purpose in life is to do the work that I am doing now.  Other people do not 

understand the level of commitment that I carry with me, as a personal and professional 

disposition.  They do not have to.  They simply need to respect the fact that I too am 

allowed to choose how and why I spend my time and energy on this planet.   

The real reason that I do the work that I do, is that I too struggled to find an 

economic foothold.  I was once in a homeless shelter, and had to face the fact that I was 

totally broke.  I learned over time how to find the resources that I would need to survive, 

and I worked diligently to package my knowledge into lessons that might help my 

students avoid similar indignities.  This project required that I objectify some of my own 

personal biases that impacted the learning opportunities for my students, and so I have 

shared portions of my own personal life history. 
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Section 6.4 – Impact Analysis 

 

(A) - Influences on Participants 

 

The impact that the School-to-Work movement had on the participants in this 

study was obscured to me, until relatively recently.  I asked everybody to reflect on 

several aspects of the reform, and to report back to me, if there was any specific element 

of participation that they would claim (today), altered their thinking processes or 

trajectories.  I wanted to know what they themselves perceived to be the impact that 

participation in the reform movement had on their own individual lives.  The results were 

encouraging, although not always positive.   

This fourth wave of the reflective analysis allows us all to listen, once again, to 

the other participants in the reform movement.  Their bittersweet recollections were 

gathered, to provide an additional layer of information that can guide the conclusions 

drawn from this study.  The first two waves of reflection revealed my own thoughts, in 

hindsight, which were relevant to the understanding that I had then, versus the 

understanding that I have today.  This chapter sub-section, however, is dedicated to 

listening to the retrospective points that the other participants wanted to share with 

readers. 

The embedded units of analysis that were represented in Data Sets 4 and 5, 

revealed the other stakeholders‟ responses to focused questions, related to their 

perceptions of specific curriculum and program structures.  This wave of reflective 

analysis, however, allows the participants themselves to consider, in hindsight, the 

general impression that they had, not then, but now.  I wanted to ascertain if any aspect of 
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the reform movement had a lingering or long-term effect on them as individual citizens.  I 

also wanted to learn if they were influenced as scholars, in terms of their study habits, 

organizational skills, or even grade point averages.   

Furthermore, I was curious as to whether or not their participation in the reform 

was perceived to be beneficial to them in any way, and I let them define what they might 

mean by beneficial.  Finally, I wanted to determine the extent to which they felt that 

participation allowed for any personal growth or development.  I suggested that they 

ponder their wellness, from an emotional perspective, but also from a psycho-social or 

moral perspective.  Their responses also included references to their economic success 

and ultimate career decisions.   

I will start with the responses given to me by the former community partners, 

each of whom expressed, in their own words, what they perceived to be the most 

influential factors that impacted them in the long run.  Their responses illuminated 

obscured factors that were influencing my own practice.  The participants frequently 

spoke about how they were influenced by what they were doing, as well as by what they 

were witnessing in the process.  They were each experiencing field conditions that I was 

not aware of, and many people spoke about feedback that they were receiving 

themselves, some of which supported my own observations, and some of which were 

fresh perspectives.   The students‟ responses represent the bulk of the hidden disclosures 

in this chapter section.  They were indeed revelatory to me as the teacher-researcher, 

because I did not have access to their private assumptions and feelings about 

participation, until I asked them these questions, after the fact.   
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(B) - Impact on Community Partners 

  

A number of people in this study did respond to the additional bank of questions 

that were asked, related to their perceptions of the perceived benefits of participation in 

the reform movement.  Most of them described how and why their participatory 

involvement impacted them as private citizens.  They were encouraged by the lessons 

they were learning, as well as by those that they helped to deliver.  One citizen spoke 

about her perceptions of the educational process in general: 

 
“I like to broaden my awareness and to gather information about what is being done and 

what is not being done in the local community.  I myself went through the public school 

system, so I could compare my experience with their experiences.  I think there was a 

contrast.  I think there was much more attention to detail in my experience, which was 

during the Depression.  Yet the schools seemed to be able to provide appropriate 

facilities, teachers, and experiences that this generation does not seem to be able to do, 

even in good times.  They had the same size of class, but these schools do not seem to 

have the specialty teachers that we had, even during the Depression in the 1930s.” 

 

The comment indicates that one community partner was involved, because she 

was a concerned citizen, and found herself wondering where her tax dollars were being 

spent.  She personally contributed nearly a thousand dollars worth of supplies and 

materials to my classrooms, which meant that I could teach lessons well.  This in turn 

provided me with the option to re-allocate other resources, because I did not have to 

spend money on specific textbooks, field kits, or other costly supplies and equipment.   

The fact that this person was willing to share her own expertise, knowledge, and 

wealth with me, my students, and my classroom, indicates that she too is supportive of the 

public school system.  This woman‟s decision to become my ally helped to bolster my 

instructional delivery, which in turn made me look like a more competent professional 

educator.  This influence on my professional practice and reputation was not fully 
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appreciated before receiving this response.  Teachers without such support from the 

community might be perceived to be teaching poorly, because they lack sufficient 

resources to deliver the types of activities that do require supplies, materials, and 

equipment.   

Another partner indicated that his motivation for providing work-based learning 

for students was deepened, only after he could see the results of the investment he had 

made, of his own personal time, energy, and enthusiasm for his specific industrial 

domain.  He was encouraged by the amount of learning that took place, which led to his 

enthusiasm for the program as a whole.   

I therefore found another ally, because he too could witness the benefit of the 

specific project on the life and attitude of one particular student.  His comments reflect a 

common pattern that I saw amongst partners who made the commitment to get involved: 

“It gave me a sense of satisfaction to know that I could teach somebody something, to 

pass on my skills.  Personally, I felt I received all sorts of intrinsic rewards.  I really 

enjoyed knowing that the kid had worked so hard on a vehicle, and that the customer 

was appreciative, which in turn, made the student proud, and me proud for him.  Part of 

it was that we worked together as a team, and we got the job done.  I felt that everyday.” 

 

A third partner described how infectious it became, to see students succeed in 

their new adult roles: 

 “They had positive attitudes about their jobs, and they loved what they did.  I had both 

paid interns and volunteers, who were working with me after hours, on weekends, and in 

the evenings.  They were trustworthy and helpful.  When I was tired, their enthusiasm 

helped to bolster my enthusiasm, and they were eager to learn what I had to teach them.” 

 
This comment provided evidence that I was not the only person involved in the 

reform movement who sometimes felt beleaguered.  Yet the comment also reveals 

another influential factor that I might not have considered myself to be important.  The 
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enthusiasm of the students, and the fact that the intent of the reform movement could 

actually be perceived to be taking place, was an enormously rewarding situation.  When 

my own students were successful at learning a School-to-Work tenet, then I too was 

excited for them, which in turn, made me excited for the program again, even when it 

was an arduous process to accomplish.   

The same partner also considered participation in the reform movement to be a 

factor that influenced her own professional development.  She observed: 

“Supervising students was a positive experience, because they were up-beat, optimistic, 

and they really did help me on a technical level.  Their desire to learn more pushed me to 

learn more.  I found myself running out of things that I knew to teach them about, so I 

was constantly looking for additional classes that I could take myself, that would give me 

a leg up on them.  It was good for me.  It stretched me to go even deeper, and to explore 

for new opportunities for us to learn about some additional aspect of the industry.  My 

own technical skills improved in the process.” 

 

Another partner made a similar observation, but her new skills were developed in 

the context of creating replicable curriculum materials, which could be shared amongst 

educators.  

“The main factor that influenced my decision to contribute to the reform was that I knew 

that I might be able to make a difference in students‟ lives, not only at that moment, but 

in the future as well.   The curriculum being developed was intended to allow students to 

go out and begin their career paths.  The curriculum and projects were extremely 

satisfying, in that it allowed teachers, staff, and members of the immediate community to 

get involved together.  I was able to help write curriculum, and then have it utilized by 

students and teachers across the district.  I gained new skills through my involvement in 

the various projects that I was invited to participate in.  It allowed me to help create 

curriculum materials in our school district that would not only benefit the students that 

we taught that year, but also students in the generations to come.  Some of these 

programs still exist, others may have been outgrown, but nonetheless, it benefited and 

continues to benefit those students it touched!” 

 

The impact on this community partner, therefore, included developing new skills, 

but also having the opportunity to work in a team environment that she found to be 

interesting, novel, and therefore stimulating.   
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Another partner in this study had a similar experience that she found to be 

significant, in the context of sustaining her motivation for involvement.  Her specific 

expertise was used to teach students hard skills in technology, which were being 

rewarded in private industry, but that also allowed the students to compete in local, state 

and national competitions that had been organized on their behalf by industry leaders and 

sponsors. 

 “I helped to co-sponsor the Future Business Leaders of America (FBLA) club with the 

business teacher.  I think that was the most fun that I had with the School-to-Work 

movement. FBLA was technical, and I helped to prepare the students for the technical 

competitions that took place.  I also found it rewarding to work with the local community 

members to organize the FBLA events, and I was called to serve as a judge during the 

city-wide competitions.  Our students won numerous awards.  The first year, nobody 

even knew who we were as a school.  But once we started cleaning house, and got 10, 12, 

or 13 trophies for specific events, then we were suddenly known in the world.  One 

minute nobody knew who we were, and the next, we were famous.  It was so much fun to 

watch our kids become Number One in the State of Arizona.  Going on to the National 

Competitions was even more exciting. Our kids won even more awards.  It was pure joy.  

We won the entrepreneurial prize.  It was such a blast.”   

 

The fact that involvement in School-to-Work activities could bring positive 

acclaim was a factor that influenced my practice as well.  I was invited to help organize 

some of the FBLA events that took place in both District A and District B.  Sometimes 

my role was simply to contact my friends in the business world to find judges for the 

events, but one time I too was called to be a judge.  It was a joy that fed my enthusiasm 

for the reform movement. 

Some of the community partners also described the positive impact that their 

involvement in the School-to-Work movement had on their respective organizations and 

industries.  One person made the observation that hiring processes in her organization 

became better structured and more carefully organized.   
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“Our hiring process became more carefully selective.  We learned that we ourselves 

needed to do a better job of screening potential job applicants, because sometimes the 

students were there just for the job, or just for the money.  We learned, therefore, that 

they may not have been the best person suited for the job.  We started to screen the 

applicants more carefully, and to adjust our interview and application processes, to 

explore the students‟ motivation for working with children.” 

 

Another community partner described the benefits to her own 

organization: 

“We are a scientific research and development firm, so we rely heavily on external grant 

sources and investors.  We don‟t sell products, so we‟re not a business for profit.  We 

loved what we built together, because the students filled a labor void.  We needed brains, 

goals, and desires, not just cheap labor, and we found your students to be motivated, 

smart, and therefore a good investment for us.  We also learned that we could make 

something work, by putting our heads together.  Even if only one kid was a success, then 

we‟ve found out what works and what does not work.  That is progress.” 

 

Another partner was motivated by the maturation she observed in her students: 

 
“School-to-Work influenced them, in that they came to a new level of maturity.  They 

saw all of the intricacies involved, when you care for other people. They were exposed to 

all of the ins and outs of our job, and all of the layers of responsibility that go with it.  

Details, such as the number of times you have to wash your hands, signing in, doing 

routine head counts and all of the regulations involved, became apparent.  The job 

requires more than just showing up and playing with kids.  So the experience broadened 

their knowledge and awareness of the requirements of the industry.”   

  

The same partner noticed that the students also became more aware of the 

economic constraints that the industry faces.   

“On a financial side, student-workers see that they are working really hard, and do not 

understand why they are not paid more.  Childcare in general is not a high-paying field.  

So it makes them look forward to the idea of making more money, which will require 

more schooling.   If they want to stay in this field, they see the need to educate 

themselves, so that they can rise up to become a teacher or an administrator, which is 

required to make a sustainable living. We‟ve had several student-learners that went on to 

get their teaching degrees, and who came back to let us know.  Some even came back to 

work with us.”   

 

I asked this community partner if the students that she hired might have picked up 

parenting skills that they could utilize in the future.  Her response was thought 

provoking: 
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“I think so, but I also like to think that a benefit might have been that some of them 

thought twice before becoming parents themselves, because you know something?  It‟s a 

lot of hard work!” 

 

The community partner also pointed out that her involvement in the School-To-

Work movement impacted her organization‟s success, by providing a steady-stream of 

young student-learners who could supplement the adult workforce.   

“We are still involved actively with the original partnership, but we‟ve also expanded to 

all four district high schools, including the alternative high school.  We have seven 

program sites and a staff of about 100 employees, fifteen or twenty of whom, at any 

given time, are School-to-Work students.  There are teenagers in our community who 

want to work and who need the work, and we‟re close-by, so it is convenient for them.  

They‟re in a safe environment, in the context of being on a school campus, and they are 

not completely responsible, as there are adults with them to help them supervise the 

younger children.  It works for us because we need people who are willing to work, and 

who are available during the periods of time when we need them.  Before and after 

school are our peak periods.  We need people who are young and energetic, enthusiastic, 

who want to play, to get out there to kick a ball around and run around with the younger 

kids.  It‟s a win-win partnership.”    

 

The community partner who represented the automotive technology field 

was impacted by the awareness he gained, related to what the schools were trying 

to put into place, via the work-based learning program.     

“DCE was good, because the students had to work and still take a class.  Students 

therefore got exposure in both places to adult expectations.  The young man that I hired 

was very shy at first, and the evening class allowed him to meet new people and to 

socialize with them. It made him more social.  I could also see that the student was 

motivated, because the DCE assignments made sense to him.  They were not just busy-

work.  He wasn‟t wasting time going over things he already knew, and he really liked 

the choice of assignments, and the task menus you offered.” 

 

He also observed that the student in his charge was becoming a more 

mature worker over time, which in turn had a positive impact on his own resolve 

to consider School-to-Work partnerships again in the future.   

“Students needed to know what life would be like after high school, in terms of the 

demands that will be placed on you.  You will have to work hard.  The general world is 

not very accommodating, and it can be harsh.  Confidence has to be built, and it is good 

to hear from an employer, and not just your parents, that you‟re doing a good job. The 

student I hired knows the industry better now, but also how to interact with adults … 

both customers, and the people who were training him in the shops.” 
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One community partner was impacted by the evidence of her students‟ success:   
“My desire was to provide opportunities to help students learn a trade or a skill that 

would help them to make a living.  One student set up his own small business, while still 

in high school.  He worked out of his house, and organized setting up computers in the 

neighborhood.  It provided a local service, and both he and the other kids that worked 

with him worked for small donations.  Seeing kids doing what they loved to do was very 

gratifying to me personally. I taught them that they did not have to dig a ditch to make a 

wage, and then gave them good hard skills, and can see their success.” 

 

The same community partner also observed that students who had not considered 

college before, were managing to continue their education and training beyond the high 

school experiences that she had offered to them. 

“It was fun to see how many kids went on to college, who might not have been 

interested before.  One student was hired at the local community college in one of their 

computer labs, and could then take classes there for next to nothing.  We also had a 

grandparent of one of our students that worked at the university. She networked for the 

kids, and made introductions to people who might utilize their skills.  If the students had 

worked for me as lab technicians at the high school, then they were considered to be 

good candidates over there.  Some of the kids ended up both working for the university, 

and then enrolling as students themselves.  They got jobs in the computer labs on 

campus, while going through college.  That had a huge impact on me, personally, in that 

I was very proud.  It was fun to hear back from the students on how well they were 

doing, as a result of what I had taught them.”   

 

 The community partner therefore indicates that the significance of participation 

for her was that she was able to share her talents in a productive manner, providing 

students with a means through which to support themselves, while entering adult society.  

The students‟ successes were what she perceived to be the worthwhile return on her 

investment in their post-secondary futures.  She herself was rewarded intrinsically, by the 

same satisfaction that is known and understood by many members of the professional 

teaching community.   

 There were apparently a number of reasons why the community partners felt 

compelled to include themselves in the public education process.  Some were paid staff 

members to the schools, some were paid members of the employer community, and still 
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others were volunteers in the truest sense of the word.  None of them harped on the 

difficulties they encountered, although a lack of financial resources was mentioned 

frequently as a barrier to some of the specific projects or curriculum reform attempts.  

Nonetheless, these people mentioned frequently that the success of the students was both 

a primary motivator for involvement in the first place, as well as  the meaning correlate 

that they attached to the significance of involvement in the reform. 

None of the community partners in this study complained about the quality of the 

learning environment itself, only the apparent lack of expertise in certain domains, as 

well as a general lack of funding for the classroom.  The resource issue led to obvious 

frustrations, but the partners each worked hard to try to find the missing resources that 

would make a specific intervention or curriculum activity work.   

In other words, they did not accept the lack of a specific tool or supply to be a 

reason for discontinuing their efforts.  Instead, they recognized a real problem, and then 

worked with the educational faculty to find solutions.  This “let‟s fix it” and “let‟s put our 

heads together to find solutions” attitude was an enormously beneficial factor, which had 

a positive influence on my own ability to perform adequately in the classroom. 
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(C) - Impact on Students 

 

The students in this study indicated that participation in the School-to-Work 

reform movement had a number of influential effects on their attitudes, awareness, and 

ultimate career choices.  Some influences would be expected, including the impact on the 

choice of classes they would take, in order to prepare themselves to make a decent living 

upon graduation.  Other variables that they listed to be influential, however, may have 

remained obscured to the rest of us, if we had not taken the trouble to ask them speak 

again, from a more distanced and reflective stance.  I asked them to describe how the 

School-to-Work movement had impacted their lives, in the context of shaping their adult 

perceptions of themselves and/or society.   

One student indicated that my direct instruction in her career-education class 

raised her personal awareness of the need to be well-organized during the career planning 

process.  I do teach the students pro-actively, about the need to organize their school 

records, school papers, and inquiry-based investigations.  I require my students to 

maintain a portfolio of their search parameters and search results, in order to demonstrate 

that they have indeed taken the time to investigate ten specific transition topics.  The 

system has been controversial, in that it requires the investment in a three-ring binder and 

a set of index tabs.  Students and their families have resisted this expectation over the 

years.  In the latter years of my practice I agreed to buy the index tabs for any student 

who purchased the three-ring binder.   

Modeling the expectation to stay organized seemed to have a positive impact on 

one of the students in this study, who commented: 



 

 

  974 

“My organization, before your class, was not very good at all.  I would just shove school 

papers into my backpack.  But you got us those binders and the tabs, and you taught us 

how to stay organized.  I learned that from you, and have applied that approach to other 

classes and to other big projects.  You were the one who showed me how to create 

folders for each class.  It really helped.”   

 

 I am tidy by nature.  I feel discombobulated when there is disarray.  I started to 

teach young people how to classify and order their lives, whenever I noticed that they 

were having difficulty finding a homework assignment or remembering what was either 

due or expected of them.  Students have to be taught how to manage their time and their 

activities, and secondary students often arrive to my classroom without sufficient 

awareness of how to accomplish these tasks.  The administration in one school district 

recognized this fact, and invested in good day-planners for the students.  The faculty was 

encouraged to teach the students how to keep track of assignments for each of our 

respective classes. 

Keeping organized is a learned set of skills that can be proactively taught by a 

school‟s faculty.  I taught four or five specific lessons at the beginning of each semester 

related to building one‟s organizational skills.  My students had a syllabus and a list of 

homework assignments that they could access via websites that the school districts 

maintained.  This one student was not the only person who benefited from these lessons, 

but I did not know that she was disorganized before she met me.  She had embraced the 

system that I taught her immediately, and managed to pass my class with ease.  I later 

found out that mine was one of the first classes she passed in high school, despite being 

in attendance for two years already. 
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Other students mentioned that their participation in work-based learning forced 

them to get better at managing their time.  They had to learn how to prioritize their 

(sometimes conflicting), life activities.  One student describes her efforts in that regard: 

 

“I had a window of time where I needed to do my studies.  It was 7:00 p.m. before I got 

home, so I had to structure my time.  My grades were good, but my last semester at high 

school was full.  The assignments started to pile up.  My boss told me that you had called 

her, because I was slipping in assignments at school.  I was worried about graduation.  It 

hit me that picking and choosing assignments wasn‟t working.  The company threatened 

to cut back on my hours, and they actually advised me that they preferred me to get my 

school work done over working.    That weekend I decided to give up my weekends, to 

get my school work done, so as not to have to cut back hours at work.  For the work-site 

supervisor, schooling was SO important.  When she found out I was not going to school 

full time upon graduation, she was upset with me, and counseled me.  I was lucky to 

have an employer who valued education and independence.  She wrote me a second letter 

of recommendation for college.”   

 

Another student had a similar observation: 
 

“Working while going to school disciplined me to budget my time better.  I didn‟t have 

as much time to get my school work done.  I still managed to get A‟s.  Sometimes it was 

hard, though, even too much; especially during big projects, exams, and papers.  I 

learned that you just have to see it through, and get it done.  That taught me how to 

handle the stress of a big college load.”  

 

One student recalled how her employers influenced her awareness of the 

importance of her school work: 

 “I had to keep my grades up higher.  That was the deal at home.  If I wanted to keep my 

job, then I had to keep my grades up.  My mom said so.  The old general manager on the 

job would find me in the break room on my break, doing my homework, and he would 

help me with it.  Another man at work had been a firefighter, and he helped me with my 

biology homework.”    

 

Another said that her grades were never the issue, but rather the quality of the 

educational experience as a whole: 

“Participation in the School-to-Work program forced me to maintain a certain GPA, but it 

wasn‟t a problem for me.  But because the school allowed me to take a bunch of classes, 

my GPA was actually higher.  At other schools I was bored.  It was my best year, 

because I was challenged.” 
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For another student, however, grades had been an issue in the past, as well as 

regular attendance.  She felt as if she was impacted in a positive way, because the 

curriculum was more interesting to her.   

“The School-to-Work classes and activities were the most interesting part of my high 

school experience.  My grades went up, because I paid more attention to what was going 

on in classes. My attendance increased and was better.  At my old school, I did not feel 

the need to go to class everyday.  At Asteroid, however, if I was absent, I feared I‟d miss 

something and regret it later.”    

 

 Several other students mentioned that their attendance improved, due to their jobs 

on campus.  The fact that a policy was in place that linked school attendance to keeping 

the job was another influential factor that maintained the integrity of the program.  One 

student admitted, “Since I had a job there, I came to school everyday, because I had to 

work after classes.  My attendance record improved, because the job was tied to the 

school‟s attendance expectations.”    

Grades were not the only aspect of an individual‟s experiences that were impacted 

by participation in the School-to-Work movement.  One female student observed 

additional benefits to her overall scholarship and citizenship: 

“Instead of shooting for C‟s, I found myself at Asteroid City shooting for A‟s.  I got 

many A‟s there, because the expectation was that I was smart and I could do it.   It also 

kept me out of fights.  I still got into trouble, but less so. ”   

 

Participation in the reform movement also impacted students‟ college careers, 

even while still in high school. 

 
“The employer made me maintain my GPA.  They also helped me later, with my college 

classes.  The company I worked for in high school said that I could keep my job after 

graduation, but only if I was working towards my associate‟s degree.  That expectation 

made me realize I should just continue.  If you were a full-time employee, and getting 

A‟s or B‟s in college, then you got reimbursed for books and tuition.  That had a huge 

impact on my decision to go ahead and take college classes, instead of just working.” 
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While post-secondary options were defined more broadly than just college 

attendance, most participants in this study internalized the social expectation to go to a 

traditional community college or university, rather than a trade school or military training 

option.   

“The careers classes encouraged students to go to school, because it taught us that if you 

want to be successful, you should go to college, to make something of yourself.  I got the 

message that college was the way I should head. The classes talked a lot about going to 

college, and they helped me to decide where I wanted to go and what I wanted to 

pursue.”  

 

One student internalized that college was the minimum expectation, and that he 

should consider graduate school as well: 

“It made me think about what I wanted to do, and made me realize that if I wanted to go 

and get a doctorate degree, then I‟d have to take care of myself and do a better job with 

my schoolwork.  They won‟t accept somebody with C‟s and D‟s.  They‟re looking for 

people who work hard and who do well.”    

 

The social expectation at District A, included participation in concurrent college 

enrollment opportunities.  One student, whose family members never attended college, 

believed previously that she would not pursue that avenue.  The impact of participation in 

the reform movement included raised expectations for her personal achievement. 

“The college class was good.  You forced me to take the class, which made me realize I 

was college material. I hadn‟t considered that before.  Then I was faced with the problem 

of how to pay for college.  The company I worked for during high school offered me a 

full time job when I got back from the Air Force Reserves Training.  I was gone along 

time, so it was nice that they kept the job for me.  Originally, I thought I was just going 

to be in the military, full-time, but the college class made me realize that I had another 

choice.  I could get a regular job and have a regular profession, instead of just the 

military.  I also didn‟t know how to apply to college, and to fill out the FAFSA (financial 

aid forms), which I hear you offered later.” 

 

Exploring her options allowed this student to expand her original visions for her 

life.  The college course provided direct evidence that she could indeed succeed in a 

university program.  
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Most students in this study reported that one significant impact that participation 

in the reform movement had on their own lives was related to the decisions they made for 

themselves, about their purpose for life and how they would spend the bulk of their 

working days.  One student recalled simply that the lessons were insightful, because they 

“motivated us to find out what we wanted to do with our lives.”  Another student echoed 

that sentiment, but reminded me that it was equally important to discover that “I knew 

better what I did not wish to pursue.  I knew that I did not want a career in either 

company that I had worked in during high school.”  One of her classmates was even more 

specific: 

“I learned that I don‟t want a job in chemistry.  I enjoyed the work-based learning 

experiences, such as being in control of an experiment and seeing my reactions work.  

But for health reasons, I also found that my passions lie elsewhere.  I‟m interested in so 

many things, and I still want to learn a little in every area, that is, to explore and try 

other things out.  I‟m glad I did that.  I learned that my interests are in teaching, because 

I taught Sunday school.  I also love the outdoors, and want to help students find outlets 

for problems.  I took a scout troop up the mountain.  I did a senior project in outdoor 

education, working with local charter schools.  The high school experience in the 

chemistry lab provided an income, and I got great letters of reference, and things to 

write about on my college applications.  It looked good to be as young as I was with a 

year of experience as a lab technician.  But I also learned that I do not want to work in 

that type of work setting.” 

 

Another student echoed similar sentiments, but saw other advantageous 

implications of having worked in the particular work environment that she was exposed 

to. 

“Working in the chemistry lab very strongly influenced me in terms of my career choice.  

I learned that I would rather work with people than just work in a lab all day.  It is very 

repetitive.   I hated the smells there.  I saw some people (adult workers) get hurt. They 

stabbed themselves with needles, cut themselves with broken glass, and I was there when 

a fire occurred once.  It can be really dangerous.  But we went through so much training, 

such as fire training, and handling hazardous chemicals, so we were prepared.  I found 

that it was much easier for me in my college chemistry class, because I had learned so 

much on the job.” 
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The skills learned on the job were advantageous to other students as well.  One 

observed: 

“What I did in the lab made more sense, two years after the fact, once I started taking 

college classes in chemistry.  In the college lab I definitely knew what I was doing, 

while students who hadn‟t had my experience didn‟t know as much.  The hard thing was 

that the lab facilities and machines at the university were not as modern or nice as the 

ones we had access to when we worked for industry.  I therefore was doing techniques 

that were too easy, and less sophisticated than what I had learned on the job.  I was 

allowed to skip the basics and to go straight to the better machines.”   

 

A student who had worked in the industrial chemistry lab, but who decided to 

pursue a graduate degree in pharmacy noted: 

“It was a branch of science that I hoped to explore.  The experience was good, but I knew 

that working in a lab was not for me.  Nonetheless, the job allowed me to find a new job 

that was related.  I worked in a medical lab later, and used some of the knowledge I 

gained from the high school job.  The lab experience was therefore the catalyst for my 

choice of careers.  I had thought of a legal career, but the lab experience helped me 

branch into a medical career, instead.” 

 

Another student also pursued her long-term desire to work in pediatric nursing.  

She described the impact that her participation in the School-to-Work program had on her 

own decisions: 

“It encouraged me to continue my education, but it also encouraged me that I really 

could do it.  Working with real children in the nursery, and later in the child care 

industry, showed me that I am good at it. The job shadowing experience allowed me to 

explore the medical career in advance, and then when I saw that infants were there, and 

knew that I was OK working with them, I knew that I was going in the right direction. 

 

One of the students who had been working her way through high school and 

college in a business office reported: 

“Now I‟m going to school to be an accountant.  I‟m doing a job, and I enjoy it, and I‟ve 

been told that one should choose a career that you wouldn‟t mind doing for free.  So I 

think it‟s good for now.  Hopefully I can use this job to get to where I want to be.”     

 

The career guidance that one student received in his college classes is what helped 

him to focus on his ultimate career goal.  When I taught him lessons in high school, he 

indicated that several field trips that we had taken then, had given him the general idea 
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that he wanted to study earth science.  That got him into the right entry-level coursework 

at the local university, where he was instructed even further on how to pursue his career 

goals: 

“The field trips we took during Engineering Days reaffirmed my assumption that I 

would be an engineer.  I just didn‟t know what type of engineer.  I did well and enjoyed 

earth science, so that helped me lean towards geosciences or mining engineering, and 

away from aerospace.  But in college there is a class called Intro to Engineering that 

builds team-work and weeds out the non-serious students.  Math is a killer, but they 

introduced you to different disciplines within engineering.  I went on a field trip during 

college to the mines, and was hooked.  The next week I changed my major, it was so 

interesting.  Money upon graduation was a factor too.  Mining engineers are 

employable; geologists, less so.  I am employed today as a mining engineer.”    

 

Participation in the reform movement therefore had significances to students, in 

terms of their scholastic achievements and career direction.  Other students mentioned 

too that the experience that they had in high school allowed them to become more 

confident and self assured.  Some attributed that to the expectation to work around adults 

for the first time.  Others attributed that to a new sense of accomplishment and pride in 

the responsibilities they had received at such an early age.   

At least one attributes her accomplishments to being related to the expectation to 

act and behave like a grown-up, which was not an expectation that she remembers being 

exposed to, before her work-based learning assignment in high school.  She remembered: 

“It made me more mature.  It made me feel more grown-up.  Being in a professional 

atmosphere doesn‟t give you time to be like a regular kid; there was no room for goofing 

off.  You had to be on your toes, and you never knew who from work you would run into 

on the school campus or in the greater community.  It gave me more confidence.  I liked 

that I could say „I‟m an accounting assistant,‟ because it sounded like I had a career 

already.  I was lucky to have had that.  I was treated with great respect, which made me 

feel important.” 

 

Another student recalled the impact that the work-based learning experience had 

on his general outlook: 
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“Teenagers‟ views on life are different than what life is really like.  Their perception is 

skewed, so it was good for us to get out there and find some of that out.  It was very 

helpful to be taught in advance what you need to do to prepare for life, before you‟re 

booted out of your parents‟ home.   It made me realize that I would be forced to swim, 

and so it prepared me to get my butt into gear.  It helped to motivate me, because we had 

several outlets open to us that we could explore.  I realized that if I wanted to participate 

in these opportunities, I would have to go after them myself, which is how real life is 

now.  If you want an opportunity, then you have to go get it.  The experiences also 

helped me to become more open-minded and less rigid.  I am better able now to go into 

a new situation with an open-mind, and I am far less judgmental than I was in high 

school.” 

 

One student described the impact that specific lessons had on her budding 

awareness of career options:  

“I felt stronger psychologically, after I took one of the careers classes in school.  Some of 

the packets provided the chance to build résumés, and we got to take those surveys on 

our interests.  It gave me new ideas, and then we got to kind of narrow it down from 

there.”  

 

Another student spoke about the impact that the career education classes had on 

her, in the context of developing self-confidence. 

“I learned about job opportunities in society, and I didn‟t know how many were out there 

before.  I also learned not to be afraid, and to go out and to try to find jobs for ourselves.  

I gained confidence in myself that I could do that.  I watched my sister, who did not go to 

the same school, and so she did not have these lessons.  She seemed to always live in 

fear. I found courage through the process, because I found out that it was not as hard as I 

thought it would be.  I learned not to hide in a closet anymore.  I feel more responsible, 

and feel like I can do more.  I am more confident to try new things, and less worried 

about what others might think.  It is not as big a deal as it used to be. I became more 

motivated and confident about going out, working, and pursuing my own future.” 

 

Another young woman expressed a similar sense of personal development: 

 
“I grew.  I felt better about myself.  I felt like people trusted me to do things that most 

students were not able to do.  I was ready to move out the next year.  The instruction 

gave me the motivation and confidence to live on my own.  Other people my age weren‟t 

doing that yet. That really helped my own personal situation.”   

 

Several students admitted that participation in the work-based learning 

components impacted their moods in a negative way on occasion.  Most described in 

retrospect, however, that they felt forced to learn how to manage additional stresses, 

which are skills they use today.  I did not provide instruction on any specific coping 



 

 

  982 

mechanisms, related to stress management.  Nonetheless, my former students said that 

they grew in awareness, recognizing that stress is a force that exists both psychologically 

and socially, and that it can be dealt with in positive ways.   

“It was stressful emotionally, to know that you had to meet deadlines at work and at 

school.  Sometimes it was difficult to balance.  But I learned better how to handle stress, 

and that you need to face problems and learn how to handle them as they come to you.” 

 

Another student described how her confidence was influenced by the environment 

of the smaller learning environment in which she had been matriculated: 

“I was very stressed-out sometimes.  At the other school, I had very bad grades.   I talked 

during classes, was guilty of messing around and not doing my work, and I was a goof-

off on purpose.  During the last two years at Asteroid City, I was not sure of which 

direction I should take.  There was a lot of work to do, especially because I was so 

behind on my credits, and my family had issues.  You guys pushed me to think about my 

future, which was good, but also stressful.  I focused on my academics, which helped to 

boost me psychologically.  I am now more confident as a person, but less talkative.  I 

learned to keep more to myself, so as to make sure that my own work was done, and that 

I didn‟t get anybody else involved.”     

 

Other students reported that their School-to-Work experiences had the opposite 

effect, drawing them out of their shells, and introducing them to new opportunities for 

social interaction and growth.  One reported that she liked the opportunity to make new 

friends on the job, some of whom were college students, whom she perceived to be more 

mature than her high school classmates.  Another mentioned that her shyness had been 

addressed on her performance review, so she was guided by her employers to improve 

her social skills.  She found the social expectation to get along with her peers to be an 

influential factor that helped her later in life.   

Two students, who had been home-school in the past, mentioned that the climate 

of the school encouraged each of them to make new friends and to become more social.  

One said:  
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“It made me more like a social butterfly, because being allowed to work forced me to 

interact with others.  I am a shy person.  The whole experience helped me open up, and 

to be able to talk to more people with greater ease.  It improved my confidence.  It 

brought me out of my shell.”  

 

 Other students mentioned that an unanticipated social impact of participating in 

the School-to-Work movement, was that they actually lost friends in the process. 

“I think my relationship with some of my old friends suffered.  I didn‟t have the same 

time to hang out with my friends, who complained I didn‟t have the time or money 

anymore.  I was trying to work towards my goals, and that would take time. I knew that I 

would have to support myself after graduation, so I concentrated very hard on saving my 

paychecks for that inevitability.  So I knew I‟d have to set some of my relationships 

aside, to have the things I wanted.  In retrospect, I can see how those decisions were 

indicative of the fact that I was indeed maturing.” 

 

 Several students indicated that their participation in the reform movement meant 

that they were exposed to negative behaviors in other people, which they could then learn 

from.  One student admits that he was severely depressed on the job, because his 

supervisors and co-workers avoided him.  He said later, when he had time to reflect on 

those negative experiences, that he came to the personal conclusion that he had the power 

to change some of those dynamics, and he vowed that in the future he would never again 

work in a setting where negative gossip was tolerated or an obvious part of the cultural 

norm.  He also said that he would be more direct, forthright and honest in his own 

communication.  He therefore would stick up for himself today, with greater ease and 

more confidence.  Another student said that he too learned to stand up for himself on the 

job, when other people were being bullies.  He claims that I told him specifically to do so, 

although I cannot recall the incident.   

“You taught us … don‟t take shit from anybody … and don‟t let anybody stand in your way.”   

 

One student described the emotional conflict that she felt, which impacted her 

awareness, related to issues of morality and social impropriety. 
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“I witnessed kids clocking in, reading books, and then actually starting work much later 

than they had arrived.  I remember also watching other students cheat.  Co-workers were 

not always appropriate, and office romances were sometimes disruptive.  The hard part 

was to discern how and when to tattle.  The employer asked us all to sign an oath of 

honesty.  In the long run, it served me best to go forward.  The employer was impressed, 

but I really struggled with it.  Other students, who agreed with my decisions, provided a 

built-in source of strength.  I could confide in some of them.  Another student helped me 

through the situation, which was a good thing.  It was good to have another student my 

age to help buffer the situation.  Together, we were a unit; we were stronger together.   It 

would have been a lot scarier being all by myself.  I thought the other students should 

have known better than to involve themselves in situations such as office romances and 

cheating on their time cards.  Some students made poor choices and had to live with the 

mess.  Some got fired.” 

 

 A male student described the impact that making mistakes had on his own 

professional awareness.   

“Working taught me responsibility.  I learned the importance of owning-up to one‟s 

actions and mistakes.  I learned how to put my best self forward, how to act in the 

workplace and how to act around others.  I made mistakes on the job.  I cost my 

company money … a lot of money.  My boss told me not to spill one chemical, because 

ten milliliters of the liquid cost $10,000.  Naturally, I spilled the whole thing.  The boss 

laughed at me, and said „it‟s not my money‟, which made me feel less self-conscious, but 

it was a costly mistake.   I contaminated things too, which was a common problem with 

the students.  I apologized and admitted my mistake, and asked „how can I help fix this?‟  

Ninety-nine percent of the time they weren‟t mad; they were glad I came forward.” 

 

 Another former student replied that one impact of her work-based learning 

situation was that it raised her own awareness about the costs associated with 

motherhood.  She recalls that she became increasingly cognizant of the fact that her 

desire to have a family might conflict with the need to go to school and/or to have a 

career.  She recalled that she was haunted by that realization. 

“Dealing with children, and being responsible for them would make my heart break some 

days.  I would see how other students and parents would sometimes deal with children, 

which got me thinking of how I would want my own children treated.  One small child 

really liked the daycare staff and would cry when her mother came to take her home.   I 

knew the mother had to work, but it made me realize how much I want to be able to 

spend time with my own children.   I don‟t want to face a day when my child would 

rather be at daycare, and does not need me, but can get by with other children and other 

adults.  I don‟t want that for my children.  I know you have to be financially secure.  

Some families have relatives who can look after the kids. Others have husbands that 

work and wives that stay home.  You have to choose who is going to make more money, 

and who is going to raise the children.  It‟s a choice – a hard decision.”   
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This former student lamented the fact that she had a strong desire to have children 

of her own, but that working towards her desired degree had been harder than she had 

anticipated.  She felt conflicted, in that she was now entering her mid-twenties, and 

wondered aloud if she really could „have it all.‟   

One consolation was that she was indeed experiencing success at college and 

work, and finally seeing progress towards reaching her ultimate career objective.  She also 

had family members who encouraged her to finish her education first, before worrying 

about a family.  

Another student indicated that involvement in the School-to-Work movement had 

influenced her opinions about responsible citizenship.   

“The lessons you gave on poverty got me thinking. I realized that there were 

responsibilities I would have to face, like paying taxes.  It helped me understand that I 

did not want to rely on the government to give me help.  I asked myself „do you want to 

rely on other people for help and handouts, or would you rather get a good job and be 

part of the community?‟  I decided I did not want to ever be on welfare, and that I would 

try to find a steady job instead. You wanted us to strive.  But you also taught us where to 

go, if you don‟t have a family to help you, if you suddenly find yourself without a job.  

You‟re going to have ups and downs.   You helped us realize that there are people who 

can help us, but you got us thinking about whether or not we wanted to be helped our 

whole lives, or even for just a few months, until you‟re back on your feet.”  

 

Students were also influenced to think about their immediate behaviors at school, 

because student disciplinary records were part of the eligibility requirement to hold a job 

while in high school.  One student recalled that such an expectation did cause her to 

mature, in the context of controlling her own behaviors. She was counseled that she 

could lose her work-based learning position if she continued to be hostile and 

confrontational to her peers at school.  She was well-behaved on the job, but sometimes 

in trouble in the classroom.   
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“I went to the new school, thinking I would need to watch my back, and not let my 

guard down.  I was always ready to fight.  I learned not to judge others.  The principal 

taught me that, and you told me that I needed to be less violent and frightened, and I 

listened to that.  I was embarrassed about some of my past behaviors, and I wanted to 

please you.  You made me feel as if I had improved, so I felt less ashamed.”   

 

Another female student was similarly motivated to behave well socially.   
 

“I learned from the school that I wouldn‟t be able to work at a place, if I was causing 

trouble.  Seeing the opportunities, and knowing the expectations, I knew I couldn‟t be 

fooling around.”   

 

Another student recalled an incident in the chemistry lab, that I had forgotten 

about myself.  She remembers that I warned the students that they would lose their jobs if 

they were caught creating havoc in the school‟s science labs.  There were several students 

who had already learned that lesson the hard way.  I must have reminded another class of 

the same consequence for horse-play in the lab, because one former student described the 

impact that the conversation had on her own awareness.  

“I recall that somebody had plugged in one of the hot-plates, and allowed it to heat up 

until something caught on fire.  You smelled it, found it, and pulled the plug before any 

real damage was done.  You were angry, however, that there could have been a fire, or 

that somebody could have accidentally leaned on the hot-plate and have been burned.  I 

remember you saying to the whole class „Pull that nonsense again, and you will be in my 

office.  You will be my new best friend … and you don‟t want to be my new best friend, 

trust me!‟  We all straightened right up.”   

  

The real impact that these stories revealed, was that both community partners and 

former students were influenced enough by some aspect of their involvement in the 

reform movement that they could pull memories of significant or pivotal lived 

experiences, long after their participation in the initiative.  Some of these recollections are 

therefore illustrative of the power that School-to-Work learning opportunities can have on 

peoples‟ lives.    
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(D) - Influential People 

 
The former students in this project also mentioned a number of people who 

impacted their lives, in the context of the School-to-Work reform movement.  They 

frequently mentioned teachers by name, but they also mentioned some of their work-

based supervisors, as well as other people in the community who helped them overcome 

specific thoughts, assumptions, or mis-perceptions about the transition process.  Their 

insights reveal a number of the concerns that they had in adolescence that they still 

remember now, as adults.  This indicates that these pivotal memories were significant to 

their overall maturity and development. 

Many academic teachers were mentioned in this study, with specific points of 

reference that can shed light on the research question.  One student, who had transferred 

to Asteroid Charter High School, mentioned that it was the School-to-Work focus of the 

school that she appreciated.  The initiative was not just advocated by me, but by many of 

the other teachers on staff as well.  She noted: 

“It was nice that I found a school with teachers in it who challenged me to think about 

where I was heading.  „Do you want to be on your own?  Do you want to live with your 

parents still?‟  The teachers opened my eyes, and encouraged me to think ahead of time 

about what life would be like or could be like after high school.”   

 

Teachers in every academic subject were mentioned as influential adults who 

helped the students in their quest to reach their career and educational goals.  One student 

appreciated that the fine arts teacher was a professional artist in her own right, who had 

been hired to provide hands-on art studio classes.  She was encouraged by the pottery and 

ceramics lessons, as well as by the fact that the visiting artist spoke frequently about 

making a living in that specific career domain.  It encouraged this female student to 



 

 

  988 

consider art as a potentially viable career path that would dovetail with her desire to raise 

a family too. 

One math teacher was mentioned frequently by the students as being influential in 

a positive way.  They appreciated that she provided many hands-on lessons in class, and 

that she took the time to explain concepts that were difficult for them.   

“I just loved the math teacher.  Her classes were so much fun and she was so sweet.  She 

was so nice to us.  I caught on.  She made it fun and showed us how to learn math.  She 

engaged the kids and gave us lots of examples.”  

 

Another student described his take on the same educator: 

 
“I was mad when the math teacher left.  If we had had her for pre-calculus, we would 

have made it.  She was relaxed, and talked about the concepts.  She listened to us.  She 

didn‟t‟ just „follow the plan,‟ but slowed down, and helped us get caught up.”  

 

This school, like so many in the country, had difficulty keeping math teachers.  

Teacher turn-over was a problem. There were four math teachers during my four-year 

tenure there.  Math teachers were experiencing the pressures associated with newly 

adopted federal policies, which tied student performance to school funding.  This teacher 

frequently infused project-based learning into her coursework, a practice that is not 

valued under the new set of expectations. 

English teachers were similarly difficult to retain, and again, we had significant 

turn-over while I was employed in this school.  One teacher was mentioned frequently, as 

being supportive and encouraging.  One of her fans mentioned the traits of her practice 

that were influential: 

“I loved the English teacher.  Her classes were very hands-on.  She helped us understand 

the strange nuances to our language.  She was very polite and supportive, as well as 

positive and constructive.  So, for somebody like me, who likes to write, it was really 

important.” 
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Another student spoke about specific skills that were taught by another one of the 

English teachers, who was the only one we ever hired that actually helped me teach 

technical writing to the students.  When I taught at the middle-school level I always had 

the support of the Language Arts teachers, when it came time to teach the students about 

writing research papers.  Once I left the middle school level, however, this was the only 

English teacher that I met who would work collaboratively with me in that regard.  I too 

missed her, when she left.  

“I fell in love with the teacher in our English class, because she taught us how to do 

reports.  She didn‟t just assign them, but rather she taught us how to create them from 

scratch.  It is a process you know.  I used those skills in college, and some of my 

classmates did not know how to write a report, but I did, so I could help them.” 

 

Two social studies teachers were mentioned frequently, to have had a positive 

impact on the students.  One was described as very strict, yet the students appreciated 

(some more so, in hindsight that during their actual high school experiences), his no-

sense approach.  They described him to be a „smart-aleck‟ who would not put up with 

their shenanigans, although they confessed that they tried frequently to get him off task.  

Most appreciated his sense of humor, and general good-nature, as well as the fact that the 

class was well structured.  They also mentioned that he frequently gave lectures, which 

helped the students later, when they were in college.   One student observed: 

“He was a good teacher, and very easy-going.  He made the subject more interesting than 

any other history teacher I have had.  He also made you want to try harder, even if it 

wasn‟t something you were originally interested in.”  

 

Another student stated: 

 
“He was a good teacher, although I did not think so then.  I confess I gave him a hard 

time.   But in retrospect, now that I too am an adult, I can see that he encouraged us, and 

that he was strict so that we would perform better.  What impacted me was that I learned 

that I had to work hard for a grade in his class.  I liked that he lectured, because for me 

that was easier than learning from a textbook.  You need to know how to do both, but you 
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taught us how to own the knowledge in a textbook, while he taught us the importance of 

listening intently, and how to take notes.  I do both now, in my graduate school classes.” 

 

 A second history teacher was appreciated because she was nurturing, but also 

very interested in students‟ potential.  One female student reported: 

“She was my favorite academic teacher.  I did well in her class, because I liked her as a 

person.  She encouraged me, and believed in me, and pushed me far.  She saw something 

in me that I never saw.  She wrote me my recommendation letter for college.  She helped 

me for years after I graduated, and gave me encouragement to reach for my dreams.” 

 

Several students mentioned that I personally had said something in particular to 

them in the past, which had a positive impact on their lives.  It should be noted that they 

also mentioned their other career-education teachers, but in the context of specific 

lessons that were beneficial.  This time, however, my former students are either recalling 

conversations that they had with me personally, or a conversation that took place in the 

context of one of my three primary roles (teacher, program coordinator, and/or academic 

advisor).  Their responses, therefore, provide an additional opportunity for all of us to 

peek into their personal consciousness, which is a layer of awareness that would have 

been obscured, if they had not agreed to speak candidly about what they remembered to 

be significant about our relationship. 

Some remember me in the role of teacher, either in a career-education class or in 

a science class.  The points that they wanted to make were related to specific ideas that I 

had spoken with them about, which they deemed to be of significance, in the context of 

their own personal trajectories.   

One noted that my classes were structured differently than those of many of my 

colleagues: 
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“I adored your classes – they were not like the ordinary ones, because we 

did things and went places.  I felt in your classes as if you let us 

personalize some of what we were learning, so I could check out topics I 

was curious about, and not just go through the book from the front to the 

back, with everybody on the same page.”   

 

Another student recalled: 

 

“You were positive. I liked you, and your personality.  I learned a lot from 

you, both as a teacher and as an advisor.  You taught us to follow our 

hearts and to pursue what we wanted to do, based on that.  You were the 

only teacher always talking to us about what to do with our lives, and 

about getting jobs and going to school.” 

 

Another student recalled that I spoke to her about the need to have verifiable skill 

sets, and that high school courses were not the only avenue for learning.  Even after she 

graduated from high school, I encouraged her to take correspondence courses, as I had 

done, when my own baby was born. 

“You taught us the importance of having skills, so that you can get a good 

job.  You also taught us the importance of figuring out what we want to do 

with our lives, so that we don‟t waste time.  You were pushy in that 

regard, but now I can see the benefit of that statement. You pushed me to 

strive for a career that would utilize my love for my math classes, either 

book-keeping or accounting.  I chose to work my way through life as a 

book-keeper.  It took longer than I thought it would, to take actual college 

classes, especially because I have a child. I want to be an accountant or a 

financial advisor.  I have learned a great deal about money management 

the hard way.” 

 

While one student found me to be friendly, suggesting “you weren‟t just a 

teacher, you were our friend too”, another student had the opposite perception: 

 “I liked you because we knew where you stood on things.  Everybody else kind of a 

sugar-coated things and were trying to be our friends.  I liked your sarcastic comments 

about our „mommies and daddies.‟   You said once „so I know you like to sic your 

mommies and daddies on me, but at the end of this year, you‟re all on your own!‟ and it 

kind of dawned on me that you were right.”   
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The same student was obviously listening to me one day, when I must have been 

delivering a verbal harangue.  

“The biggest thing that I remember, though, was that you said „go get your degrees, go 

party and play, its ok to have fun; but go to school, go to school, go to school.  Everybody 

can have a doctorate degree!” I remembered that, so I went out and got one too.” 

  

 Several students credited me with finding jobs, and appreciated the work-based 

learning opportunities they were given.   

“You gave me the opportunity to work in a place like that, telling me I could do whatever 

I wanted, as long as I was willing to set my mind towards it and be willing to work 

towards it.   You helped all of us, by pushing doors open for us.  You made the contacts 

upstairs, and built those jobs for us.  You helped us get our first jobs.  Without that push, 

I would not be where I am today.”    

 

A transfer student remembers meeting me first, however, in the role as her 

academic advisor.  She recalled: 

“When I called the school, I was impressed with the advising I received from you over 

the telephone.  You said „just come to my office‟ and you made me feel welcome in a 

new, scary environment.   You really helped me, by sitting down and talking with me 

one-on-one.  The help I got from you was really important.  It was kind of like that 

„mommy at school‟ thing, but I needed it then.  You nurtured us, but also told us to be 

grown up.  You helped push us along.  We received positive support and encouragement, 

not criticism.  You would say „here‟s the problem, and here‟s how we can address it.‟” 

 

Another student remembers the actual content that was discussed during an 

advisory session.  Some of the concepts that were discussed in my offices with individual 

students, subsequently became lessons for the career education classes.  I was impacted 

by the number of times I heard the same questions asked, so that was one factor that 

impacted my decision to teach the concepts in a more efficient format, rather than one 

student at a time. 

“I was confused about what I wanted to do, and I must have had fifty questions to ask 

you, the first time we met.  I didn‟t know what the options were for me, or if I could 

graduate early.  I also didn‟t know how to find out yet, which schools would be beneficial 

to me, personally.  I was shown opportunities and specific classes I needed to take, 

starting in general education.  You taught me, so I got a better understanding of how my 



 

 

  993 

transcript would go from high school to college, and how I should plan for high school.  

You helped me take the right classes I needed, to get right into a four year college.”   

 

Yet another student recalls the nature of the conversation we had in my office one 

day, related to her transition needs: 

“We could go to you with our problems.  You helped us get the job, and then helped us 

with our schooling, too.  When I was in a cloud, you kept asking me questions, and 

pushing me to think ahead.  You talked to me about different types of colleges, and you 

had us look them up on the computer.  What I liked and remembered was your attitude.  

You reminded us candidly that eventually we‟d have to cut the apron strings, and be 

responsible for ourselves. You pointed out that life is hard work, but that hard work can 

be rewarding.  If we had a personal problem or had made a mistake, you would be our 

advocate.  You would help us solve problems that we had, if we did not know how to do 

that yet ourselves.”   

 

Another student credits me for his decision to stay in school.  I was shocked by 

this revelation, because I never knew that he was considering dropping out.  He was one 

of the brightest and most accomplished students I had ever met, but he had lost faith in 

the educational system, when he transferred to another school district.  We reconnected, 

only when his parents insisted that he return to the local charter school, now in his own 

neighborhood.   

“Mrs. Orton, if you were not there, I would not be a high school graduate today.  Sitting 

in your office gave me the courage to go back out into the world.  Everybody should have 

a teacher like you.   I could sit down and talk to you, and that is what helped me, more 

than anything.  No matter how much we were discouraged, you always pushed us to keep 

going and not to give up.  You told us we could do it, and I believed you.  Everything did 

turn out well for me.  Thank-you.” 

 

Another student remembered that I helped to find him scholarship information, 

which I obtained through the university counselor that I was working with at the time.    

“You pushed me into going after bigger goals and prospects.  You helped to keep me 

more optimistic about life in general.  I was stressed about paying for school.  You went 

above and beyond, to see that we succeeded.  You helped me find information on 

scholarships and financial aid.  You taught us that hard work will get you places.” 

 

Finally, one student recalls that I advised her briefly, before she made the 

commitment to one branch of the military.  I do not recall the conversation, but she did: 
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“You talked to me about your personal beliefs about war.  We talked about fighting, and 

weapons, and whether I might be able to kill somebody.  It is against my beliefs, too, but 

I could also see how people make decisions based on their need to pay for college and 

living expenses.”   

 

This conversation took place when the nation was experiencing peace, perhaps 

two or three years before the country was attacked and threatened from abroad.  Like this 

student, I personally was morally opposed the idea of being asked to kill another human 

being, but recognized the opportunity structure that the military does provide to young 

people seeking new skills, new experiences, and new economic trajectories.  Like this 

student, I too enlisted in the military when I was about her age, and for the very same 

reasons.  I suspect that I was discussing the possibility of finding herself in combat, and 

simply checking her understanding of the gravity of a four year commitment to military 

service.  She did indeed end up serving during the subsequent war, but as far as I know, 

she never saw combat personally.     

I have frequently felt conflicted between my ideology and the practical reality 

faced by young people of this generation, who are living in uncertain economic times.  I 

too was called upon, early in life, to take a stand against violence, and in favor of 

diplomatic resolutions to the problems we all face in our lives, both as individuals and as 

members of the society as a whole.   

Finally, several former students credited their adult mentors in the workplace for 

having had a significant impact on their lives.   Many students that worked for the same 

company credited the human resource manager for being particularly beneficial, in the 

role that she assumed as their primary point of contact.  Students were encouraged to 

build strong relationships with their immediate work-site supervisors, but this person also 
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provided an avenue to students who needed additional support on the job.  Her role was 

to ensure that their rights as employees were being respected, and she also became a 

friend and ally to some of the students in the company‟s employ.       

“I just enjoyed working with her.  She is a very intelligent and unique person, but also 

just the sweetest lady.  She made me feel comfortable while I was there. She talked about 

being a prosecuting attorney, and how they get evidence.  She also gave us fascinating 

stories from her personal experiences.  She was always saying I‟m so good at chemistry, 

and that I should consider it as career.” 

 

 Another student described the impact that this one adult mentor had on her: 

 
“I could always go to her and talk to her.  She would encourage me.  She told me that I‟m 

smart and a good worker.  She set really high expectations, but at the same time, she 

believed in me and had confidence in me, which helped me have confidence too.  She 

also encouraged me to have high expectations for myself.  That registered with me, and I 

realized that I could do it!”  

 

One student mentioned a work-site supervisor who had a positive impact on him:   

 
“My boss was kind of intimidating, at first.  He was very tall, and he speaks with a thick 

foreign accent, but I learned that he is actually quite funny.  He was tolerant, patient, and 

kind with me.  He invented some of the equipment we were using in the lab, and I was 

assigned to work with him in new product development.  He had a lot of faith in me, and 

had me doing a lot of real chemistry.  I got to run his protocols.  He taught me how to do 

the job, how to budget my time, and how to turn-in a good product.  He understood that I 

had never done this type of work before.   I made mistakes.  I spilled stuff.  He never 

yelled at me, but told me „in the future this is how you fix it.‟  He encouraged me to work 

smart, not hard.  He also taught me the importance of getting the job done right, the first 

time, because it was more efficient.  I would teach him English, and he would teach me 

chemistry.  That was the deal.  He would also buy me food and take me to lunch.  He was 

an excellent employer and work-site supervisor.”  

 

This last segment of the chapter section revealed a number of influential factors 

that impacted the life trajectories of the students in this study.  Some of the factors that 

benefited them also benefited me, in that there was a trickle-down effect.  If their mood 

was elevated, or hope raised, then so was mine.  If they had successful relationships with 

their mentors and guides on the job, then my job was made easier.  Each student 

reminded me of blessings that I had forgotten to count, and of the mutual beneficial 

impact to stakeholder participants in the reform. 
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Section 6.5 – Outcomes Analysis 

 

(A) -  Transition Experiences 

 

The fifth wave of reflective analysis takes place in the context of what happened 

to the students in this study, after they graduated from their respective high schools, and 

entered the workforce or college, as young adults.  I do not have a complete data set for 

this portion of the research study.  Only a handful of my former students were willing to 

answer an additional bank of questions, which asked them to reveal aspects of their actual 

transition experiences.  Some students were willing to be quite frank about some of the 

challenges and difficulties that they encountered, which were problematic at the time.  

Other students preferred to skip the transition experiences questions, asking that their 

memories of those events be obscured to the public. 

The pivotal events that will be described are sometimes placed out of context, so 

that students are spared the indignity of having other people try to guess their identities.  I 

was shocked by some of the revelations that were shared, but also extremely thankful that 

the individuals who spoke candidly were motivated to help future students avoid the 

same pitfalls.  Not every student that I have taught was even asked to be in this project, 

because I lost touch with them over the years. Nonetheless, I believe that the stories that 

are told herein are indicative of problems that teachers (including me) may not have been 

aware of.  This knowledge can therefore be utilized in future curriculum development 

endeavors. 

I want to remind readers that the scenarios discussed in this portion of the report 

are not necessarily scenarios that the students were taught how to resolve during their 
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high school careers.  Some of their situations were quite grim, and I would not 

necessarily have ever considered them to be possible, which may indicate my relative 

naïveté about the current social culture that exists in our community.  If I were to 

encounter the same situations, I might not know how to deal effectively with the scenario 

described.  By the same token, these stories reveal additional evidence that some of what 

we were teaching the students in the classroom did, indeed, prove to be beneficial out in 

the “real” world, or the adult society that exists beyond the boundaries of the school yard.   

The glaringly obvious question that I was hoping to answer by gathering this last 

layer of evidence was whether or not my curriculum interventions provided the intended 

bolstering effect that could help students avoid the sticky traps associated with unskilled 

labor, under-employment, and/or lower-wage jobs.  My desire was to listen to the tales of 

transition, to learn if anything I was teaching in my classrooms had a positive or 

beneficial impact on the actual trajectories of students, once they were beyond the 

horizon of my perception.  Each student did provide some of the answers to that 

embedded research concern.  The unanticipated outcome of investigating this last data 

source was that I found myself planning the next wave of curriculum development, 

seeing obvious lessons that could be created for future cohorts of students, which might 

help them recognize certain risky or dangerous situations, so as to protect themselves 

from falling victim or prey to other people who do not always have their best interests in 

mind.  Likewise, I was guided morally to learn about some of the protective services that 

exist in society, which could be taught pro-actively to future students.   
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(B) -  Bethany’s Story 

 

I first met Bethany as a student at the alternative high school, in District B.  She 

was matriculated into the career-education course that I developed and co-taught with 

other members of the teaching faculty.  I only saw her every other week, however, 

because she was simultaneously enrolled in the Construction Works project. This meant 

that she was on a schedule that forced her to alternate weekly, between her work-based 

learning opportunity at the construction site, and her academic and electives coursework 

on the school campus. 

Although the careers course that I offered had introduced students to a vast array 

of career options in society, this student was influenced less by the curriculum I had 

developed, and more by her immediate needs. She described how she perceived her high 

school experience, which started on the mainstreamed campus, close to her mothers‟ 

house.  Her home was situated in a distinctively rural neighborhood, known for properties 

that had been developed prior to stricter and more modern building codes.  The 

neighborhood provided very few opportunities for work, but it did have a number of 

places where young people could have invested in small trailers or mobile homes, either 

as places to rent or as places to own. 

 
“I wanted the typical high school experience, so I attended Bolide High for two years, 

but I never passed any classes.  My mom spoke with the school‟s staff, and they agreed 

that I should be sent to the smaller alternative school, where I was told that I could learn 

how to be an electrician.  That never happened.  They‟ll help you there, but after I went 

to the Career and Technical school, I still seemed to need the same number of credits at 

the end of three semesters.  I was frustrated, because students had to learn science, by 

teaching themselves on computers in the lab.   I had heard of some charter schools in the 

neighborhood, but it was not an option.  They were too far away.  I therefore just 

dropped out of high school and went to work.  I figured I wasn‟t getting anywhere on 

that campus anyway, and the construction project ended, so there was no reason for me 

to be there anymore.”   
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 Bethany‟s recollections of her own school records are not wholly accurate.  She 

was, indeed, behind on her academic coursework, but she had managed to pass the 

equivalent of a single semester of classes in the four semesters that she attended the 

regular high school.  She received above-average grades in her English classes during her 

freshman year, but never passed another one after that.  She managed to pass a year of 

drama classes, yet had no awareness that she had done so.  She had also passed a math 

class, two physical education classes, driver‟s education, and world studies, but in each of 

these classes, her performance was below average. 

 I know these details of her academic career, because I intervened in her case.  She 

applied for my evening DCE class, so I gained access to her transcripts, with the goal of 

determining how many elective credits she might earn through the program.  She had a 

part-time job after school, where she was experiencing success in a retail business.  She 

had been taught on the job how to operate a cash register, assist with inventory control, 

and relate successfully with the customers that she served.  She approached me with a 

completed DCE application, which included a copy of her school records.  What needs to 

be said now, is that Bethany was not the only student I met at that school who had no 

cognitive awareness of their school transcripts.  She knew that these documents showed 

the grades she had earned for coursework taken in the past, but she was not aware that the 

document also reported which courses she had passed successfully, and where she had 

earned Carnegie credits towards her graduation requirements.         

In District A, I had the support of the administrative team to allow students to 

gain access to their personal transcripts, for the purpose of instruction.  I pro-actively 
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taught them in class how to read the documents, how to calculate the number of credits 

they were earning, and how to calculate their own grade-point averages.  Furthermore, as 

their academic advisor, I routinely had them come in to my office to discuss their 

academic progress, one-on-one.  These services were not ones that I was permitted to 

perform in District B, however, where full-time counselors had been hired at both 

comprehensive high schools.  At the alternative high school, however, there was no 

counselor on campus, so students relied on quarterly visits from the counselors that were 

housed back at the main schools.   

Bethany, therefore, never received the same instructional units that my students in 

District A had received. When Bethany approached me, there still seemed to be room on 

her transcript for some additional elective coursework.  She applied officially for the 

DCE program, and I fully intended to help her work towards earning additional 

vocational education credits for her part-time job experiences.  Our plan was that she 

would accomplish those graduation goals in the evenings, while simultaneously working 

towards her missing academic coursework during the day.  Her administrative team, 

however, did not allow her to take the DCE program, preferring that she concentrate on 

her academic coursework instead.  I deferred to their authority, knowing that the student 

did indeed have an enormous academic work-load ahead of her.  

Bethany dropped out of school in frustration, because she could not see the 

progress that she was making during the course of her enrollment at the alternative 

setting.  I asked Bethany to describe her living situation at the time, and to tell me if she 
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was still living at home, now several years after her departure from school.  She 

explained: 

 
“I was 18 when I left high school.  I was living at home, but it became difficult for my 

mother to continue to support me, so I moved-in with a friend‟s parent.  That was not to 

my liking, so I moved back in with my mom, who allowed me to stay there, as long as I 

was helping with the household income.  I contributed to the household expenses, 

including groceries.”    

 

 Bethany managed these expectations, on the part-time salary that she was still 

receiving on the job in the retail business.  She was therefore able to contribute to the 

family income, and was not immediately thrust into a situation in which she was expected 

to pay for her entire existence.  This allowed her the time to search for more gainful 

employment.  She had a small car that she had purchased with her income from the 

construction job during high school, which had belonged to an elderly man, whose wife 

had recently died.  Bethany therefore owned a vehicle that ran well, and that she was able 

to purchase for $400 from this kind neighbor.  Her immediate expenses, that first year 

after high school, were not staggering to the point of her being desperate.  

I asked her to describe any difficulties that she experienced during that time in her 

life.  She relayed that she was relatively calm about all that transpired, except that she 

was unprepared for some of the hidden costs she found, once she was willing to establish 

a household of her own.  She mentioned that it was difficult for her to manage some of 

the unanticipated fees that were associated with utility charges, when it came time to 

open accounts in her own name.  The conundrum was that she did not have a long-term 

work history, so found herself faced with up-front charges, which people who have 

established credit ratings do not face.   
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The irony is that these types of concepts were being taught to students in the 

evening DCE classes that she had been denied access to.   

 
“Finding a place to live was hard.  The set-up of everything was difficult, such as calling 

the utility companies to establish accounts.  Getting electricity was particularly difficult.   

We had a neighbor with a small trailer.  I was hoping to buy it, and to fix it up, but the 

electric company wanted a down payment to change the account to my name.  The 

connection fees were hidden costs that I could not afford at the time.  I found a small 

apartment to rent instead.” 

 

Bethany described her need for more money, which caused her to apply for a job 

at the local Wal-Mart store in her community.  She maintained her original part-time job, 

while working nearly full-time at the new one.  It was a step in the right direction, she 

reported, but still not the ideal situation: 

 
“I worked at Wal-Mart for 38 hours per week, but they wouldn‟t give us medical 

coverage unless we worked 40 hours per week. I could work that much, but they 

wouldn‟t give me the hours.  So I got medical insurance through ACCESS (Arizona‟s 

option for low-income families), which is what my mom is on.  I went to the DES 

(Department of Economic Security) building, and applied for it.  I pay what the balance 

is.  It is based on my salary.”    

 

Bethany worked there for a few years, where she met her fiancé.  He had been one 

of her regular customers, and they started to see each other after her work hours.  In the 

meantime, she started to search on her own for a better job.  She put in an application to 

one of the local aircraft maintenance companies, and managed to land an office job in 

private industry.  She described that work experience: 

 
“I put in the application, but hearing back from the company took forever, so I was glad 

I still had my original jobs.  The pay was great, and everybody said I was so lucky, 

because they were a good employer.  But I didn‟t like it.  I did paperwork all day long, 

and it was boring for me.  It was data-entry work, but my title was production controller.  

I sat from 3:30 to 11:30 at night, and hated every minute of it.  I was so glad when it got 

slow and they laid me off.  I was relieved.”   
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She did not hesitate to go looking for a new job, and managed to find one that was 

related to the construction trades.  She describes that episode: 

“I worked for a construction company for a short while, but it was too hard.  I was a 

blade chaser, but physically it was just too much.  I worked out in the heat from five 

o‟clock in the morning, until five o‟clock in the evening.  I was sun burned, dehydrated, 

and exhausted all the time.  On weekends I could not seem to catch up with the rest of 

my life.  It was hard on my relationship with my boyfriend, because I didn‟t have the 

energy to do anything.  I would just come home, shower, eat, and go straight to bed.  I 

quit, finally, because I literally thought that the job was killing me.  I didn‟t have another 

job lined up, but then, out of the blue, the new one came through.” 

 

The new job opportunity is not one that she was looking for pro-actively.  A 

neighbor, and a friend of the family, knew that Bethany had recently quit her construction 

job, and would be looking soon for new employment. The neighbor overheard one of her 

customers, who mentioned aloud that one of his employees had quit unexpectedly, and 

that he was desperate for help.   

Names were exchanged, and Bethany was hired to work for a cleaning company 

that had contracts with a number of the large government buildings downtown.  She is 

now permanently employed there, working full-time, and driving a new car that she paid 

cash for.  She says she is feeling economically stable, for the first time in her post-

secondary life.  Her boyfriend is an auto-mechanic, and is doing well for himself.  They 

have two steady incomes, and her boss is open to the concept of her working part-time, 

when she is ready to start a family of her own. I asked her where her motivation and 

strength came from, and she answered: 

“My parents showed me what I did not want to do.  Their decisions are not my decisions, 

and I want to have a happier life than they did.  Nobody else motivated me, I did that for 

myself.  I did not want to be at home or in school.  I wanted out of my mother‟s house.  

The motivation was inside me.  My whole life I was not given anything, so I had to work 

for everything I wanted.  If my parents had given me everything, I would probably still 

be at home.  If you don‟t have to work for it, you may not appreciate it or want it as bad.”     
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 She is still eligible for public health assistance, but is optimistic about her future.   

 
“It is fun to be an adult.  I can decide to go to the river, and go tubing, and plan in 

advance for it, save for it and go.  It is easier to do things that you want to do.  I could 

set a goal and go there.  I think that is fun.  I would like to look into going back to 

school, because I want to finish my education.  Right now there is no way to finance 

that, so I will save up my money and pay for it myself when the time comes.  I still don‟t 

know what I would study, but I can see that I am more interested in school now, than I 

was when I was younger.”   

 

  So Bethany, although she did not take a traditional educational path, has managed 

to find a way to make a living that affords her the dignity of being productively 

employed.  She is managing to live on her own, having found a mutual ally with whom to 

partner herself.  She knows that education is still available to her in the community, and 

is aware that she will need to take remedial coursework if she hopes to take academic 

courses in the future.  She was preparing for her new life as a bride when I saw her last.  

 The rest of us might judge this scenario harshly, but in her case, she would argue 

that leaving high school made perfect sense.  It allowed her to gain economic 

independence and an identity of her own, without feeling pressured to remain in a 

household that she found to be oppressive.  Paying for her own living expenses for a year 

allowed her to appreciate the contributions that her mother was able to provide, and 

helped her to repair that relationship, because she was now perceived to be helping 

financially at home.  When she was able to establish a household of her own, however, 

she quickly learned that she needed a better job, and searched the community until she 

found one.   

Today she is in a stable relationship with a man who is gainfully employed, and 

by her own humble estimation, is living the American dream.  She wants to start a family, 

and the couple hopes to own a house too, when they save-up for the down payment.     



 

 

  1005 

(C) -  Christina’s Story 

 

 Christina was another student that I met at Bolide City, but she attended one of 

the comprehensive high schools, which was located closer to services, businesses, and 

shopping centers.  She therefore had the advantage that she could find a job during high 

school, which was within walking or biking distance from her family‟s home.  She lived 

during high school with her mother and step-father, both of whom supported her goal to 

work during her senior year, as long as her grades were maintained.  She is a cheerful 

person, whom I would describe as outgoing and affable.  She has a great sense of humor, 

and was one of my favorite DCE students. 

 I asked her to reflect in hindsight, on whether any of the instruction or coursework 

that she took in high school, related to the School-to-Work movement had been 

particularly influential in her post-secondary thinking or transition experiences.  She 

described several separate learning opportunities, where School-to-Work concepts were 

being taught, in addition to the DCE class that I had provided to her.  The first class that 

she remembers took place when she was a middle school student in another school 

district.  She recalls that the class taught her some basic nutrition concepts, related to 

developing healthy eating habits, but pointed out that she had already learned a little bit 

about cooking and shopping at home. 

“In middle school they had a home economics class, but what they were teaching, I 

already knew how to do, although they did teach us how to set a table and clean up 

afterwards.  My nana owned a restaurant, so that is how my dad knows how to cook, and 

he taught me.  I learned that real Mexican restaurant food was good food, because it was 

fresh food.  I lived with my nana throughout second and third grade, which was the 

longest time I lived in one place.  My nana and my dad bought a house together, and she 

lived on one floor, and we lived elsewhere.  She taught us how to cook and she was there 

to discipline us.  Even when we lived with my nana, she would teach me about the Fry‟s 

VIP coupons, and how to shop.  That was way before the other classes.”   
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Christina‟s parents had divorced, and her father had custody of the children.  Her 

oldest brother was five years her senior, and the smaller two siblings were less than five 

years younger.   Her father found a new girlfriend, who is the person who taught 

Christina how to drive.  Christina noted that even at a very young age, she had skills that 

some of the adults that lived with her did not have. 

“My dad was dating a twenty six year old, and he asked one day for me to make him 

breakfast, because his girlfriend did not know how to do it.  She didn‟t even know what a 

toaster was.   But I realize now that my grandma taught me a lot.  So did my dad.  He‟d 

call me on the phone and talk me through getting dinner ready, over the phone, and I also 

learned how to cook by watching him.  Most of our food, however, was from Taco Bell 

and 7-11.   My dad would get sick from all of the junk food he ate.”   

 

Christina‟s dad had a good set of industry-recognized hard skills, yet his 

circumstances had changed, which meant that the family felt the repercussions, 

economically.   

“My dad was a mechanic, and he used to work for the auto industry.  He was a service-

writer later.  But then he changed jobs, because the owner left and there was a clash with 

the new guy.  He is still in the auto business. He stole from his boss, however, and then 

got fired.  Later, his money came from hustling people in pool halls.  I would see it.  I 

grew up with it.  The refrigerator was always full of beer that he won at the bars.”    

 

The father‟s economic downturn meant that the family was exposed to financial 

hardships that impacted Christina‟s sense of economic security.  She described her 

growing awareness of the need to be able to take care of herself and her younger siblings.   

“We moved around a lot after that, because my dad was not paying his bills, and so we 

got kicked out of places.  He was into drugs, and I was in the 7
th

 grade when I learned 

about it.  He told me to go into his wallet to get a twenty-dollar bill, so that I could go and 

buy something to eat, and I found it.  A friend‟s dad also sold drugs, so I brought it over 

to him, and he explained what it was; it was cocaine.  Now that I am an adult, I have 

learned that I had an uncle who was running drugs and that my father helped him.  That is 

another way that he was making money.  My uncle went to jail for the drug bust, but my 

dad did not.  It sounds bad, but I did not yet understand why we didn‟t have food.  So I 

made the connection, finally, as to why we were always out of money, and why he 

couldn‟t pay bills.  The worst part was that his sister, who was also my godmother, and 

her fiancé, did not have many bills, yet we were going hungry often.”   
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Christina therefore felt as if the home economics class that she was taking 

simultaneously, in middle school, was not necessarily teaching her relevant skills, given 

her personal situation at home.   

“So I knew it would be hard to live on my own, because I could see how my dad was 

living.  I also knew that when my dad‟s bedroom door was shut, then he didn‟t want us in 

there, and I had to take care of my little brother and sister.  I had an older brother who 

was already out of the house; he was not aware of what was going on at home.  I was 

basically both the mother and father to my little brother and sister.  Thereafter, I stole my 

dad‟s debit card and used it to shop for the family, to buy clothes and to make sure there 

was food in the house.”   

 

I asked Christina where her mother was, during her childhood.  She explained:  

“We were not allowed to live with my mom, because she had been in jail at one time.  

Then she was in rehab.  My mom used to beat us, especially me.  I think I‟m the reason 

they got married to begin with, because she got pregnant.  And dad said he needed me to 

take care of him, and so I would cook for him and take care of him.  I guess I was a 

daddy‟s girl.”   

 

Her mother is an active presence in her life today, and somebody that I have had 

the opportunity and pleasure to get to know, just a little bit.  I asked Christina to describe 

when it was that her mother returned to her life.  She explained: 

“When my mother got out of jail, she met my step-dad.  She didn‟t even tell him about us 

for a couple of years.  She met him when I was ten, but she would not allow us to meet 

him until I was thirteen.  She didn‟t want to mess things up for herself.  He knew she had 

children, but she didn‟t want to complicate things.  I think my mom was really selfish for 

a little while there. But she did not know what we kids were dealing with at home, with 

dad.”   

 

 She then described how her mother‟s life changed, which eventually resulted in 

changes for the better for Christina and her younger siblings.   

 
“Between seventh and eighth grade, my mom moved to another state, because my step-

father got a job there.  I told her what was going on in my dad‟s house, after the 8
th

 grade, 

when we went to live with them that summer.   It took them several months to move back 

here, to Tucson.  When I turned fifteen, I called them one day, and said that I was fed up 

with living with my dad, so they came and picked me up, and then later my brother and 

sister followed me. That is when I moved to the new school district, because they had 

rented an apartment there.  I could walk to school.”   
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Christina then settled into a new routine, and did well in her academic classes, 

despite a rocky start in secondary school.  Not only were her grades good, but she 

developed new friends and new interests.  She described the contrast between life with 

her dad and life with her mom.   

“At both schools I had teachers I could turn to.  The first half of freshman year I was 

living with my dad still, and I couldn‟t always wash my clothes when I was living with 

him.  I had my PE clothes to wash routinely, and the PE teacher was really nice about 

letting me pass the class, if I could beat him at tennis.  One time he gave me laundry 

soap, so that I could go get my laundry done.  I could always turn to him and talk to him.  

My nana had taught me how to separate clothes, but if you have a bunch to do, use cold 

water.  Later that year, I started living with my mom, who now spoiled me a bit.  She 

washed my clothes and took care of me now. I didn‟t have to worry about food, and she‟d 

pile food on my plate, and then give me a hard time about being chunky.”   

 

 The next opportunity that she had to explore School-to-Work concepts was in her 

junior year, when she elected to take the evening YTP class with me, on the alternative 

campus.  That is when I started to get to know her better, and that is when I discovered 

that she wanted to consider a career in teaching or counseling.  The following year she 

took DCE with me, and I have already described the personal initiative that she took, to 

secure a job that she could access, by walking there or taking her bicycle.  She was also 

required to take a class on transition skills: 

“Our senior survival class seemed dumb.  I learned things that I had learned at home 

already, but it did refresh my memory of skills I had learned as a child.  The teacher was 

talking about coupons, and the other kids had parents with good jobs, who took care of 

their kids.  I sat in that class and thought „I could write this class.‟  The teacher would 

say that fast-food was bad for you, but if I had the money and that was closer, I would go 

there to buy food, so that we could survive.”   

 

I invited Christina to speak with me about her actual transition experiences, 

several months after I had retired from the teaching profession.  The day that the 

interview was originally scheduled, we had to cancel and try again, because she was 

called unexpectedly to attend a funeral.   
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When Christina did make time to speak about her transition experiences with me, 

she explained the reason for her delay: 

“My grandfather recently passed away, and I went to the funeral, but not to pay my 

respects; I hoped he suffered.  One of my cousins is mad at me for going, but I feel so 

much better.  My grandfather was a sexually abusive person.   He started abusing me 

before I was even in school, so it wasn‟t until first or second grade that I understood 

what it was.  He abused me, and some of my other cousins. He didn‟t do it to my little 

sister, because when I finally understood what he was doing to me, I told him to his face 

that if he ever did it to her, I would kill him.   

 

I told my older cousin, and she told her dad.  My dad found out, and he sat me down and 

brushed my hair and told me not to say such things.  So he didn‟t believe it.  I told other 

family members, but my family would say „nobody will believe you anyway‟.  My 

grandfather was still doing what he did to me at a young age, when I was in middle 

school.  It stopped when I was thirteen, because I could tell my mother.  She believed 

me.    

 
At my grandfather‟s funeral, his wife asked me why I did not like her, so I told her the 

reason.  She is just a year older than my dad.  It was because she knew too, and she didn‟t 

do anything about it.  So I told her so, to her face, and just walked off.  I knew that she 

knew.  It was the same with my grandmother, before she died.   I think she was afraid that 

if she told anybody, he would divorce her, and she would be sent back to Mexico. I felt 

better going to the funeral, and saying what I did to the rest of the family.  I realized then, 

that I never have to deal with them anymore.”    

 

I asked Christina if she had ever received help from anybody at school, or in the 

community.   

“I didn‟t feel as if there were counselors at the middle school that I could talk to. They wanted to 

help, but they didn‟t know how.  They thought I was young and naïve.  They didn‟t have the 

knowledge to help me.  I wanted to tell them to go work in a school where the kids weren‟t so 

messed up.   The principal and the vice principal there were males.  They later got in trouble for 

doing sexually inappropriate things with students, and they got fired.  I didn‟t like them.  They 

always made you feel ashamed, and I was a good kid.  I talked to a counselor in my sophomore 

year, because I was really bothered by it all.  That helped me somewhat, but so did having new 

friends.  It was something I had in common with most of my friends.  A lot of my friends are the 

same way.  They could turn to a teacher, but not always to a counselor.  But the teachers did help 

me, when I asked for it.  Even though they didn‟t have the knowledge, they did the best that they 

could, and they were there for me.  I knew them already.  But sometimes at night, I will be crying 

in my sleep.  That is why.”    

 

I asked her if she wanted this portion of our conversation to be recorded, or if she 

preferred that I keep her comments off the record.  She asked that I include her story, 

because she wanted her voice to be heard.  Furthermore, she felt as if she could offer 
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sound advice on how better to structure the curriculum.  She wanted me to record her 

own transition story too, so that other students might be encouraged that they can make it 

in the world, even without parents or an idyllic upbringing.   

“I did not have very good role models where my parents are concerned.  They don‟t have 

anything I can look up to, other than what not to do.  I‟ve never seen my mom without a 

boyfriend, and I remember thinking I didn‟t want to be like that.  I also learned from 

watching them that I don‟t ever want to do drugs, and I don‟t drink.  I just look at my 

family and the ones who are not doing so well.  I don‟t want to be like them, so I turn in 

the other direction. I can honestly say I‟m the only one in my family who has never 

taken drugs, not even prescription drugs.   You need to teach that to other kids too.  They 

do not have to be like their parents.  They can break the cycle. They have a choice about 

how they are going to live their lives.”  

 

She reported that what she liked about the DCE class was that it gave the same 

message of hope, and that it provided some basic tools to work with.  She had other ideas 

to suggest for curriculum topics, however, so she wanted to be included in the research 

project.  I asked her, therefore, to describe her life, starting immediately following high 

school graduation.   

 “I was still living with my parents that summer, and still working at the same company 

where I had found my DCE job.  I got scared, because I did not know exactly what to do.  

I had focused just on graduating, and now I had to really make some hard decisions.  My 

step-dad said „you don‟t have to go to school, you can just go to work full-time; it is your 

choice.‟ I didn‟t know what to study yet, if I went to college, so I stayed away from it.  

My parents wanted me to go to school, and I did too, but I was not ready yet.  I did not 

know what I wanted to go to school for.  I was just glad that high school was behind me, 

and I needed time to just get adjusted.” 

 

Christina‟s life became complicated quickly:   

 
“I was going to move out, and I had saved up some money, from my job.  But I gave it to 

my mom, because they said they needed it.  I had sold the bicycle, and was walking to the 

job and back home again.  The job required me to work in the heat all day, and then I was 

walking home sometimes during the hottest time of the afternoon.  Sometimes my mom 

would come and get me, because I was starting to have a dehydration problem.   By the 

end of the summer, however, my step-dad was fed up with it, and so in August, they 

kicked me out.”  

 

I asked her if it was abrupt, or if she was given enough notice to find a place of 

her own.  She reported that it all happened in one afternoon. 



 

 

  1011 

“So I went to live with a friend of mine and his sister and his dad.  His dad is the one who 

suggested it, and who offered it to me.  But it was out by the other high school, so it was 

pretty far away.  I had to rely on him to get to work.  But he was reliable.  He worked 

down the street, so I actually got there early.  His son worked there too.  I paid rent.  I had 

other options, including an aunt and uncle, and a grandmother; my mom‟s younger 

brother too.   I‟ve never worried I would be homeless.  My family is pretty big.  The only 

family member on the streets right now is there because he has a drug problem.  So 

nobody is helping him out because of that.  They tried to help him before, but he just 

blew it off.  They don‟t even talk about him anymore.  He is not considered to be part of 

the family.  But this other family offered me a room, if I helped out with the family and 

household expenses, so it worked out well for me.” 

 

Christina therefore lived with this family, and worked full time in the job she had 

secured for herself while in high school.  Although she still depended on other people for 

transportation, they were trustworthy and reliable.  She paid for her own groceries, and 

was eligible for food stamps, because she was still making minimum wage.  She was also 

eligible for public medical assistance, and the family she was working with accepted a 

small portion of her paycheck in exchange for a room and a family-plan cell phone.  All 

of her friends were through her job, and she claims that she spent time with them.  She 

felt relatively secure for the first three years after graduation.     

“I am a quiet person.  On the job there were things that were happening that I needed to 

find a voice for.  If you didn‟t, then those things would keep on happening.  You should 

tell students how to find their own voice, and to let people know. That is what I wanted to 

tell you in this project. You need to teach the students how to report these things that are 

happening to them.”   

 

 My immediate worry was that something had happened to this beloved former 

student, on her DCE job, which I might have to report now, to the police.  She reassured 

me that what happened to her was an incident that occurred three years later, but that she 

wished we had covered the topic in our class, so that she would have been better prepared 

to recognize what was going on, and to deal with it.  She described a blatant case of 

sexual harassment that both she and her mother attended to.   
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“I worked for them for three years, and the new owners had a brother-in-law who took 

me on a ride from one work site to another, and made not only a physical pass at me, but 

also asked me if I wanted to drive to the state capital with him to f*** around.  I said no, 

and pulled back to my side of the car and told him „if you do that again, I‟ll make damn 

sure that when you‟re not in a position to hurt somebody else in another car, I will hit 

you.  Don‟t you ever touch me again!‟ I put my headphones back on, and scooted over to 

the passenger door and started reading my book.  When we got to the work site, I went 

immediately to a supervisor and told him.  I also told my mom, and she talked to the 

manager.  He dealt with the situation pretty quickly.  I had to write down everything that 

happened.  The man was suspended for a week, but when he came back, he got a 

promotion to a management position.   I was so angry.  I worked there for three years, 

trained new people, and never got more than $6 per hour.  That is why I do not work 

there today.” 

  

The incident illustrates that the adult workplace is not always free from gender 

discrimination and hostility.  The young man who had made the sexual advances against 

her was approximately her own age, and both workers were legally adults.   Nobody 

called the police.  I learned later that the manager in charge was not the same person with 

whom I had worked in the past.  The student herself was no longer comfortable there, so 

her mother helped her find a new job.   She then went to work for another company, and  

carpooled with her mother.  She saved her money for a car of her own, but before it was 

paid-in-full, she wrecked it.  The car was totaled, and so she ended up making payments 

on a car that she could no longer drive.  I asked her where she found solace and comfort.  

“My step-dad is who I talked to, about life after high school.   He seemed to know a lot 

and had the best advice.  If I needed help or had questions, I could ask him; like with 

credit cards.  He talked to me about the advantages of them, and showed me how that 

works.  Some of the students who were older than I was were also there for me.  I am also 

still friends with that original family that helped me.  And I have my brothers and sisters 

to turn to, if I need them.”   

 

I ran into Christina recently, where she was employed in a large commercial 

lumberyard, working as a sales associate.  She was cheerful and warm, and reported that 

her life was on track, despite a rocky start.  She was living in an apartment of her own, 

and had a new car that she was paying off slowly.  She had a boyfriend and a new circle 
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of friends once again, because she had moved to another neighborhood.  She was feeling 

confident about life.  I asked if she had considered going back to school, and she said no.  

Her preference was to be happy and secure, and she joked that she must be living well, 

because she had put on a few pounds.    

Christina‟s early home life was shattered when the mother was arrested for drug 

possession and use, and sent to jail for an extended period of time.  Christina and her 

siblings were frequently left with an abusive grandparent, while her father struggled to 

make ends meet.  The father‟s depression, drug-use, and neglect put his female children 

at risk for being molested, and when he learned of the situation, he did not take the 

appropriate action.  Christina herself, being too young yet, to know about the laws that 

were supposed to protect her, told everybody in her family about the situation, and yet no 

adult came to her rescue, until her own mother showed back up on the scene.   

When Christina told her mother what had transpired, the mother did intervene, 

and the school was notified.  The behavior stopped, finally, but I do not know the details 

of what happened to the grandfather, between the time that the incident was reported, and 

the time of his death.  I also do not know what happened to the father, when the incident 

was reported.  I am no longer employed in Arizona, so it is not my place to probe any 

more deeply into the matter.  Christina herself is now an adult, with a legal right to 

privacy, which she has asked us all to respect.   She has moved on, and is living happily 

in the present.  She has no further interest in recalling any more of that previous chapter 

of her life.  The incidents that she shared, however, are indicative of the need to develop 

lessons related to sexual harassment and community support services. 
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(D) -  Diana’s Story 

  

I interviewed Diana a half-dozen years after high school, and after she had 

become a wife and mother.  She had two small children living at home, neither of which 

was old enough yet to be in school.  She worked full-time in a veterinarian‟s office, 

serving as an office manager. Diana had been an exemplary student, earning straight A‟s 

in high school, and excelling in a number of subjects.  Her passion in high school was 

science, which is how we first got acquainted with each other.  She knew in high school 

that she wanted to work with animals, and still aspires to become a researcher in the 

veterinarian field.  

Diana took a break from her studies, so as to start her family.  She plans to 

continue with her education, when her children are both in kindergarten.  In the 

meantime, she has had a full life and career, pleasing a husband, raising her babies, 

maintaining a household, and managing either part-time or full-time employment over the 

years.  The day I interviewed her she was upbeat and happy with her life, and looking 

forward to her future, as well. 

 Diana was one of the students who went to work in the industrial chemistry lab 

that had hired her as a student-intern in District A.  She graduated from high school a 

year early, and had attended the community college as well, while still completing her 

senior year.  She described her life, immediately following graduation: 

“I continued to work part-time at the same lab that I worked at during high school. That 

allowed me to go to school full time at the community college, where I started by taking 

my general education requirements.  Going to school full-time ensured that I had medical 

benefits through my parents‟ providers.  I was single, so could still live at home with my 

parents and younger siblings.  I felt that my days were very full, with both school and 

work.  My biggest responsibility at that time was to my three horses. I did pay my parents 

for room and board, and paid my own tuition for college.  It was affordable.  I had a car 
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that was given to me by a neighbor, who was buying a new one, so I did not have car 

payments.  I was also paying for my own clothing, shoes, and entertainment expenses.  I 

felt as if my life was in balance then. My father kept my car in repair, and my only big-

ticket items were riding lessons and the upkeep for my horses.” 

 

 I asked her to describe when she actually moved-out of her house for the first 

time, and what prompted that decision: 

“I didn‟t plan on moving out of my parents‟ house as soon as I did.  It just came up.  We 

had a conflict and they sold my horses.  Even though I paid for them with my own 

earnings, they belonged legally to my parents still, because I was not yet eighteen years 

old.  I was very upset, so I moved out fairly quickly.  I think it shocked my parents that I 

would leave.  They kind of reacted in a very negative way, which was really hard for me; 

so then I was truly on my own when I moved out.   

 

I asked her how she found housing for herself, and she described the scenario: 

 
“I moved in with two girls from high school.  We shared the rent for a 3-bedroom house, 

and shared all of the bills.  A few months into it, one of the girls took charge of the 

situation, and we paid her, assuming that she was being fair about everything.  We did 

not actually see the bills, and just assumed that the bills were being divided or split 

evenly, three ways.  We found out that she wasn‟t paying her part, and that the other two 

of us were paying more than our fair share.  Things got out of hand and it blew up.  Even 

the police were involved. It was a really bad situation.”   

 

I asked her to describe how she resolved the conflict with her roommate. 

 
“We found out that she was planning to move out anyway, but she hadn‟t told us.  The 

third girl made plans to move back home with her parents.  I couldn‟t do that, because of 

what happened when I moved out in the first place.  So I ended up finding my own studio 

for myself, and luckily at that time, I had money in savings for the changes.  By then my 

savings account was pretty much wiped-out, but I supported myself for quite a long 

time.” 

 

She then described her working conditions at the lab, which also changed.  
 

“I started out part-time and was moved-up to a full time position.  There actually came a 

point where I needed health insurance, because I had gotten a severe case of tonsillitis.  

They kept me on their payroll records as part-time, however, so that they would not have 

to pay me any health benefits.  I really needed them, because I was not at home being 

covered by my parents‟ insurance anymore, now that I was living on my own. That is 

when I learned about ACCESS, the government supported health program, but I didn‟t 

qualify because they said I was making too much money.  So I ended up with a huge 

hospital bill, because I had gone in when my throat was so swollen that I couldn‟t 

breathe.   So you need to teach that to the kids.”  

 

I asked her how she paid off the hospital bill, and she said it took her a long time. 
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“I put in many, many hours of overtime, and I was never paid overtime wages.  We were 

required to put in all sorts of extra time, but they did not pay us for it.  It was frustrating 

for me, because I did not know what to do about it, and I didn‟t know who to tell.  So you 

should teach us that too.” 

 

 She went on to explain how difficult things were, once she had moved into an 

apartment of her own. 

“Financing school was hard too.  I managed to do it by working full time while also 

going to school full time.  I did apply for scholarships and for financial aid.  That was 

very frustrating for me as well, because even though I did not live with my parents 

anymore, their income was the indicator for scholarship eligibility.  I totally supported 

myself, and yet the rules said that I would have to be twenty-three before they considered 

me to be independent. My parents‟ income therefore made me ineligible for scholarships, 

even though I had to totally support myself.    So I had to find to a way to pay for the 

schooling.  I ended up working full-time to pay for my tuition myself.   I paid for tuition 

and for books, and managed to complete two and a half semesters worth of college 

coursework on my own.” 

 

 She experienced more difficulties on the work-front, which left her in a very 

precarious economic situation. 

“I had the lab job for three years, until we were bought-out by another company.  They 

closed the site down after a year, and I got laid off.  I was simply not expecting that.  A lot 

of the people that worked there either found lesser jobs at the University or had to transfer 

to different states.  It was a big shock for me personally.  It took a long time to find 

another job, and I had a really hard time making ends meet financially.  I wish I had 

learned about company lay-offs in the School-to-Work curriculum.  I learned about 

unemployment benefits from a friend who told me about those services, which did not 

really help me.   It took me about six months to find new work. I learned that lab work 

was not readily available here in our community.  I lost my job and I lost my apartment, 

and everything I owned, and I was twenty-years old.  It was totally unexpected, and a kick 

in the butt, but I realized that I needed to change my direction to survive.”   

 

I asked her what social services were available to her when she got laid off:   

 
“None, really.  They (the agencies) gave me lists; I had to call-in to their offices every 

day, to see if there were any new jobs on the list that I might qualify for.  That is what 

they did.  They tried to find jobs that were in your (career) area, but it turned out that I 

found my new job on my own.  I‟ve never been fired from a job, but I was laid off this 

one time.  It was the worst experience I‟ve ever had.  I lost everything I owned … my 

apartment, my car, my savings account, my credit rating, and my FICO score.  I lost 

everything.  I was forced to move back in with my family, who supported me for a year, 

before I finally managed to get back up to a place where I could support myself.  It was 

really hard.  You just don‟t think about being laid-off or being fired.  You should have 

taught lessons on that in the School-to-Work program.  That would have benefited me a 

great deal.” 
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Diana was the fourth or fifth student in this study to make a similar observation.  

The inclusion of lesson plans associated with short-term interruptions in one‟s pay-cycle, 

whether due to illness, economic down-turns, maternity leave, or unanticipated changes, 

would not be difficult to create, although I would need to supplement my own knowledge 

on current services in the community, which are constantly being threatened by budget 

cuts and societal pressures to control government spending. The fact that this student had 

already experienced a loss to her long-term savings account was a factor worth noting.   

“There were no jobs that I could find that utilized the same skills I had learned in the 

chemistry lab, so I decided to go back to my original interest in veterinary medicine.  

There was an opening in a clinic near by, where they needed a veterinary technician.  

They were looking for somebody with experience, but I applied anyway.  They called me 

in for an interview and decided I was a good candidate.  They were willing to train me, 

and that is where I am today.  I am not certified, so I am an assistant.  The only reason I 

didn‟t get certified, is because I got moved into an office management position, so the 

certification was not needed.” 

 

Diana has since married and started her family, which altered her trajectory: 

“I was planning on doing the whole college thing first, and to have kids after that.  After 

I got laid off, however, I was so busy struggling to get back on my feet, that I did not 

have the means to go to college again immediately.   My husband and I are doing OK 

financially, but both of us have been laid off in the past.  When I had my first child, the 

maternity leave was really hard on us economically.  Together we‟ve learned that one 

person working is not sufficient.  We found that we needed two incomes.  I just decided 

that I want to have children first, and enjoy that.  When my youngest child begins 

kindergarten, then I will go back to finish school.  I would like to pursue my degree in 

veterinary medicine, and probably would like to become a veterinary researcher, instead 

of actually practicing medicine, having seen all of the liabilities that come along with 

that path.  I am somebody who likes researching and finding new things, so that is where 

I hope to head.” 

 

Diana described a number of concepts that she felt would be helpful to future 

curriculum materials for career-education or work-based learning coursework. Diana is 

happy with her current economic situation, and she and her husband are saving money 

for a home of their own.  
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(E) -  Isabella’s Story 

 

I met Isabella for the first time, when she applied for the DCE program in Bolide 

District, and began the process of interviewing for the various jobs that were advertised, 

related to working with children.  Isabella knew already that her future would be devoted 

to infants or toddlers, because she had already experienced some School-to-Work job-

shadowing opportunities that allowed her to explore careers in that domain.  She landed a 

coveted paid internship in the district‟s nursery for teen-parents, who were 

simultaneously enrolled in the local high school system.  Isabella was never a teen parent.  

Isabella had taken my lessons on the costs of college very seriously during her 

high school DCE class, and credits them for altering her own perceptions about the need 

to go and find an apartment of her own.  She managed to negotiate an agreement with her 

parents, by which she would be allowed to stay at home, while working in the 

neighborhood part-time, and attending the local community college full-time.  This 

allowed her to maintain her medical benefits through her parents‟ health insurance 

policies.  The biggest obstacle that she faced was that she had no car, electing to spend 

her money on tuition and books, in lieu of a car-payment.  She was willing to share the 

family car, and to find a new job  within walking distance from her home.  She described 

her options: 

“I thought of working in a fast-food establishment, but I would have to drive, and I had 

no car.  So I needed to find a job within walking distance to home.  I was offered one job, 

as a childcare assistant for a private family gym.  I turned it down, however, because I 

would have to work until 10:30 at night, and close the place down by myself.  I did not 

want to be walking home alone, so late at night.  It was not a safe situation, and I would 

not be working with the smaller children that I prefer.  I found a job at the local public 

gym, which has a nursery for their customers.  The money was not as good, but it was a 

safer situation, and closer to my house.  I could also get a ride home from my family, on 

occasion.  I could work my work-schedule around daylight hours.” 
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 Isabella was required to go to school full-time, so she made the decision to go to 

the local community college first, recognizing that she herself was not yet ready for the 

larger university campus.  She also chose the community college because she did not get 

any scholarships at first, and the tuition was considerably more affordable there.  She 

could have moved-in with other relatives in town, who lived closer to the local university, 

but she chose not to do so, preferring to stay closer to home as she adjusted to the 

expectations and demands of her new schedule.   

Living in a college dormitory was not an option for Isabella, as they do not exist 

within our local community college system.  Dorm rooms at the university would have 

been cost-prohibitive for Isabella and her family.  Isabella did not work for the first 

summer after high school, because she had the opportunity to start her college courses 

during summer school, which she paid for herself.  Her parents did not require her to pay 

for her own room and board, but she was expected to pay for her tuition and books, 

wardrobe, gasoline, and entertainment expenses.  Since she did not have to pay for an 

apartment, car, food, medical insurance, or utilities, she was able to work only part-time, 

and maintain her financial obligations.  She remembered the lessons in our class that 

described the advantages of this set-up, given that her family was able and willing to keep 

her in the house for an additional few years.  She had calculated how much money she 

would save the family, and asked her parents to agree to the situation.  The family 

adjusted to her presence, now that she had assumed her new adult status.  

 “The main transition barrier that I faced was in my relationship with my parents, once 

they agreed to let me live at home, during the first few years of college.  They sometimes 

had a hard time seeing me as an adult.  My brother moved out and went away to college, 

so they had an easier time seeing him that way.  But since I was still in the house, it was 

hard.  We had more conflicts.” 
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I probed further, to hear her perspective on the nature of the conflicts:  

 
“I have different friends, now that I am in college.  I wanted to go hang out with them, 

which creates difficulties sometimes.  It was hard for me.  My mom was always open in 

high school to letting me hang with my friends, but now that she doesn‟t know them all, 

she complains when I want to stay out late at night.  I would look at my older brother, 

and whenever he came home from college, he could do all of that stuff, so I did not 

understand why I could not. My little brother sat down and talked with them, to help 

them see what the sources of our arguments were.”   

 

 The family worked through their differences of opinion, and set boundaries that 

everybody could live with.  When I last spoke to Isabella, she had received a scholarship 

to go on to a local university that had a paid internship program built-in to the degree 

requirements.  So while she had worked at the same nursery throughout her associate‟s 

degree program, she was now able to work as a medical technician in an actual hospital 

setting, while completing a bachelor‟s degree in nursing science.  Her parents rewarded 

her for her accomplishments, by buying her a car when she was accepted into the 

bachelor degree program.  Working in the hospital and going to nursing school 

simultaneously made her eligible for her own medical insurance, as well as a book and 

supply allowance.  Her outlook is optimistic. 

 “I‟m not economically independent yet, but I am heading in that direction. Looking back, 

I can see that in high school my thinking was not realistic.  I thought that I would be 

further along than I am.   If my parents had not been able to help me, then I would have 

had to work more hours, and I wouldn‟t be as far as I am in school.  I thought by age 21 

that I would be married, and in a good job.  But I did not know how long it takes to get 

there, and how much work is involved.  I have enjoyed how far I have come, compared to 

others my age.  I know where I‟m heading after college, and that I will be there for so 

many years.  I have a plan.” 

  

 Isabella‟s only concern is that she is not confident that she can „have it all‟.  She 

fears that her education and training may interfere with her desire to have a family.  She 

is keenly interested in the biological role of motherhood, and she does not want to miss-

out on that opportunity.  Her parents and brother have encouraged her to be patient. 
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(F) -  Fiona’s Story  

 

 I met Fiona in middle school, where she demonstrated herself to be a bright and 

eager student.  She was quiet and observant, but I would not call her shy or reserved.  She 

spoke even then with a maturity and presence that was beyond her years.  She claimed in 

this study, that she was having problems at home, but I never knew about them, because 

she never indicated to me that her home life was difficult.  Her difficulties were related to 

the fact that her mother was a severe alcoholic, and her father ignored the problem, rather 

than taking direct action to either remove the mother from the household, or to remove 

the children from a toxic environment.  Fiona says that she saw a model of adult behavior 

in her mother that she will not emulate.   

 Fiona assumed a great deal of responsibility in the household, given that her 

mother was frequently intoxicated and/or passed-out.  Her father, she claims, worked 

long hours to avoid the situation at home, so Fiona stepped in, to provide nurturance and 

love to her two younger siblings, whom she dressed and fed.  She helped her siblings 

with homework and helped them to get ready for school each day.  She is one of many 

female children that I have met in my professional practice that has been asked to assume 

care-taking roles at home, in the absence, illness, or dysfunction of the adults in the 

family.  I suspect that there may also be male siblings who are called upon, to take on this 

role in their families.   

 Fiona described for us already a pivotal memory of being sent to an anger 

management class in the seventh grade.  She remembers being confused by the 

expectation to attend that class, but obediently complied with the adults in the school 
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setting who made the enrollment decision.  In retrospect, she thinks it humorous, because 

she did not consider herself to be an angry person, not then, and not now.  I would agree.  

She is calm, mature, respectful, kind, and wise beyond her years.  She works today in a 

childcare setting, where she is working her way through college, while simultaneously 

raising a daughter of her own.   

She has been employed in this particular setting for a number of months, and is 

making progress towards a bachelor‟s degree.  She hopes to pursue a master‟s degree in 

counseling or psychology, and has considered a doctorate degree as well.  She has passed 

all of her coursework in a higher mathematics sequence, making her eligible to enroll in 

any college major of her choosing, yet she still prefers to pursue a career that will allow 

her direct contact with children.  Like me, she shares an ethic of pedagogic responsibility 

to the next generation of young people joining us here on planet Earth.  She has a built-in 

ethos or belief system that includes the ideal of nurturance and care.  She is passionate 

about guiding children to better lives.  

Unlike most of my former students, Fiona‟s interests were never in the sciences.  

She preferred her language arts classes, because she loves to write.  She is also somebody 

who has a well-developed sense of right and wrong, who demonstrated her moral 

convictions to me, when she brought forth a case of bullying that was taking place, right 

after the Columbine shootings.  It must have been difficult for her to go against the 

established cultural grain of the community in which we were both immersed, but she did 

so.  She reported that a number of the students in the after-school Bible club were making 

disturbing accusations against her circle of friends. 
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The accusations included that this group of young people must be violent, because 

they sometimes dressed in black, which was the color-choice of the group of students at 

Columbine High School, who planned the attacked against their classmates.  Her friends 

were upset that they were being falsely accused of plotting any type of similar attack, and 

Fiona took the leadership position, to ask a member of the school‟s faculty for support.  

This group of young people felt suddenly in the limelight, and under suspicion, and they 

felt threatened by the comments that were being made to them by their fellow classmates.  

I was asked to speak on their behalf. 

This was a difficult issue for me, but one that I felt morally compelled to address.  

I come from a faith-based community that is fairly liberal on the topic of religious 

freedom and religious choice.  Nonetheless, it is a Christian community, so I was placed 

in the unenviable position of speaking to my fellow Christians about the accusatory tone 

they had taken with other members of our learning community.  Luckily, we Christians 

speak the same language, and I know the Bible fairly well, having been trained in a 

conservative branch of the tradition early in my adulthood, and having provided many 

years of moral instruction in the Christian faith tradition.   

The conversation went well, and the young Christian leaders apologized for 

falsely accusing other people, recalling their pledge to not bear false witness against 

anybody else.  The conversation is remembered by other members of the data 

triangulation team, as well as by some of the other students who spoke in this project.  

The key tenet that was discussed was the need to love one another, and to treat each 
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member of the learning community with the same respect that we hope to receive 

ourselves.   

We spoke honestly with each other about love and hate, inclusion and exclusion, 

courage and fear, right and wrong.  We all agreed that the students in Columbine were 

wrong to take their frustrations out on other people, in the way that they did, but we also 

talked about some of the social pressures that those children must have been 

experiencing, that drove them to their murderous rage.  The children understood, by the 

end of the conversation, that their bullying remarks were hurtful, and causing other 

people pain.  The remarks stopped.   

Both groups of students managed to behave calmly and kindly to each other for 

the rest of the school term.  The parent who was responsible for the behavior of the Bible 

club students was very respectful to me, about the need to have the conversation, and 

supported my message.  One of my male colleagues, however, started calling me 

“Madelene, Mistress of the Dark,” which was a bullying remark that had to be nipped 

with a similar conversation about not berating other people.  I include this story now, to 

point to the courage that Fiona demonstrated when she came forth, to report a potentially 

violent situation that was brewing on campus.   

By her senior year in high school she was hired by one of the employers on the 

science and technology research park, to perform inventory control and business office 

management tasks in an industrial chemistry setting.  She enjoyed the part-time work, 

although admits that there were slow times that she found frustrating.  Nonetheless, she 

performed well, and earned extra spending money, which helped her at home.  She took 
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advantage of the early graduation option, and managed to complete her coursework by 

the time she turned sixteen.  She vacated her student-learning position at the lab setting at 

the end of her senior year.  Upon graduation, she had the opportunity to move into town.   

“Immediately after graduation, I moved out of my parents‟ house, which was in a very 

remote and boring rural community.  Problems with my mother had escalated at home, so 

I moved into town, and lived with my grandmother for awhile.  That was beneficial, 

because I was closer to where I could actually get jobs.  I became happier, because I was 

in a setting that was more fitting for a teenage girl.  For the first time, I could just be 16 

and have fun and horse around, without watching my younger siblings.” 

 

I asked her to share her work-trajectory, so that I could understand the path that 

she took, in the context of her various job experiences.  

“I took the summer off, following graduation, and found my first job that August.  I 

worked for a call-center for about a month. The money was great, but I did not like the 

work. I didn‟t like talking that much.  I am a quiet person.  I also didn‟t like the dress 

code, because the clothes were uncomfortable.  So I quit.” 

 

She was still living with her grandmother, was not yet seventeen years old, and 

was encouraged by her family to find a job that was more to her liking.   

“I was not afraid to look for work, but I got discouraged frequently.  I found that many 

people did not take me seriously, when they found out my age.  I do not regret graduating 

early, but it was hard to find employment, since legally, I was not yet an adult.  I felt as if 

I was running into age discrimination in the workforce, for being so young.  It was 

intimidating for older people to have somebody so young be so competent.  They felt 

threatened.  Some of the positions that I was otherwise qualified for, required fluency in 

Spanish.  Because I am Anglo, and was not a native speaker, I was discriminated against.  

It was discouraging.  I know that since we are a border state, and since the immigration 

issues are here, I guess I just have to get used to it.” 

 

She finally found a job, this time working in a business establishment, where the 

skills she had learned in her work-based learning program were appreciated and valued.     

“I ended up working for a flooring company in the office.  I got the job through my aunt.  

The employers were impressed with the job that I had held during high school.  I ended 

up there for three years.  My aunt did the payroll, and I did more of the showroom, sales, 

filing and office work.  I ran the errands, did the bank runs, and performed other small 

jobs.  I liked it.  I got a chance to talk with people face to face.  You had to dress up, but 

you had more flexibility to choose your own clothing style.  I learned quickly that there 

were bumps on the job, and that businesses struggle.  I got along with just about 

everybody.   
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We had installers that were sometimes unreliable, and one client actually hit one of the 

installers.  There were emotional outbursts sometimes.  It was a family oriented small 

business, so there were tensions.  I did do a lot of accounting.  What I noticed, however, 

was that I was being paid a great deal less than people older than me.  People have no 

problem taking advantage of you, if you‟re younger than average, enthusiastic, and 

willing to help.  The adults were being paid two or three times more than I was, for doing 

the same job.  I left because I was pregnant.  They offered me a maternity leave, but I 

knew I would not be coming back.   

 

I did end up working again at the call center during my pregnancy, and was making $10 

per hour, but it was such a boring job.  My back went out, and I couldn‟t do it anymore, 

so I quit.  I had already moved into an apartment with my daughter‟s dad.  Between the 

two of us, we could make ends meet, but when it was just me, it was too much.  It was 

too expensive to make the payments by myself, so my daughter and I moved back in with 

my grandparents.”  

 

Once situated, Fiona adjusted to the demands of motherhood.  Her grandparents 

provided immediate housing support, and both she and the baby were eligible for health 

services, due to the lack of an adequate income.   

“I always had my grandmother there, which was a huge source of moral support.  She 

was always backing me up, on what I wanted to do, and always encouraging me.  My 

boyfriend was there for me too, as a part of my support system.  I also have some friends, 

both male and female, that are there for me.  We have a close-knit group.  The family told 

me „don‟t go in the same path as your mother.‟  My grandmother encouraged me to go 

back to school.  I didn‟t have the time, money, interest, or energy right away.” 

 

I therefore asked her what motivated her to continue her education.  She explained: 
 

“Motherhood was really hard.  I‟m just going with it.  I never thought about it, before I 

had my baby to take care of.  She is the reason that I was motivated to go back to school 

and to change my ways, so that now I‟m pushing myself to go beyond just scraping by.  I 

had not yet heard about the Pell Grants.  I found out about that through my daughter‟s dad, 

because he went back to school.  So I decided that I would go to college too, and I did.  I 

got good grades, and received lots of praise from my grandmother for that, so I got a great 

deal of my emotional support from her.  That explains why I live with her now.  My 

grandparents bought me a used car, so that I could get to and from my classes at the 

community college.”   

 

I asked her if she was working simultaneously, while going through school.   
 

“Yes, full time now, but I was working only part-time at first.  At the community college 

I worked through their job-placement program.   I liked it.  But it was only during the 

school year.  It gave me a sense of being productive, and I liked the work and the people.  

Furthermore, in my family, you have to work, as it is just expected.  But the job stopped 

at the end of the semester, and so did my income.  So my daughter‟s grandmother was 

working at the place I am working at now, and she gave me the lead.  It fits with my 

long-term goals.  It is a pre-school, not a daycare, so I get to actually teach lessons.  I do 

well there.  I fell in love with the kids and I could get more hours than at the job 
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placement program at college, which limited me to 20 hours per week.  I feel needed.  

I‟ve been there for six months.  It meets my needs, and I love to be with the kids.   

 

I then asked her if her daughter went to the same daycare program where she was 

employed.  She replied: 

“No.  She goes to another campus.  My daughter‟s father also worked there for awhile, 

but he ran into double standards with the parents, and it was really difficult for him.  The 

kids liked him, but the parents were harsh with him, just because he was male.”  

 

I also asked her if she was planning to marry the father of her child.  She was 

candid, and told me that she still had emotional issues of her own to work through.  She 

was not a person who necessarily embraced the institution of marriage.   

“I‟ve made a lot of mistakes, and sometimes things get to me, and I need to take some 

time off to just let go.  I need to take a step back sometimes, but it is hard when you have 

a kid.  I have lots of stress, so it is very hard.  I have emotional problems that I have to 

work through, due to the traumas of my childhood.  There have also been several deaths 

of friends and family members that I‟m learning to accept.   There have been five deaths 

that I have had to cope with, since high school graduation.  I have lots of responsibility, 

and lots of relationship issues.  So I‟m learning to deal with it all.”    

 

Fiona was therefore concentrating on her own economic, emotional, and 

educational well-being, and not including marriage in her immediate plans.  I asked her if 

there had been anybody in the public school system that had been available to her, to 

discuss the issues that she was experiencing at home.  Her response was insightful. 

“At that time, we really did not have any services like that.  It was the year after I left 

there that there were counseling sessions offered by a male counselor.” 

 

I asked her if that would have been a good fit, in her situation.  She responded: 

 
“Probably not with him.  I would not have talked with him, because he frightened me.  To 

open up to a man who had flashbacks of his own in class, would have been difficult for 

me, and I had a private counselor.” 

 

I explained to Fiona that the school district did not have the resources to pay for a 

counseling staff and that the middle school had managed many of the children‟s issues 

with a single social worker, who was responsible to identify crisis intervention situations 
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for a student body that was well over eight hundred students annually.  She was 

overworked.  Fiona replied: 

“Also, a lot of kids are scared or afraid, and they don‟t want to talk about their problems 

at home with people at school.  They don‟t want to seem different, and they may be 

blaming themselves or blaming their parents, and they just don‟t want to discuss it.  So 

even if you had the resources at school, the kids don‟t always take advantage of them.  I 

think that now teachers are even given crash courses in what to look for, in terms of 

warning signs that a student may be in need of help, because of all of the school 

shootings.”   

 

She also reminded me that the school district has grown considerably, and that her 

brother had an experience that was particularly eye-opening.   

 
“My brother goes to the larger high school and he went in, to talk to one of his 

counselors, and she said that she did not have an opening for three or four weeks.  So he 

left feeling dismissed.  They have a counseling staff and a psychiatrist, but it isn‟t 

enough.  So he wondered aloud to me „if I were severely depressed, and thinking about 

committing suicide, and you can‟t see me for another month … ?!?”  He told me they 

don‟t have enough people on staff.  So it makes me think I might want to be a school 

counselor. I know how hard it was for me, in my own family environment.  Having 

somebody to talk to earlier might have made me a different person.  I want to go into a 

field that might allow me to help a kid, so that they don‟t grow up to be loopy and 

screwed up.  I think it is something that would make me happy.  Kids are innocent.  They 

shouldn‟t have to pay for our mistakes. I should be able to transfer to the university now.   

I want to go into psychology and counseling.  Behaviors, disorders, and what makes 

people tick has always fascinated me.”   

  

 Fiona‟s outlook is bright, and she seemed to be looking forward to the next few 

years: 

   
“I‟m pretty content where I am right now.  I think I‟ve done fairly well for myself.   I 

stumbled and fell a few times, but had the strength to get myself back up.  Even though I 

cannot control everything, I do realize I have a huge support system within my family.  

So its OK for me not to be perfect.  I did not expect to be a parent so young, but I love 

my daughter and she is absolutely amazing.  She is one of my biggest motivators.  She 

gives me the positive push.  Everything is different once you‟re a parent.  You don‟t have 

the option to be irresponsible, and you‟d better do something positive.  Her happiness and 

well being will be influenced by my own.  So seeing my own mom helped me see what 

type of parent I do not want to be, and it influenced my career path, in wanting to help 

other kids.”  
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(G) -  Gayle’s Story 

 
 I met Gayle in the spring semester of her junior year of high school, when she 

applied for a position in the DCE program that would start in her senior year.  She 

interviewed for several positions that were on her high school campus, because she did 

not yet drive, nor did she own a vehicle.  These on-site DCE jobs were extremely 

competitive positions, and Gayle was hired after several interview rounds.   

“The DCE job was actually my second job.  I worked at a sandwich shop that was within 

walking distance to my house first, and kept it all summer, before the DCE job started.  It 

was a way for me to have my own money, instead of having to ask my parents.  I knew 

we were short all the time, so I knew if there was something I wanted, then I would have 

to work for it.”    

 

Gayle‟s motivation for working, was to assist the family in meeting their 

household expense obligations.  She explains the situation in her own words: 

 “My parents got divorced at the end of my junior year in high school.   I had just turned 

16.  I got Social Security money from my dad, so I used that to help my mom out.  So by 

the end of my junior year, I already knew what it was like to pay rent and to pay for 

things around the house.  The DCE money was important, because it represented a 

second income.  I now could have spending money of my own.  I paid for a cell phone, so 

that my mom could get a hold of me.  A lot of your lessons taught me more about dealing 

with bills and day-to-day expenses.  I was doing that at home, so it made sense to me.  

The only reason I left there was because my position was over, once I graduated.” 

 

Gayle described how she found her next job, once the DCE experience had ended: 
 

“I worked at the high school until June, and then after that, I got a job at a local theme 

park.  I worked there for over a year, working in a kitchen.  One of my mom‟s friends had 

worked there, and got me the job.” 

 

Gayle then described her living conditions, once she moved out of her mother‟s 

house: 

“I moved in with the man who is now my husband, just after graduation.  Our house 

wasn‟t that great, but it was livable.  We had roommates at the time, which I really didn‟t 

like, because I guess it is kind of difficult living with other people.   Their expectations, 

of what should be done and what is done, were different from ours.”   
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I asked her if there was enough combined income in the household to make ends 

meet, and if she still relied or depended upon her parents for any portion of her lifestyle.  

“We seemed to get by, with all of us pitching-in towards the rent and the bills.  But it was 

hard getting everybody to pay their part on time, so that our payments were not late.  

Sometimes I ate at the job, depending on how late we got off of work.  I bought my own 

food, and I know sometimes we had no food for awhile.  You had to eat what you could, 

not always what you wanted. My mom‟s biggest thing was having me out of the house.  I 

think it was weird for her, because she wanted to make sure we were OK, but yet she 

didn‟t have the resources to help us out, because she had to pay for her own stuff.  I think 

she felt horribly guilty, but it was not her fault.  We made it.”      

 

Gayle did start college that year, taking classes via a distance learning format, as 

well as a class that was offered in the evenings, on one of the high school campuses in 

the district.    

 “At the time, I was really close with one of my friends, and her mom offered to pay for 

our first semester at the community college.  I took two college courses, along with 

working full-time.  The early childhood class was actually a television course, where they 

sent you all of the lessons and materials, and then you watched the lessons on TV.  It 

made it very convenient.  If I wasn‟t home when the class was televised I could record 

the lesson and watch it when I had more time.  The only time I ever had to go anywhere 

was for the mid-term and the final exam.  The math class was less convenient, because it 

was offered at the other high school, twenty miles from my house, so I had to commute 

there after work.”   

 

Knowing that Gayle was not yet a driver, I asked her how she managed all of 

these various expectations.  She explained that one of her roommates was also a 

coworker, so they commuted together.  She and her girlfriend rode to the math class 

together.  She claimed that her transportation was never a very big issue, because the 

other people living in her household had vehicles, and they all carpooled to their various 

errands and jobs.  She described her work trajectory, which changed the following year. 

“I worked evenings at that theme park for more than a year.  Fall was their busy season.  

Even though it was a good income, I felt like I needed more money.  I therefore looked 

around, and found a job as a customer service representative for Verizon Wireless.  My 

roommate and I had commuted together, and I worked there for three or four months.  

But then he got another job, with my future husband, and they rode together.  I had to 

leave my job, because I lost my transportation.” 
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I asked her how she managed her living expenses, once she lost this job.   

“Shortly thereafter, I found out I was pregnant, so I thought I needed something closer to 

home. I found a job at our local convenience store, within walking distance of the house.  

Then I was supposed to go back to the theme park again, but somebody misinformed 

somebody else, so the job never opened after all.   I was ready to have a baby, so I 

decided not to work, until after the baby was born.” 

 

 I asked her how they managed, once the baby came along.  She explained: 

 
“It was difficult when we found out I was pregnant.  It wasn‟t like it was planned or 

anything.  We wanted to have kids early on, but not too early, or so early that we couldn‟t 

pay for them.  It was a little bit difficult getting started.  You had to buy your own dishes, 

and if you didn‟t have certain utensils or supplies that you needed, you then had to buy 

them for yourself, find somebody to borrow them from, or go without.  All of a sudden 

you realized „hey, we don‟t‟ have a broom‟ and your parents weren‟t there to buy it for 

you.   It was different when we found out that we had a baby coming.  Our priorities 

changed.  We had other stuff that we had to buy.  Car seats are mandated, and we needed 

diapers up the ying-yang, and baby food too.  It was difficult at times, but the government 

program for women and children helped me out with the formula.”    

 

 When I last spoke with Gayle, however, she was happy and secure in a new rental 

community, where she and her husband, who is employed as an electrician, are relaxed 

and enjoying married life.  Gayle takes pride in her new role as a stay-at-home mother, 

and was thankful that her husband had the income to support their lifestyle.   

I asked her if she considered working out of her home, while her child was young.  

She said there was no immediate need to do so, and she preferred to simply enjoy this 

phase of her life.  Her immediate goal is to learn how to drive, because her husband‟s 

employer recently gave him a work vehicle, and she will now have access to the family 

car.  She was excited about her upcoming lessons.    
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(H) -  Hope’s Story 

 

Hope and I have known each other since she was in middle school.  She is the 

reason that I went to work at the charter high school during her freshman year.  She had 

been the president of the Young Docent Training Program, and had started the after-

school club for elementary-aged school children, in which the docents provided activities 

with an environmental education bent.  There were only a dozen students in the club, and 

several of them were inspirational to me as a teacher, including Hope.  She is the person 

who suggested to me that the School-to-Work program might actually flourish at the high 

school level.  She was right, it did.   

 Hope‟s high school years were successful, in that she was able to graduate early, 

with both college credits and work-experience already documented on her résumé.  She 

did not leave her School-to-Work job, however, for four more years.  She continued to 

work part-time there, while attending the community college, full-time.  This allowed her 

to live at home with her parents and younger siblings.  She commuted a considerable 

distance to reach the work-site, as well as to travel to the college campus.   

Her family loaned her the money for a small used car, which she paid for over 

time, while still in high school, so she had no car-payments to worry about, when she first 

transitioned.  She did pay for her own gasoline and car insurance, but otherwise had no 

huge financial obligations, as she was still single, and did not yet have children.  She had 

a scholarship that paid for her tuition, but she had to pay for her own books.  The 

scholarship was through her father‟s employer, but it had been a competitive opportunity.  

She earned it because of excellent grades.  Hope described her life after high school: 
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“The School-to-Work program helped me decide on school as my path, and it got me 

started in college.  Having a job and having more money helped me, when I moved out 

and into my first apartment.   

 

 She graduated early, and was still several years away from her eighteenth 

birthday.  She describes changes that she implemented, once she was legally an adult. 

“I was living at home at first, but when I turned eighteen, I decided that I wanted more 

freedom.  At that time, I was more interested in my social life, and I couldn‟t have one in 

my parents‟ house, because they didn‟t want me to be out late.  It was different, because 

now I was an adult, and no longer a minor child.  I had to try it, to see if I could be 

independent.  I can see in hindsight that I wasn‟t yet ready, but I also knew then that I 

could always move back in, if it did not work out.  I had a small trust-fund from a 

grandparent, and a scholarship for tuition.  I had also saved up some money from my job.   

 

I therefore decided to move in with some of my friends from high school, who lived in 

town.  That saved on my commute time. The first and last month‟s rent was not an issue, 

because I simply agreed to move in, and to split the expenses with them.  It was 

immediately difficult.  Not only was it harder than I imagined, keeping up with finances 

while going to school and working, it was also difficult to adjust to all of the new 

personalities in the house.  The real reason it did not work out was not economics, but 

rather the room-mate situation.  Our personalities did not mesh well, and there were 

constant conflicts.  It was a deal-breaker.”    

 

Hope described her lifestyle decisions and the changes that she experienced, once 

she realized that her roommates and she were utterly incompatible: 

 

“I could have moved back in with my parents, but instead I got an apartment of my own, 

which meant that I had to work more hours to make ends meet.  I was living on my own, 

and working at the lab practically full-time.  I worked 30 – 35 hours, while taking a full-

time college course load, which became more difficult than I had anticipated.  

Furthermore, I was trying to maintain a social life, which was great, but maybe too much.  

I did well in some classes, but not in others.  My grades started to slip, because of my 

social life.  I had to keep a certain GPA to keep the scholarship, but it was tough.” 

 

She did manage, however, to get accepted into the local university, after her 

general education requirements were completed at the community college first.   

 

“When I transferred to the university, I still had the scholarship that paid for my tuition, 

which was now considerably more expensive.  I declared a major in Ecology and 

Environmental Biology, but found out how different the university expectations were.  I 

was used to never having to do homework, and high school and community college were 

relatively easy.  I started having difficulties with the coursework, and ended up having to 

repeat some of the classes.” 
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An unanticipated change at work complicated Hope‟s life, which was already 

difficult. 

 “We had a meeting one morning at work, and it was announced that the company had 

been purchased by somebody else, and we were told that we were being laid off 

immediately.  Luckily I had some money in a savings account, which helped to tide me 

over until I could find another job.  I took a job at a Mexican restaurant as a manager.  

My salary dropped by more than half, and I was now living on minimum wage.  The 

expenses became really tight; almost impossible.  I used to have a savings account, but 

now it is totally gone.” 

 

Hope then described how she turned the economic situation around for herself.   

She stopped her degree program, in order to find a more sustainable economic situation.  

Hope networked with a former colleague and site supervisor at her old lab job, and 

learned about a course that was available locally, to provide certification that was 

recognized by industry.  She therefore enrolled in the technical training program, which 

gave her the verifiable hard-skills to find new employment. 

 “I am now employed as a Staff Environmentalist, because I earned the certification as an 

Environmental Technician, which was a full-time, semester-long program that was 

offered by our city government, and sponsored by the EPA.  I perform chemical and 

biological analyses on water, air, soil, and mold colonies, and write technical reports on 

my lab procedures.  This is the best job I‟ve had, and I feel good about it.  I am now 

making the same amount of money I was making in the past, but I also have medical 

insurance as a benefit.  I am not currently enrolled in university, but this company does 

have tuition benefits for people who have worked there for five years.  I hope to continue 

my education through a bachelor‟s degree and graduate school.  I hope to have a family 

some day, too.  I would like to have children, and to be a mother.”  

 

 Hope was one of my favorite students over the years, and her transition story was 

very similar to my own, except that she never joined the military.  It was music to my 

ears to hear that she had discovered a way to stay employed in the environmental 

sciences, given her passion for the subject area.  Hope has landed safely, and seems to be 

stepping into a much brighter future, working for private industry, and working towards a 

university degree in Environmental Technology Management.   
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(I) -  Ian’s Story 

 
I met Ian for the first time, during his first year at Asteroid Charter High school.  

What impressed me about him was that he seemed to be focused and determined.  He was 

an excellent student, who told me later that he would hyperventilate if he got a grade less 

than an A.  His attendance to detail is what distinguished him from his peers.  He was 

motivated to succeed in school, because he recognized, already, the relationship between 

an education and one‟s income.  He did not learn those concepts in my School-to-Work 

classes.  Instead, he had already observed them in his own family‟s life.  If anything, his 

conversations about those economic relationships impacted my curriculum activities 

later, not the other way around; so he was teaching me. 

He knew that his own immediate family was impacted economically, when his 

parents divorced.  He could see how his mother was struggling financially, to support the 

new family structure and second household.  Ian lived with his mom and younger brother.  

His mother worked in a local hospital, in an administrative support position, to make ends 

meet.  The father contributed financially via child support payments, but the children 

recognized that the family‟s income was now stretched further than it had been in the 

past, putting them in a tight position that was somewhat uncomfortable.   

Ian had spent a considerable amount of time during his youth competing 

regionally in gymnastics competitions.  Although he had once dreamed of being an 

Olympic gymnast, he realized that such a career path was not realistic.  He explained: 

 
“I woke up.  I had grown too big to be competitive, and every bone in my body now 

hurt.  I knew that my former career as a gymnast was over.  I was not winning anymore, 

and I was not having fun.  Furthermore, the sport was costing me too much time and 
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money, and I knew that it would not pay the bills. It was a pragmatic decision; it was 

time to move on.” 

 

I asked him what other career paths he had considered in high school, once he was 

enrolled in our curriculum, where we were constantly pestering our students to consider 

their career options.  He replied:   

 “I wanted to go into the medical field, but I did not want the lifestyle of being a 

physician.  I did not want to be a slave to a pager.  I wanted to go home at the end of the 

day and leave my work behind me.  I wanted a balanced life, and maybe a family of my 

own.  I also wanted something that would give me financial independence, and I was 

probably influenced by growing up with a single mom, and seeing how much we 

struggled financially.”   
 

Ian was a very responsible young man, who was always on top of his assignments.  

He was not intimidated about asking for clarifying advice, if he was confused on any 

aspect of the curriculum.  He was quick to assist his classmates, if they too were 

struggling with a concept.  He worked hard, but he was also well organized, which was a 

skill that he had learned, in order to keep on top of a very demanding schedule.   He and I 

had that in common.  He probably did not know that I observed that about him, but I 

noticed, because I usually have to teach those skills to other students.  He had obviously 

already learned them already, someplace else.  Ian was interested in the sciences, and was 

recommended and hired for an entry-level position in one of the industrial chemistry labs, 

at the Science and Technology Research Park.   

I asked him to explain what motivated him to consider a career in the medical 

sciences, and his reply indicated that he watched what his peers were doing with their 

time, and decided to surround himself with other people who were as focused as he was.   

 
“I saw the way my mom struggled financially after she got divorced.   I didn‟t want that 

for myself.  So I spoke with my friends a lot, and we discussed what we wanted to do 

with our lives.  That was sometimes difficult, however, because they were not always on 
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the same page that I was on.  They were worried about when they were going to get 

wasted the next time, or when they were going to the next party.  I found it healthier to 

surround myself with other people who are similarly motivated.  It helps to keep you 

focused.  My personal motivation to succeed was also influenced by seeing what I 

wanted, and then wanting to get there.  Then once I was in the field itself, I could see the 

fruits of my labor.”   

 

I then asked him to describe his decisions about post-secondary education, 

knowing that he had attended the community college while still in high school, and had 

been successful: 

 “I was influenced by the financial situation at home.  I wanted to go right to the 

university, and I had the grades to do so.  I was offered good financial aid, but I turned it 

down, because my father told me I would fail, probably out of his own jealousy.  I was 

only seventeen when I graduated, so I was still legally a minor in Arizona.  My mother 

was my legal guardian, and she was struggling to make ends meet.  My dad reduced the 

amount of child support that my mom received for me, and threatened to take her to court 

for joint custody, for more control over me.  My dad was very anti-college.  He didn‟t 

want his boys to do better than him.  He was jealous.  It is still an issue now.”   

 

 I also asked him to explain his transition experiences, starting with high school 

graduation, so that I could see the patterns of his conscious decision-making, which led 

him to where he is today.  He described the first few months after graduation. 

“I was still working in the chemistry lab, in a position that was linked to pharmaceutical 

research.  I stayed there for only six months, but then got a job at a pharmacy, because I 

knew that I wanted to go in that direction, rather than being a research scientist.  I lived at 

home with my mother, but I contributed to the household bills.  I helped to pay for the 

families‟ groceries, as well as my own clothing.  I sometimes helped my mom with the 

extra bills, if she needed it.  My younger brother was still at home too.  I bought a used 

VW bug for my own use, and paid cash for it myself.  I also had to pay for my schooling 

expenses, and to help put gasoline in all of the cars that we owned.  My mom paid the 

house payment, but I helped, sometimes, with the utility bills.”   

 

He continued this lifestyle, as long as he was still in community college.  He 

finished his coursework there, by the time he was nineteen years old.  He was therefore 

ready to apply for an unusual degree program at the local university, which allowed 

seamless matriculation through both a bachelor‟s and a doctorate degree program. The 
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pathway led to a career as a licensed professional pharmacist.  He experienced some 

frustrations in the application process: 

 
“I was 19 when I started the program, and everybody else was in their mid-twenties.  It 

was highly competitive.  There were over two-thousand applicants, and only seventy 

seats. I thought I was in, but I was put on the wait list, instead.  I met with one of the 

professors, and he had said that my grades were docked, because I went to the 

community college for the first two years, instead of directly to the university.  It made 

me angry.  The requirement to go to the university directly was not disclosed in advance, 

and so I spoke up, and I was accepted after all.  Academically, I felt well prepared when I 

entered the program.  I did not struggle there at all.” 

 

His acceptance into the program at so young an age was an accomplishment in 

itself, yet Ian did not get that type of feedback from his father.  He described the situation: 

 
“I had an unsupportive parent; my father.  He didn‟t want his boys to do better than he 

did.  When I was accepted into the program of study, he basically told me I would screw 

it up, because I was selfish.  So I didn‟t speak to him for four years.”     

 

The program of study, however, was a turning point for Ian, who now recognized 

the need to be living in town, and closer to his new college campus.     

“My mom wanted us to stay at home and be raised in that house forever.  She struggled 

with the idea that I would move into my own apartment, but her attitude about my 

independence was not healthy for our relationship.  I wanted to get a place of my own, so 

that I could control my immediate environment, because the program of study was 

extremely demanding, and I needed both privacy and quiet studying time.  I could have 

moved into a dormitory on campus, but they were loud and a distraction.  The people 

were not always serious students.  So I found a small apartment of my own, and my 

mother helped with some of the expenses.  I could still go home when I needed a meal, 

emotional support, or help getting the laundry done, but otherwise, I was focused on 

getting my degree accomplished, which took a great deal of my time and energy.”   

 

His decision, he claims in hindsight, was a good one.  He did observe, however, 

that when he moved out on his own, he discovered some unanticipated costs, which were 

difficult to meet at times.  

“Suddenly there were bills to pay, such as rent for the apartment.  It was a bit of a culture 

shock to me.  There were hidden costs in the professional program that I did not know 

about in advance, such as having to dress the part.  I had to invest money in a personal 

wardrobe, so that I could look professional, especially when we attended certain 

meetings.  Then there was the expectation to attend conferences on occasion, and that 
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always cost money too.  I did receive student aid, however, which helped to pay for 

tuition and books.  The rest I managed with scholarships and loans.” 

 

Ian received good career counseling in the program of study, including an 

internship opportunity that allowed him to explore a number of potential job leads. 

 “One of the things that I found to be helpful was that I received career counseling 

consistently, throughout my schooling and work experiences.  There was always 

somebody in the profession who was willing to speak with me one-on-one about their 

careers, different sides to the profession we were all in, and the points to consider, as I 

made my own career decisions.  I had mentors all along, from the time I worked at the lab 

in high school, through the pharmacy experience, in the hospital setting, through the 

program of study, and even now.  Career counseling was always available from 

somebody in the industry, allowing me to see the different sides of my profession.  I had 

job offers when I graduated, but I decided I didn‟t want some of them.  I did not like the 

blood and guts atmosphere or the hospital-grown pathogens worries in a hospital setting, 

for instance.   The required internship in my program of study allowed me to work in a 

variety of settings.  I had to work for 1500 hours, around the State.  It was nice to see all 

of the types of job opportunities, before choosing one of them. I received a sign-up 

bonus, during my last year at pharmacy school, which altered my path.  One company 

recognized the shortage of pharmacists, so they made me an offer that I could not refuse.  

They paid me cash, up-front, to pay for much of my living expenses that final year, when 

we were required to perform our unpaid internships.  The money helped to pay for all 

sorts of things.  The agreement was that I would then promise to work for them, when I 

graduated.” 

  

When I spoke to Ian about his accomplishments, he was just embarking on a new 

adventure.  He had completed his Doctor of Pharmacy degree, and had indeed worked 

after college in the company that had paid for his final year of schooling.  He was 

relieved to be done with his professional degree program, and enjoying all of the new 

opportunities that he had on the job, to keep abreast in his field, and to expand in yet a 

new direction.  He describes: 

“Now that I have been employed for a few years, I can see where else I can contribute to 

the industry.  I started as an intern, while finishing the degree, and then became a staff 

pharmacist, which allowed me to get a good foundation under my feet.  Medicating other 

people was a bit nerve wracking.  I felt the responsibility.  I then became a manager in the 

pharmacy where I was working.  That gave me another whole new dimension to my 

career.  For a while, I also had the opportunity to travel around the country, because I was 

asked to help train other pharmacists.  I therefore have been getting more and more 

experience with the business side of the industry.  In my new position, I am actually 

responsible for hiring and firing staff, which I have not had to do before.  I am enjoying 

my professional life.”   



 

 

  1040 

I was heartened to hear that he had obtained support from so many people, over 

the course of his post-secondary educational and career path.  The last time that he wrote 

to me, he announced that he and his wife had welcomed their first child into the mix.    

“I recently moved to a new town.  I know how hard that was on my mother and brother, 

that is, the emotional part of having to let go.  But I am now in a job that I love, and I am 

now married.  I feel very grown up, given that I now drive a new car, have medical 

insurance of my own, and can make my own decisions about my life and future.  My wife 

and I just built a new home, and had a great deal of fun choosing all of the finishes.  My 

wife and I both work, and we are happy together.  We go out with friends to eat, and are 

relaxing into our new professional roles.  It was a lot of fun, setting a goal, and then 

accomplishing what I had set out to do.” 

 

The real contribution that Ian made to this study, however, was that he challenged 

some of my original assumptions about the meaning correlates that exist, between a 

person‟s previous life experiences, the options they are given in society, and the personal 

decisions they make, in order to move themselves forward, towards a personal goal.  

Many of the students in this study described hardships that they had experienced in their 

lives, which were frequently related to conditions that were beyond their control.   

A child does not always have a relationship with a parent that is ideal.  Nor can a 

child be expected to know what their options are, in terms of expecting other members of 

society to step in and take appropriate (and sometimes legal), actions to ameliorate a bad 

situation.  Ian was always forthright and honest with me about situations he was 

experiencing in the workforce, that were indeed, upon reflection, problematic.  As the 

responsible adult, however, I did not always listen to his complaints at the time.  This 

study has allowed us to revisit some important concepts once again.  Ian is the person I 

want to thank professionally, for bringing up some really important ideals to discuss.  
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Section 6.6 – Final Thematic Analysis 

(A) -  Complex Change Variables 

A number of influential variables were apparent to me, when I designed the 

research project, because I was the first-person narrator that examined my own thinking 

on the subject of School-to-Work Transition Education, before I invited the other 

participants to speak.  Now that they too have shared their individual perceptions of the 

phenomenon of participation in the School-to-Work reform movement, we can move 

swiftly towards making our final observations, thoughts, and summary conclusions.  

A number of pivotal experiences took place during my practice, and have been 

collected in this volume, to describe aspects of participation in the reform movement that 

worked well, or that were successful (by any one of a number of criteria used, or 

standards that were applied).   

There were also incidents described in this case study which were problematic, 

and which illustrate the need to identify the reasons for those claims.  Both types of 

recalled memories have been described already, but now it is time to re-examine all of the 

data, so as to put it into a comprehensive framework that provides a structure for the final 

analysis to take place.   

The goal of the data reduction exercise was to reveal the distinctive themes that 

emerged, both within and across data sets.  The five embedded units of analysis have 

provided supporting evidence to warrant the discussion of the following concepts, which 

were indeed revealed in each data set. This chapter sub-section is therefore the first place 

where the answers to the research question are clustered by category, and presented in 
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summary form.  Each of the variables on the Managing Complex Change matrix (see 

Table 1, on page 52) will be discussed independently first.  A subsequent discussion will 

explicate the other themes that emerged.  

Each variable can shed light on one aspect of the reform movement, as it appeared 

to those of us who were present, when the specific activities described in this unique case 

were accomplished.  Not every nuance of participation in the reform will be examined or 

analyzed.  Only those common experiences that are perceived to be representative of the 

essence of participation are disclosed.  Basic premises that can be clustered thematically, 

and then compared and contrasted across the original data sets, are captured herein.  This 

allows a framework through which to discern the correlations that were made, between 

participation in the reform process, and the significance or meaning of participation to 

stakeholders.     

This final wave of reflective analysis allows us to summarize all that has been 

considered, after careful examination of the various embedded layers of data that were 

analyzed previously, so that we can come to reasonable and plausible explanations that 

shed light on the research question.   

The first set of variables to be examined, therefore, are the five factors on the 

Managing Complex Change matrix specifically the vision for reform, the skills required 

for successful partnerships, the incentives that motivated stakeholders to be involved, the 

resources that were either necessary (whether they were present or missing), and the 

formal action plans that were developed for curriculum and program implementation. 
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Vision 

The most influential factor so far has been the obvious support that I received, 

both in my employment situations, and also within the greater community.  Each of the 

three school districts encouraged the development of sound curriculum that would 

support State standards for academic and vocational coursework.  Although resources 

may have been lacking, the vision was there.  The fact that I was actively employed at all 

three places indicates that there is a shared vision for a public school system that 

promotes learning activities that prepare students for a productive and successful life 

beyond high school.   

Nobody can claim that the public schools are not striving to prepare students for 

adulthood.  Furthermore, I have to say that I personally found colleagues in the 

profession who shared the ideals of the School-to-Work reform movement, even if they 

did not know they were doing so.  Science teachers, for example, were very busy 

developing authentic science protocols in their classrooms, to the best of their limited 

resource allocations.  They have been trained to do so, even if they lack the awareness 

that science education standards do indeed overlap with a number of vocational education 

standards and School-to-Work philosophies.   

In other words, they have been preparing students for the potential of science-

related careers, even if they lacked the vocabulary and conscious awareness that by doing 

so, they are also supporting portions of the School-to-Work or School-to-Careers 

movements. Likewise, there were community partners in this project who have 

demonstrated their willingness to prepare students for entrée‟ into specific professions, 
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who were doing so before I met them, and before they had been taught the philosophical 

goals of the specific policy.  So the ideal to nurture the next generation of young people 

into adult work settings and society is a goal that has existed for eons, and one that adults 

have assumed, whether or not there was a law on the books encouraging such actions, 

and whether or not that law provided economic incentives to do so.   

The students in this project have indicated that they too caught the vision for the 

reform, which facilitated my ability to develop learning opportunities on their behalf, 

because I rarely ran into active resistance on their part, as learners.  That is a treat for 

teachers.  My job was made easier, because the students were interested in the curriculum 

projects and programs that I created on their behalf.  Many could see the potential benefit 

of the school-based curriculum that I was developing, even if some of the original lessons 

were rather raw and unpolished.  The students in Districts B and C, had the benefit of the 

fact that I had practiced and perfected some of the lessons elsewhere.   

Most students that I taught in this domain were eager to learn about what might be 

available to them, as options for making a productive living upon completion of their 

schooling.  The feedback that I received from students over the years was encouraging.  

They wanted to learn from me, but also to teach me what they had learned in their own 

career inquiries.  The fact that they had a menu of assignments to choose from, which 

were rather open-ended, meant that they could explore beyond the boundaries of my own 

knowledge, and bring back answers that I could then share with subsequent classes of 

young people.  The structure of the classes I taught allowed us all to admit  „I don‟t know 
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the answer to that question, but I think I know where I can find that answer, and I‟ll get 

back to you with what I learned.‟    

Another factor that influenced my ability to develop learning activities in support 

of the federal policy, however, was a limiting factor.  The evidence in this research 

project suggests that there were situations in which the various stakeholders with whom I 

interacted did not share the vision for the reform movement, which influenced their 

willingness to partner on aspects of it, or discouraged them from participating at all.   

The fact that some parents did not want their students to concentrate yet on 

seeking employment, for example, meant that not every student was involved in every 

aspect of the programs that we had to offer.  Many parents wanted their children to 

simply focus on doing well in secondary school.  Some were adamant about the concept 

that the school should not be guiding their children, because that was their own 

responsibility.  Career, educational, and life counseling activities were sometimes 

perceived to be an intrusion on a family‟s right to raise their own children according to 

their values, which may have conflicted at times with what I was teaching in my class. 

Conflicted agendas for raising and educating children were frequently observed to 

be factors that negated the ability for me to teach every child, and to introduce every 

concept that I hoped to include in the menu of activities that were developed as curricular 

goals.  Not everybody in the study shared the idea that students should work at all;  not 

everybody shared the notion that students should be paid to work;  not everybody shared 

the belief  that students should work in specific industries;  not everybody shared the 

perception that the school district itself should be advocating either career education, 
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vocational training, or work-based learning;  and not everybody shared the idea that I 

personally should have been the person in charge of making many of the policy and 

program decisions.  The conflicts that were documented in this report are but a sub-set of 

the range of problems experienced in my own practice.    

Despite my best efforts to integrate the tenets and philosophies of the School-to-

Work reform movement into my classroom, the lack of a shared vision was arguably a 

function of the fact that the State of Arizona policymakers went back to a more 

traditional definition of what a sound career, vocational, and work-based learning model 

should look like.  No sooner was the original policy sunsetted, that a new era of 

vocationalism was adopted, that did not necessarily agree with the School-to-Work tenets.  

The strength of the newest model is that it advocates for both career education and 

technical vocational education on the high school campus.  The School-to-Work policy 

did not make provisions for providing school-based occupational training, whereas the 

Carl D. Perkins Acts did, both then and now.  Students at District B, who had been 

exposed to a sequence of courses in high school, therefore obtained verifiable 

occupational skill sets that I could then market in the local community.    

The weakness of the new model, however, is that it does not encourage the widest 

possible array of careers, focusing instead on only seventy-five career clusters, many of 

which we cannot find teachers for.  The fact that the School-to-Work policy allowed for a 

wider array of career „pathways‟ to be considered as viable employment options, meant 

that I could place students in science domains that matched their academic coursework, 

which is a practice that is not supported in the current funding mechanism of the newer 
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State model.  In retrospect, I can also see how the original School-to-Work policy was 

dangerous, in that it did not require licensed cooperative education teachers to serve as 

school-based mentors.  The new model does.   

Skills 

The skills that were needed to implement such a complex set of expectations were 

staggering.  Teachers were expected to provide leadership in the development of School-

to-Work programs, and were expected to have grant-writing and grant management skills, 

in order to receive the seed monies to begin with.  They were also expected to have skills 

related to developing partnerships, with little, if any training on the theories behind such 

collaborative relationships.  Teachers were also expected to have a first-hand awareness 

of the employer‟s world, which many educational professionals have never been exposed.   

The factors that contributed to the development of the learning opportunities in 

this case study were that a number of these pre-requisite skills did exist on the campuses 

in which I was employed, even if I did not possess them personally.  The team-approach 

meant that skills that were present in one educator, could be shared with those who did 

not possess the identical skill set.  My skills complemented those of the school 

administrators, academic teachers, technology coordinators, school counselors, case 

managers, social workers, and vocational educators.  

The skills that I brought to the table that were influential in a positive way, 

included my ability to relate to people in the business domain, and specifically those who 

worked in settings that were similar to those I had worked in during the course of my pre-

teaching career.  My background knowledge in the industrial technology and business 
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domains no doubt facilitated my ability to develop partnerships with other people 

immersed in similar work settings.  My background as a technical trainer in industry 

meant that I was familiar with the principles of vocational and occupational training.  

Furthermore, my experience as a work-site mentor in an industrial chemistry setting 

meant that I too had experience with developing on-the-job training plans and legal 

agreements with the educational community.  The skills I learned in curriculum, program, 

and partnership development through my university programs of study also contributed to 

the success of the School-to-Work programs that I was responsible for developing. 

The only skill-set that I felt that I was lacking, was related to my ability to 

interpret specific aspects of civil law.  I personally desired to have more background 

knowledge on the laws that might impact work-based learning programs, so as to 

understand the rulings that have taken place elsewhere in the nation.  I received no such 

instruction in either my cooperative education classes or administrative licensure classes.  

The single school-law class that I took was too broad in focus to allow me to delve into 

the specific legal issues and questions that arose during my own practice.  I think 

additional training in Human Resource Management concepts would have benefited me 

in the long-run, as well as additional training in employment laws.  

The skill sets of the community partners frequently complemented my own.  The 

only difficulty that I experienced in partnership development was when there were 

personnel issues that arose, and it became apparent that some of my business partners 

were not themselves aware of workplace legalities.  It was obvious to me that many of 

the community partners with whom I worked had no formal training in supervision, 
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personnel management, or human resource development.  When those skills and 

aptitudes did exist in a company, many of the issues that surfaced were resolved quickly 

and efficiently. When those skills were absent, however, I found myself working doubly-

hard to assist the work-site mentors in their supervisory role.   

Incentives 

There were a number of incentives provided in the original federal grant, 

including actual pockets of tax dollars that flowed through my offices, which could be 

allocated to support projects that more than a dozen teachers could benefit from.  That 

provided an extrinsic reward mechanism to „buy-in‟ teachers, and I was one of them.  

The same flow of money meant that the teachers who were working collaboratively to 

make the policy come alive on the school campus, had a built-in excuse to work with 

each other.  I found the excitement of the first year‟s involvement to be an incentive for 

me, personally.  The enthusiasm of the students, teachers, and administrators provided a 

psychological and social boost, which helped me overcome the occasions when I 

simultaneously felt overly stretched, in terms of work-load.    

The leadership opportunity that had been provided to me through the grant 

administration tasks was also very rewarding.  I had been bored on the job, if I am honest, 

and it was intellectually stimulating, as well as socially satisfying.  I got to be in charge 

of something, which made me feel important, as I felt that I had something specific to 

contribute to the educational team.  I also enjoyed coordinating projects and managing 

events.  I am a natural born organizer, and I finally had a big project to sink my teeth into, 

which was well received by most of the people I interacted with.  There were therefore a 
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number of feedback loops that gave me external praise, which I adored.  I liked being the 

center of attention when things went well, and I liked that the public‟s perception of what 

we were doing was positive.  I received many words of encouragement and gratitude 

from students, families, colleagues, supervisors and the public. 

The second year that I was involved in the reform movement, however, I felt my 

own enthusiasm waning, due to the announcement that our second grant had been denied.  

Without the commitment of external funds, the internal motivation to sustain my own 

personal involvement in the reform movement was taxed, and I frequently felt pulled 

between feelings of resentment and the commitment to the ideal.  While I still believed 

philosophically in the ideals of the reform, the expectation to develop the careers 

curriculum on my own time was very frustrating, and made me feel exploited.  

The other people in this study who shared that experience with me also indicated 

that it was their internal belief in what we were trying to accomplish that goaded them 

forward, not any provision of a stipend or extra-duty pay.  None of us were compensated 

for the additional tasks that we performed, but we did receive plenty of kudos, when our 

accomplishments were successful.  I personally received a number of external awards for 

the program that was developed in District A, which did take the edge off my growing 

resentment that I felt as if I was starting to donate more time to the reform movement 

than was healthy.   

Another incentive that kept me motivated was the fact that I had enrolled in the 

doctoral program of study by the third year of my involvement in the reform movement.  

I therefore had many opportunities to discuss my involvement in the initiative with 
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colleagues and professors in the local university, who challenged my thinking and 

assumptions.  Furthermore, the superintendent of District A had allowed me to access an 

incentive pay program, which actually paid for most of my tuition.  It was therefore not a 

financial hardship to delve into the coursework that I took, in order to learn more about 

educational program development.   

In District B, however, the biggest incentive to work on behalf of the School-to-

Work policy was the job assignment itself, which happened to dovetail with the goals of 

the vocational education department.  I was compensated well for the new position, 

which I frankly appreciated very much.  I felt as if my new position elevated me in status, 

both socially and financially, and I was freed up from the daily grind of teaching four or 

five subjects, which was an enormously positive change of events for me professionally.  

I had built-in think time, as well as time to devote to program and partnership 

development, which then could be accomplished more thoughtfully.   

Furthermore, I found myself in companionship, once again, with people who 

knew about the reform movement and who embraced it, as I did.  A number of case-

managers and administrators in the special education department shared the vision for the 

reform, as did members of the vocational education department and counseling staff.  I 

found myself surrounded by people who were simultaneously working with similar goals 

in mind, and found that fact to be extremely rewarding.   

I was part of a much larger team of people, who shared portions of the 

responsibility for developing School-to-Work opportunities, which meant that I did not 

have to do so much personally.  Instead, I could concentrate on the career-education and 
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work-based learning component of the reform, while other people with complementary 

skills could provide instruction in other aspects of the initiative.  I therefore did not feel 

quite so stretched, and felt as if the progress that I was making was concrete and starting 

to take on a form that was visible, in the context of actual curriculum materials that could 

be replicated elsewhere.   

The greatest incentive in District B, however, was that the students desired to 

learn what I was teaching.  Students in District A were enthusiastic about portions of the 

curriculum, but the District B students were even more eager to learn what I was 

teaching.  That provided the incentive to serve them well, and I was driven by an internal 

compassion for those who requested assistance because of their particularly difficult 

situations.  I felt a sense of moral responsibility to them, and a heightened awareness that 

their goals were the same as students I had taught in the past, but their paths had been 

rocky, and therefore littered with additional constraints and barriers that they would have 

to overcome, as they worked towards those goals.  

The economic, social, and psychological dilemmas that some of the students 

presented to me were the specific motivational factors that shaped the menu of learning 

opportunities that I developed in the latter portions of my professional practice.  Their 

situational dilemmas were incorporated into a number of lesson plans and activities that 

had the specific educative goal of helping people learn how to help themselves, in the 

context of finding and leveraging existing opportunity structures in the greater 

community.  The incentive, therefore, was guided by a sense that I could educate them 

about opportunities that they were not hitherto aware of, which was very rewarding to 
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me, as a teacher.  Many of the community partners and students in this study mentioned 

that their rationale for program participation was similarly guided by either the altruistic 

desire to help somebody else reach an economic, career, or educational goal, or by the 

desire to improve one‟s own circumstances.  The students, of course, also mentioned 

frequently that the real incentive was that they had the immediate extrinsic reward of a 

paycheck. 

Resources 

The resources that were allocated federally to local school districts were intended 

to serve simply as „seed‟ money that would flourish, if the conditions were right.  In 

Setting A, the grant-writing team managed to secure approximately $26,000, which was 

used to create a number of exploratory electives at the middle school level.  It could be 

argued that this initial investment of cash sparked an immediate enthusiasm and interest 

in the reform.  It is doubtful, however, that any portion of the originally planned 

curriculum events are still taking place at the middle school, because most of the teachers 

who were familiar with the original plans, have either been promoted to new positions, 

moved on to other schools or other school-districts, retired, or abandoned the teaching 

profession altogether.  I myself left the middle school after the first grant cycle, and never 

looked backwards. 

My family supplemented the resources that were needed thereafter, to support the 

activities that I was developing for students.  Each district did contribute a little 

something, but by that I mean very little, financially.  My salary was an important cost 

that each district did pay for, but in return, they received instructional supervision that 
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was too frequently donated from my personal reserves of time and money.  Teaching 

authentic activities, while intrinsically rewarding, were the professional endeavors that 

cost the most money.  Teaching to the new federal standards that will be examined on the 

„high-stakes‟ graduation tests has become the focus of our educational system.  Project-

based learning that exposes students to the world that exists outside of the school‟s 

boundaries is not actively promoted, because such instructional delivery models are 

expensive, and budgets are tight.   

A number of resources were gathered and collected from outside agencies, 

companies, and government sources.  Mini-grants were secured frequently, but 

sometimes they failed to come through in time.  A school district cannot run on a purely 

voluntary basis.  Educators get tired of putting in their own evenings and weekends to 

scour the community for the resources they need to run their classrooms and educational 

programs.  The fact that the original federal policy was short-lived, and the fact that 

educators were not given adequate resources of time and money during the first grant-

cycle, and no resources thereafter, meant that it was unlikely that long-range changes 

would sustain themselves beyond the resource allocations.   

In this specific case of school reform, the business partners from the greater 

community were productive assets to the overall endeavor of creating learning 

opportunities for students.  They donated time, materials, expertise, and cultural assets, 

such as the ability to network with groups such as the technology park‟s user‟s group, the 

local chamber of commerce, and a number of industry-specific professional 

organizations.   They were the ones who paid for the salaries of the student-learners, the 
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liability insurance premiums, and many of the training costs, not the school district.  

Their interest in the topic was as important as any financial donation that they 

contributed.  The School-to-Work movement, however, is no longer actively supported 

financially, and has been replaced with a model that is much more akin to older 

vocational education models.  School districts are lured to reform attempts because of the 

linked funding mechanisms.  The new funding mechanisms in Arizona are what school 

districts will align with, and they are not wholly compatible with the original federal 

policy.   

Action Plan 

The policy provided an overarching design model, which included the three 

primary components that the policy makers believed would be influential factors, if 

delivered in the school system as supplementary structures to traditional delivery 

strategies.  I would argue that large, comprehensive high schools had built-in incentives 

to provide some of the same recommended strategies that the School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act (1994), had recommended.  What was different about my experience, 

however, is that I started teaching at the middle school level, and did not go to work right 

away in a large neighborhood high school.  The STW model that emerged out of the 

small Charter High School could therefore evolve without being constrained by structures 

and mindsets associated with older vocational education models.  There was a certain 

amount of freedom at the Charter High School, therefore, that did not exist in the 

subsequent work settings in which I was immersed professionally.  This meant that those 
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of us on the high school campus in District A, who wanted to explore or pilot projects, 

could do so without having to overcome inertia built into previous structures.   

The fact that the charter school campus was built on the science and technology 

research park made specific activities very easy to develop, because the park afforded 

immediate access to the business community.  The fact that the research park was 

associated with a major research university meant that the cultural expectation was 

already set in place that high-tech, college-track, well-paid positions were the ones that 

would be advocated in the action plan of the school‟s program.  

 In District B, however, the program and curriculum structures were being guided 

simultaneously by the original federal School-to-Work policy, subsequent policies for 

Career and Technical Education, older policies related to cooperative education, and an 

un-funded expectation to provide specialized transition educational experiences for 

disabled students.  I was not always able to dovetail these conflicting expectations. The 

life-cycle of the STW policy was short, compared to the competing paradigms, which 

hampered my ability to develop long-range structures.   High administrator turn-over in 

District B, likewise impacted the long-term direction of the work-based learning 

programs.   The cooperative education course, and licensure that is associated with it, 

provided the best means through which to learn about issues of child labor, work-based 

learning strategies, and the development of sound training plans and agreements with the 

partnership community.   
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(B) -  Other Distilled Themes 

In addition to the variables that are seen on the Managing Complex Change 

matrix, there were six additional themes that could be detected, both within and across 

the embedded data sets, which were not specifically addressed by complex change 

theory.  The first is the concept of adequate supervision.  The policy makers advocated 

that students be exposed to adult workplaces without mentioning the need to provide 

certain structures that are mandated by law, here in Arizona.  To ask teachers to risk their 

licensure, by taking students into places where they may come into contact with people 

who are of dubious moral character, is not a cautionary warning that was ever mentioned.  

Arizona educators are familiar with the reasons why the teachers (including 

administrators, clerical staff, bus-drivers, cafeteria workers, and support personnel), are 

required to have background checks that are conducted by law enforcement agencies, and 

why we are all required to have a copy of our fingerprints on file with the school district.  

This requirement still does not always prevent incidences of misconduct towards the 

children in our charge, but it makes it less likely that children will be exposed to 

somebody who is a potential threat or danger.  I had to deal with several incidents of 

sexual harassment of students on the job. This indicates that the policymakers were not 

being forthright about the realities of adult society. 

During my practice, for example, the President of the United States was caught in 

an act of sexual immorality with a student intern.  The fact that she was an adult made the 

incident less worrisome to some citizens, but the fact remains that impropriety that is 

ignored in adult circles cannot be ignored where children exist.  The policy advocated for 
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two types of mentors to exist within programs that were funded by the STWOA.  I served 

as the school-based mentor, representing the district as well as the interests of the 

children on my professional case-load.  Each partnership that I created included a work-

site mentor, but their backgrounds and citizenship records were never scrutinized.  As a 

result, we found out the hard-way that some people, who had been assigned to supervise 

our students, had dubious intent.    

While I do not think it necessary of feasible to check the background of every 

employee that the student-learners might come into contact with, should they be hired in 

a paid internship capacity, I do think that the primary work-site mentors should have been 

held to the same accountability standards that I was.  I have had some administrators tell 

me that such an expectation would probably doom the work-based learning program.  

Perhaps this is true, but I do not think it fair to ask a single school-based mentor to be 

responsible professionally for the supervision that takes place in a work-setting where she 

has limited access.   

I was not allowed to just “drop-in” to check on my students and their learning.  

Entrée‟ to the workforce was always carefully planned in advance, with at least a day‟s 

notice, unless a child had an immediate problem, in which case, they were relieved from 

their day‟s duty, so that I could mitigate the issue.  There were incidents that occurred 

that might have been avoided, if the people who were put in charge of my students on the 

job had received personnel supervision training too.  A number of the work-site 

supervisors, while well-intentioned, had not received formal education on how to manage 
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student-learners, and so they frequently made mistakes.  There is no provision to ensure 

that site-based supervisors are adequately trained.   

The second theme that was obvious to me was that the training requirements for 

the school-based instruction were missing in the original policy documents.  There were 

too few conceptual objectives listed, and they were not tied to existing curriculum 

standards or expectations.  This meant that those of us in the field who were in charge of 

integrating the reform, had to scour around to find lists of objectives from other sources.  

There is a body of literature on career counseling, for example, that can guide career 

education endeavors.  What a counselor might provide, in terms of advice to one student 

at a time, could have been packaged more efficiently for those of us who wish to deliver 

the same instructional concepts to whole classes or whole schools full of children.   

One of the greatest expenditures of my energy was in the collection of career-

education materials that were not specifically owned by private companies.  To develop a 

course from scratch is a time-consuming endeavor, but I was motivated by the students‟ 

questions and concerns.  It would have been simpler, I think, for the federal government 

to have spent time up-front, delivering a pre-packaged curriculum resource that was 

already piloted and refined.  Instead, school teachers across America were each working 

in isolation to develop lesson plans that might have been shared, somehow, instead of 

everybody scrambling to create activities based on the same objectives.  The $26,000 that 

we were given in our school district, for example, would have paid for my salary for a 

year.  If paid to do so, I could have developed the curriculum that I did eventually create, 

much more quickly. 
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The third variable that I could perceive in the various data streams was related to 

the developmental timing of certain instructional objectives.  At what point in a child‟s 

life do we teach them about the impact of their decisions on their long-term earning 

power?  The twelfth grade students that I taught were disappointed that they did not have 

prior instruction on certain concepts, which might have allowed them to take different 

coursework or save sufficient money for their transitions.  The eighth grade students 

wondered why they should learn about college and jobs so early in life, because from 

their perspective, graduating from high school is an activity that will take place so long in 

the future, they cannot imagine themselves „there‟ yet.  At what point in a child‟s life do 

we teach them that some strangers cannot be trusted?  At what point in a child‟s life do 

we remind them that sexual activity could lead to pregnancy, which will have a definite 

impact on one‟s ability to stay in school, hold a job, and manage a budget?  

The fourth variable that I saw across the data sets was the theme of social 

injustices.  Injustices do not just take place on the playground; they also take place in the 

home, the classroom, and in the workforce.  Two of the three school districts that I taught 

in had incorporated law-related education curriculum into their school programs.  The 

curriculum, however, was broad in nature, and did not specifically provide ready-made 

lessons on topics of workplace equity and fairness.  I have gathered a number of raw 

materials that could eventually be incorporated into learning modules that teach students 

about their legal rights as employees, and the mechanisms that exist in society to report 

cases of workplace abuse.  The local STW liaison had a library full of reference 

pamphlets that I could borrow temporarily, until I had time to locate copies of my own.  
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A clearinghouse of such reading resources would be helpful, but so too would be pre-

packaged lesson plans that a teacher could download for free.  A similar mechanism that 

could be accessed by student-learners would benefit courses like mine, where I provide 

students with a menu‟ of inquiry-based investigations that they can elect to pursue.   

A fifth theme that emerged in this data set was the concept of political field 

dynamics.  The policymakers implied that their vision was the best vision for education.  

Their goal was to set students in the direction of „high-skilled, high-technology, high-

wage‟ jobs, which implies that every child has the cognitive pre-disposition to learn such 

skills in the first place.  This ignores the reality that some children have no interest or 

aptitude for such a career path, and negates the culture of the current educational system, 

which also values occupations that require a different set of skills, such as social skills 

that nurture the young, or care for the elderly.   

The biggest field dynamic that I ran into was the notion that not everybody 

wanted to become a scientists, computer programmer or engineer.  There were students, 

parents, educators, and community partners that possessed values in contrast to the goals 

that were espoused as worthy in the original policy.  Some of the resistance that I ran 

into, during the course of my practice, was related to the idea that people did not want to 

be pushed so quickly and forcibly through school.  They wanted to take a more relaxed 

pace, and were much more interested in their own personal development as human 

beings, than they were interested in rushing, at a stressful pace, to win an economic war 

that they were not particularly interested in fighting.   



 

 

  1062 

The sixth and final theme that I observed to be embedded within the various data 

streams was related to accountability.  The teachers who organized plans that were 

funded through the policy were required to show progress on their proposed projects, but 

were never required to provide evidence that what they were doing had the intended 

effect.  This research project included a tiny element of investigation about the efficacy 

of the projects that were created during my own professional practice, but it did not, by 

any means, do the topic justice.  This is where I think we are missing the mark as adults.  

There is insufficient empirical data on the School-to-Work Transition Experience, 

whether that experience included pro-active career education, or not.   

 Some of my students indicated that portions of my own curriculum were helpful 

to them.  That means that this research project can provide glimpses into effective 

instructional practices.  But I would like to see more investigative data that relies on the 

truthful accounts provided by young people who are struggling still.  There are a number 

of ways that we, as adults, could provide better guidance into adult society.  Local 

agencies, such as the national “One-Stop-Career Centers” are woefully under-staffed and 

responding to the needs of unemployed adults in a fairly re-active way.  Pro-active 

instruction in the public schools is advocated and funded under current legislation, 

specifically the newer Carl D. Perkins Acts, but the instruction that is provided in the 

career-education classes has not been sufficiently scrutinized for efficacy.   

 The goal of the original policy, therefore, was noble in intent, as far as it was 

funded.  The real dilemma is that our nation‟s schools are struggling to keep abreast with 

the ever-changing expectations placed on them.   
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(C) -  Summary Remarks 

 I was frequently challenged in my practice to create lesson plans and activities 

that were relevant to students, in the context of providing them with sound guidance on 

how to move forward in their lives, particularly in the sense of preparing themselves to be 

able to make a living in an honest manner.  My personal career background in the 

environmental sciences and technology domains influenced many of the curricular and 

program opportunities that I created in this unique example of school reform.   

I bought-in to the over-arching goals of the School-to-Work movement, which 

were to provide sound career exploration events, as well as both school-based 

coursework and work-based learning opportunities that included entry-level job 

experiences for high school students.  In the course of my practice I learned a number of 

strategies and techniques that helped my students prepare themselves to make difficult 

decisions, regarding their own future trajectories, ones that they did not fully 

comprehend, in the context of the limits and possibilities that exist in contemporary 

society.   

By showing them where they could find additional information that could inform 

their decision-making processes, I was able to guide students in a pro-active manner, 

thereby freeing myself up to find additional layers of support for them, in the context of 

short-term excursions into the workforce, scholarship opportunities for post-secondary 

training and higher education, and entry-level work experiences that could be used as 

stepping stones that could potentially lead them in the direction of their personal dreams 

and career aspirations.   
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A key component of the instructional strategies that I developed was the inclusion 

of career-awareness concepts that matched existing opportunities in society.  I also 

provided hands-on activities in the classroom that taught students how to make complex 

decisions, related to the allocation of their most precious resources, specifically, their 

own latent talents, available financial means, and time structures that could hamper their 

economic earning power.  This study is by no means exhaustive, and perhaps not even 

representative of the experiences of the vast majority of students that I did teach in the 

past.  Nonetheless, it is an important first-step in understanding which factors were 

significantly influential in my past practice, to be able to discern how better to structure 

any future practices that I may still have time to develop in the next phase of my 

professional career as an educator who supports the public school system. 

The opportunity to contemplate deeply on past practices, and to take a reflexive 

look back over my shoulder at the critical historical events and pivotal life experiences 

that I could recall myself, was a distinctive privilege and opportunity to learn from past 

mistakes, so as to avoid them in the future, and to learn from past successes, so as to 

encourage similar activities, both in my own field practices and in those of my 

colleagues, still working directly in the front ranks of the public school system.  What I 

learned in the process has been distilled down to the key themes that are described in 

summary form, in the paragraphs below.  Each concept and claim listed below can be tied 

back to the research question, which was:    

Which variables or factors influenced the development of learning 

opportunities for my own students, in the context of the ideals of the 

School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994?  

   



 

 

  1065 

I.  Vision 

 Support Systems:  The original federal policy was supported both theoretically and 

practically in the first two of the three school systems in which I was employed.  

Once the original federal policy sunsetted, however, the vision for the reform became 

conflicted.  The goals of the original legislative act did not complement those adopted 

later in Arizona, under the newer Career and Technical Education expectations, that 

were advocated under the Arizona Tech-Prep Initiative.  Administrative support for 

the original reform movement therefore waned over time, to the point that I was no 

longer encouraged to develop School-to-Work learning opportunities for students.  

Other educative goals took precedence and priority over the original policy. 

 

 Standards:  Some of the educational objectives that were outlined in the original 

federal policy complemented what was taking place in classrooms already, under pre-

existing standards for both academic and vocational education, as well as career-

guidance.  As an academic teacher in the science domains, I embraced the educative 

goals of the School-to-Work movement, because I was familiar with similar 

expectations to develop authentic career-related protocols, which are outlined in both 

state and national standards for science education.  Over time, I became more 

interested in the way in which the School-to-Work curriculum and program 

expectations overlapped with both existing and emerging standards, so I could easily 

discern where integration across curriculum areas was possible.  As a result, my own 

world-view expanded, to see how and where the original policy goals either 

complemented or contrasted with previous educative standards, as well as subsequent 

ones.  The current state standards for both career education and work-based learning, 

however, were not in place until after I left my practice, so they did not impact any of 

the programs or projects created during my tenure.    

 

 Partnerships: The original policy outlined the expectation for collaborative 

partnerships between educators and community members.  The ideal was to provide 

links between the two communities, but the reality was often difficult to accomplish.  

A major limiting factor was that there was insufficient time allocated for developing 

training plans, in which each party agreed in advance upon roles and responsibilities 

that they were both willing and able to commit to.   Nobody predicted that there 

would be incidents of misconduct in the workplace that placed students, employees, 

and institutions at risk for harm.  A considerable amount of my time was spent 

learning how to create safe and sound structures that all parties could agree upon.  

Business partners who were working in career domains where there were labor-

shortages were more likely to work through the initial learning curves required of 

new school-business partnerships.  This provided opportunities that did not exist 

where labor shortages were not as severe.  Most business partners did share the notion 

that it was partially their responsibility to provide entry-level training and work 

opportunities to the next generation of workers, and they were willing, on a personal 

level, to help create the necessary infrastructure to do so.    
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 Student Involvement:  Participation in the School-to-Work reform movement was 

intended to be a voluntary commitment, but due to the age of the targeted student 

population, parental consent was required, for students to travel or work off-campus.  

The students did not have true agency to volunteer for every opportunity that was 

presented, as it was their parent(s) who frequently made the final decision as to 

whether or not they could participate.  Some families did not have the economic 

resources to cover the costs of extra fees for certain events, nor did they all have the 

luxury of providing a means of transportation to extra-curricular activities, after-

school classes, and/or off-campus worksites.  Students who were on my case-load had 

parents who supported the reform and who had the economic means to support their 

own children.  Students of limited means, or those whose parents disagreed with the 

movement were not present in my classes.  Student buy-in was a critical factor that 

encouraged me to develop lessons that were relevant to their developmental needs 

and individual concerns.   The voluntary nature of participation in the reform 

movement reduced incidents of student opposition, resistance, and apathy, which 

made my teaching assignment easier to accomplish. 

 
II.  Skills 

 

 Leadership Skills:  Specific leadership skills were brought with me, when I first 

assumed a leadership position in the School-to-Work movement.  Others were gained 

as a direct result of my first-hand experiences in the field, as well as professional 

development opportunities that were offered in the community, school-districts, and 

local universities, including the doctoral program of study that I was enrolled in.  My 

professional career spanned for thirty years, half of which was spent in industrial 

technology domains, where I learned industry-specific skills associated with technical 

training and supervision of student-interns.   Grant writing was a skill that allowed me 

to secure additional external funding when the limited resources of the original 

federal grant dwindled.  Project management and technology skills, which I learned 

during my career as a systems analyst and programmer, allowed me to organize data 

and to manage complex tasks.   Curriculum development skills learned prior to the 

School-to-Work movement were honed and improved with the new policy 

expectations to integrate lessons across grade-levels and subject-area disciplines.   

Conflict resolution skills, which were gained through workshops and lived 

experiences in the greater community, facilitated my efforts to solve a variety of 

complex problems that were not anticipated, and that needed to be managed in 

specific contexts.  

 

 Human Resource Management:  My professional training as a work-based learning 

coordinator began many years before I became a School-to-Work program 

coordinator.  I had already served as a technical-trainer in the military and in industry, 

providing vocational skills-training to students enrolled in a college-level 

environmental technology program of study, which was directly related to the science 

courses that I taught later.  Human resource management principles were taught 
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throughout my professional development, but culminated in the exposure to 

educational administration certification coursework.  Staff development, career-

guidance, program management, and personnel supervision classes at the graduate 

level proved useful in the field.  They gave me the conceptual awareness of certain 

theoretical considerations related to hiring, retention, nurturance and legal obligations 

that exist for educators, students, and employers who hire youth workers.   

 

 Inadequacy of Skills:  There were situations that occurred in the field that I felt 

unprepared to handle, including specific incidents of misconduct on the job, both by 

students and by the adults in charge of their training and supervision.  The specific 

skills that I was missing were associated with legalities of the workplace.  When I 

lacked specific skills, awareness, or confidence I could frequently turn to any one of a 

number of the people who had agreed to participate in aspects of the reform 

movement over time.  As a result, I developed a large network of professional people 

who had expertise that complemented my own.  By the same token, the participants in 

this study frequently leveraged my own skills, to help them navigate through 

unanticipated obstacles.  Only a few of the worksite supervisors had ever received 

formal training in supervision principles.   

 

III.  Incentives 

 
 Extrinsic Rewards:  The original federal policy provided seed monies to schools, of 

which $6,000 stimulated my own personal involvement during the first year of the 

program.  Thereafter, I was not compensated for the extra duties that I assumed over 

the years, which eventually led to resentment.  In the second school district, however, 

I was freed-up from teaching science, and could devote my energies to creating 

School-to-Work learning opportunities, which had a significantly positive impact on 

the development of the careers curriculum.  Students were frequently motivated by 

the paychecks they received for work-based learning, and some complained bitterly 

about any expectation to participate in a service learning or unpaid internship 

situation.  

 

 Internal Rewards:  All program participants in this study indicated that they were 

driven to participate in the enacted curriculum opportunities by a personal desire to 

help themselves, their organizations, and/or the students.  We all believed that the 

programs and projects we were participating in had the potential to improve the 

economic, career, or educational trajectories of the students.  The adults who 

volunteered to co-create learning opportunities in the classroom and/or workplace 

expressed their own sense of pedagogic responsibility.    
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IV.  Resources 

 

 Financial Constraints:  The original federal policy was not funded to supply the 

resources necessary for vocational skills training.  Nor was it funded to supply more 

than a half of one teacher‟s salary for a single year.  The expectation was that districts 

would match the federal policy funds, and that districts would assume the operating 

costs of School-to-Work programs beyond the initial grant cycle.  This meant that 

local resources would be tapped beyond healthy levels, in order to create the 

necessary infrastructure pieces (personnel, policies, curriculum, supplies and 

materials, etc.) to sustain a program for any length of time.  The first district in which 

I was employed managed to free me from two teaching periods each day to run the 

program.  The second district managed to free me from all but one cohort of students, 

allowing the balance of my day to be spent on program, curriculum, and partnership 

development.  In all three districts I was frequently compelled to spend portions of 

my own income on classroom supplies and materials, in addition to costs associated 

with running the program, including gas mileage, copying costs, furniture, and 

equipment necessary for classroom instruction that was authentic in nature.  I 

concluded that the School-to-Work policy, while noble in intent, placed too little 

regard on the practical financial requirements placed upon the individual participants 

in the reform movement.  The business partners assumed many of the expenses for 

work-based learning opportunities, including the cost of student salaries, training on 

the job, and liability insurance. For some community business partners this was a 

worthy investment.  For others, the burden became too great, so they chose to invest 

in adult workers, rather than youth.   

 

 Competing Funding Mechanisms:  When the original federal policy sunsetted in 

Arizona, the newer career-education and workplace learning models that emerged 

over time were tied back to vocational programs of study and corresponding funding 

mechanisms.  These new operating rules were stricter, requiring additional layers of 

certification that were paid for out of my own pocket.  The district that I was working 

in at the time chose to serve fewer students, prioritizing in favor of those emerging 

from vocational programs of study, so as to take advantage of the newer funding 

rules.  This meant a drop in enrollment, and the opportunity to restructure the 

program that I inherited in such a way that my job was eliminated.  The program that 

was structured previously was therefore not valued, once the new rules were in place.  

The program was not eliminated, but restructured in such a way that the district could 

save on the cost of a full time teacher‟s salary. 

 

V.  Action Plan 

 
 Structure of the School:   The size and configuration of each school were factors 

that influenced my ability to develop learning opportunities in support of the federal 

policy.  The comprehensive high schools that I worked at each had built-in structures 

that meant that I was not personally responsible for developing certain School-to-
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Work components.  Schools that had dedicated counselors, social workers, career-

center personnel, and vocational educators were staffed so that I personally was not 

required to develop every possible career-education opportunity for every student.  

This was a benefit, in that I could then prioritize my time in favor of developing the 

career-education curriculum pieces that were missing, as well as expand upon the 

existing curriculum and program infrastructure pieces that were associated with the 

work-based learning program.  The smaller school environment in the first district, 

however, allowed me to develop certain opportunities for students because there was 

no previous model in existence, and therefore no historical precedent or set of 

expectations to overcome.   

 

 Community Assets:  One district had the advantage of a Science and Technology 

Research Park within its geographical boundaries.  The district was able to leverage 

their relationship there to provide a unique charter high school where our School-to-

Work program was encouraged.  The second district had the advantage of being 

situated near the local Chamber of Commerce, which was equally advantageous, from 

the perspective of leveraging existing business partner relationships.   

 

 

VI.  Other Concerns 

 
 Adequate Supervision:  The policy expected that schools would be able to hire a 

licensed and professionally certified teacher to serve as the school‟s liaison in the 

field.  While I did have limited training and professional background (as an industry 

work-site mentor working with college-aged youth), I was not expecting some of the 

problems that I encountered, when working with high school students who were 

legally too young to be considered adult workers.  Teachers are required by law to 

have background checks that are sanctioned by their respective State governments, 

and here in Arizona, that includes the expectation for every school employee to have 

a record of their fingerprints and security clearances on file.  No such expectation 

exists for employers who hire youth, which puts educational practitioners in the field 

at greater risk for suspension, imprisonment, or loss of licensure and credentials, 

should a student be harmed due to inadequate supervision.  Furthermore, I had limited 

access to the actual work-sites where students were being hired, so I developed 

routines that would improve the chances of open-communication channels, should 

problems emerge.  These strategies included pro-active training plans, partnership 

agreements, routine site visits, and polices that allowed me to make the necessary 

changes in the field when problems did occur.  I had the authority, for example, to 

pull a student off of a job, if I thought it to be unsafe, as well as the authority to report 

any illegal activities to law enforcement.  Furthermore, I could exercise veto power, 

when pressured to develop work-based learning opportunities that I determined 

professionally to be inappropriate or ill-advised.  
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 Training Requirements:  The most difficult aspect of delivering School-to-Work 

learning opportunities in the field was the creation of specific lesson plans that were 

intended to fill an eighteen-week course.  The policy did not provide succinct or 

complete lists of course objectives, and the State Department of Education had not yet 

developed the standards for career and work-based education that exist today.  That 

meant that I was frequently unsure of what it was that I was supposed to be teaching.  

The lessons that I did create were based on the frequent questions asked by my 

students, as well as a list of career-guidance objectives that had been provided by 

national school-guidance counseling circles.  Many ready-made curriculum materials 

that I found were too expensive to own, so I made the commitment to develop lessons 

and activities that I could own myself, and distribute to the districts in which I was 

employed.   

 

 Developmental Timing:  Over the course of my practice I learned (through trial and 

error), which lessons and activities that I had developed were age-appropriate, and 

which ones were not.  Younger students, for example, saw very little value in 

exploring the costs associated with transitioning out of their parents‟ homes and into 

apartments of their own, while the older adolescent was attuned to that concept.  

Younger students were interested in exploring a variety of work options, and were 

eager to take field trips into adult work settings.  The older adolescent, however, was 

ready to focus their energies on fewer options, and to explore immediate 

opportunities for paid work experiences, further education and training, and adult 

mentors.  This led to a two-tiered curriculum, one for younger students in grades 7-9, 

and the other for older students, in grades 11 and 12.  

 

 Social Injustices:  Historical patterns of hiring have been challenged legally in our 

society, from a social-justice perspective.  In my practice I did see elements of 

favoritism, associated with preferences in hiring practices.  Many of the employers, 

for example, favored students who exhibited certain social behaviors over others.  

Hiring decisions were sometimes made based on personality traits. Extroverts, for 

example, were often preferred over introverts.  Incidents of gender discrimination 

were seen on occasion, where one gender was preferred over another, as in the 

daycare industry, where males were sometimes perceived to be a potential danger to 

younger children.  Students and their work-site supervisors expressed on occasion 

their own personal racial biases and prejudices, and several female students were the 

victims of sexual harassment.    These predicaments frequently interrupted my 

practice, as I sought to understand the specific circumstances under which claims of 

injustice were being made.  While I have a certain amount of tolerance for 

disagreement between people, there were times in which I was forced to take a very 

active role in determining if the claims made were accurate, and if so, then in 

reporting them to the necessary authorities, and then making sure that the situation 

was not likely to occur again.  Curriculum materials were developed, but more 

instruction is needed.  
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 Political Field Dynamics: The goal of the policy was to prepare citizens to gain a 

strong economic foothold upon arrival to adult society, so that the nation as a whole 

would be competitive in a global economic environment.  Not every child on my 

case-load bought-in to the concept of becoming a warrior in the cause for economic 

supremacy, but most did buy-in to the concept of becoming economically more 

secure on a personal level.  I frequently encountered criticism about the pace at which 

we were working in the field, indicating that most citizens were not aroused by the 

rhetorical expectation that we should all feel a sense of urgency, to the point that we 

would stress ourselves out, over the unrealistic goals that were placed before us.  

Natural resistance arose when the policy sunsetted, and there was no longer scrutiny 

on programs and projects that had been sustained locally, with no further infusion of 

state or federal funds for such programs after the first year of their inception.  There 

was even greater resistance to the idea that high-tech, high-wage jobs were the best 

jobs to seek, given the aptitudes, interests, and cognitive limitations of many people.  

My students wanted as frequently to be artists and humanitarians as they did to be 

technology experts or research scientists.  In Arizona the „career pathways‟ model 

opened up these career fields for exploration, only as long as the original federal 

policy was in place.  Thereafter, only seventy-five fields of study were encouraged, 

few of which were in the humanities.  There was no longer funding to support work-

based learning outside of the industrial clusters that are supported by the Carl D. 

Perkins Acts, so general work-based learning models were no longer sustainable.  

Students who wish to pursue high-tech jobs today, are still encouraged to do so in the 

modern vocational education programs of study, but there is little career education or 

training available anymore for other students.  Likewise, students who are interested 

in the arts or humanities continue to be encouraged to take academic programs of 

study, while some of the vocational students are being asked to make a choice 

between academic and vocational education, which is the opposite message given by 

the original federal policy writers.   

 

 Accountability:  The first policy expectation was that teachers in America would be 

able to solve many of the economic woes in the county, by preparing students to enter 

an array of potential careers that purportedly existed and remained unfilled, because 

students had not been adequately trained or prepared to assume those positions.  In 

my own lived experiences as a technical trainer, first for the military, later for private 

industry, and most recently in the public K-12 system, I have observed that this 

indicates that I was expected to know about every aspect of every career domain, 

which was an unrealistic expectation.  Nonetheless, in situations where I could access 

the skill sets of other people with complementary interests, backgrounds, expertise, 

and knowledge about additional training and work-based learning opportunities, I was 

indeed successful in creating work-site mentorships where my lack of knowledge 

could be augmented from these other sources.  Frequently I was expected to make site 

visits in domains that were familiar enough in nature to my own areas of industrial 

background that I could discern where the learning was appropriate and the work-

setting safe.  I was not always privy, however, to situations in which the students felt 
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uncomfortable, so I learned the hard way that it was necessary to build feedback 

mechanisms, so that all partners (students, parents, employers, and educators) could 

communicate with each other and with me when problems arose and needed to be 

addressed quickly.  The vocational education laws require a certified cooperative 

education teacher to be present in School-to-Work programs.  This person acts as the 

district‟s liaison in issues of work-place development at technical training sites for 

under-aged students.  I possessed this certification as a requirement of vocational 

education laws, which dictate the current mechanisms for funding of such programs.  

The federal School-to-Work policy, however, did not have this requirement, and I too 

made mistakes in the field out of ignorance, before I took the licensure class to learn 

how better to structure training plans and partnership agreements.  There were other 

issues that emerged, however, that I could handle well, because I had taken a series of 

courses in my various graduate programs of study that provided the skills to know 

how to account for aspects of program quality, such as equitable hiring and retention 

policies, detailed record-keeping on the flow of funds, and program evaluation 

standards that existed from a variety of sources.  The programs that I ran in the past, 

however, are simply not in existence anymore, because a new set of operating 

parameters emerged here in Arizona, that are dovetailed to the Carl D. Perkins Acts, 

and not the original School-to-Work policy.  Ultimately, I was held accountable to a 

set of moral standards that I brought with me from my personal life, which were 

difficult to reach at times, because not everybody with whom I worked marched to 

the same drummer.  As a result, some of the conflicts that arose in my field practice 

were related directly to differing standards of ethical behavior, and I was frequently 

outnumbered by people who do not share the same ethical values that I possess.  My 

expectations were perceived to be folly, and I was socially ostracized when I 

advocated for the inclusion of certain behavioral standards, such as telling the truth 

and speaking about other people as if they were present in the room.  Bullying in the 

K-12 system exists, not just in the classroom or playground, but in the board rooms 

too.  
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Closing Remarks 

In the end, I concluded that the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 was 

well intentioned.  The policy makers extended an invitation to school districts and 

individual teachers, so as to encourage their participation in a national campaign to 

improve the lives of our children. While I agreed (both then and now), that improved 

curriculum materials were both necessary and possible to create, I had no idea where the 

original Call to Action would take me, both personally and professionally, in terms of my 

awareness of what still needed to take place, and why.   

It was only after I left my comfortable middle-class existence in District A that I 

became attuned to the criticism against the public school system.  Furthermore, it was not 

until I myself was unemployed that I understood how desperate it feels, sometimes, to be 

outside of the current mechanisms for schooling and employment.  Now that I have had 

time to think about all that I have learned in this research project, I am compelled to 

return to my field practice with a heightened sense and awareness of what I personally 

can and am willing to do, to provide career education curriculum materials  

Not only are better curriculum materials necessary, but so are better staff 

development opportunities for teachers willing to teach career education concepts.  A 

teacher is not the person who will suffer if good career education and guidance are not 

provided; the student is.  And yet teachers are not necessarily trained to prepare students 

for the array of jobs that do exist in society.  I will secure the resources to make the 

lessons I learned in this research project, as well as those learned over the span of my 

career, accessible to my colleagues in the field. 
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 Business Partner Self-Identification 
 

(a) What is your name, and what do you do professionally? 
 

(b) How did you first come to be involved with the School-to-Work program?  
 

(c) Describe the nature of the organization, business or company through which the STW partnership 

developed. 
 

 Knowledge of the School-to-Work Reform Initiative 
 

(a) Where / how did you first learn about the national “School-to-Work” movement?  
 

(b) What do you know about the goals of the national reform initiative? 
 

(c) How do the goals of the School-to-Work initiative complement or differ from those of your 

organization? 
 

 Nature of  Involvement 
 

(a) In what ways did you or your organization contribute to and /or  become involved in the STW 

program? (In which specific projects or program components did you participate in and how?). 
 

(b) Describe the duration (length of involvement) of your partnership or participation in the program. 
 

(c) Describe the intensity of your partnership or participation in the program (frequency of 

interactions, number of students, number of events, etc.). 
 

 Vision  
 

(a) Before you actually met any students, what did you imagine the partnership, program, or project 

would look like?). 
 

(b) How did that vision manifest in reality or change over time?   
 

 Skills, Knowledge, and Experience 
 

(a) Describe your experience working with high-school students prior to the STW program. 
 

(b) What skills or knowledge do you possess that contributed to your successes in the STW program?  
 

(c) What skills or knowledge do you lack that might have been proven useful in the STW program?   
 

(d) What content knowledge, real-world skills, or life experiences  did students gain as a direct result 

of your participation in the STW program? 
 

(e) What content knowledge, real-world skills, or life experiences  did students lack that impacted 

their success in the STW program? 
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 Incentives 
 

(a) What motivated you to become involved in the STW program?  (Professionally & personally). 
 

(b) What did you hope to gain from the partnership / project / experience? 
 

(c) What rewards did you or your organization receive from the partnership / project / experience? 
 

(d) What incentives were lacking that would have influenced your participation in the program? 
 

 Resources 
 

(a) What specific resources were necessary for your involvement in the program (time, expertise, 

money, equipment, staffing, etc.)?  
 

(b) How were those resources manifested?  (Internal funding, external funding, existing infrastructure, 

student fees, donations, grants, etc.). 
 

(c) What resources were lacking that impeded the success of your involvement in the program?   
 

 Action Plan 
 

(a) Describe the process by which you or your company became involved in the STW program. 
 

(b) With whom did you interact (within your organization, and/or in the greater community) to make 

the program “work”?   
 

(c) What infrastructure did you have to create or access to make your project  a success? 
 

(d) Describe any instances in which the proposed course of action within your partnership or project 

had to be modified, was delayed, was halted, or took an unexpected detour.     
 

 Student Benefits 
 

(a) What were your hopes / expectations for student learning?  
 

(b) How did students benefit from your involvement in the School-to-Work Program?  
 

(c) In what ways did the STW curriculum better prepare students for life after high school? 
 

(d) What lessons were NOT taught in the STW curriculum that would have been helpful to students? 
 

(e) What were your expectations for our high-school students‟ lives during the first two years 

following high school? 
 

 Obstacles / Barriers 
 

(a) What problems or barriers did you face related to participation in the STW program? 
 

(b) Did you at any time feel confused, anxious, resistant, and frustrated or bogged down by your 

involvement in the program?  If so, please describe those situations.  

(c) What were your greatest regrets about participation in the program? 
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 Impact of Program 
 

(a) From your own observations, how did the STW program influence students as scholars? 
 

(b) From your own observations, how did the STW program influence students as citizens? 
 

(c) From your own observations, how did the STW program influence students‟ psychological, social, 

or moral development? 
 

 Responsibilities 
 

(a) Who should be eligible for involvement in your particular project or  program component? 
 

(b) Who should NOT be eligible for involvement in your particular project or  program component? 
 

(c) To what extent should parents be involved in the STW program? (Give examples) 
 

(d) Whose responsibility is it to prepare students for life after high school? 
 

 Program Sustainability  &  Replicability   
 

(a) Are you still involved as an active participant in the program?  If so, why?  If not, why not? 
 

(b) Does the specific STW program component that you participated in still exist? If not, why not? 
 

(c) Does the specific STW program component of project that you participated in exist at another 

school or district?     
 

(d) Could the specific STW program component of project that you participated in exist at another 

school or district?     
 

 Program Quality  
 

(a) Describe the overall satisfaction level of your involvement.  (Was the partnership, project, or 

experience satisfying?  If so, how?  If not, why not?).  
 

(b) What could the students have done differently to improve the quality of the program / experience? 
 

(c) What could you have done differently to improve the quality of the program / experience? 
 

(d) What could we (the public school system) have done differently to improve the quality of the 

program / experience? 
 

 Other Concerns / Recommendations / Comments : 
 

(a) Describe any legal considerations or concerns you had for the STW program. 
 

(b) Describe any moral considerations or concerns you had for the STW program.   
 

(c) What feedback would you like to give to stakeholders in the STW program? 
 

(d) Do you have any other comments, concerns, feedback, or constructive criticism to offer?   
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Vision 
 

1. Do you remember being in middle school and looking forward to high school?  If so, what 

were some of your expectations, hopes, and/or fears for yourself for your high-school 

experience? 

 

2. Do you remember being in high school and looking forward to your life after graduation? If 

so, what were some of your expectations, hopes, and/or fears for yourself upon graduation 

from high school?  Who, if anybody discussed these with you? 

 

3. When you hear me say the term “School-to-Work” out loud, what does it mean to you? 

 

4. When and where did you first hear about School-to-Work?  Do you know how the reform 

movement came to be and what it was trying to accomplish? 

 

5. Whose responsibility is it to prepare high school students for life after high school?   

 

6. When did you and your family first begin to prepare for your life after high school? 

 

7. What activities did your family engage in to help you prepare for life after high school? 

 

The High School Experience  (In general … not DCE or STW per se) 
 

1. Which high school(s) did you attend and why did you choose to attend them?   

 

2. When did you graduate, and was it early, late, or on-time? (3 years, 4 years, 5 years?) 

 

3. Which high-school experiences were positive (relevant, beneficial, fun, motivational, effective, 

etc.) and why?   

 

4. Which high-school experiences were negative (irrelevant, harmful, dull, discouraging, ineffective, 

etc.) and why?  

 

5. Which teachers (including counselors & case-managers) had the most impact (either positive 

or negative) on you and why? 
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School-to-Work Learning Opportunities:   
 

1. Which programs or projects do you remember participating in and why?   

   

2. What problems or barriers (if any) did you face related to participation in the STW program?  

(Were there any on the list you could not participate in but wanted to?  If so, why couldn‟t 

you participate? 

   

3. Which STW experiences were positive (relevant, beneficial, fun, motivational, effective, etc.) 

and why?   

 

4. Which STW experiences were negative (irrelevant, harmful, dull, discouraging, ineffective, etc.) 

and why?  

 

5. How did you benefit from participation in specific aspects of the STW program?  (Give 

examples). 

   

6. What was “missing” from the School-to-Work curriculum that you wish you could have 

experienced, but was never offered to you? 

   

7. Did you get to participate in any of the paid-internship or paid job programs?  If so, which 

ones?  If not, why not?  Who should be eligible for participation in a paid internship or work 

program?  Who should NOT have been eligible for participation in the paid internship 

program? 

 

8. How did the STW program influence you:  (a) as a scholar?  (b) as a responsible citizen? (c) 

in the context of your psychological, social, or moral development? 

 

9. Can you remember if you took any career or technical education classes?  (Electives or other 

classes that prepared you for either the workforce or for independent life).  If so, what were 

they and how did they help you later in life? 

 
10. Can you remember if you took any college level classes while still in high school?  If so, 

what were they and how did they help you later in life?  Did you take them on or off your 

high school campus?  How did you get to them? 

 

11. In what ways (if any) did the STW curriculum better prepare you for life after high school?  

(i.e. that better prepared you for employment, continued education, and/or economic 

independence?) 

   

12. Were there any lessons, concepts, classes, or activities that the school COULD have provided 

that might have better prepared you and other students for adult life? (What did we leave out 

that could have been included in the curriculum?) 
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Outcomes / Transition Experiences: 
   

1. How long has it been since you graduated from high school? 

   

2. Describe your lifestyle immediately after graduation (the first year).     

 

Housing  Transportation  Food / Groceries Medical Insurance  

Employment Education  Utilities   Social Life  

   

 

3. Describe your lifestyle today.     

 

Housing  Transportation  Food / Groceries Medical Insurance  

Employment Education  Utilities   Social Life  

    

4. What were some of the decisions that you made that influenced your transition path? (How 

did you get to where you are today … what were some of the decisions and choices you 

faced and had to make ?) 

 

5. What were all of the jobs you had since you graduated, and why did you apply for them and 

then ultimately leave? 

 

6. To what extent do you perceive yourself to be economically independent?  Are you “making 

it” on your own or do you still receive help or assistance from somebody to take care of your 

expenses? 

 

7. What types of expenses (both anticipated and unexpected) did you or your family incur to 

help you transition into adulthood?   Where did you find the financial resources you needed? 

   

8. What specific challenges, obstacles, struggles or barriers did you and/or your family face 

related to the transition process (growing up from high school to now)?   

   

9. What support or resources from the greater community were available to you and/or to your 

family that were beneficial to you during your transition to adulthood?    What resources 

would have been helpful to your family to help ease the transition from childhood to 

adulthood? 

   

10. What successes, joys, and triumphs did you and/or your family experience as you transitioned 

to adulthood?   
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In Retrospect: 
 

1. Who helped you get to where you are today?  Who had the most impact on you in terms of 

helping you plan for your adult life and to ultimately reach it? 

 

2. Which factors influenced you the most in terms of pointing you in the right direction during 

your transition process? 

 

3. If you could live through your high-school years again, what would you do differently to 

better prepare yourself for life in the adult world, or to facilitate the experience for your 

family? 

 

4. What messages would you like to communicate to other stakeholders in this study, related to 

School-to-Work education and transition?  (Other parents, students, educators, employers, 

and policy makers?). 

 

5. Where do you hope to be in the next 3-5 years?  What additional goals, challenges, or 

obstacles do you anticipate along the way?  
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1. Start with the following URL Code:  uscode.house.gov (type this into your Google 

Search menu bar) 

 

 This will bring you to a web page that is maintained by the Office of the Law 

Revision Counsel, the agency responsible for publishing federal laws.   

 

2. Choose the third menu option:  Download Titles and chapters of the U.S. Code or view 

list of titles.   

 

 This page has a menu option that will allow you to access chapters of the U.S. 

Code that are available through PDF. 

 

3. Choose the second menu option:  PDF Files* 

 

 This page lists laws that have been passed over the years.  The School-to-Work 

Opportunities Act was enacted during the 103
rd

 Congress, which is the last option 

on the page.   

 

4. Chose the last menu option:  103
rd

 Congress, 2d Session (1994) (1994 Edition) 

 

 This page lists many statutes, and the STWOA is associated with education, 

which is filed under Title 20.  That is the clue you need to find the appropriate 

PDF File.      

 

5. Choose the PDF File related to education: 1994usc20.pdf  

 

 This will bring you to a PDF file that includes all federal laws associated with 

education that were passed in 1994.  It is a very big PDF file, which takes a bit of 

time to download.   

 

 Once the file has opened up, you‟ll see our law in the table of contents, but you 

need to know the page range, in order for you to print just that much of the huge 

file. 

 

 The School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 is Chapter 69 in the table of 

contents. 

 

6. Print the appropriate page range:  Print Pages 1106 to 1131  

 

 That should yield a twenty-five page document.   

 I paginated it myself, starting with 1106 and ending with 1131.   

 Those will be the references I use, as well as specific section numbers of the law.   
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