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Abstract 

This study investigated the urban high school student’s perspective regarding 

access to a career and technical education (CTE) curriculum. The study employed a 

qualitative approach via the use of two focus groups composed of ninth and 10th grade 

students attending a large urban school district. The research revealed that the 

participants were largely unaware, other than that of attending college, of their options 

following high school and that most students were not aware of the CTE options in their 

high schools. The research also revealed that although 100% of the students planned to 

attend college, 89% were interested in training for a career while still in high school. The 

students indicated they received most of their information from after-school clubs and 

programs, and 50% of the students said they did not have many opportunities to meet 

with their school counselors.  

Recommendations include reeducating school personnel, parents, and counselors 

to the realities of the current job market and readjusting the curriculum to meet the 

demands of the fastest-growing occupations. These stakeholders must adjust to a new 

model in preparing youth for job placement and a productive future. Further research is 

recommended for district-wide and nationwide quantitative studies be conducted in urban 

high schools in order to obtain a broader sample that is reflective of urban high schools 

nationwide. Furthermore, it is imperative to commence a national longitudinal study 

tracking CTE completers versus non CTE completers to determine the effectiveness of 

current CTE enrollment on graduation rates, career readiness, and job placement.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The United States is experiencing a skilled worker shortage, and expected job 

growth is shifting with the pending baby boomer retirements, creating a huge need for 

skilled worker replacements (Neumark, Johnson, & Mejia, 2013). Although most 

projected job vacancies will require some form of post-secondary training or education, 

the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012) projected that the top 20 fastest-growing 

occupations do not require a bachelor’s degree and, in fact, most do not require any 

degree at all. 

While low-skilled production-type jobs are increasingly outsourced overseas 

(Stone & Lewis, 2012), middle-skills jobs are projected to provide the largest number of 

job openings in the United States through 2020 (Farr & Shatkin, 2009). For example, jobs 

in health care are experiencing the most rapid growth, with personal care aides leading 

the way, with a projected 48.8% increase in available jobs between 2012 and 2022 (U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics [BLS], 2012). Registered nurses will be in high demand and 

the position requires a minimum of a bachelor’s degree, but home health aides and 

licensed practical nurses (LPN) do not need to earn a bachelor’s degree (BLS, 2012). 

Health care workers who have obtained certificates and associate degrees earn a median 

hourly wage of $27.20 compared to the national median hourly wage of $15.57, 

indicating that middle-skills occupations have the potential to provide high wages (Farr & 

Shatkin, 2009). Today, it is important to examine how we are preparing our youth for this 

projected worker shortage.   
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Even though the United States high school graduation rate is at an all-time high, 

at 81% (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2014), it should be noted that 

New York State graduation rates are lower than the national average, at 74.9%, and in 

urban school districts, the rate is even lower (New York State Education Department 

[NYSED], 2014). Rochester, NY, for example, has a graduation rate of only 43%, with a 

9% graduation rate for African American and Latino males (Holzman, Jackson, & 

Beaudry, 2012). 

In a climate of high dropout rates, particularly in urban school districts, it is 

important to provide students with clearly defined career-related information and an 

understanding of career possibilities as they navigate high school (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010). 

The career selection process is psychologically structured based on expectations and 

anticipated outcomes (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994). Typically, individuals try to 

predict what their lives might look like, and they seek to control the outcomes as much as 

possible (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010). Additional research reveals that African American 

student perceptions of racism also impact their interests and career goals, and this should 

be factored into the overall student expectations and outcomes associated with career 

possibilities or the lack thereof (Alliman-Brisset, & Turner, 2009).  

In light of the shortage of middle-skills workers in the United States (Farr & 

Shatkin, 2009; Neumark et al., 2000) and the fact that students complain that what they 

are learning in school is not relevant to life (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007), it may be of value to 

hear the students’ perspectives on education (Levin, 2000) and examine alternative 

pathways to educating our youth (Rosenbaum, Stephan, & Rosenbaum, 2010; Symonds, 

2012). A recent study by Vilhjalmsdottir (2010) revealed that career readiness must 
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involve a variety of interventions including purposive career counseling. Research 

indicates that students who see the association between school and careers, and they start 

planning for the future, are more likely to remain engaged and graduate (Vilhjalmsdottir, 

2010). Nancy Hoffman (2011), long-time proponent of career and technical education 

(CTE) integration, conducted extensive ethnographic research in Australia, Austria, 

Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, and Switzerland to determine how those 

industrialized nations were preparing their young people for college and the workplace. 

Hoffman found that countries with strong CTE programs share two common attributes: 

they see their youth as vital to the future of their country and worthy of investment, and 

the business community plays an integral role in the educational process (Hoffman, 

2011).   

Rosenbaum et al. (2010) suggested that low high school graduation rates and low 

college completion rates necessitate reconsideration of the way we prepare our youth to 

meet projected labor market demands. Simply directing all students toward college is not 

adequately preparing thousands of students who neither graduate from high school, 

obtain a college degree, nor find employment in the current labor market conditions 

(Rosenbaum et al., 2010; Symonds, 2012). Nonetheless, the “college-for-all” trend, 

which has been the overarching agenda of high school counselors since 2002, persists 

(School Counselor, M. Gilbert, personal communication, June 4, 2014). 

Since the early 1990s, most high school students have expected to obtain a 4-year 

degree, earning them the title of the Ambitious Generation (Schneider & Stevenson, 

1999). However, many of the students became discouraged when they discovered they 

could not connect their educational goals with their career ambitions. Additionally, 
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students who could not match their educational plans with the requirements of their 

desired occupations dropped out of college altogether (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999).  

Furthermore, those most at risk for failure are those who are the least prepared 

academically, and they have the least information about specific career paths (Symonds, 

2012). The college-for-all model may cause the most harm to those who are socially 

disadvantaged and can least afford to attend college. Rather than accepting college for all 

as an unqualified good for society, research suggests that policy makers critically 

examine this norm and reevaluate the model (Rosenbaum, 2001; Schneider & Stevenson, 

1999; Symonds, 2012). Current research suggests that high school graduation rates and 

low college completion rates require reconsideration of the way we prepare our youth to 

meet the projected labor market demands (Rosenbaum, 2001; Symonds, 2012). 

The types of courses students take are related to their decision to stay in school, 

and research shows that some students remain in school if they take a combination of 

academically focused courses and CTE coursework (Plank, DeLuca, & Estacion, 2008). 

Plank et al. (2008) revealed that students who are at the proper age for their grade, and 

who take approximately one CTE course to every two core academic courses, are 

amongst those associated with the lowest risk of dropping out, which indicates that CTE 

integration is an effective form of academic engagement (Plank et al., 2008). 

Problem Statement 

Currently, people between the ages of 18 and 25 comprise 28% of the 

unemployed individuals in the United States, compared to a national unemployment rate 

of 5.3% (BLS, 2015). In some urban areas, that number is as high as 48%. Meanwhile, 

there is a significant middle-skills worker shortage in the US with projected job openings 
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upwards of 350,000 in New York State, alone, partly due to the upcoming baby boomer 

retirements (BLS, 2015). 

National data indicates that college enrollment has been on the rise since the 

1970s, but it remains that only a minority of those enrolled actually complete a college 

degree (Rosenbaum et al., 2010). The college-for-all model of education in the US means 

that even students with sub-par grades now plan on attending college, and they do not 

have many opportunities to explore alternative pathways (Rosenbaum et al., 2010; 

Symonds, 2012). Once in college, many students discover they must take remedial 

classes, and many drop out without obtaining any college credit.  

Although the United States high school graduation rate is also at an all-time high 

at 81% (NCES, 2014), the New York State graduation rate is lower at 74.9%, and in 

urban school districts, the rate is even lower (NYSED, 2014). Rochester, NY, for 

example has a graduation rate of only 43%, with a 9% graduation rate for African 

American and Latino males (Holzman et al., 2012).  

These facts raise an important question: Are urban youth effectively being 

prepared to take advantage of the projected middle-skills worker shortage? Compared to 

other developed nations, the United States does not have many well-integrated CTE 

programs or standardized job certification credentials, and private companies have 

traditionally been left out of the discussion on education (Hoffman, 2011). Currently, 

however, with growing concern over urban high school student dropout rates (Holzman 

et al., 2012), high unemployment rates for our youth (BLS, 2015), and a lack of middle-

skills worker training opportunities (Hoffman, 2011; Symonds 2012), proponents of 

education reform in several states, including New York State, are investigating the 
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possibilities of integrating CTE into mainstream high school academic programs 

(NYSED, 2014).  

In matters of education reform, however, the student voice is often overlooked 

(Levin, 2000). Levin argued that education reform “cannot succeed and should not 

proceed without [a] much more direct involvement of students in all its aspects” (Levin, 

2000, p. 155). Furthermore, students are the producers of school outcomes and therefore 

their involvement is fundamental to all improvement, and it would constitute an 

important reform in and of itself (Levin, 2000). Current literature on CTE often does not 

reflect the student perspective, and the question remains as to what urban high school 

students know about CTE and career preparation programs within their schools and if 

they would like more or less access to CTE at the high school level. 

Research indicates that proper, systematic exposure to career counseling and 

exploration in middle and high school is shown to improve career-related aspirations and 

educational outcomes for urban students (Turner & Lapan, 2013). Therefore, careful 

listening to the student perspective on current reforms could influence changes that might 

improve learning and educational outcomes (Levin, 2000).  

History of career and technical education in the United States. In order to 

understand the transition from vocational education (VE) to the college-for-all model and 

back to the reintegration of CTE, one must examine the evolution of the American 

educational system. The Smith-Hughes Act of 1917 represented the first national 

approval of VE in public schools. Although the act was intended to promote VE in public 

schools, several elements of the act served to separate VE from academic education. 

Specifically, monies earmarked for VE meant that students could not receive more than 
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50% of their education from academic instruction. Students were taught job-specific 

skills but not theoretical or academic skills. While this requirement was intended to 

protect the interest of vocational education, it ultimately served to separate VE from 

academic education, creating an, us and them mentality (Wonacott, 2003).  

During the 1980-1982 recession in the United States, amidst rising fear of global 

competition from Japan, there was a refocusing of national attention on public education 

(Kirst & Wirt, 2009). A blue-ribbon commission appointed by then President Ronald 

Reagan issued an open letter to the American people titled, A Nation at Risk: The 

Imperative for Educational Reform (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 

1983). At issue was the lack of rigor in the high school curriculum, assessments, and 

college admission requirements in public education.  

Additionally, several years later, in an effort to address the situation, the George 

W. Bush administration instituted the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (2003), which 

was meant to focus its efforts on improving student test scores. Following a 2002 

vocational education reauthorization hearing, then President George W. Bush became 

increasingly concerned that vocational educational programs in high schools were 

negatively impacting academic achievement (Lakes, 2007). Because the National 

Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) reported a rise in dropout rates and a decline 

in reading and mathematics scores for all 12th grade students, monies earmarked for 

vocational education were redirected for use on standardization and heightened 

accountability requirements (Lakes, 2007).  

However, well into the push for increased standardized testing and rigor, math 

and reading scores remained flat. A prevalence of non-academically oriented students 
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persisted, evidenced by 29% of the population that had not obtained a high school 

diploma (Stone, Kowske, & Alfeld, 2004). In light of this fact, Stone et al. (2004) 

attempted to find out the effect high school reforms had on enrollment in CTE programs 

and to determine the availability of CTE programs and student participation in said 

programs. The results suggest that previous reforms actually strengthened the rates of 

participation in vocational education and that the emergence of more business and 

technology CTE offerings reflected the nation’s labor market demands (Stone et al., 

2004). Meanwhile, although CTE enrollment increased, CTE proponents decreased 

amidst fear that school administrators were limiting CTE coursework, thus limiting the 

opportunity for students to specialize in a vocational area. To address this issue and 

promote a resurgence of CTE, the Perkins IV Act of 2006 was born (Carl D. Perkins 

Career and Technical Education Improvement Act [Perkins IV], 2006).  

The Perkins IV Vocational Education Act of 2006. The Carl D. Perkins 

Vocational and Technical Education Act of 2006, also known as Perkins IV, is the 

principal source of federal funding to states for the improvement of secondary and post-

secondary CTE programs. Perkins IV defines career and technical education as: 

Organized educational activities that offer a sequence of courses that provides 

individuals with the academic and technical knowledge and skills individuals 

need to prepare for further education and for careers in current or emerging 

employment sectors. Career and technical education includes competency-based 

applied learning that contributes to student’s academic knowledge, higher-order 

reasoning and problem-solving skills, work attitudes, general employability skills, 

technical skills, and occupation-specific skills (Carl. D. Perkins, 2006, p. 1). 
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The Perkins IV Act of 2006 requires that all school districts that receive CTE funding to 

offer at least one program of study designed to link secondary and post-secondary 

instruction within defined occupational areas.  

Nonetheless, and in direct contrast to Perkins IV, the persistent emphasis on 

improving student test scores meant that monies earmarked for CTE were redirected 

toward standardized testing and teacher training (Lakes, 2007). Although research 

indicates the college-for-all model is not realistic for all students, it remains the 

overarching model in U.S. education (Reynolds, Stewart, MacDonald, & Sischo, 2006; 

Rosenbaum, 2010). Today’s high schools are not structured to meet the needs of students 

who would do better if matched to jobs that do not require a bachelor’s degree. Today, 

instead, there are less vocational tracks and more advanced placement (AP) and honors 

classes (Rosenbaum, 2010; Symonds, 2012).  

In addition, guidance counselors who have been conditioned to guide students 

toward college do not want to discourage students who have been told to focus on 

college, and they do not want to dampen the dreams the students have held since 

elementary school (Rosenbaum, Miller, & Krei, 1996). However, the fact remains that 

students facing higher levels of math and college work, in general, end up discouraged, 

and they incur additional debt while taking remedial, non-credit-bearing courses.  

Meanwhile, although attempts at CTE integration were underway at the time this 

research was conducted, little is known of the long-term, student-related outcomes, and 

there is a lack of research on student outcomes for those who attend schools with 

integrated curricula (Castellano, Stringfield, & Stone, 2003). For this reason, the effects 
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of CTE are not well known, particularly on post-secondary education attainment and 

labor market outcomes (Fletcher & Zirkle, 2009). 

Two successful models of career integration. As the nation explores ways of 

preparing youth for gainful employment, several models of career integration are 

currently experiencing some success. Career academies and programs of study are 

highlighted here because they have enough longevity to allow for outcome research. The 

goal of a career academy is to prepare students for an education at the community college 

or university level and/or the workforce (Dixon, Cotner, Wilson, & Borman, 2011). 

Career academies are small learning communities designed to create an environment 

where students and teachers develop close relationships and where career centered and 

academic coursework are integrated to offer work-based experiences through local 

business partnerships (Dixon et al., 2011).  

Successful elements of cohort scheduling at career academies reportedly create a 

real sense of community and belonging amongst the students, faculty, and staff, which 

helps retain students (Dixon et al., 2011). Another major success reportedly came from 

the engineering theme that permeated some Career Academy programs because the 

students saw the theme as preparing them for future career plans. Incidentally, working 

with professional engineers as part of their capstone project, which included public 

speaking, proposal writing, and group problem solving, was seen as extremely valuable 

(Dixon et al., 2011).   

Similarly, another model being used to incorporate CTE into school districts 

nationwide, which are experiencing some success, are programs of study (POS). POS are 

the result of a joint effort between the U.S. Department of Education and Congress and 
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are designed to help students become college and career ready, facilitate transition from 

secondary to post-secondary education, and join the workforce (Stringfield, Shumer, 

Stipanovic, & Murphy, 2013).  

Data compiled from exemplary POS in three states facilitate our understanding of 

how POS successfully operate. Fletcher and Zirkle (2009) found that dual tracks and the 

integration of academic subjects and CTE are central to successful Programs of study, 

further supporting the overarching goal of a POS which is to “focus student learning in 

academic and technical areas, and [it] lead[s] to the development of seamless systems that 

connect secondary with post-secondary education and students with opportunities to 

engage in occupational and career planning” (Stringfield et al., 2013, p. 330). Also noted 

is evidence that students who did well in their POS were able to secure employment 

directly following high school graduation and, therefore, success should not be strictly 

measured by transitions to post-secondary education, and employment should be included 

as a measure of post-POS success.  

Participants in all three case studies indicated that the real challenge of POS was 

keeping students engaged in learning. Therefore, increased opportunities for students to 

engage in hands-on learning would provide opportunities for students to focus on 

learning, thus promoting student engagement (Fletcher & Zirkle, 2009). The Fletcher and 

Zirkle (2009) study also demonstrates that POS throughout the US are making progress 

in integrating secondary and post-secondary education by connecting learning with CTE 

and creating viable pipelines that encourage and promote collaboration. Data collected 

during the study support previous studies that revealed POS positively impact student 

preparation for college and career readiness (Stringfield et al., 2013). Additionally, it was 
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suggested that more flexible and relevant ways for tracking and measuring outcomes of 

POS and CTE should be established at the national level. These findings are significant 

as large urban school districts look for ways to overcome low graduation rates, improve 

student retention, and seek to engage students in their own college and career preparation.  

Theoretical Rationale 

Theories of career development help us understand the process students undergo 

during the development of career identity. For many students, this process does not take 

place as systematically as it should, and students drop out of high school for the lack of a 

clear pathway to careers and, consequently, employment (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010).  

Using a theoretical framework spanned over four decades, Hackett and Betz 

(1981) applied Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy theory to women’s career development in 

an effort to explain women’s underrepresentation in male-dominated occupations 

(Hackett & Betz, 1981). Their earlier areas of study revolved around occupational self-

efficacy and career interests, math self-efficacy and career decision-making self-efficacy. 

Research eventually branched out into applications to career choice and more general 

career development and achievement (Lent et al., 1994).  

Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory stands on the belief that cognitive, 

vicarious, self-regulatory, and self-reflective processes are essential in human adaptation 

and change, whereas social cognitive career theory (SCCT) accounts for human 

functioning, and environmental and biological factors, as well, which contain direct 

implications for intervention (Alliman-Brissett & Turner, 2009; Lent et al., 1994; 

Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010). Each aspect of SCCT encompasses a set of personal, behavioral, 

and environmental factors that are thought to guide academic and career development 
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processes. The theory emphasizes the role of self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations 

and goals that shape people’s own career-related efforts (Lent et al., 1994).   

Environmental variables are thought to promote or restrict choice options for 

individuals, and those variables provide a context for improving self-efficacy and 

outcome expectations over time. Socio-demographic variables, such as race/ethnicity, 

culture, and gender, are also thought to have an influence on career outcomes because of 

overall learning experiences and existing opportunity structures (Lent et al., 1994). 

Additionally, some minority students are jaded by their parents’ career-related 

experiences, and they are keenly aware of racism and its effect on career goals, related 

opportunities, and outcomes (Alliman-Brissett & Turner, 2009). 

Therefore, SCCT theory maintains that people develop career paths based on their 

interests and feelings about their capabilities and on outcomes based on their abilities to 

be successful in their career choice. People generally expect to be successful when they 

are working in fields where they feel they have an aptitude for them and where they 

believe their efforts will be rewarded (Hackett & Betz, 1981). Additionally, people tend 

to develop an ongoing interest in activities at which they believe they can perform well 

and that they foresee will lead to positive outcomes, such as social prestige and self-

satisfaction. In contrast, people hold lesser interest in activities for which they harbor low 

self-efficacy and negative outcome expectations (Lent et al., 1994). 

It has been argued that the career-choice process is clouded by a lack of 

knowledge of varied occupational paths and of a lack of confidence in one’s ability to 

perform well in a given field (Lent et al., 1994). Urban high school students would 

benefit from career exploration and exposure, which would broaden their perceived scope 
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of opportunities and enable the students to choose training opportunities in which they 

are interested and in which they believe they would reach a level of self-efficacy and 

satisfaction (Alliman-Brissett & Turner, 2009, Lent et al., 1994, Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010). 

According to Alliman-Brissett & Turner (2009), three aspects of CTE should be 

highlighted in relation to the study of career preparation in urban and minority students; 

(a) SCCT is relevant to both career and academic behavior. Interests and skills developed 

during the school years generally translate into career selections, although social and 

economic factors frequently having a greater influence on career choice; (b) SCCT 

theorists have posited that early adolescence may be a better time to expose students to 

career choices rather than later adolescence (Lent et al., 1994); (c) Because of its 

emphasis on socio-economic and environmental influencers, SCCT is a viable model 

when used to describe career development across a variety of populations, therefore it is 

relevant in explaining the processes that account for career development choices in urban 

high school populations.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to determine if urban high school students want more 

or less access to CTE. Amidst high unemployment rates in people ages 18 to 25, low 

urban high school graduation rates and a middle-skills worker shortage, the U.S. 

Department of Education is taking steps to integrate CTE into mainstream education. In 

matters of educational reform, however, the student voice is often ignored, even though it 

is important to hear from those for whom the reform is designated (Levin, 2000). It 

investigates student perspectives on current options and interests that may inform CTE 

reform. 
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Research Questions 

The research questions this study is based on, are: 

1. What do urban high school students in Rochester, NY know about their 

options for college and career placement following high school graduation?  

2. Given their knowledge of CTE, are urban high school students in Rochester, 

NY interested in accessing CTE programs while attending high school?  

Significance of the Study 

Rooted in concern for the U.S. middle-skills worker shortage, the low graduation 

rates in urban high schools, low college completion rates, and high unemployment rates 

in urban areas, this study seeks to add to the current body of literature on CTE and career 

preparation in U.S. high schools. Although efforts are under way to integrate more 

widespread CTE into mainstream high schools (NYSED, 2014), few are taking into 

account the student perspective. Because high school students are the consumers of 

reform, it is important to hear what they have to say about CTE integration and if it is 

something they would like access to (Levin, 2000). The current study contributes to the 

body of literature regarding CTE from the urban high school student perspective and may 

shed light on improving student retention and graduation rates in urban high schools. 

Recent initiatives involving career and technical education. On March 10, 

2015, The Next Generation High Schools Act was introduced to the Senate. It is a bill 

aimed at increasing the number and percentage of students who graduate from high 

school and college and who are career ready. As indicated in the bill, these graduates 

would have the ability to use their knowledge to solve complex problems, think critically, 

communicate effectively, collaborate with others, and develop academic mindsets, and 
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they would be able to use their abilities for other purposes (New Generation High 

Schools Act [H. R. 4020], 2015). 

Federal level. November 10, 2015, President Barack Obama released a statement 

indicating his administration would spend $375 million in public and private support of 

Next Generation High Schools Act (White House, 2015). The statement was made during 

the first-ever White House Summit on Next-Generation High Schools. The event 

highlighted those involved in reinventing the high school experience “to better empower 

students to seize opportunities in today’s economy, and prepare students for success in 

college and career” (White House, 2015). 

As outlined in the President’s 2015 State of the Union address, the White House 

called for a national effort to create more schools that incorporate key elements of 

redesign, including more personalized and active learning; access to real-world and 

hands-on learning, such as “making” experiences; deeper ties to post-secondary 

institutions; and a focus on expanding science, technology, English, and math (STEM) 

opportunities for girls and other groups of students who are underrepresented in these 

high-growth, well-paying fields. The announcement showcased a broad federal and 

private response to the President’s call to action. 

State level. On Monday, October 20, 2014, the New York State Board of Regents 

approved new high school graduation options and requirements. The new regulations 

permit multiple rigorous pathways to graduation that include CTE, science, technology, 

engineering, mathematics, the arts, and the humanities. The goal of the new options are to 

improve New York State’s 74.9% graduation rate, increase the number of students 
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graduating who are prepared for college and careers, and to help prepare more students 

for the 21st century economy (NYSED, 2014). 

Local level. The Rochester City School District (RCSD) in Rochester, NY set into 

motion a plan to reclaim its former status as a leader in CTE programs (RCSD, 2014). 

The district discovered that it offered fewer CTE opportunities than suburban students 

receive. Additionally, “Only seven of our 18 CTE programs are approved by the New 

York State Education Department” (RCSD, 2014, p. 9). Also, none of the students 

enrolled in CTE courses took the technical assessments that are typically routine upon 

completion of a CTE program. This discovery prompted a complete and thorough 

evaluation of the RCSD’s CTE offerings by the Career and Technical Assistance Center 

of New York State.  

In response to the evaluation, RCSD moved immediately on the recommendations 

and explored long-term solutions for providing accredited CTE programs to RCSD 

students. Therefore, in the fall of 2015, RCSD revived the once highly successful Edison 

Technical High School in the hope of restoring it to its former status as an excellent CTE 

program, and the district opened its first P-Tech high school (RCSD, 2014). 

Definitions of Terms 

Ambitious Generation – a group of young people eager to attend college and 

determined to get good jobs, but they are often disappointed by the guidance they receive 

from parents and schools (Schneider, & Stevenson, 1999). 

Baby Boomer – a person born in the years following World War II when there 

was a temporary marked increase in the birth rate (Google Dictionary, 2015). 
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Career and Technical Education (CTE) – a program of study that involves a 

multiyear sequence of courses that integrates core academic knowledge with technical 

and occupational knowledge to provide students with a pathway to post-secondary 

education and careers (Association for Career and Technical Education, 2014). 

College for All – the expectation to complete college is widely held in U.S. 

society, and it has risen over time. Goyette (2008) explained: 

As a cause of this, Rosenbaum (2001) and others (Schneider and Stevenson, 

1999) have pointed to a norm that promotes college not simply for those who are 

academically talented or socially elite, but for everyone regardless of academic 

aptitude and social background. This they term a norm of “college for all” that is 

promoted by schools and society at large. (p. 1). 

CTE Completer – students who finish three or more classes in CTE (National 

Center for Career and Technical Education Research [NCCTER], 2014). 

Non-CTE Completer – Students who finish less than three CTE classes 

(NCCTER, 2014). 

College and Career Ready – students who have completed the minimum high 

school graduation requirements and have the knowledge, skills, and academic preparation 

needed to enroll and succeed in introductory college-credit-bearing courses, within an 

associate or baccalaureate degree program, without the need for remediation (U.S. 

Department of Education [USDOE], 2014).  

Middle-Skills Jobs – occupations that require some education and training beyond 

high school. The educational requirements of said occupations may include an associate 
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degree, a vocational certificate, on-the-job training, work experience, or some college 

courses but not a bachelor’s degree (Holzer & Lerman, 2009). 

Next Generation High Schools Act – a bill introduced in the Senate to help 

produce graduates who have the ability to use knowledge to solve complex problems, 

think critically, communicate effectively, collaborate with others, and develop academic 

mindsets (H. R. 4020, 2015).  

Perkins IV – The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 

2006 (H. R. 4020) is the principal source of federal funding to states for the improvement 

of secondary and post-secondary career and technical education programs. It requires that 

all school districts in the US offer at least one CTE program of study. CTE courses are 

offered in middle school, high school, community and technical colleges, and other post-

secondary institutions (USDOE, 2006).  

Standardized Tests – examinations for which content has been selected and 

checked empirically, norms have been established, uniform methods of administering 

have been developed, and which may be scored with a relatively high degree of 

objectivity (USDOE, 2014b). 

Vocational Education (VE) Act of 1963 – An act to strengthen and expand the 

economic base of the nation, develop human resources, reduce structural unemployment, 

increase productivity, and strengthen the Nation's defense capabilities by assisting the 

States to expand, improve, and update high-quality programs of vocational-technical 

education, and for other purposes (Encyclopedia of Education, 2002). 

Urban – of or relating to cities and the people who live in them (Merriam-

Webster, 2014).  
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Chapter Summary 

Chapter 1 introduced the research topic, an overview of the historical context 

related to CTE, and it compared the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012) projected job 

growth to current-college and career-readiness options available to urban high school 

students. The theoretical rationale for introducing youth to career choices and 

opportunities helps frame the importance of providing high school students with career 

training and exposure. The research questions were presented along with the significance 

and purpose of the study. Two successful CTE programs were outlined and a definition 

of terms was provided.   

The review of the literature in Chapter 2 provides a look at existing research on 

CTE and its effect on academic achievement and student outcomes. It provides a 

perspective on programs that have achieved success, and it illustrates the lack of existing 

outcomes research. The importance of student voice, as it relates to education reform, is 

highlighted, and the theoretical framework is thoroughly expanded, followed by a state of 

the state of CTE. 

Chapter 3 outlines the research, design, and methodology, and describes the 

research context and the sample population. Chapter 4 presents the data analysis and 

results, and Chapter 5 provides an introduction, implications of the findings, implications 

for policy reform, and recommendations for further study. Chapter 5 ends with a 

summary of the entire study. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

Introduction and Purpose 

Although efforts are under way to reintegrate widespread CTE into mainstream 

high schools (Hoffman, 2011; Perna, 2012), few are taking into account the student 

perspective. What do urban students know about CTE? Do urban students want to know 

more? Do urban students want more access to CTE? This study reveals students’ 

perspectives on CTE and helps to determine if urban high school students are interested 

in increased access to CTE and career preparation.  

In order to understand why the U.S. educational system lags in terms of 

vocational education, Chapter 2 provides a brief history of CTE, and it reveals why, at 

this time, students are predominantly groomed for college, even though there is currently 

a middle-skills worker shortage. Although the college-for-all model has been the 

overarching theme in the US since 2002, it remains that only 40% of high school 

graduates actually attend college. Therefore, the research is concerned with those 

students who neither graduate high school nor complete a college degree, or they do not 

complete career readiness training.  

The research herein lists the anticipated fastest-growing occupations through 

2020, and it reveals that most middle-skills jobs do not require a bachelor’s degree, 

further supporting the notion that a bachelor’s degree is not the only way to prepare for a 

career (BLS, 2012; Rosenbaum et al., 2010; Symonds, 2012). America has shortages in 

key career and technical areas. Some areas require 2 or 4 years of college, others simply 
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require industry certifications that can be acquired through carefully designed CTE 

programs in high school (Stringfield et al., 2013). 

Although the US is lagging behind in CTE integration, it is important to note that 

several successful integrated CTE programs do exist. Career academies and programs of 

study, which have shown longevity and success, could provide a blueprint for further 

CTE integration. Studies from both programs reveal what students have to say about 

them and why they inspire them to complete high school and graduate.  

Because of ongoing concerns that math and ELA scores may be negatively 

impacted by CTE coursework, included herein are studies that measure student outcomes 

for CTE completers versus non-CTE completers. It remains, however, that there is a void 

in student outcome data related to CTE, and it was discovered that most national 

academic achievement data used to measure academic gains were gathered prior to the 

implementation of the Perkins IV Act (2006), and therefore do not provide a clear picture 

of how CTE currently affects students as it is administered today (Bozick & Dalton, 

2013).  

Experts in the field of CTE agree that data reporting and tracking have not been 

adequate and that students do not always receive proper credit for CTE coursework; 

therefore, a comprehensive study is included, herein, containing suggestions for ongoing 

CTE research and focus. Also, the research examines the results of a study conducted in 

2006 that determined why students do not currently find what they are learning in school 

relevant to their lives (High School Survey of Student Engagement [HSSSE], 2006), and 

includes a section pertaining to the role of CTE on dropout prevention (Gentry, Peters, & 

Mann, 2007; Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010). 
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Additionally, a review of social cognitive career theory, self-determination theory 

and Holland’s (1985) theory of career choice provide a theoretical rationale that explains 

the way people make career choices. It sheds light on the importance of accounting for 

environmental factors in which urban high school students find themselves during this 

important milestone in their development, further supporting the need for CTE 

integration in urban middle and high schools.  

Because CTE is at the forefront of education reform, a section is included in this 

chapter on the state of the state of CTE integration, as well as offering the projected 

fastest-growing occupations through 2020. Included is one district’s action plan to offer 

increased CTE access, coupled with recent, emerging developments in CTE 

implementation in various parts of the nation. Chapter 2 concludes with a summary of the 

literature review.  

Topic 

The topic of this research is the student perspective on career and college options 

following graduation and the student perspective on access to career and technical 

education in urban high schools in the United States.  

History of career and technical education in the U.S. Although vocational 

education (VE) began with the Puritans during the 17th century, the Smith-Hughes Act of 

1917 represents the first national approval of VE in public schools (Hersperger, Slate, & 

Edmonson, 2013). Although the act was intended to promote VE in public schools, 

several elements of the act served to separate VE from academic education. Specifically, 

monies earmarked for VE meant that students could not receive more than 50% of their 

education from academic instruction. Students were taught job-specific skills but not 
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theoretical or academic skills. While this requirement was intended to protect the interest 

of vocational education, it ultimately served to separate VE from academic education 

(Hersperger et al., 2013; Wonacott, 2003).  

Keeping this academic divide in mind, the 1980-1982 recession in the United 

States and amidst rising fear of global competition from Japan, a refocusing of national 

attention on public education occurred (Kirst & Wirt, 2009). A blue-ribbon commission 

appointed by then President Ronald Reagan issued an open letter to the American people 

entitled, A Nation-at-Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform (Gardner, 1983). At 

issue was the lack of rigor in the high school curriculum, in assessments, and in college 

admission requirements in public education.  

Years later, following the 2002 vocational education reauthorization hearing in 

the US, President George W. Bush became increasingly concerned that vocational 

educational programs in high schools were negatively impacting academic achievement 

(Hersperger et al., 2013; Lakes, 2007). Additionally, the National Assessment of 

Education Progress (NAEP) continued to report a rise in dropout rates and a decline in 

reading and mathematics scores for all 12th grade students. As a result, monies earmarked 

for vocational education were redirected for use on standardization and heightened 

accountability requirements (Lakes, 2007). Although, these changes were made, research 

revealed, years later, that academic test scores remained flat. 

The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 2006. Also 

known as Perkins IV, the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 

2006 was later enacted, requiring all districts that received CTE funding to offer at least 

one program of study designed to link secondary and post-secondary instruction within 
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defined occupational areas. Amidst efforts to increase academic standards, the 

government, educators, and stakeholders were looking for a cure for what was considered 

a poorly performing school system.  

Perkins IV is the principal source of federal funding to states for the improvement 

of secondary and post-secondary career and technical education programs. Perkins IV 

officially dropped the term “Vocational Education,” which is now referred to as career 

and technical education. Perkins IV defines career and technical education as: 

Organized educational activities that offer a sequence of courses that provide 

individuals with the academic and technical knowledge and skills individuals 

need to prepare for further education and for careers in current or emerging 

employment sectors. Career and technical education includes competency-based 

applied learning that contributes to student’s academic knowledge, higher-order 

reasoning and problem-solving skills, work attitudes, general employability skills, 

technical skills, and occupation-specific skills. (Carl D. Perkins, 2006, p. 1) 

Although attempts at CTE integration have been underway since the first Perkins 

Act of 1990, little is known of long-term student-related outcomes, and there remains a 

lack of research on student outcomes for those who attended schools with integrated 

curricula (Castellano et al., 2003; Plank et al., 2008). Consequently, the effects of CTE on 

academic achievement are still not well known, particularly on post-secondary education 

attainment and labor market outcomes (Fletcher & Zirkle, 2009). 

Review of the Literature 

Further effects of CTE legislation on education in the US. While monies 

previously earmarked for VE were being redirected to standardization and academic 
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achievement, data was emerging from the 1996 and 2000 School Survey and the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97), which showed that CTE programs were 

actually developed and/or strengthened in the early 1990s, specifically in the fields of 

business and technology (Stone et al., 2004).  

Even though federal school reform was underway, and significant changes were 

causing a shift from specific areas of career development to increased reform and 

accountability, it became evident that the efforts to reduce CTE following the 2002 

reauthorization hearings actually had the opposite effect on CTE enrollment (Stone et al., 

2004). Additionally, well into the push for increased standardized testing and rigor, math 

and reading scores remained flat, and a prevalence of non-academically oriented students 

persisted, evidenced by the 29% of the population that had not obtained a high school 

diploma. Once again, talks of CTE reform increased (Stone et al., 2004). 

Meanwhile, 7,342 surveys were distributed to students living in a metropolitan 

area, rural areas, a county or group of counties from which a student sample was selected 

(Stone et al., 2004). Using a questionnaire and conducting parent interviews, the National 

NLSY97 measured variables that affected high school students’ transition from school to 

the labor market, and school administrators were surveyed in order to obtain data on the 

schools where the students attended. Of the surveys distributed 5,253 surveys were 

returned (71.5%).  

Another survey was also distributed in the year 2000, which included vocational 

schools to the original sample of schools (Stone et al., 2004). The return rate of 

questionnaires for that cohort was at 70.9%. Five types of schools were identified in the 



 

27 

data: comprehensive, technical, special education and alternative, special emphasis, and 

another group referred to as other.  

The analysis identified various CTE programs offered in schools, and it 

determined how many schools offered multiple programs (Stone et al., 2004). Several 

schools offered three to five CTE programs, while 25% of the schools surveyed offered 

six to eight choices of programs. It was determined that 66.5% of the schools offered at 

least one occupational program. Business programs were the most frequently offered 

CTE courses, with technology and communication ranking second (Stone et al., 2004).  

Next, the research team looked into the availability of special career-preparation 

programs and activities. More than one-third of U.S. high schools provided tech prep. 

They also found that work-based study, job shadowing, and job-site visits were common 

in U.S. high schools. Career development activities. including college counseling from 

parents. was found to be the least-reported career development activity (Stone et al., 

2004).  

The team also looked at school administrator responses to the following 

questions: (a) Did CTE enrollments change between the 1995-1996 school year and that 

of the 1999-2000 school year? and (b) Did administrators believe that CTE enrollment 

changed because of changes in graduation requirements? Of the administrators poled, 

34% indicated increased enrollment in CTE programs, and 23.34% reported a decrease in 

enrollment during the same period (Stone et al., 2004).  

Interestingly, however, when teachers were asked to identify specific CTE 

programs, they reported decreases in CTE enrollment except in the areas of business and 

office-education programs. This phenomenon could be attributed to the fact that teachers 
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are not always sure what courses qualify as CTE, or perhaps students were not taking a 

sequence of courses, but rather sampling a variety of CTE classes (Stone et al., 2004). As 

for schools that added three credits to the graduation requirement, they saw an increase in 

enrollment in CTE classes, perhaps indicating that students with special needs or who 

were in danger of failing were more likely to escape into the realm of CTE amidst fear of 

academic failure (Stone et al., 2004).  

Stone et al. (2004) further attempted to evaluate the effect high school reforms 

had on enrollment in CTE programs and determine the availability of CTE programs and 

student participation in such programs. The results suggest that reforms actually 

strengthened the rates of participation in vocational education and that the emergence of 

more business and technology CTE offerings reflected the nation’s and labor market 

demands (Stone et al., 2004). It remains, however, that although enrollment increased, 

student CTE concentrators decreased, and there is fear that school administrators are 

limiting CTE coursework, thus the opportunity to specialize in a vocational area (Stone et 

al., 2004).  

Additionally, amidst concern for lower-than-expected post-secondary enrollment, 

Fletcher and Zirkle (2009) investigated whether there was a connection between high 

school degree attainment and occupational earnings. The study reveals that the Perkins 

Act of 1990 was not meeting its objective of ensuring students enrolled in CTE programs 

earned a post-secondary degree, but it did show that students enrolled in CTE programs 

were outperforming students in other programs in post-secondary earnings. Even though 

federal legislation regulates CTE pertaining to the Carl Perkins legislation and related 

CTE funding, few states have conducted outcomes studies, and “It may be difficult for 
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policy makers, educators, and teachers to see how CTE courses contribute to the goals of 

the legislation” (Blowe & Price, 2012, p. 2).  

College-for-all model. Also in conflict with the goals of Perkins IV legislation is 

the adoption of the college-for-all model, which emerged following the redirecting of VE 

funds toward standardization and academic achievement. Because of this trend, the 

bachelor’s degree has become the goal of students in the US. Much of society has come 

to think of a bachelor’s degree as necessary in obtaining a good job; consequently, 

educators have been encouraging most students to attend college (Rosenbaum et al., 

2010). Unfortunately, even students with sub-par grades now plan to attend college, and 

they do not have many opportunities to explore alternative pathways (Rosenbaum et al., 

2010; Symonds, 2012). Once in college, many students discover they must take remedial 

classes, and many drop out without obtaining any college credit.  

Although recent national data indicate that college enrollment and completion 

rates have been on the rise since the 1970s, only a minority of high school graduates 

actually complete a college degree (Rosenbaum et al., 2010). Nevertheless, college for all 

has been the overarching goal of the U.S. Department of Education for decades. Because 

current labor market demands outweigh the need for college diplomas (BLS, 2012); 

Hoffman, 2012; Rosenbaum et al., 2012; Symonds, 2012), Rosenbaum suggested that this 

should prompt us to reconsider the college-for-all model as it does not account for the 

thousands of students who neither obtained a college degree nor found employment in 

current labor market conditions, and does not take into account the projected shortage of 

middle-skills workers.  
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Fastest-growing occupations through 2020. Further challenging the college-for-

all model, Schultz and Stern (2013) pointed to recent U.S. Department of Labor 

projections that indicate that all new jobs created since 2008 will require entry-level 

workers to have a certain level of math and reading skills in order to qualify for these 

new jobs, and most jobs will require some form of post-secondary training or education. 

While these predictions were emerging, Schultz and Stern found that only 34% of 

students graduating from high school had the necessary skills to attend a post-secondary 

institution, and that up to 68% of first-time students have to take at least one remedial 

course (Schultz & Stern, 2013).  

Although professional occupations and low-skilled production-type jobs are 

increasingly outsourced, middle-skills jobs are expected to provide the largest number of 

job openings through 2020 (Farr & Shatkin, 2009; Stone & Lewis, 2012). Additionally, 

middle-skills wages are bound to increase based on credentials and skill levels achieved 

(Holzer & Lerman, 2009). For example, health care workers, who are in the projected 

fastest-growing industry and who have obtained certificates and associate degrees, are 

earning a median hourly wage of $27.20 compared to the national median hourly wage of 

$15.57, indicating that a lot of middle-skills occupations have the potential to provide 

high wages (Farr & Shatkin, 2009).  

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012), the top 20 fastest-

growing occupations do not require a bachelor’s degree, and in fact, most do not require 

any degree at all. Jobs in health care are experiencing the most rapid growth with 

personal care aides leading the way with a projected 48.8% increase in available jobs 

between 2012 and 2022. Registered nurses will be in high demand, and they are required 
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to have a minimum of a bachelor’s degree, but home health aides and LPNs are not 

required to have such a degree (BLS, 2012).  

In order to project occupational trends, BLS economists place base-year staffing 

patterns under an iterative process of qualitative and quantitative analyses in order to 

develop projected staffing patterns. The data are then distributed to corresponding matrix 

industries and by class of worker. Historical staffing pattern data are examined and 

factors are identified that may affect occupational demand within various industries 

during the projection decade, in this case, the decade in question is between 2012 and 

2022. The change factors are then applied to the 2012 occupational staffing patterns to 

obtain projected need. Change factors and underlying rationales may affect an 

occupation’s projected share of the industry, which could increase, decrease, or remain 

the same (BLS, 2012).  

In relation to increased demand for other occupations, historical data shows shifts 

in occupations within industries over time. Known factors that cause shifts are 

technology, business practices, the mix of goods and services produced, the size of an 

establishment, and offshore outsourcing. The Bureau of Labor Statistics staff analyzes 

each occupation within the matrix, which helps identify factors and trends that could 

cause an increase or decrease in demand (BLS, 2012).  

Also, when workers leave their occupations, either because of retirement or other 

factors, they need to be replaced, and data indicate that replacement needs provide more 

job openings than employment growth in most occupations (BLS, 2012). With the 

youngest baby boomers now at age 50, projected retirements are creating additional 

replacement needs. Ironically, the middle-skills employees preparing for retirement were 
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of the generation that participated and profited from widespread vocational education in 

the 1960s and 70s.  

Student performance outcome data. Besides expected baby boomer retirements, 

another reason for the projected lack of trained middle-skills workers and giving way to 

the college-for-all model, is the long-standing area of concern that CTE concentrators 

may perform poorly on standardized tests. Although VE had long endured the stigma of 

being a second-class education, it has benefitted from recent CTE reforms, which have 

significantly increased CTE student participation in higher level math courses (Bae, 

Gray, & Yeager, 2007). 

In order to determine whether there is a correlation between CTE completers vs. 

non-CTE completers and their standardized test scores, the Bae et al. (2007) study was 

conducted to see if there were performance differences on 11th grade state-mandated tests 

in math and English between CTE and non-CTE students. The researchers employed a 

retrospective cohort study method to compare outcomes for those students who received 

a particular treatment and those who did not. In this case, CTE enrollment. All students in 

the study had equal abilities based on their eighth grade test scores. CTE students were 

defined as those who take three or more occupational courses in CTE (Bae et al., 2007).  

From two different CTE schools in Pennsylvania, 67 CTE and 153 non-CTE 

students were selected for the study. Data were collected from the Pennsylvania System 

of School Assessment (PSSA) database and from high school transcripts. It should be 

noted that the PSSA is a mandatory test designed to measure academic performance in 

Pennsylvania school districts, and it has been used since 1996 (Bae et al., 2007).  
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Students’ 11th grade math and reading performance scores on the PSSA was the 

dependent variable. The independent variables were eighth grade math and reading PSSA 

scores, CTE enrollment, and years of math taken prior to arrival into the 11th grade (Bae 

et al., 2007). A t-test was completed to determine if there was a statistical difference 

between 11th grade math and reading performance of CTE versus non-CTE students. A 

multiple regression analysis was used to establish the relationship between math and 

math-course-taking patterns (Bae et al., 2007).  

The regression analysis revealed that eighth grade math scores predict 11th grade 

math achievement, and the more math classes a student takes between the eighth and 11th 

grades, the higher the math performance on the PSSA. CTE enrollment was not found to 

significantly influence PSSA scores and, in fact, the greatest influence on scores was the 

math proficiency with which students entered high school (Bae et al., 2007).  

Bae et al., (2007) suggested that these findings are significant, particularly for 

districts that look for reasons for poor math performance and want to blame student 

involvement in CTE as an excuse for not better preparing students prior to arrival into the 

ninth grade.  

In another effort to determine the effect CTE has on grades, Blowe & Price 

(2012) conducted a study in the state of Virginia, where mandated CTE Standards of 

Learning (SOL) exist, which correlate CTE coursework with core academic classes. The 

study was designed to evaluate the differences in academic performance between those in 

CTE tracks versus those who were not, particularly where it relates to math and English 

scores and the overall impact on graduation rates (Blowe & Price, 2012).  



 

34 

The population in the study included 131 school districts in the Commonwealth of 

Virginia. Annual English and mathematics pass rates and graduation rates are in the 

public domain, and they are submitted to the Virginia Department of Education by each 

school district. Data collected between 2008 and 2010 served as the foundation for the 

study (Blowe & Price, 2012).  

Blowe & Price (2012) used a quantitative evaluation method. The independent 

variable was CTE completers, and the dependent variables were student achievement and 

graduation rates. Longitudinal data collected over the years in question were divided into 

groups of those in CTE tracks versus those who were not, and a t-test analysis was used 

to assess whether the means of the two sample groups were statistically different from 

each other (Blowe & Price, 2012).  

The study revealed that all 110,000 students considered to be CTE completers had 

pass rates that outperformed the non-CTE completers by at least 3%. Additionally, during 

the 2009 and 2010 school years, CTE completers had math pass rates of 7 to 10 

percentage points higher than non-CTE completers in the Commonwealth of Virginia, 

except during the 2008 school year when math pass rates for non-CTE completers was 

91% as opposed to the CTE completers who passed at the rate of 84% (Blowe & Price, 

2012). Additionally, students in CTE tracks graduated with their cohort at the rate of 

96%, compared to 87% for non-CTE completers, thus, indicating that CTE positively 

affects grades and graduation rates (Blowe & Price, 2012).  

The researchers noted that more quantitative research must be conducted, in order 

to establish and maintain CTE as an integral part of the educational process (Blowe & 

Price, 2012). The study suggests that CTE curriculum is evolving to include higher levels 
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of academic coursework and that outcomes are improving for students participating in 

CTE.   

Current state of educational outcomes in the U.S. In order to gain some 

perspective on the current state of education in the US, it should be noted that in the 

2011-2012 school year, 81% of U.S. high school students graduated on time with a 

regular diploma. Although this figure offers hope, it does not reflect the current 

graduation rates in many urban school districts. For example, New York State’s overall 

graduation rate in 2012 was 74.9 %. In fact, graduation rates for the Big 5, which refers to 

the New York City, Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse and Yonkers, were between 43% and 

66.4% (NYSED, 2014). Furthermore, the overall graduation rate in Rochester, NY was at 

47%, and for African American and Latino males, it was 9% in 2012 (Holzman et al., 

2012). Unfortunately, because of inadequate reporting systems, the Rochester City 

School District has no effective way of tracking CTE completers versus non-CTE 

completers; therefore, it is difficult to determine how many students in this demographic 

were enrolled in CTE programs in 2012 (RCSD, 2015). 

The role of CTE and dropout prevention. In a climate of high dropout rates, 

particularly in urban school districts, it is important to provide students with clearly 

defined career-related information and understanding of career possibilities as they 

navigate high school (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010). Dropout prevention must involve a variety 

of interventions including purposive career counseling. If students see the association 

between school and careers and start planning for their future, they will remain engaged 

and graduate (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010).  
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Vilhjalmsdottir (2010) explained that theories of career development help us 

understand the process students undergo during the development of career identity. He 

indicated that for many students, this process does not take place systematically as it 

should, and students drop out for lack of clear pathways to careers, and consequently, 

employment. Furthermore, the career selection process is psychologically structured 

based on expectations and anticipated outcomes. Individuals try to predict what their 

lives might look like, and they seek to control the outcomes as much as possible 

(Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010).   

A sample of 377 students participated in the Vilhjalmsdottir (2007) study, which 

looked at different methods of career education. All study participants were in the 10th 

grade, born in 1980, and between 15 and 16 years of age at the beginning of the study. 

Every student in the sample had reached 23 years of age by the study’s conclusion. At the 

study’s onset, 165 of the students lived in urban areas, and 211 were from rural 

environments. Of the participants, 24 had at least one parent who had attended college 

(Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010).  

At the study’s conclusion, 58.3% of the participants had graduated from general 

education or vocational schools, and 41.8% had not graduated and were considered drop 

outs (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010). There were 271 students who were participants in career 

education, and the remaining 105 participants were from a control group in a previous 

study, which was conducted in 2007, that compared two types of career interventions. 

The first career intervention was based on work site visits and the other was based on 

discovery methods in class. The students who were exposed to discovery methods had 

more organized occupational thinking over those who did not (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2007). 
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The 271 only had career education in the 10th grade, which consisted of no more that 40 

to 100 hours of career education programs. Vilhjalmsdottir (2010) indicated that the 

results were not affected by the year in which the studies were conducted. 

Vilhjalmsdottir (2010) had students complete a questionnaire at the beginning and 

at the end of their 10th grade 1996-1997 school year. The Icelandic Data Protection 

Authority granted permission in 2005 to gather data on the students and then connect the 

information to the research. Data indicated if the participants had dropped out, left the 

school system without finishing, completed vocational education, or finished a 4-year 

general-education program (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010).  

Two levels of vocational concepts were chosen as evaluative criteria in this 

longitudinal study, and a repertory test technique was developed and used to measure the 

concepts, then the concepts were analyzed using a repertory grid technique. Higher scores 

indicated a more developed vocational thinking (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010). Multinomial 

logistic regression was used to analyze the effects of variables where students progressed 

or digressed on vocational thinking between the ages of 15 and 16, and the regression 

yielded odds ratios for each of the three previously mentioned groups. The analysis 

revealed that higher scores in one’s ability to identity various occupations along the grid 

were associated with increased graduation rates and a stronger ability to organize 

occupational thinking. 

Vilhjalmsdottir (2010) concluded that occupational thinking, when properly 

introduced and processed by students in the 10th grade, affects student performance, and 

graduation from high school becomes more likely. He also suggested that well-developed 

strategies for improving occupational thinking must be incorporated into high school 
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curricula as they provide the necessary stimulus for students to stay in school, develop 

career identity, and graduate. Most importantly, the development of career identity is the 

result of seeing the relationships and similarities between occupations and the ability to 

see and think about the occupational world (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010).  

Similarly, Plank et al. (2008) used data from the NLSY97 to investigate the 

relationship between high school curricula and school dropout. Their study looked at 

combinations of CTE and core academic classes and how those combinations influenced 

the likelihood of dropping out of high school.  

The research revealed that some believed that CTE increases relevance in 

education for youth, whereas others argued that CTE devalues traditional schooling and a 

youth’s success as a student, and that it marginalizes the high school landscape by 

sending mixed messages. However, “A clear and consistent answer has not emerged” 

(Plank et al., 2008, p. 349). Again, researchers explain that many studies were conducted 

prior to the Perkins IV Act of 2006, and that the previous model of vocational education 

did not adequately combine academic coursework with CTE training, and it was often 

reserved for students who were already in danger of dropping out.  

In another study, using the NLSY97, tracked 8,984 youths in the United States 

aged 12-16 as of December 31, 1996. Using high school transcripts and interviews with 

parents, they measured whether an individual dropped out between the beginning of the 

ninth grade and the time they were aged 18-20. Initial descriptive analyses were done on 

all sample members born in 1980. This amounted to 1,628 students, minus 83 who never 

actually enrolled in the ninth grade, for a total of 1,545 students (Plank et al., 2008). 
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Sampling weights were used to generate descriptive statistics based on the sample 

to generalize it to a national population. Transcript data were only available on 846 

individuals, and instead of using a standard logistic regression method, a hazards model 

with time-varying covariates was used (Plank et al., 2008). The dependent variable was 

being away from school for 30 days or more during the ninth grade. The independent 

variables were time-varying covariates such as GPA, the ratio of CTE credits to academic 

credits earned, and the square of the CTE-to-academic ratio for the most recently 

completed term. 

Results indicate that by the end of the ninth grade, 20.8% of the full sample were 

absent for at least one 30-day period, and 80.4% earned a high school diploma by the 

time they were ages 18-20 years. This included graduates who had experienced one or 

more dropout periods. Additional analyses showed that those absent 30 days or more by 

the time they were aged 18-20, but who had not yet obtained a diploma, had only a 27.8% 

chance of earning a traditional high school diploma, compared to a 94.2% chance for 

those who had not missed 30 or more days (Plank et al., 2008).  

The Plank et al. (2008) results support previous research that indicates that 

students who take some CTE combined with core academic courses are less likely to drop 

out, but only up to a point. Plank et al. (2008) found that one CTE course for every two 

core academic courses is associated with the lowest risk of dropping out, but that taking a 

lower CTE-to-core class ratio or a larger CTE-to-core class ratio actually increases the 

risk of dropping out (Plank et al., 2008). As with the Vilhjalmsdottir (2010) study, these 

findings suggest that exposure to CTE in the ninth or 10th grade in high school, “May 

help students more readily see the value of school in preparing them for careers of 
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interest, and can encourage students to define their career goals” (Plank et al., 2008, p. 

360). It also indicates, however, that students who are directed toward the completion of 

a larger number of CTE courses, where there is minimized exposure to academically 

focused teachers, are less likely to succeed in graduating, once again making the case for 

CTE and academic core-class integration.  

Additionally, amidst the need to reduce future occupational and educational 

disengagement, Bennett (2007) examined the efforts of a large urban school district that 

required all high school students to complete 60 hours of work-based internships to see 

what factors promoted occupational engagement. Changes in national and international 

economies have created greater challenges for urban youth who may lack career-related 

knowledge, productive social ties, and adult support (Bennett, 2007).  

At the center of the Bennett (2007) study are the unrealistic expectations students 

hold regarding future employment. In fact, 80% of sixth grade students who participated 

in a national study planned to gain employment in areas that require advanced college 

degrees, but these same students did not view their schooling as relevant to their 

academic aspirations (Bennett, 2007). Current economic conditions and high 

unemployment rates for people 16-24 years of age, coupled with a decline in inflation 

adjusted earnings, particularly affects those with less education. With current dropout 

rates highest amongst minority youth in the US, it is important to determine what factors 

contribute to student engagement, degree completion, and post-high-school employment 

(Bennett, 2007; BLS, 2015).  

The purpose of Bennett’s (2007) study was to examine the effectiveness of the 

school’s internship mandate and its impact on positive occupational engagement upon 
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graduation from high school. The target population was high school seniors in a 

Midwestern school district that required high school students to complete a mandatory 

internship. Surveys were distributed to seniors in 2002 of which 1,741 surveys were 

returned completed (Bennett, 2007). Of respondents, 21% attended one of the district’s 

five CTE centers for part of the school day.  

“The method of Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) was applied in a hierarchical 

regression to determine how much variance in the dependent variable was explained 

sequentially” (Bennett, 2007, p. 198). A hierarchical regression analysis was also 

conducted using statistical software. Results indicate that speaking English as a second 

language was identified as a barrier to becoming positively engaged in the employment 

process, and it did not improve with the paid internships. Bennett (2007) also found that 

districts that did not have proper support systems to facilitate interactions with supportive 

adults impacted the students’ likelihood of having a positive work-based learning 

experience. The strongest effect on occupational engagement came from having a 

mentor, which was shown as more valuable than performance feedback from site 

supervisors, school staff, and overall encouragement during the school year. Unpaid 

internships were more effective than paid ones, perhaps indicating that unpaid ones were 

chosen more for student career aspirations than for gainful employment while in high 

school (Bennett, 2007).  

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to account for students 

attending the district’s CTE centers. It revealed that CTE students had higher 

occupational engagement (M = .44) than the other high school students (M = .11). The 

survey revealed that a greater number of CTE students had mentors and received 
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encouragement. It also revealed that they “experienced a more personalized, supportive 

learning environment than the regular comprehensive high school students and were 

better prepared for their occupational futures” (Bennett, 2007, p. 204). 

Furthermore, the study revealed that school districts should take into account the 

barriers that English language learners encounter in the workplace and plan a course of 

action to address those barriers (Bennett, 2007). Also, it was determined that further 

investigation is needed to understand why paid internships were less beneficial than 

unpaid ones, and perhaps building-level internship coordinators are needed to direct 

students toward the most beneficial internship experiences for all students. Finally, the 

study showed that schools should establish formal mentoring programs within the 

business community to supplement the support students receive at school, and “the 

inherent value of socially supportive systems within more purposeful, structured work-

based learning programs should not be a lower priority than preparation for standardized 

testing in the education of high school students” (Bennett, 2007, p. 208). 

As previously indicated, increased focus on academic achievement has taken 

precedence over CTE. Over the last 50 years, educators have grappled with meaningful 

ways of reconnecting the two (Stringfield et al., 2013). Federal legislation, as far back as 

the Vocational Act of 1965 and the most recent reauthorization of Perkins IV, 2006 “have 

dramatically affected the way that we engage in and talk about CTE in the United States” 

(Stringfield et al., 2013, p. 331).  

Renewed focus and attention on CTE programs as an important stipulation of 

Perkins IV have educators discussing the implementation of career and technical learning 
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in ways that adequately prepare young people for college and careers, so they may live 

productive lives and earn a living wage.  

Theoretical Rationale 

Using Bandura’s (1986) original social cognitive theory as a foundation, social 

cognitive career theory (SCCT) emerged with the purpose of explaining the processes by 

which people develop interests, make career choices, and achieve career goals (Lent et 

al., 1994). Bandura’s work began with the concept of the social learning theory, which 

examined social learning and personality development and the principles of behavior 

modification (Bandura & Walters, 1963). This led to Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy 

theory, which explores mediating choice, performance, and persistence, thus, the 

emergence of social cognitive theory (1986), a social foundation theory of thought and 

action, and eventually an understanding of the exercise of control in career-based 

decision making (1997). 

Based on Albert Bandura’s empirical, theoretical framework spanning over four 

decades, Hackett and Betz (1981) applied Bandura’s self-efficacy theory to women’s 

career development in an effort to explain women’s underrepresentation in male-

dominated occupations (Hackett & Betz, 1981). Their earlier areas of study revolved 

around occupational self-efficacy and career interests, math self-efficacy, and career 

decision-making self-efficacy. Their research quickly branched out into applications 

regarding career choice and more general career development and achievement.  

Social cognitive career theory. Although Bandura’s (1986) work laid the 

foundation of social cognitive career theory, it does not account for human functioning, 

environmental, and social and biological factors, which contain direct implications for 
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intervention (Lent et al., 1994). Whereas social cognitive theory stands on the belief that 

cognitive, vicarious, self-regulatory, and self-reflective processes are essential in human 

adaptation and change (Bandura, 1986), social cognitive career theory takes into account 

the influence cultural and economic environment have on career choice, and it places 

more emphasis on the role mentors play in career exploration and training.   

Where SCCT encompasses a set of personal, behavioral, and environmental 

factors thought to guide academic and career development processes, SCT emphasizes 

the role of self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, and goals that shape people’s own 

career-related efforts (Lent et al., 1994). Furthermore, SCCT posits that environmental 

variables are thought to promote or restrict choice options for individuals and provide a 

context for improving self-efficacy and outcome expectations over time. Additionally, 

socio-demographic variables, such as race/ethnicity, culture, and gender, are also thought 

to have an influence on career outcomes because of overall learning experiences and 

existing opportunity structures (Lent et al., 1994). This is in direct contrast to Holland’s 

(1966) work, which emphasized innate traits and tendencies, rather than accounting for 

social environmental factors.  

Holland’s theory of careers. It should be noted that both SCT and SCCT stand 

in contrast to Holland’s (1973) theory of careers, a model widely used by career and 

school counselors. John L. Holland’s (1966) earlier work predominantly focused on 

personality types. He believed there were only six personality types, and each individual 

belonged to one of the six. Later on, however, he discovered there are also subtypes or 

personality patterns that more adequately describe people (Holland, 1973). One subtype 

for example, is called social, artistic, and enterprising. Holland developed several of these 
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profiles, using three-letter codes, which were used to characterize people and match them 

with associated occupations. Holland further contended there were also six types of 

environments. He proposed that environments are characterized by the people who 

occupy them. So, for example, the personality type of those who work in the clergy is 

different from that of one working in an industrial firm or office. This begs the question: 

How do socio-economically challenged environments influence career selection and 

choice?  

Self-determination theory. Another theory that stands in contrast to SCCT is that 

of self-determination theory (SDT), which is rooted in self-motivation and posits that 

human beings are intrinsically and extrinsically motivated. Furthermore, SDT stands on 

the belief that people continually and actively seek challenges and experiences to develop 

and master (Link, 2008). The theory considers that students perform best when they feel 

they are in control of the decisions they make, as opposed to that of being placed in 

controlling environments.  

Self-determination theory is similar to Holland’s (1973) theory in that it does not 

take into account a student’s socio-economic background, learning experiences, self-

efficacy, and outcome expectations. Whereas SCCT reveals that contextual influences 

proximal to choice lead to the development of interests, followed by goals and finally 

action (Hackett & Betz, 1981).  

Furthermore, it has been argued that the career-choice process is clouded by a 

lack of knowledge of varied occupational paths and of one’s lack of confidence in his or 

her ability to perform well in a given field (Lent & Brown, 1996). Urban high school 

students would benefit from career exploration and exposure, which would broaden their 
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perceived scope of opportunities and enable students to choose training opportunities in 

which they are interested and in which they believe they could reach a level of self-

efficacy (Hoffman, 2012). 

Also, SCCT maintains that people develop career interests based on their interests 

and feelings about their capabilities and on outcomes based on their abilities to be 

successful in their career choice. People generally expect to be successful when they are 

working in fields where they feel they have aptitude and where they believe their efforts 

will be rewarded (Lent et al., 1994). Minority students, however, can be jaded by their 

parents’ career-related experiences and keenly aware of racism and its effect on career 

goals, related opportunities, and outcomes (Alliman-Brissett & Turner, 2009). Therefore, 

SCCT supports the importance of exposing urban students to career paths that take into 

account students’ contextual influences and outcome expectations, only then influencing 

students’ career interests and goals, eventually leading to action and fueling self-efficacy 

beliefs.  

Figure 2.1 illustrates how a person’s predispositions and contextual background 

influence his or her learning experiences, which then lead to self-efficacy expectations 

that, in turn, affect outcome expectations. Only then do one’s interests and goals, which 

are proximal to contextual influences and choice behavior, impact career choice and 

action. 

Effective programs of integrated career and technical education. In further support of 

the theoretical rationale, the following models of CTE integration, which continue to gain 

popularity in many school districts across the US, provide a possible blueprint for the 

future of CTE. The following case studies reveal the importance students place on 
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instructor input and career exploration in high school, supporting the influence these 

factors play on environmental factors and self-efficacy beliefs.  

 
 

Figure 2.1. Model of Career Self-Management. Adapted from “Toward a unifying social 

cognitive theory of career and academic interest, choice, and performance” by R. W. 

Lent, S. D. Brown, and G. Hackett, 1994, Journal of Vocational Behavior, 45(1), pp. 79-

122. Copyright by 1994 by Elsevier. 

Career academies. The goal of a career academy is to prepare students for an 

education at a community college or a university and/or in the workforce (Dixon et al., 

2011). Career academies are small learning communities designed to create an 

environment where students and teachers develop close relationships and where career-

centered and academic coursework are integrated to offer work-based experiences 

through local business partnerships (Dixon et al., 2011).  

In support of career academies, Dixon et al. (2011), of the University of South 

Florida, sought to uncover the successes and obstacles to implementing these academies. 

The team discovered that there are two main reasons why career academies succeed and 

there are two main obstacles. Dixon et al. (2011) indicated that it is important to pay 
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attention to the complexities of implementation as the number of career academies 

increases nationwide.  

Because the Florida Career and Professional Education Act, issued in 2007, 

mandates that all school districts in Florida have at least one career academy, Dixon et al. 

(2011) decided to use the state of Florida in which to conduct their research. Using The 

Career Academy National Standards of Practice (as cited in Dixon et al., 2011) to 

provide the basis for the study’s conceptual framework, Dixon et al. discovered that 66 of 

the 67 Florida districts had obliged, with a total of 490 academies by the 2008-2009 

school year.  

A purposive sample of three academies from one Florida school district was 

selected based on the district’s willingness to participate (Dixon et al., 2011). This 

particular school district had established career academies in the middle and high schools 

and at Career Centers, which were focused on high-demand, high-skill, and high-wage 

career areas and college preparation. Generally, student admission was based on interest 

and space availability. The three schools, The Engineering Academy (EA), The 

Multimedia Design Academy (MDA), and The Fashion Academy (FA) were located in 

either a rural, suburban, or urban neighborhood with ethnically diverse populations. 

There were 34 participants from each school, which included 24 academy students, the 

assistant principal of curriculum and instruction, and key career academy teachers. All 34 

participants were volunteers (Dixon et al., 2011). 

Semi-structured personal interview protocols were used with career academy 

teachers and administrators, and a semi-structured focus group protocol was followed for 

interviewing the students. Student questions were focused on the enrollment process, and 
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if the students thought the academy was preparing them to meet their future goals. 

Observational field notes were collected during all sessions, which lasted no more than 

45 minutes. Additionally, formal and informal classroom and school observations were 

conducted. Data was collected over a 2-week period at each site (Dixon et al., 2011). 

The research team then created a coding system derived from constructs indicated 

in The Career Academy National Standards of Practice (as cited in Dixon et al., 2011) 

and from recurring themes found throughout the data. Once the themes were identified, 

two researchers reviewed each other’s analyses to ensure credibility (Dixon et al., 2011). 

The group engaged in frequent discussions of potential bias and recorded the minutes in a 

decision log in an effort to keep researcher bias to a minimum and optimize data 

dependability.  

Details provided in the study predicted pitfalls and they may help to prevent a 

repeating of implementation mistakes. For example, MDA, one of the schools that 

participated in this study, did not provide transportation to and from school, even though 

the academy was situated within a magnet school. The EA, with its STEM focus, drew 

students from many different areas, however, EA, which was located in a predominantly 

African American urban community and serves a predominantly African American 

population that is faced with challenges to overcome a negative image. One strategy the 

school used was to hold open houses. Nevertheless, many parents voiced concerns about 

their children having to travel long distances to and from school (Dixon et al., 2011).  

One teacher expressed the importance of scheduling students in an academy 

cohort, which she indicated is difficult to achieve. The schools tried to maintain a 4:1 

proportion of academy to non-academy students, but in practice, the mixed classes made 
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it difficult to teach the academy curriculum and maintain the interest of the non-academy 

students (Dixon et al., 2011). Meanwhile, students said they enjoyed having the same 

students in their classes. Successful cohort scheduling reinforces the sense of trust and 

camaraderie students reportedly felt. At the time of this study, the career academies were 

still working out creative ways to address this issue, and one teacher indicated, for 

example, that separated work spaces within her classroom worked well in terms of 

administering two different curricula during the same class period (Dixon et al., 2011).   

On the other hand, it was discovered that successful elements of cohort 

scheduling at the MDA and FA created a real sense of community and belonging 

amongst the students, faculty, and staff, particularly at the MDA, which helped retain 

students from a transient population from which the school reportedly drew. The EA’s 

major success reportedly came from the engineering theme that permeated the entire 

program, as the students saw the theme as preparatory for future career plans. 

Incidentally, working with professional engineers as part of their capstone project, which 

included public speaking, proposal writing, and group problem solving, was seen as 

extremely valuable (Dixon et al., 2011).   

The Dixon et al. (2011) case study approach to understanding successes and 

obstacles to implementing career academies could serve to inform the successful 

planning and implementation of career academies in other parts of the country. Noted 

success was attributed to the collegial relationship the students built with the teachers and 

their classmates, and students found their academy classes more relevant than non-

academy classes, which stimulated enrollment and encouraged persistence. 

Consequently, the close relationships and relevance helped the cohorts maintain a sense 
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of purpose and academy identity within the larger school population in which they were 

situated.  

Each school, varied in location and theme, had to compete with other programs 

for enrollment and retention. The Engineering Academy was well positioned in the midst 

of a well-respected magnet school, but it struggled with recruitment because of its 

location. On the other hand, The Fashion Academy did not have as much of a struggle 

with recruitment, partially because it was situated in a new school with a relatively stable 

resident population. By comparison, The Multimedia Design Academy, which did not 

have as much status as the IB program located in the same school, did not provide 

transportation to its students, and recruitment efforts were further complicated by the fact 

that the MDA was located in the middle of a very transient population, which added to 

the uncertainty of student enrollment and retention.   

In summary, research suggests that Career academies that apply real-world 

application and relevance of curricula, coupled with the student’s sense of belonging, 

were the two main areas of success identified by the participants. Dixon indicated that 

“Although each theme did not emerge within each academy, across the cases these 

themes were the most prevalent” (Dixon et al., 2011, p. 214).    

Programs of study. Another model that has experienced some success 

incorporating CTE into school districts nationwide is that of programs of study (POS). 

Programs of study are the result of a joint effort between the U.S. Department of 

Education and Congress. They are designed to help students become college and career 

ready, facilitate transition from secondary to post-secondary education, and join the 

workforce (Stringfield et al., 2013).  
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Unlike most industrialized nations, the U.S. educational system does not typically 

incorporate apprenticeships that facilitate the school-to-work transition (Hoffman, 2011; 

Stone & Lewis, 2012), “Indeed the United States has no national system linking 

education and the workforce” (Stone & Lewis, 2012, p. 294). POS emerged in response 

to a need to meet the requirements of the Perkins IV Act of 200; however, despite the fact 

that federal legislators are increasingly trying to move POS into mainstream public 

education, significant barriers remain (Stone & Lewis, 2012). Unfortunately, it is still 

unclear as to what degree POS offer a different future for high school students, indicating 

a need for further quantitative studies (Stone & Lewis, 2012). 

Meanwhile, the National Research Center on Career and Technical Education 

(NRCCTE) supports research on POS that focus on efforts being made to implement POS 

in various parts of the county. The first is an ongoing longitudinal study that examines 

mature, well-established POS. The second uses rigorous research methods to examine 

outcomes, and the third, centered on a model being undertaken in one state, focuses on 

career pathways. The now concluded fourth study focused on issues of technical 

assistance and state-level program trends (Stringfield et al., 2013).  

The NRCCTE initiated this cross sectional study to examine the key measures of 

implementation, processes, and successes of selected sites in the US, and it produced a 

field-based document outlining 10 essential elements of a good POS (as cited in 

Stringfield et al., 2013).  

Site 1 was located in a large urban school district in the western United States that 

had a strong connection to the area’s largest community college. Two schools serving as 

CTE specialty schools within the district were visited. Interviews were conducted 
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amongst community-college personnel, secondary school business and industry 

coordinators, guidance counselors, secondary school teachers and principals, business 

and industry partners, district CTE supervisors, and state-level CTE coordinators.  

Site 2 was located in a small rural community in the middle of the United States 

with a strong industrial and business base. Interviews at this site included staff from the 

local community college programs connected to POS, college faculty, several high school 

staff, the superintendent of the largest of the districts served by the community college, 

two state-level CTE coordinators, and a representative from the local economic 

development agency.  

Site 3 was located in South Carolina in a medium-sized city in the midst of a 

metropolitan area, and it included a strong business and industrial base with a history of 

excellent communication between the educational and business communities. 

Administrators, counselors, teachers, and faculty were interviewed at three institutions. 

Additionally, the state director for CTE, several small businesses, and industry 

representatives were interviewed, as well as a member of the state business and industry 

advisory board (Stringfield et al., 2013).  

All site visits lasted 2 to 3 days, and they were conducted between December 

2010 and February 2011. Phone interviews were also conducted with individuals who 

were not present at the sites at the time of the visits. Each team included seven to nine 

members. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for later analysis. 

Additionally, each member kept field notes, which were discussed. The discussions were 

audio recorded and subsequently transcribed. At the end of the third site visit, members 

spent a day and a half reviewing the data and analyzing the information. A total of 42 



 

54 

transcripts were included in this analysis, which was further analyzed through NVivo 9 

software that coded the most commonly used terms and concepts.  

Results of the compiled data from this study of exemplary POS in three states, 

facilitate our understanding of how POS successfully operate, reiterating what had 

previously been found about the importance of dual tracks and the integration of 

academic subjects and CTE (Fletcher & Zirkle, 2009; Stringfield et al., 2013). It is 

becoming clearer that successful POS “focus student learning in academic and technical 

areas, and lead to the development of seamless systems that connect secondary with post-

secondary education and students with opportunities to engage in occupational and career 

planning” (Stringfield et al., 2013, p. 330). Furthermore, the study highlights the 

importance of increased funding for POS for the purchase of adequate equipment. 

Consequently, it was recommended that such funding be made available for programs 

that unite college and career preparation.  

Also noted is evidence that some students who did well in their POS were able to 

secure employment directly following high school graduation; therefore, success should 

not be strictly measured by transitions to post-secondary education, and that type of 

immediate employment should be included as a measure of post-POS success. 

Furthermore, interviewees at all three sites indicated the real challenge of the POS was 

keeping students engaged in learning; therefore, it is recommended that increased 

opportunities for students to engage in hands-on learning would provide opportunities for 

students to focus on an area of expertise, thus promoting student engagement (NRCCTE, 

2010). 
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The Stringfield et al. (2013) study demonstrates that POS across the US are 

making progress in integrating secondary and post-secondary education by connecting 

learning with CTE, and by creating viable pipelines that encourage and promote 

collaboration. In conclusion, data collected during the study indicate that POS positively 

impact student preparation for college and career readiness (Stringfield et al., 2013). 

Again, it was suggested that more flexible and relevant ways for tracking and measuring 

outcomes of POS and CTE should be established at the national level. These findings are 

significant as large urban school districts explore ways to deal with low graduation rates 

and student retention, and they look for opportunities to engage students in their own 

college and career preparedness.  

Determining a focus for ongoing CTE research. Again, recognizing the lack of 

current data on CTE programs and outcomes, Lambeth, Joerger, and Elliott (2009) 

solicited the opinions of known CTE experts in order to determine what exactly should be 

the focus of ongoing CTE research. Through a consensus-building process, the experts 

determined that “A sustained effort for research should be made by scholars in 

collaboration with national and international associations and organizations” (Lambeth et 

al., 2009, p. 137). 

Essentially, identifying critical research topics for the future of CTE was the 

purpose of the research. Of the CTE-related organizations in the US, 125 were asked to 

nominate a panel of experts. From 25 states, 32 were initially identified during the 

process (Lambeth et al., 2009).  

A mixed methodology was used in the study through the use of the Delphi 

technique (Lambeth et al., 2009). Six different instruments were used to gather 
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information from the panel of experts during 2007 and 2008. The goal was to develop a 

logic model in order to provide stakeholders with a guide to further-focused research. 

Questions were delivered to the panel of experts via e-mail, and feedback was then 

analyzed by the data analysis team. The first round of investigation began with a series of 

open-ended questions that served to isolate the panelists’ top 10 critical research topics. 

The second round provided feedback from round one, and the following two rounds, 

following the Delphi process, allowed the research team to develop a logic model. The 

final round helped define what became known as the CTE Research Agenda Logic Model 

(Lambeth et al., 2009).  

Round one generated 235 opinions, and rounds two through six allowed the 

experts to narrow down the research agenda to 23 activities that should be continuously 

studied, including CTE instructors and students, CTE student graduation rates, follow-up 

on CTE graduates, curriculum development, assessment, CTE partnerships, business and 

industry, program relevance and effectiveness, delivery methods, and accountability 

(Lambeth et al., 2009). 

Lambeth et al. (2009) concluded that their findings provide a blueprint for 

national and international leaders and researchers for focused CTE research and 

development. They also indicated that it is important to understand current trends in the 

global marketplace, and that ongoing, targeted research will help develop effective CTE 

programming and follow-up.  

Student perspective. Although the Lambeth et al. (2009) study findings reveal 

what adults believe should be the focus of ongoing CTE research, little has been done to 

gauge the student perspective on access to CTE. In the same way that school reforms can 
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be rejected by teachers and administrators, students are no less important to the equation 

(Levin, 2000). The student understanding and commitment to reform must be taken as 

seriously as the buy in from teachers. Because all school reform is planned and 

implemented by adults, Levin (2000) reminded us that student participation in reform is 

essential as they have unique knowledge and perspectives that can improve our approach 

to implementation. Classroom and processes can be more powerful if we talk and listen 

to students in terms of how implementation and improvement can be fostered. If students 

are not committed to the change, the reform will not be effective (Levin, 2000).  

To this point, recent studies had been conducted in schools that offered strong 

CTE curriculum and POS in order to gauge exactly what motivates students to participate 

in said programs. Nonetheless, little to no research exists that determines what students 

want to see as options in education and employment (Dykeman, Wood, Ingram, & Herr, 

2003; Loera, Nakamoto, Oh, & Rueda, 2013; NRCCTE, 2010). For this reason, Dykeman 

et al. (2003) conducted a pilot study to determine whether there might be a link between 

career development programs, academic motivation, and academic self-efficacy. In the 

Dykeman study, 20 high schools were selected from four regions of the country based on 

their willingness to participate. A researcher contacted an administrator at the high 

schools in each region, who then recruited high schools and counselors within each 

district. The sample consisted of 293 high school seniors aged 18 and over. The study 

was designed to measure 44 career interventions and four career-development categories, 

and it included a student opinion survey that measured self-efficacy and academic 

motivation. Dykeman et al. (2003) explained: 
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Stepwise multiple regression was used as a statistical procedure to analyze the 

data and test the null hypothesis. Statistical analysis was used to determine both 

the information on all the predictors as a group as well as the contributions of 

individual predictors by examining their bivariate correlations. Stepwise multiple 

regression affords the study useful options in exploration of the data. (Dykeman et 

al., 2003, p. 31) 

Four categories of career development were examined via stepwise multiple 

regression, gender, race/ethnicity, prior achievement, and parent educational level. The 

four criterion variables were English self-efficacy, English motivation, mathematics self-

efficacy, and mathematics motivation. Analysis uncovered that interventions that 

involved, “career information infused into the classroom” (p. 25), which had the highest 

participation averages, whereas the “referral to external counseling/assessment” (p. 25) 

had the lowest (Dykeman et al., 2003). Additionally, data indicate that participation in a 

CTE course had the highest participation average, whereas the tech prep/2 + 2 curriculum 

had the lowest participation average per respondent. Interventions in the advising 

categories, such as academic planning counseling and career day, were shown to help 

students see a connection between academic achievement goals in math classes and 

vocational goals. The researchers suggested that these findings, with regard to the 

advising category, should stimulate discussion and further research among CTE 

professionals.  

Incidentally, more current research was conducted from a different angle with the 

purpose of uncovering the features of a CTE model most likely to predict academic 

engagement and student life satisfaction (Loera et al., 2013). The study examined the 
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relationship between students and their educational aspirations, the quality of the 

programs they attended, and the impact adults had on college enrollment. The researchers 

examined students’ overall academic engagement and satisfaction with student life in a 

CTE setting.  

Two high schools within a highly diverse urban district were chosen for the study. 

Each high school housed small learning communities that offered a career and technical 

program. The first school selected, Nathandale High, served 1,500 students from a 

diverse, middle-income community whose students generally perform better than the 

state average. The second school, Miles High, had 4,200 students from a low-income 

Latino community with students performing below the state average. Participants in the 

study were 267 urban youth the in 11th and 12th grades (Loera et al., 2013). 

The small learning communities within the school had been established for more 

than 5 years, and they consisted of a team of teachers with experience in aligning 

curricula around career themes. These learning communities did not exceed 300 students, 

and had a strong connection to an industry partner. Both schools had a Human Services 

Academy (HSA) serving 250 to 300 students. The HSA had a CTE approach, and it 

functioned as a small learning community within the overall school community. These 

particular learning communities combined classroom education, work experience, and 

college and career planning for students particularly interested in the health sector (Loera 

et al., 2013).  

The Transfer and Retention of Urban Community College Students (Hagendorn, 

in press) questionnaire, the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & 

Griffin, 1985), and the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (Weinstein, Palmer, & 
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Schulte, 1987) were adopted and modified for the study. Several 4 to7-point Likert scales 

were developed depending on the category being measured (i.e., educational aspirations, 

perceived quality of program, and adults impact on college enrollment). It should be 

noted that multiple group analysis, which incorporated both school sites, “showed that the 

regression weights between the student-centered features and the high school outcomes 

did not differ significantly across the two school sites” (Loera et al., 2013, p. 174).  

Data revealed correlations between academic engagement with educational 

aspirations (r = .27), adults’ impact on college enrollment (r = .29), and satisfaction with 

student life (r = .23) (Loera et al., 2013). The results showed that a stronger student-

teacher relationship impacted higher levels of academic engagement and satisfaction with 

student life. The authors also noted that adult impact on college enrollment was 

significantly associated with higher scores on the educational aspirations subscale.  

In addition, a path model was tested using the predictor variables, educational 

aspirations, perceived quality of academy program of study, and the impact of adults on 

college enrollment, predicting the students’ academic engagement, which reiterates the 

importance and impact adult mentors have on student engagement and satisfaction with 

student life. Also highlighted was the potential influence of a CTE program’s reputation 

and the encouragement students’ received regarding the possibilities of attending college 

and the affect it had on student satisfaction with student life in general (Loera et al., 

2013).  

Furthermore, a student’s perceptions about the quality and effectiveness of a CTE 

program influences his or her choice to join it, and career academy teachers play a critical 

role in a student’s educational and career mapping, which further illustrates the 
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importance of student and teacher relationships (Loera et al., 2013; Vilhjalmsdottir, 2011; 

Yazzie-Mintz, 2007). Additionally, the Loera et al. (2013) study revealed the importance 

of curriculum integration across academic and career related subjects and emphasized the 

need for a combination of academic, on-the-job, and post-secondary training 

opportunities, which, in turn, give students a sense of purpose.  

Therefore, it was suggested by Loera et al. (2013) that future research be 

conducted to explore the role that specific industries play in shaping the curriculum and 

training provided to high school students. Also recommended was a follow-up study that 

compares integrated CTE programs and outcomes with those of non-CTE programs, and 

that it might be interesting to measure the teachers’ and mentors’ satisfaction with their 

level of influence on student educational and career outcomes (Loera et al., 2013). 

Although exposure to career paths increases career identity, there remains a lack of 

research that examines how factors combine to influence urban students enrolled in CTE 

programs to remain engaged and complete programs (Loera et al. 2013; Vilhjalmsdottir, 

2010). 

High school student engagement survey. In an effort to better understand this 

issue of student engagement, a High School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE) was 

administered to 81,499 students in 2006. The resulting data revealed the importance of 

student-teacher relationships and relevant curriculum as significant aspects of student 

engagement. The students sampled were from 110 schools in 26 different states in urban, 

suburban, and rural communities. “Student engagement can be described as the student’s 

relationship with the school community: the people (adults and peers), the structures 

(rules, facilities, schedules), the curriculum and content, the pedagogy, and the 



 

62 

opportunities (curricular, co-curricular, and extracurricular)” (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007, p. 1). 

Of the students surveyed, 47% reported they attended school because they wanted to 

acquire skills in the workplace, while 73% attended because they want to get a degree 

and go to college.  

When students were asked, “If you have been bored in class, why?” (Yazzie-

Mintz, 2007, p. 5) students reported that: (a) material wasn’t interesting (75%); (b) 

material wasn’t relevant to me (39%); (c) the work wasn’t challenging enough (32%); (d) 

no interaction with teacher (31%); and (e) work was too difficult (27%). The most 

prevalent reasons for dropping out were: “I don’t like the school” (73%); “I don’t like the 

teachers” (61%), and “I didn’t see the value in the work I was being asked to do” (60%) 

Yazzie-Mintz, 2007, p. 5).  

Admittedly, “Much of the research on student engagement focuses on a student’s 

need for connection with an adult in the school community” (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007, p. 7). 

Of the students surveyed, 78% indicated that at least one adult in their school cared about 

them and knew them well, whereas 22% felt the opposite was true. This revelation further 

supports the case for Career academies and programs of study, where students report the 

importance of close connections to their peers and CTE instructors (Dixon et al., 2011; 

Stringfield et al., 2013). 

Similarly, a study conducted in 2007 investigated student perceptions while 

attending an exemplary CTE program (Gentry et al., 2007). The research team wanted to 

uncover what might be useful in engaging students in a more meaningful way at the 

secondary level. The CTE center in question was considered exemplary because it 

elicited dramatically different responses from those collected at 26 other CTE schools.  
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Of the 20 CTE programs offered at the school, nine were sampled with four 

students randomly selected from each of the nine programs (Gentry et al., 2007). The 

students were mostly juniors and seniors between the ages of 14 and 19. Students came to 

the center from 13 different home schools, and they attended a program at the center for 2 

years, spending half the day at the center and the other half at their home school.  

Semi-structured interview protocols were designed to elicit responses that might 

explain why the students felt this particular CTE center was an exemplary school (Gentry 

et al., 2007). The interviews lasted between 30-60 minutes and were taped and 

transcribed. Field notes, logs, documented school improvement plans, and program 

evaluations were used to help understand what made the center so effective.  

Constant comparative analysis was conducted by two faculty members and a 

graduate student in order to provide a variety of perspectives and observations during the 

data analysis (Gentry et al., 2007). Content analysis was used to identify negative or 

positive themes and to count the number of times students referred to each theme. The 

data analysis revealed that 33 of the 35 students compared their CTE center to their home 

school. Four major themes emerged: student autonomy; effective, caring teachers; other 

students with similar interests; and learning relevant to content. Also noted was that, 

“students spoke positively about their experiences at the CTE center and negatively about 

their high school experiences” (Gentry et al., 2007, p. 382).  

Autonomy was mentioned 17 times in the 84 responses. The students liked that 

the school provided them with choices, whereas their home schools did not. The students 

indicated that they could choose which classes to try, and even after their choices were 

made, they had opportunities to go on field visits to crime labs, jails, and other venues to 
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experience CTE first hand (Gentry et al., 2007). Effective, caring teachers elicited 26 out 

of 84 responses, making up the second largest number of comments. Many students made 

comparisons between their teachers at the center and the ones in their home school. One 

student indicated that the teachers and principal at the center talked to him/her frequently 

to see what he/she was doing, and treated him/her like he/she was perfect. This positive 

thinking was an effective morale booster for students and helped improve student 

performance (Gentry et al., 2007). 

Less important to the students was the theme of students with similar interests; 

however, 5 out of 8 people commenting on this theme mentioned that students in the CTE 

programs seemed more mature. Finally, the content relevance learned in an interactive, 

applied setting offered the clearest explanation as to why students preferred the CTE 

center over their home schools (Gentry et al., 2007). Many of the students said they 

preferred hands-on work because it was easier to learn that way, and they felt the 

coursework was preparing them for jobs and life in general. Although all were not 

planning to go to work right away after high school, they felt the CTE center was good 

preparation for both college and career certification.  

The results of the Gentry et al. (2007) study will help educators engage in dropout 

prevention and design relevant coursework of interest to students in order to keep them 

engaged and connected to school. The authors reiterated further research is needed on the 

role of CTE programs in engaging students and preventing them from dropping out of 

high school (Gentry et al., 2007).  

While policymakers, and reformers of education discuss the best ways to increase 

achievement and college and career preparation, little attention has been paid to the 
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students and their knowledge and understanding of career preparation and development 

(Schultz & Stern, 2013). Additionally, a considerable amount of research exists that 

shows a positive relationship between self-efficacy and academic achievement, yet 

current state policies, which mandate standardized testing and achievement, do not 

appear to improve student preparation for career or college (Dykeman et al., 2003; 

Schultz & Stern, 2013). 

Using WorkKeys assessments, Schultz and Stern (2013) sought to better 

understand student perceptions on education. Although the study was meant to measure 

student perceptions of college and career readiness, it also yielded an interesting finding 

because the WorkKeys testing not only revealed important information on career 

selection, but it raised student awareness of career planning and related educational 

training, providing a compass, of sorts, toward college and career readiness.  

This presents a unique opportunity for educators to talk about the WorkKeys 

results with students, which could motivate them to plan and align their interests with the 

results and identify a pathway to assist them in achieving their career aspirations (Schultz 

& Stern, 2013). Again, this substantiates Vilhjalmsdottir’s (2010) findings that indicate 

students exposed to career possibilities and pathways have better career identity and more 

organized occupational thinking.  

Consequently, Schultz and Stern (2013) suggested that it is the responsibility of 

the education system to provide opportunities that facilitate career training. Likewise, 

they reported that the “literature on assessment and self-efficacy also supports this 

process, suggesting that by setting proximal achievement goals and developing to 
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improve [a] student’s skills can enhance academic achievement” (Schultz & Stern, 2013, 

p. 166). 

State of the state on career and technical education. President Barack Obama 

in his address to the nation, February 2009, emphasized the need to train our youth for the 

changing economic climate, and he reiterated the need to integrate CTE into mainstream 

education. Similarly, the U.S. Education Secretary, Arne Duncan, in his state of 

education address, April 19, 2012, pointed out that The Carl T. Perkins Act of 2006 

introduced important changes in federal support for CTE and that these changes helped 

improve the learning experiences of students, but they did not go far enough to 

systemically create better outcomes for students and employers competing in a 21st 

century global economy. Duncan revealed that a $1 billion investment in the Obama 

Administration’s 2013 fiscal year budget would support the Administration’s plans for 

reauthorizing the Perkins IV Act, and it would transform the Perkins program in four key 

areas: alignment, collaboration, accountability and innovation (USDOE, 2012).  

Furthermore, although the Obama Administration is making substantial changes 

in aligning classroom teaching and learning with real-world business needs, the 

Departments of Education and Labor are in the process of distributing $2 billion in Trade 

Adjustment Assistance grants to strengthen community college programs and workforce 

partnerships, and the Administration has proposed an additional $8 billion for a 

Community College to Career fund for use in training two million workers for high-

growth industries such as healthcare and engineering. The fiscal year 2013 budget also 

proposes $1 billion to help support a 50% increase in high school student participation in 
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career academies that combine college curricula with an emphasis on careers (USDOE, 

2012).  

In a June 18, 2015 press release issued by the California-based Linked Learning 

Alliance, a statewide coalition of education, industry, and community organizations 

dedicated to improving California's high schools and preparing students for success in 

college, career, and life, stated that California’s Governor Jerry Brown agreed to fund the 

California CTE Incentive Grant Program by designating $900 million over the following 

3 years to help schools provide high-quality CTE programs that integrate college 

preparatory academics. Christopher Cabaldon, Mayor of Sacramento, California made the 

following statement:  

The agreement reached by the Governor and Legislature will incentivize schools 

to work with industry partners in providing high-quality, sequenced technical 

training integrated with rigorous academic coursework. This grant program will 

help students across the state to gain skills and earn credentials valued by 

employers while also preparing for college. Educators and employers 

collaborating on applications for these funds should draw inspiration from the 

success of Linked Learning to prepare students for college and career (Linked 

Learning Alliance, 2015).  

This is a significant step in promoting the implementation of successful CTE program 

integration, and it will allow the State of California to move forward in meeting the U.S. 

Department of Education’s 21st century goals.  

Next-generation high schools. On November 10, 2015, the Obama 

administration released a statement indicating that the White House would be releasing 
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$375 million dollars to promote next-generation high schools, and it hosted the first-ever 

Next Generation High Schools Summit (H. R. 4020, 2015). The event showcased a broad 

federal and private response to the President’s 2014 call to action. This summit came in 

response to President Obama’s push for a national effort to create more innovative high 

schools that incorporate more personalized and active learning, access to hands-on 

learning, create experiences, and a have a focus on science, technology, engineering, and 

math opportunities for girls and other groups of students (White House, 2015).  

A consortium of educators, policy makers, industry leaders, and private 

corporations gathered to discuss how best to create pathways to educational opportunities 

that educate our youth in order to meet current and future labor market demands (White 

House, 2015). Additionally, as indicated in the November 10, 2015 White House press 

release, Student Voice (SV) will collect input from more than 10,000 students in all 50 

states on what next-generation high schools should to look like. Based on the input 

received, SV will create two dozen case studies of schools and organizations best using 

student voice in shaping the school environment. The SV’s Student Bill of Rights 

platform will support and certify schools that use Student Voices in the school 

improvement process (White House, 2015).  

Another important development is that of The National Academy Foundation 

Certification (NAFTrack) programs (NAF.org, 2015). NAFTrack certification provides 

job training, internships, and other career-ready development initiatives to urban students. 

Once students receive certifications, they receive priority interviews and hiring within 

industry partners in some of America’s top companies. The academies are generally 

small learning communities that operate within a high school. Their strategy of providing 
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work-based learning from the classroom to the workplace and the workplace to the 

classroom, provides students with a well-rounded skill set that goes beyond academics 

and includes the soft skills needed to succeed in college and the working world. Business 

people are guest speakers in classrooms, host college and career skills workshops, and 

take part in mock interviews. Students have the opportunity to tour worksites, network 

with, and shadow business professionals. Work-based learning culminates in an 

internship that allows students to apply their classroom skills and learn more about what 

it takes to succeed. The NAFTrack certification program had 13,000 students enrolled in 

2015, across 26 states, with goal of expanding certification to 80,000 students in 50 states 

(NAF.org, 2015). This reflects the need for a nationally accredited workforce certification 

plan designed specifically for high school students.   

Additionally, at the New York State level, in an effort to address the ongoing lack 

of career readiness and lagging graduation rates, the New York State Board of Regents 

approved new high school graduation options and requirements on Monday, October 20, 

2014. The new regulations permit a 2-year Global History and Geography course 

requirement instead of the existing Global History and Geography Regents Exam 

(NYSED, 2014). It also establishes multiple rigorous pathways to graduation that include 

CTE, science, technology, engineering and mathematics, and the arts and the humanities. 

The goal of the new options is to improve New York State’s 74.9% graduation rate, 

increase the number of students graduating prepared for college and careers, and help 

prepare more students for the 21st century economy (NYSED, 2014). This new education 

policy would allow students to replace one of the five Regents examination requirements 

with one of the following: a humanities assessment, an additional STEM-related Regents, 
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an assessment in Language Other Than English, an approved CTE pathway assessment or 

an arts pathway assessment (NYSED, 2014).  

Also, at the local level, as outlined in its most-recent action plan, the RCSD in 

Rochester, NY has set into motion a plan to reclaim its former status as a leader in CTE 

programs (RCSD, 2014). The district discovered that it offers fewer CTE opportunities 

than suburban students receive. Additionally, “Only seven of our 18 CTE programs are 

approved by the New York State Education Department” (RCSD, 2014, p. 9). Also, none 

of the students enrolled in CTE courses took the technical assessments that are typically 

routine upon completion of a CTE program. This discovery prompted a now complete 

and thorough evaluation of the RCSD’s CTE offerings by the Career and Technical 

Assistance Center (CTAC) of New York State.  

As a result of the evaluation, RCSD is moving immediately on CTAC 

recommendations and exploring long-term solutions for providing accredited CTE 

programs to RCSD students. Therefore, in the fall of 2015, RCSD revived the once 

highly successful Edison Technical High School in the hope of restoring it to its former 

status as an excellent CTE program (RCSD, 2014). 
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Summary 

Although many other industrialized nations have comprehensive, integrated CTE 

programs, the United States still places more emphasis on standardized testing and 

academic achievement. While The Perkins IV Act of 2006 requires all school districts to 

offer at least one CTE program, concern with academic performance often outweighs the 

need to prepare our young people for the reality of the current middle-skills worker 

shortage. High dropout rates, particularly in urban high school districts, indicate the 

college-for-all model is not an effective way to engage all students and prepare them for 

the transition from school to work (Hoffman, 2012; Rosenbaum, 2011; Symonds, 2012).  

Research is lacking pertaining to student outcomes for CTE completers versus 

non-CTE completers; however, studies have shown that CTE does not negatively impact 

math and reading scores. More recent investigation reveals that programs of study and 

career academies are having a positive effect on grades and program completion rates. 

Additionally, these studies reveal that student engagement and student-teacher 

relationships were found to be very important to students, and that having a mentor 

positively impacts graduation rates. It remains, however, that very little data exists 

regarding the student perspective on CTE access and, therefore, additional research is 

warranted. With ongoing talks of educational reform, high school dropout rates, low 

college completion rates, and a shortage of middle-skills workers, the review of the 

literature herein supports the need for a revival of CTE, particularly in urban settings. 

Furthermore, social cognitive career theory supports existing research that points to the 

need for career path exploration and hands-on learning opportunities for high school 

students. 
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Chapter 3 gives a description of the research setting, research design, the 

methodology used in the data collection and analysis phase, and a description of the 

research participants and accompanying demographical information.
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology 

Introduction 

The United States is experiencing a skilled worker shortage. Expected job growth 

is shifting with pending baby boomer retirements, creating a huge need for skilled worker 

replacements (Neumark et al., 2013). Although most projected job vacancies will require 

some form of post-secondary training or education, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(2012) projected that the top 20 fastest-growing occupations will not require a bachelor’s 

degree and, in fact, most do not require any degree at all (BLS, 2012). Although low-

skilled production-type jobs are increasingly outsourced overseas, middle-skills jobs are 

projected to provide the largest number of job openings in the United States through 2020 

(Farr & Shatkin, 2009; Stone & Lewis, 2012).  

The college-for-all model has been the overarching trend in the US for decades, 

although current labor market demands outweigh the need for college diplomas 

(Rosenbaum et al., 2010). Rosenbaum posited that the latest labor market demands 

should prompt policy makers to reconsider the college-for-all trend, because it does not 

account for the thousands of students who neither graduate from high school, obtain a 

college degree, nor find employment in the current labor market conditions, and it does 

not take into account the shortage of middle-skills workers (Rosenbaum et al., 2010). 

Research indicates that only 34% of students graduating from high school have 

the necessary skills to attend a post-secondary institution, and up to 68% of first-time 

college students take at least one remedial course (Schultz & Stern, 2013). In an effort to 
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address the middle-skills worker shortage, CTE reform is underway in the US, although 

implementation and practice are not keeping up with current labor market demands 

(Rosenbaum et al., 2010; Symonds, 2012). Additionally, as with most reform efforts, the 

student perspective is left out of the equation as adults decide how and what to do to 

improve upon an existing educational system (Corbett & Wilson, 1995; Levin, 2000). 

Hence, the purpose of this study was to investigate the urban high school 

students’ perspective on current opportunities for CTE. The research helps to determine if 

high school students are aware of career and technical training programs, and if there is a 

need for, and interest in, accessing additional career training at the middle and high 

school level.  

Restatement of the Problem 

Currently, people ages 18 to 25 comprise 28% of unemployed individuals in the 

United States, compared to the national unemployment rate of 5.3% (BLS, 2015). In 

some urban areas, that number is as high as 48%. In contrast, there is a significant 

middle-skills worker shortage in the US with projected job openings upwards of 350,000 

in New York State alone, partly due to the upcoming baby boomer retirements (BLS, 

2015). Recent national data indicates that college enrollment has been on the rise since 

the 1970s, although it remains that only a minority of those enrolled actually complete a 

college degree (Rosenbaum et al., 2010). Although the United States’ high school 

graduation rate is also at an all-time high at 81% (NCES, 2014), the New York State 

graduation rate is lower at 74.9%, and in urban school districts, the rate is even lower 

(NYSED, 2014). Rochester, NY, for example, has a graduation rate of only 43%, with a 

9% graduation rate for African American and Latino males (Holzman et al., 2012). These 
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facts raise an important question: Are urban youth effectively being prepared to take 

advantage of the projected middle-skills worker shortage? Compared to other developed 

nations, the United States does not have many well-integrated CTE programs or 

standardized job certification credentials, and private companies have traditionally been 

left out of the discussion on education (Hoffman, 2011). Currently, however, with 

growing concern over urban high school student dropout rates (Holzman et al., 2012), 

high unemployment rates for our youth (BLS, 2015), and a lack of middle-skills worker 

training opportunities (Hoffman, 2011; Symonds 2012), proponents of education reform 

in several states, including New York State, are investigating the possibilities of 

reintegrating CTE into mainstream high school academic programs (NYSED, 2014).  

In matters of education reform, however, the student voice is often overlooked 

(Levin, 2000). Levin argued that education reform “cannot succeed and should not 

proceed without much more direct involvement of students in all its aspects” (Levin, 

2000, p. 155). Furthermore, he stated that students are the producers of school outcomes 

and, therefore, their involvement is fundamental to all improvement and would constitute 

an important reform in and of itself. Current literature on CTE does not reflect the student 

perspective on CTE and the question remains as to what urban high school students know 

about CTE and career preparation programs within their schools and if they would they 

like more or less access to CTE training and career preparation while still in high school? 

Additionally, because adolescents living in an urban environment face multiple 

career development barriers (National Research Council [NRC], 1993) with greater 

challenges than those from other segments of society, the critical need for effective 

career-development programs is growing as career options have been affected by 
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globalization and technology (Teitz, 1998). The widening wage and opportunity gaps 

between residents of lower socioeconomic backgrounds and those from suburban 

environments is compounded by segregation, economic, racial, and ethnic minority 

statuses (Teitz, 1998).  

Social cognitive career theory (SCCT) takes into account the ways that social, 

racial, gender, environmental, background, and contextual affordances have on career-

choice decision making. Minority students, in particular, are more keenly aware of racism 

and the affect it has on career aspirations and goals, due to labor market discrimination 

experienced by family members. This is associated with urban adolescent’ expectations 

of their own occupational futures (Alliman-Brissett & Turner, 2010; Chaves et al., 2004). 

Nevertheless, proper systematic exposure to career counseling and exploration in middle 

and high schools is shown to improve career-related aspirations and educational 

outcomes for urban students (Turner & Lapan, 2013). Therefore, careful listening to 

student’ perceptions on the impact of current reforms could influence changes that might 

improve learning and educational outcomes (Levin, 2000).  

Methodology 

This research used a qualitative approach to data collection. It is the preferred 

method for this study as it empowers research participants to share their experiences 

(Creswell, 2013). The purpose of this study was to discover what urban high school 

students know about their college and career options following high school and if they 

would like more or less access to CTE. The qualitative research design provides detailed 

descriptions of lived experiences rather than a simple survey completion and statistical 

analysis of data obtained from quantitative research studies (Creswell, 2014). 
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Additionally, qualitative research methods encourage students to provide an assessment 

of their individual knowledge related to a particular subject (Manning, 1992). As with 

any educational reform, hearing directly from the students and listening to their ideas and 

concerns, while trying to understand their perspective, could provide valuable insight on 

successful reform implementation (Levin, 2000).  

Two focus groups comprising of nine students each were asked open-ended 

questions related to their level of awareness and desire for access to CTE in urban high 

schools. Focus groups are particularly well suited to the study of attitudes and 

experiences and for examining how knowledge, and, more importantly, ideas, develop 

and operate within a given cultural context (Kitzinger, 1995). The method is basically 

straightforward and not intimidating for either the researcher or the researched (Kitzinger, 

1995). 

Participants in each focus group answered questions related to their knowledge of 

college and career options following high school graduation. Guided questions provided 

insight on the student’s understanding of CTE tracks and their level of interest in access 

to more CTE programs at the high school level (Appendix A). The study was conducted 

using two separate focus groups at two different locations in Rochester, NY. The 

purposefully selected students at each site were chosen based on the following criteria: 

enrollment in RCSD and grade level at time of study. A pool of ninth grade students was 

invited by a program director at each site to voluntarily attend a focus group.  

The population of choice was ninth and 10th graders, because they had 

participated in eighth grade in a home and careers classes and, presumably, they would 

have some understanding of career readiness and training (RCSD, 2015). Because the 
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students participated in a home and careers classes prior to this research, this study allows 

us to discover what they learned and know about CTE and available CTE tracks by the 

time they arrive in ninth and/or 10th grade.  

Open-ended questions prompting rich discussion allowed for clarification of the 

terms related to CTE and career preparation. This was particularly helpful because CTE 

is often referred by differing terminology. Qualitative research helped uncover the level 

of awareness urban high school students had of post-high-school career options and 

career training opportunities in high school, otherwise referred to in this research as CTE. 

It also provided an opportunity for students to share their overall feelings about school 

and the way they are currently being educated.  

Research Questions 

The research sought to answer the following questions:  

1. What do urban high school students in Rochester, NY know about their 

options for college and career placement following high school graduation?  

2. Given their knowledge of CTE, are urban high school students in Rochester, 

NY interested in accessing CTE programs while attending high school?  

Research Context 

Although this research did not take place within RCSD, the purposive sample 

drew from a population who were attending RCSD. The RCSD student population at 

large was composed of 60.1% African American; 25.6% Hispanic; 10.2% White; and 

4.1% Asian/Native American/East Indian, and Other. Of the students, 84% were eligible 

for a free or reduced-price lunch, and 16.5% had special needs. Of the RCSD students, 

10% have limited English proficiency. Rochester, NY, which is one of the Big 5 school 
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districts in NY State, has the highest poverty rate of all five. Of the schools in the RCSD, 

22% have students at a poverty rate of 90% or higher (RCSD, 2015). 

The research was conducted via two focus groups within two after-school 

community programs whose population attends RCSD schools. The first focus group was 

conducted at the Boys and Girls Club of Rochester, NY. Since the summer of 1971, the 

Boys & Girls Club of Rochester has provided “mentoring and leadership specifically 

designed to change the lives of youth who face daily challenges such as poverty, broken 

homes, crime, unemployment, prejudice and difficulties in school” (Boys and Girls Club, 

n.d., para. 6).  

The club is open Monday through Friday from 3 p.m. to 8 p.m. and on Saturdays 

from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. The Boys and Girls Club is open to students enrolled in 

kindergarten through 12th grade, and it draws students from every school located within 

the City of Rochester. The Boys and Girls Club of Rochester serves students throughout 

the City, and is deemed a location conducive to a purposive sample of ninth grade 

students enrolled in RCSD schools.  

The second focus group was conducted at the Rundel Library in collaboration 

with the City of Rochester’s Teens Helping to Reinvent Identity, Values and 

Empowerment (THRIVE) program. THRIVE includes a work-readiness program that 

focuses on the skills and behaviors needed to find and keep a job (City of Rochester, 

2015). The City’s THRIVE partner agencies are Baden Street Settlement, Charles 

Settlement House, Community Place of Greater Rochester, Threshold Center for Youth 

Alternatives, and the YWCA of Rochester and Monroe County. The City of Rochester 

Community Centers, in collaboration with THRIVE, serve a wide variety of students who 
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attend schools throughout Rochester, NY, and, therefore, they were conducive to a 

purposive sampling of ninth and 10th grade students attending RCSD schools, including 

charter schools that had enrolled RCSD students.  

Research Participants 

Participants were ninth and 10th grade students and were purposively selected 

from two designated sites based on grade level and enrollment in the RCSD, or charter 

school, or the urban-suburban program. The students were invited to voluntarily opt in to 

participate in the focus groups, and they were made aware that they could opt out at any 

time without penalty. They were provided with pizza and refreshments as an incentive to 

participate. The students were invited to sit around a table and they were provided with 

an introductory statement (Appendix B) and told of their right to opt out of the focus 

group at any time without penalty. 

All ninth and 10th grade students, regardless of gender, age, economic, and ethnic 

background, who attended the Boys and Girls Club and/or THRIVE program, were 

invited by the respective program directors to attend a focus group. This method of 

selection ensured the possibility of a sample that includes boys and girls and students of 

varied cultural and ethnic and economic backgrounds, thus providing a purposive sample 

reflective of the RCSD population at large.  

Nine students from the Boys and Girls Club of Rochester attended a focus group 

on a Saturday afternoon at the Boys and Girls Club. The students’ names were replaced 

by the colors, red, blue, green, etc., thus assuring anonymity. The research team did know 

the names of the students, who identified themselves only by the color they chose. A 
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designated staff member from The Boys and Girls Club attended the focus group to 

ensure a level of comfort for the student participants. 

Likewise, all ninth and 10th grade students enrolled in THRIVE were invited by 

the program director to attend a focus group at the community center at 4:30 p.m., after 

school on a Thursday in November 2015. Nine student volunteers were selected to attend 

the focus group. The names of the students remained anonymous to the researcher, and 

they were replaced by an assigned even number ranging from 2 to 18. A designated staff 

member from the THRIVE program attended the focus group to ensure a level of comfort 

and familiarity for the students.  

Focus group 1. The first focus group was recruited through the Teens Helping 

Reinvent Identity, Values and Empowerment (THRIVE) program, which is a teen 

pregnancy-prevention program that uses an evidence-based curriculum shown by 

independent research to achieve positive results for teens. Key components of the 

program include an engaging, relevant, and challenging curriculum; community service 

learning; and strong support from adults as positive role models. THRIVE is open to any 

youth residing in the City of Rochester between the ages of 11 and 18. THRIVE is 

funded with a grant from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of 

Adolescent Health (C. Crawl-King, personal communication, November 9, 2015). 

Students enrolled in the THRIVE program were invited to voluntarily attend a focus 

group. From the pool of volunteers, nine students were randomly selected, five males and 

four females. The student eligibility criteria required that the student was in ninth or 10th 

grade at the time of the focus group, and he or she was a city resident who attended an 
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RCSD school, a charter school, or was enrolled in an urban-suburban program at the time 

of the focus group.  

All of the participants in the THRIVE focus group identified themselves as 

African American, although one student identified as both African American and 

Hispanic (Appendix H). Two of the participants were in ninth grade and seven were in 

10th grade at time of study. All nine participants reported that English was the primary 

language spoken at home. Two participants attend a K-8th grade school, whereas six 

attend a 7th-12th grade school, and one attended a K-12th grade school. Only one student 

reported having attended an eighth grade Home and Careers class, but further into the 

discussion, four participants realized they had taken a similar class in seventh or eighth 

grade, although it was called something else. One participant attended an urban-suburban 

program and three attended charter schools. An integrated demographic summary can be 

found in Table 4.1. 

Focus group 2. The Boys and Girls Club is open Monday through Friday from 3 

p.m. to 8 p.m. and on Saturdays, it is open from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., and it is open to 

students enrolled in the K-12th grades. It draws students from every school located within 

the City of Rochester to include charter schools and those enrolled in the urban-suburban 

program. The mission of the Boys and Girls Club of Rochester is to inspire and enable 

young people of all backgrounds to realize their full potential as productive, responsible, 

and caring citizens by providing youth development programs that enable young people 

to acquire the skills and qualities needed to become responsible citizens and leaders. The 

focus group participants were invited by the Boys and Girls Club Program Director to 

participate in the research study. From the pool of volunteers, nine students were 
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randomly selected. Through the use of a brief demographic survey (Appendix H) it was 

determined that the Boys and Girls Club focus group consisted of nine male students 

enrolled in the ninth or 10th grade. All of the students identified as African American. 

Two attended the urban-suburban program, and three attended charter schools. One 

participant attended a K-12th grade school, and eight attend a 7-12th grade school. All of 

the participants reported that English was the primary language spoken at home (Table 

4.1). 

To ensure anonymity, each participant in the THRIVE focus group was assigned 

an even number ranging between 2 and 18. Each participant in the Boys and Girls Club 

focus group was assigned a color as their identifier. The digitally recorded focus groups 

lasted between 27 and 44 minutes.  

Table 4.1 

Participant Demographics 

Category Race Gender School Grade Configuration 

African American 18     

Hispanic 1*     

Male  14    

Female  4    

9th Grade    7  

10th Grade    11  

RSCD   9   

Charter   6   

Urban/Suburban   3   

K-8     2 

7-12     14 

K-12     2 

Note. *Identified as both African American and Hispanic 



 

84 

Informed consent. Once the students had been selected by the respective 

program director at each site, and prior to the date of the intended focus group, the 

corresponding parents were informed that their student could opt out at any time without 

penalty, and they were given a general description of the research questions 

(Appendix A). The parents were then provided with an introductory letter (Appendix C), 

outlining a synopsis of the research topic, and the nature and purpose of the focus group. 

Once the parents agreed to allow their child to participate in the focus group, informed 

consent forms were signed by the corresponding parents (Appendix D & E). The program 

director then assigned a color or number coding to the consent forms in accordance with 

ensuring student participant anonymity. At the time of the focus group, the students were 

asked to sign a consent form that described their ability to opt out of participating without 

penalty at any time before, during, or after the focus group (Appendix F & G). The parent 

and student consent forms were drafted in a manner that were easy to understand and 

navigate. The student consent forms were worded so that a ninth and 10th grade 

population could understand them, and, therefore, they would be fully cognizant of what 

they were signing.  

Research Design 

Information gathered during the multisite focus groups was integrated into the 

interpretation of the overall results (Creswell, 2014). Each proposed focus group location 

was selected because each location drew its members from students who attended schools 

throughout RCSD, and, therefore, the population reflected an RCSD population. Data 

collection procedures and questions were replicated at each site in order to employ the 

logic of replication (Creswell, 2013). A discussion prompted with open-ended questions 
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was designed to gauge high school students’ awareness of career training programs 

available to them while in high school and to establish if CTE was something students 

would like more access to.  

Data Collection  

As previously described, students were invited to attend the focus groups by the 

program director at each site. The students were encouraged to sit around a table in a 

designated conference room within their respective program site. In order to curb 

researcher bias, the pre-designed, open-ended questions were delivered to the student 

participants by a colleague who was not associated in any way with the research 

(Creswell, 2014). The informal questions were designed to prompt discussion related to 

student knowledge of their career and college options following high school and to 

determine if the students would like more access to CTE while attending high school.  

Pre-existing, pre-tested questions are not relevant to qualitative research in the 

way they are to quantitative research (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Creswell, 2014). 

Focus-group questions are generally derived by the situation and used for prompting 

discussion, the results of which are then transcribed, coded, and analyzed to reveal 

significant themes. The open-ended questions for this study were prepared using 

questions derived from interviews with six adult individuals who were familiar with a 

ninth and 10th grade population, and who attended city schools themselves and/or had 

worked with students in the greater Rochester area. During the month of July of 2015, 

each of the six adult interviewees was asked to draft six questions they believed would 

best prompt discussion related to the overall research question. The 36 questions obtained 

were then narrowed down to 14 pertinent question, which were derived from repeated 
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ideas and themes strictly related to CTE and career readiness and that were intended to 

pose minimal risk to the students.  

The ensuing focus group discussions were digitally recorded and later transcribed 

by a professional transcriptionist. The investigator was present during the focus groups 

and took field notes, while the facilitator promoted the discussion and kept the group 

focused on the research questions. A staff member from each site was on hand to ensure a 

level of comfort amongst the students and to provide support when needed. The focus 

groups did not exceed 45 minutes in length. Refreshments were served at the end. 

The digitally recorded discussions were transcribed by a professional 

transcriptionist. Data analysis consisted of seven steps: (a) organizing the data, (b) 

familiarization of the data, (c) generating categories and themes, (d) coding the data, (e) 

interpreting the data, (f) searching for alternative understandings, and (g) writing the 

report (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  

The research was conducted in November, 2015. Parental consent was obtained 

prior to the intended date of each focus group, and student consent forms were signed the 

day of each focus group. All related consent forms, paperwork and written notes are kept 

in a locked storage box in the investigator’s home for and will be held for up to three 

years after publication of the research. Likewise, digital recordings and ensuing data are 

stored on the researcher’s personal, password-protected computer for up to three years.   

Procedures Used for Data Analysis 

Researcher bias was minimal because the primary investigator neither worked in 

the RCSD at the time of the study, nor did she teach ninth or 10th grade students, even 

though she did work in the RCSD between 1999 and 2005, and she later provided after-
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school enrichment programs to the RCSD students in K-8 from December 2013 through 

May of 2015. Although the primary investigator was familiar with RCSD students at all 

grade levels, she did not have an opinion on student perceptions of CTE and was 

genuinely interested in discovering and understanding student perceptions. Researcher 

bias was further reduced by virtue of the fact that none of her associations with the RCSD 

were CTE related in any way.  

Coding. The focus groups were digitally audio recorded while the primary 

investigator took notes. At the conclusion of each focus group, the investigator replayed 

the audio recordings, listening for nuances and themes by using a primary in vivo coding 

technique. In vivo coding has been found particularly useful in educational ethnographies 

with youth, “. . . because adolescent voices are often marginalized, and coding with their 

actual words enhances and deepens an adult’s understanding of their culture and 

worldview” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 91).  

Upon receipt of both professionally transcribed audio recordings, the primary 

investigator began another round of in vivo coding to confirm recurring themes and look 

for new ones. A second-cycle coding technique, axial coding, revealed subthemes that 

extracted more meaning from the data, and in addition to identifying larger themes, found 

explanations in the data (Saldaña, 2012).   

The use of analytic memos throughout the coding process allowed for the 

assembling of thematic clusters. The audio recordings, transcripts, and investigator notes 

were reexamined periodically to ensure the capturing of meanings and subtleties 

embedded in the recorded conversations. The primary investigator then consulted with a 

research assistant to confer on the themes and subthemes that emerged during the coding 
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process in an effort to uncover if the research assistant had instinctively uncovered 

themes that had previously been missed during the in vivo coding process. One week 

later, to allow time for rumination and deep thought, the process was repeated to 

reconfirm what was previously discovered. 

Summary 
 

The qualitative research was conducted by way of two focus groups: one was held 

at the Boys and Girls Club of Rochester, NY, and the other at a City of Rochester, NY 

THRIVE program. Both sites provided a wide range of students, both male and female, 

of various ethnic backgrounds and who were enrolled in grades K-12, who were 

reflective of the population attending RCSD schools. Each site, which serves city 

residents, allowed access to ninth and 10th grade students who either attended urban 

schools or charter schools or were enrolled in the urban-suburban program. The ninth and 

10th-grade students were selected because they had presumably attended an eighth grade 

home and careers class, or a similar class, and were expected to have some pre-existing 

knowledge and understanding of CTE and related terms. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Research Questions 

This study investigated what urban high school students know about their college 

and career options following high school, and it investigated the student perspective of 

career and technical education and if they would like more or less access to CTE or 

career training while still in high school. The research used a qualitative approach to the 

data collection as it empowers the research participants to share their experiences 

(Creswell, 2013). The qualitative research design provides detailed descriptions of lived 

experiences rather than simply the completion of a survey to gather a statistical analysis 

of the data obtained from quantitative research studies (Creswell, 2013. Additionally, 

qualitative research methods encouraged the students to provide an assessment of their 

individual knowledge relating to the particular subject (Manning, 1992). Hearing directly 

from the students and listening to their ideas and concerns, while trying to understand 

their perspective, provided valuable insight on successful reform implementation (Levin, 

2000).  

In an effort to gauge the student perspective and encourage discussion, two focus 

groups were used in the data collection. Each group comprised nine students who sat 

around a table and participated in a discussion related to the research topic. A series of 14 

questions (Appendix A) were used to guide the discussion and prompt dialogue related to 

the two main research questions:  
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1. What do urban high school students in Rochester, NY know about their 

options for college and career placement following high school 

graduation?  

2. Given their knowledge of CTE, are urban high school students in 

Rochester, NY interested in accessing CTE programs while attending high 

school? 

Each student identified him- or herself by using an assigned color or number prior 

to making statements. Both group discussions were digitally audio recorded, and the 

investigator took notes. The focus group environment allowed the students and their 

peers to share what they knew about college and career preparation and to openly discuss 

their feelings related to their educational experiences. At times, the participants took the 

discussion in directions that were important to them. Follow-up questions near the end of 

the focus groups’ time allowed the investigator to capture the overall understanding and 

perspective of the students and to confirm what the students had said. The focus groups 

were digitally audio recorded and then transcribed by a professional transcription service.  

Chapter 4 describes the findings derived from the focus groups. The chapter is 

structured and organized according to the two research questions that guided the study. 

Unintended, unexpected results and findings are discussed in Chapter 5. 

Data Analysis and Findings 

The focus groups were digitally audio recorded while the primary investigator 

took notes. At the conclusion of each focus group, the investigator replayed the audio 

recordings, listening for nuances and themes by using a primary in vivo coding 

technique. In vivo coding has been found particularly useful in educational ethnographies 
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with youth, “because adolescent voices are often marginalized, and coding with their 

actual words enhances and deepens an adult’s understanding of their culture and 

worldview” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 91).  

Upon receipt of both professionally transcribed audio recordings, the primary 

investigator began another round of in vivo coding to confirm recurring themes and to 

look for new ones. A second-cycle coding technique, axial coding, revealed subthemes 

(Saldaña, 2013). Use of analytic memos throughout the coding process allowed for the 

assembling of thematic clusters. The audio recordings, transcripts, and investigator’s 

notes were reexamined periodically to ensure the capture of meanings and subtleties 

embedded in the recorded conversations. The primary investigator then consulted with 

the research assistant to confer on the uncovered themes and subthemes that emerged 

during in vivo coding in an effort to discuss if the research assistant had instinctively 

heard something that might have been missed during the coding. The primary themes and 

subthemes were then grouped and arranged in relation to the research questions. One 

week later, to allow time for rumination, the process was repeated to confirm what was 

previously discovered. 

In order to prompt a discussion regarding participants’ knowledge related to 

options following high school, the moderator began the discussion by stating the that as 

part of the RCSD curriculum, middle school education includes a Home and Careers 

class in the seventh or eighth grade (RCSD, 2015), and he (the moderator) asked whether 

the participants had taken a Home and Careers class in the eighth grade. All students in 

the THRIVE program said no. When asked if they took any class in the eighth grade 

where they learned about their options for careers and jobs after high school, three 
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participants indicated they had taken a class like that, but it was not called Home and 

Careers. An RCSD counselor subsequently explained to the primary investigator that the 

Home and Careers class is sometimes called Family and Consumer Sciences (Mary 

Gilbert, personal communication, November 12, 2015). When asked what types of things 

the participants learned in these classes, the participants in the THRIVE program 

indicated the following: getting a job, starting a business, cooking, politics, and salary 

prices. During the course of the discussion, several participants realized they had, in fact, 

taken Home and Careers or an equivalent class but not necessarily in eighth grade.  

When the participants of the Boys and Girls Club focus group were asked what 

they learned in these classes, a variation on the THRIVE answers came forth: how to 

cook, career readiness, how to interview for a job, safe food preparation, and avoiding 

sexually transmitted diseases. When asked if they learned of college and career options 

following high school, Participant Turquoise indicated, “Yes, postman, baker, and fast 

food restaurants.”  

Research question 1 – Themes and subthemes. What do urban high school 

students in Rochester, NY know about their options for college and career placement 

following high school graduation?  

College. The participants in both groups were asked what they planned to do once 

they graduate high school, and 89% indicated they are going to college. When asked how 

often teachers and counselors talked to them about going to college, nine participants 

indicated not very often, and nine participants indicated often. Three participants 

indicated that their teachers assume they are going to college and do not talk about other 

options. Participant 6 said, “My teacher says things like, when you go to college, or once 
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you are in college, or you want to learn this so you can do well in college.” Participant 12 

said, “Yeah, they just assume that’s what we’re all going to do. They don’t talk about 

other options.” However, Participant 8 said, “Yeah, I go to College Club, and they tell us 

about all the different programs we can go in. We go on college tours and stuff,” 

supporting the prevalence of after-school programs that informs student choice. 

Participant blue in the urban-suburban program said, “Our homeroom teacher tells us 

about careers and things we need to do to get ready for them,” and Participant 8 

indicated, “I feel like they don’t have time to talk to us about that kind of stuff, because 

we don’t have a class on it, so they’re too busy teaching what they’re supposed to be 

teaching us.” 

College costs. A topic that emerged was that of student loans. Although the 

majority of the participants planned to attend college, several of them talked about the 

fact that they think college should be free. They also discussed their fear of not being able 

to attend college because they could not afford it. One student indicated he would like to 

go to work prior to going to college so he could afford the things he needs to make his 

college experience better. Participant 14 said, “College would be good, but if I can get a 

good paying job, that’s enough for me, then what’s the point of college . . . but if I don’t 

have to go to college for so many years and pay for college, I would rather get trained.” 

Choice. When asked how did they found out about college and career options that 

were available to them while in high school, 17 participants responded variations of the 

following, “We don’t have any choice of what we take, they just put classes on our 

schedule,” and “We only have three electives, music, art, and computer science. I’d rather 

be learning something I can use.”  
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Participant White, who attended the newly re-opened Edison Technical High 

School knew about CTE classes and who was in a painting class, said, “We get to try 

different classes, and so does P-Tech High School. They are in our building and have a 

whole floor. They are learning about technology, so I have heard about CTE from them 

too.” Edison Technical High School was once a school centered around vocational 

education and career and technical education. It experienced a shift in focus in 2002 

when the U.S. Department of Education required a refocusing on academics and 

standardization. Amidst a renewed interest in CTE, the school re-opened in 2015 with the 

hopes of, once again, serving as a leader in CTE (RCSD, 2014). P-Tech High School also 

opened in Rochester, NY in 2015, and it is housed on the third floor of Edison Technical 

High School. P-Tech is based on a national model of next-generation high schools, which 

emphasizes STEM disciplines, technology, and an additional focus on encouraging young 

women to embark on careers in science. 

How college and career knowledge is acquired. When the moderator asked 

where the students learned about their college and career options, an unanticipated theme 

emerged where the students revealed that they had most of their experiences related to 

college and career exploration come via interactions in after-school programs at their 

schools. The College Club was mentioned several times, and eight participants indicated 

they attended. The participants reportedly explored options beyond high school, filled out 

college applications, navigated loan applications, and went on college tours. One student 

said he was in a club that was run by the Rochester Institute of Technology, where they 

build robots and compete for prizes. Other students who attend Wilson Magnet High 

School said they participated in X-Cats, an engineering group run by college students, 
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and they also built robots and entered competitions. Several students mentioned the 

Hillside Work Scholarship Connection and said the students in that group have great 

opportunities to learn a lot of things about life and college. Participant 14 brought up the 

Hillside Work Scholarship Connection and indicated, “My friend is in Hillside, and they 

do all kinds of fun stuff. They go on trips and get jobs. I wish we had that.” Participant 10 

said, “Yeah, not every school has Hillside, but I think we should.”  

When asked how often their counselors or teachers talked to them about their 

options after high school, half of the participants said they did not see their counselor 

often. Participant Orange, though, who attended a charter school said, “I talk to my 

counselor all the time. I ask her to make sure I have the right classes so I can go to med 

school.” When asked who else the participants talked to regarding their future plans, the 

answers varied. Answers included Mom, Dad, older brother, counselors, teachers, 

friends, and people in their after-school programs. Participant Turquoise said, “Whoever 

asks me about my future plans is who I talk to. If they’re asking, they must care right?”  

Participant 14 shared that the only reason he planned to go to college was to get a 

good job, but he said if he could get a good job without going to college, he would prefer 

that. Participant 6 said he would like to have access to a career-exploration class that 

highlights career options and jobs available in the Rochester area, and Participant 14 said 

she’d like to know more about extraordinary jobs related to the entertainment industry. 

She felt that the School of the Arts does a good job of making those options clear and 

several participants said they thought it was unfair that their schools do not provide the 

same opportunities as the School of the Arts.  
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Research question 2. – Themes and subthemes. Given what the students know 

about CTE, are urban high school students in Rochester, NY interested in accessing CTE 

programs while attending high school? 

Because the students were not consistently familiar with the term career and 

technical education or CTE, they were given an explanation and a comparative set of 

words. The words CTE were interchanged with the words career training opportunities 

and opportunities to train for a career while still in high school. When the participants in 

both groups were asked if they would prefer project-based learning classes where they 

actually experienced hands-on learning instead of mainly lecture-type classes, 100% said 

yes. Participant 12 indicated, “We don’t all learn the same, and some of us are visual 

learners. I would like to build things and do things, cause I learn better that way,” and 

participants began speaking excitedly about dissecting frogs, building robots, doing real 

science experiments, examining marine life, and talking about forensic science and 

criminal justice.    

The urban-suburban participants in this study who live within the City of 

Rochester and, therefore, hail from the same demographics as RCSD students, continued 

to talk about their educational experiences, and one urban-suburban student, Participant 

12 said, “We have WEMOCO at our school, where the students go half a day to career 

training classes in another building and spend the other half day in regular school. They 

learn about careers and things. They have engineering programs, graphic design 

programs, and cooking programs at WEMOCO.” Several participants indicated they 

wished they had that at their school. Participant Blue, also an urban-suburban student, 

said,  
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I took sports management in the ninth grade, and we learned how to set ticket 

prices for our concessions, and schedule games, and run the business side of 

things. We’re going to Nashville for a competition, and we can put that on our 

resume, and we can get money, like a scholarship. Now I want to go into sports 

management. 

He also indicated that they have career training classes at his school, but he did not take 

any of them, even though he had previously indicated he took a sports management class, 

which may or may not have qualified as a CTE class. 

Career and technical education. When participants were asked if they had been 

told in Home and Careers or an equivalent class about CTE classes or career training 

opportunities that they could sign up for in the city high schools, 100% said no. All of the 

participants indicated that they would like to know more about options available to them. 

At which point, Participant 18 revealed that her homeroom teacher talked to them about 

CTE every morning and told them about opportunities they should explore. One of the 

students who attends Edison Technical School said he takes CTE course and so do the 

students at the newly opened P-Tech High School. He said the students talk about CTE 

with each other.  

When the participants were asked if they would like an opportunity to train for 

careers while still in high school, 100% said yes. When asked to explain why they wanted 

to train for careers while in high school, if 89% of them previously indicated they 

planned to go to college, Participant Blue replied, “I think it would be good to have a 

backup plan for when I finish college in case I can’t find a job,” and Participant 

Turquoise said, “Yeah, I think an internship might be good on my resume and might 
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shorten the time I need to spend in college.” However, one student, Participant Orange, 

who had indicated he wanted to become a doctor, said “I want to take more Advanced 

Placement classes in high school so I’ll have a jump on the classes I need to take in 

college,” and Participant 10 said, “Yeah, it might cut down on the number of student 

loans I have.” Participant 4 said he wanted to be a plumber, and when asked if he knows 

of an option to train for that skill while in high school, he said no.  

Participant 16 indicated, “I don’t want to go to college without any money, and I 

would like to work first, so I can get a car and the things I need before I start college.” At 

which point, Participant 14 , who was unsure if he wanted to go to college said, “Yeah, 

the only reason I might want to go to college is so I can get a job. If I could get a job 

without going to college, I would rather do that.”   

Examples. When asked what type of career training options the students would 

like to have, they brainstormed and came up with a list of things that they would like to 

explore. The participants spoke enthusiastically and freely about the things that interested 

them. The resulting list contained: robotics, learning to build computers, building houses, 

forensic science and criminology, advanced science, music production, sports 

management, business, accounting, painting houses, digital art, pre-med, plumbing, metal 

working and welding, culinary arts, astronomy, economics, and physical therapy and 

sports medicine. Participant 10 said, “I want to take a science class where we do more 

than just mess with test tubes and water.” Participant Gold said he’d like to be a marine 

biologist and wants opportunities to explore that field.  
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Summary of Results 

The research used a qualitative approach in gauging the thoughts and perceptions 

of ninth- and 10th-grade students in an urban school district regarding their knowledge of 

college and career options following high school and their desire for more or less access 

to CTE. Focus groups were used in gathering the data as they provided an opportunity for 

students to share their experiences and discuss things that were important to them as it 

relates to the research questions (Creswell, 2013; Kitzinger, 1995). 

Two groups, one from the City of Rochester’s THRIVE program, and one from 

the Boys and Girls Club of Rochester, met on separate occasions to talk about their 

experiences. Each group had nine randomly selected students for a total of 18 

participants. The results from both focus groups were integrated in order to employ the 

logic of replication (Creswell, 2014).  

The results reveal that 89% of the students plan to attend college following 

graduation, however, 100% of them would like to train for a career while in high school. 

The reasons given varied, though some participants indicated that the only reason they 

were going to college was to get a good job, and if they could train for a career instead 

and get a good job, they would prefer to do that. Others said they would like to train for a 

career so they would have a back-up plan in the event that they couldn’t find work 

following college graduation. Participant 16 indicated that he would like to work first and 

accumulate some of the things he needs before he goes to college. Participant Turquoise 

said he felt the opportunity to train for a job and participate in an internship might 

actually reduce the amount of time he would need to spend in college. 
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The participants revealed that they did not hear much about options following 

high school graduation in school, but they learned a lot about such options via their 

participation in after-school clubs and programs. They also said that their teachers spoke 

to them as if they were going to college and assumed they all were. The students did not 

feel that they had options, although the students who participated in the urban-suburban 

program indicated that they had a lot more options for career training.  

Although the students were not asked about the New York State Regents exams, 

this theme emerged unexpectedly. The students indicated that they were not pleased with 

spending so much time preparing for tests and not enough time to learn interesting things. 

They talked of how teachers are on such a strict timeline that they do not have the time to 

teach students interesting things, and they do not take the time to make sure that everyone 

understands the material before they move on. None of the participants were aware of the 

2014 New York State policy that allows for the substitution of a Regents class for a CTE 

class.  

The participants also revealed that they were aware that urban school district 

students do not have the same opportunities as suburban school district students, and they 

felt it was unfair because everyone is the same even if their skin color is different. The 

students wanted access to some of the programs that suburban schools, expeditionary 

learning schools, charter schools, technical schools, and the School of the Arts had to 

offer, and they felt it was unfair that everyone was not provided with the same 

opportunities. When given time to brainstorm on classes and training the students would 

like to have in high school, their answers were indicative of a group of students who had 
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high expectations for themselves and who were interested in training for middle-skills 

careers. 

Overall, the research reveals that the participants were largely unaware, other than 

about attending college, of their options following high school, and they were very 

interested in training for a career while still in high school. It also reveals that there are 

inconsistencies in the curriculum at each school and that some students, depending on the 

type of school they attend, have more or less opportunities than others. The students 

indicated they got most of their information from after-school clubs and programs, and 

50% of them said they did not have many opportunities to meet with their school 

counselors. The research also reveals that the majority of students were tired of being 

taught to merely pass a test and were interested in project-based learning where they 

would have opportunities to learn by doing instead of by listening.  

Chapter 5 summarizes the research and outlines the implications of the results. 

Also included is a description of the unanticipated results and several recommendations 

for future research and policy development, followed by a synopsis of the entire research 

study.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to discover what urban high school students know 

about their college and career options following high school, and if they would like more 

or less access to career and technical education while in high school. A qualitative 

approach was used in data collection by way of two focus groups. The focus groups were 

the preferred method for this study as they empowered the research participants to share 

their experiences (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative research design provides detailed 

descriptions of lived experiences rather than simple survey completion and statistical 

analysis of data obtained from quantitative research studies (Creswell, 2014). 

Additionally, qualitative research methods encouraged the students to provide an 

assessment of their individual knowledge relating to a particular subject (Manning, 

1992). Also, hearing directly from the students and listening to their ideas and concerns, 

while trying to understand their perspective, provided valuable insight on successful 

reform implementation (Levin, 2000).  

The study reveals that the students did not know much about their college and 

career options following high school graduation. Three main themes emerged: (a) they 

mostly learned about options via their participation in after-school clubs and programs, 

(b) their teachers spoke to them as if they were going to college and assume they all are, 

and (c) a lot of students cannot afford college and fear they will not be able to go. 
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Although it was discovered that 89% of the participants planned on attending 

college following high school graduation, 100% said they would like access to CTE and 

career training while in high school. The reasons cited were: (a) as a back-up plan 

following college graduation, (b) work experience and an internship would look good on 

my resume, (c) it might shorten the amount of time they would need to spend in college, 

(d) they were tired of spending time in uninteresting classes with the sole purpose of 

passing a test, (e) they were only going to college to get a good job, if they could train for 

a job in high school, they would rather do that, and (f) CTE or AP courses might cut 

down on college loans. Chapter 5 presents the implications of these findings and the 

limitations of the study. The chapter concludes with recommendations for future research 

and a summary of the dissertation.   

Implications of Findings 

The findings from this study contribute to the existing body of literature on CTE, 

and they have implications related to the way we prepare our urban youth for 

employment. The study reveals that the college-for-all model still dominates the urban 

high school experience, even though students expressed a desire for access to CTE. It 

also reveals that urban students believe they do not have the same opportunities as 

suburban students. While the participants shared each other’s experiences, some realized 

that the urban-suburban students had more opportunities for career training and CTE. 

Based on the focus group discussions, the participants expressed that they felt students 

attending charter schools, expeditionary learning schools, and the School of the Arts were 

provided with more opportunities. The students clearly stated they felt everyone should 

have the same opportunities for college and career development.  
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College-for-all implications. The findings are consistent with previous research 

that indicates the United States has come to think of a bachelor’s degree as necessary in 

obtaining a good job, and, therefore, educators have been predominantly encouraging 

students to attend college (Rosenbaum et al., 2010). Most of the participants in this study 

indicated they planned to go to college after high school graduation and most were not 

aware of alternate pathways to career preparation. Unfortunately, previous research 

shows that once in college, many students discover they must take remedial classes, and 

drop out without obtaining any college credit or career training.  

Furthermore, the findings reveal that most students were not aware of the CTE 

options in their high schools, and that their teachers talk as if the students are all going to 

college. This implies that school counselors and teachers are still heavily indoctrinated in 

the college-for-all model that permeates U.S. society, although this model is no longer 

realistic in addressing the middle-skills worker shortage.  

For effective CTE reform, counselors and teachers cannot be left out of the 

equation, and efforts should be made to counterbalance the college-for-all model that 

dominates the U.S. educational system. It is recommended that school district leaders, 

high school administrators, and developers of teacher and counselor education programs 

come together to improve systems, CTE knowledge, teaching practices, and curriculum 

that impact urban high school students’ preparation in order to meet the current and 

projected labor market demands. Furthermore, Stone et al. (2004) found that teachers are 

not always sure which courses qualify as CTE (Stone et al., 2004). If school counselors 

and teachers are ill-prepared to guide their students towards CTE and other occupational 

thinking and training, reform will undoubtedly fail.  
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Policy implications. As in other industrialized nations, the U.S. Department of 

Education should encourage industry partnerships in designing and aligning curriculum, 

training, and certification programs that allow students with opportunities to find job 

placement during high school and following high school graduation (Hoffman, 2012). I 

recommend that the U.S. Department of Labor and U.S. Department of Education 

continue to encourage industry partnerships and collaborations in an effort to create 

educational experiences that prepare U.S. youth for the middle-skills worker shortage.  

Although several partnerships have emerged at the federal level in conjunction 

with the Next Generation High Schools’ initiative (Fact Sheet, 2015), we must widen 

industry participation in preparing the country’s youth for 21st century skills. Some 

industrialized nations provide subsidies to companies that hire young interns in order to 

offset the costs of training and development and to make partnerships more appealing 

(Hoffman, 2012).  

Implications from the student perspective. The findings from this study support 

information obtained from the 2006 HSSSE, which was administered to 81,499 students 

from 110 schools in 26 different states, in urban, suburban, and rural communities in 

2006. When students were asked, “If you have been bored in class, why?” students 

reported the material was not interesting, and the material was not relevant to them. The 

results of this study are consistent with the HSSSE findings that indicate that one of the 

most prevalent reasons for dropping out was: “I didn’t see the value in the work I was 

being asked to do” (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007). The students in this study shared that students 

are depressed and dropping out partly because they do not find the material relevant to 

their lives, and they are not making connections with the teachers. 
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In light of the 43% graduation rate in Rochester, NY with a 9% graduation rate 

for African American and Latino males, the findings from this study reveal the student 

perspective is consistent with the Harvard report, Pathways to Prosperity (Symonds, 

2012), which reveals that those who are most at risk for failure are those who are the least 

prepared academically and those with the least information about specific career paths 

(Symonds, 2012). The college-for-all model may cause the most harm to those who are 

socially disadvantaged and can least afford to attend college. Rather than accepting 

college-for-all as an unqualified good for society, research suggests that policy makers 

critically examine this norm and reevaluate the model (Rosenbaum, 2001; Schneider & 

Stevenson, 1999; Symonds, 2012). The findings from this study shed light on the student 

perspective relating to previous research that suggests that high school graduation rates, 

and low college completion rates require reconsideration of the way we prepare our youth 

to meet projected labor market demands (Rosenbaum, 2001; Symonds, 2012). 

Theoretical implications of findings. Theories of career development help us 

understand the process students undergo during the development of career identity. For 

many students, this process does not take place systematically, as it should, and students 

drop out of high school for lack of a clear pathway to careers and, consequently, 

employment (Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010). Social cognitive career theory encompasses a set of 

personal, behavioral, and environmental factors that are thought to guide academic and 

career development processes. The theory emphasizes the role of self-efficacy beliefs, 

outcome expectations, and goals that shape people’s own career-related efforts (Lent et 

al., 1994).   
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Environmental variables are thought to promote or restrict choice options for 

individuals and provide a context for improving self-efficacy and outcome expectations 

over time. Socio-demographic variables, such as race/ethnicity, culture, and gender, are 

also thought to have an influence on career outcomes because of overall learning 

experiences and existing opportunity structures (Lent et al., 1994). Additionally, minority 

students can be jaded by their parents’ career-related experiences and are keenly aware of 

racism and its effect on career goals, related opportunities, and outcomes (Alliman-

Brissett & Turner, 2009). 

The career-choice process is clouded by a lack of knowledge of varied 

occupational paths, and of one’s lack of confidence in their ability to perform well in a 

given field (Lent et al., 1994). Urban high school students would benefit from career 

exploration and exposure, which would broaden their perceived scope of opportunities 

and them to choose training opportunities in which they are interested and in which they 

believe they would reach a level of self-efficacy and satisfaction (Alliman-Brissett & 

Turner, 2009; Lent et al., 1994; Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010).  

Unanticipated Results 

The overarching research questions sought to uncover what students know about 

their college and career options following high school graduation, and if students would 

like more or less access to CTE while in high school. The open-ended questions used in 

guiding the discussions were designed to attend to the overall research questions, 

however, at times the students took the discussion in unexpected directions. 

New York State Regents exams. A topic that emerged several times, although 

participants were not asked, was that of the New York State Regents exams. Regents 
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exams are New York State standardized examinations in core high school subjects that 

students must pass in order to graduate (NYSED, 2015). The participants expressed their 

displeasure at spending so much time learning how to pass a Regents exam and not 

enough time learning interesting topics in high school. Participant 12 stated, “I hate that 

we spend all our time preparing for exams. We are not learning anything, just going over 

material so we can pass a test.” None of the participants were aware of the 2014 New 

York State policy that allows a student to take a CTE class in lieu of a Regents exam 

toward graduation (NYSED, 2014). The participants also talked considerably about 

having to take classes they do not think will help them toward their career plans, and they 

felt that the classes needed to be more current and less focused on the past, and the 

participants also stated that they do not feel like the classes are helping them prepare for 

the future.  

Unequal opportunities. The participants in the urban-suburban program revealed 

opportunities the students have in their schools to participate in career development and 

training, including a half-day program available to interested students where they attend 

school for half a day and then go to CTE classes the other half of the day. The students 

that attend charter schools also seemed more optimistic and shared that they participate in 

partnerships with Bryant and Stratton and other career-development organizations. The 

urban students said they wished they had the same opportunities.  

The students who were not in an urban-suburban, in expeditionary learning, 

charter school, or technically centered program indicated they wish they had the same 

opportunities as everyone else. Participant 12, who is enrolled in the urban-suburban 

program said, “I think urban schools should have the same things suburban schools have. 
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We should all have the chance to do things like that. Not all people have the same 

opportunities. Participant 2 said, “We’re all the same and just because we have different 

skin color doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have the same chances as other people. We can all 

learn from each other.” The discussion illustrates that participants, all who are city 

residents, realize that all students do not have the same opportunities, and they feel it is 

unfair. 

Discouraged students. Neither the primary investigator nor the moderator 

brought up low graduation rates in public schools; however, Participant 12 began a 

discussion on why students get discouraged and feel that what they are learning is not 

going to serve them well. She said that parents recount how they went to school and just 

did the work and that students should just do their work and get it done, but several 

participants said school is not like it used to be. When people do not understand the 

material in school, they get discouraged, and then they get further behind and eventually 

drop out. Participant 2 indicated, “The teachers are on such a tight schedule that they 

don’t make sure everyone understands a topic before they move on, and sometimes 

students fear being the only one who doesn’t understand and say they understand when 

they don’t.” Participant 10 said she thinks people drop out of school because they get 

stressed out and do not really enjoy school, because the teachers and people just push 

them away, and some of their parents do not care. Participant 12 agreed and said that 

most kids are really depressed and do not want to go to school because they feel they 

aren’t learning anything. Participant 8 said he feels school is a waste of time because of 

the type of stuff they learn. Several participants agreed that school is very stressful and 

that most people do not understand that.  
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This feeling is consistent with an earlier quantitative study, conducted in 2006, 

which revealed that the most prevalent reasons for dropping out were: “I don’t like the 

school”; “I don’t like the teachers”; and “I didn’t see the value in the work I was being 

asked to do” (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007). Later, in 2015, students are still reporting the same 

unsatisfactory experiences. As a nation, we must learn to listen to the students’ voice 

when designing schools, hiring teachers, planning curriculum, and giving instruction 

(Levin, 2000).  

After-school programs. Another theme that emerged during the focus groups 

was the fact that most of the students’ positive experiences of college and career 

exploration were had via interactions in after-school programs within their schools. The 

College Club was mentioned several times, and the students reported the benefits of 

exploring college options and enjoyed going to visit college campuses and finding out 

more about their college options. Participant Orange said he is in a club run by the 

Rochester Institute of Technology, where they build robots and compete for prizes. Other 

students, who attended Wilson Magnet High School, said they participated in X-Cats, an 

engineering group run by college students, and they also built robots and entered 

competitions. Several students mentioned the Hillside Work Scholarship Connection and 

said the students in that group have great opportunities to learn a lot of things about life 

and college. Two students lamented over the fact that not all high schools have the same 

access to after-school programs and, again, they are not afforded the same opportunities 

as other students. These comments indicate that students want to learn skills and enjoy 

meaningful experiences but, overall, the students believe all schools are not providing 

these same experiences. While obviously all learning is not going to be fun, the 
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importance of after-school clubs and supplemental programs became evident during the 

study. 

Limitations 

There were several limitations within the study. The first involves the sample size 

and the extent to which the findings can be generalized to all urban school districts and to 

all students who attend RCSD. Although the research took place in one urban school 

district, and the students were from a variety of schools within that district, it is unclear if 

the students may have taken CTE classes without realizing it. For example, one student 

had taken a business course, another took a sports management class, and another 

indicated her homeroom teacher spends time talking about college and career 

opportunities during homeroom class. Perhaps those classes qualify as CTE credits, but 

the students may not have been able to identify them as such. It became evident that no 

consistent delivery of CTE and other career-related classes exist in every school and that 

some students are receiving relevant information and opportunities where others are not.  

Another limitation of the study could be the fact that all of the participants in this 

study attended The Boys and Girls Club or the THRIVE program, both off-campus after-

school mentorship programs, and therefore, the participants might have a heightened 

perspective in comparison to students who do not attend such programs. The fact that 

students in these programs must obtain parental consent could imply that these students 

have more parental support than others, and therefore, the level of awareness the students 

exhibited may not be representative of that of students who do not attend such programs.  

The final limitation would be the impact my participation in the research might 

have had on the results. Although I am not employed in RCSD, I am familiar with the 
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district, the curriculum, and the graduation rates. My position during the focus groups 

was mainly as note taker; however, the fact that I am a strong proponent of CTE for 

urban students might have been evident, and it might have influenced the student 

responses, although it cannot be said, for sure, how much of an impact it truly had. 

Recommendations for Further Research  

It is recommended that district-wide and nationwide quantitative studies be 

conducted in urban high schools in order to obtain a broader sample that is more 

reflective of urban high schools nationwide. Furthermore, it is imperative to commence a 

national longitudinal study tracking CTE completers versus non CTE completers to 

determine the effectiveness of current CTE has on career readiness. It is also 

recommended that research be conducted to gauge the business community’s willingness 

to partner with urban school districts in developing curriculum, providing training, 

internships, and apprenticeships to urban high school students. 

Conclusion 

People ages 18 to 25 comprise 28% of the unemployed individuals in the United 

States, compared to a national unemployment rate of 5.3%. In some urban areas, that 

number is as high as 48% (BLS, 2015). Meanwhile, there is a significant middle-skills 

worker shortage in the US with projected job openings upwards of 350,000 in New York 

State, alone, partly due to upcoming baby boomer retirements (BLS, 2015; Neumark et 

al., 2013). Middle-skills jobs are projected to provide the largest number of job openings 

in the United States through 2020 (Farr & Shatkin, 2009). These facts raise an important 

question: Are urban youth effectively being prepared to take advantage of the projected 

middle-skills worker shortage? 
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Adolescents living in an urban environments face multiple career-development 

barriers (NRC, 1993), with greater challenges than those from other segments of society. 

The critical need for effective career development programs is growing as career options 

have been affected by globalization and technology (Teitz, 1998). The widening wage 

and opportunity gaps between residents of lower socio-economic backgrounds and those 

from suburban environments is compounded by segregation, economic, racial, and ethnic 

minority statuses (Alliman-Brissett & Turner, 2009; Teitz, 1998).  

In establishing a theoretical basis for career exploration and development while in 

high school, the use of social cognitive career theory provides a framework for 

understanding the way social, racial, gender, environmental, background, and contextual 

affordances have on career-choice decision making. Because minority students are more 

keenly aware of racism and the affect it has on career aspirations and goals, due to labor 

market discrimination experienced by their family members, it is important that urban 

high school students be provided with career exploration and training opportunities in 

order to help promote urban adolescents’ expectations of their own occupational futures 

(Alliman-Brissett & Turner, 2010; Chaves et al., 2004). Proper, systematic exposure to 

career counseling, training, and exploration in middle and high schools is shown to 

improve career-related aspirations and educational outcomes for urban students (Turner 

& Lapan, 2013, Vilhjalmsdottir, 2010).  

Traditionally, in matters of education, the student voice is overlooked (Levin, 

2000). Levin argued that education reform “cannot succeed and should not proceed 

without much more direct involvement of students in all its aspects” (Levin, 2000, 

p. 155). Students are the producers of school outcomes, and, therefore, their involvement 
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is fundamental to all improvement and would constitute an important reform in and of 

itself (Levin, 2000). Very little literature on CTE exists that reflects the student 

perspective on it, and the question remains as to what urban high school students know 

about CTE and career preparation programs within their schools and if they would like 

more or less access to CTE at the high school level. 

This study sought to uncover the students’ voice relating to their knowledge of 

college and career options following high school graduation and their desire for more or 

less access to CTE while in high school. The research was conducted using two separate 

focus groups at two different locations in Rochester, NY. Focus groups are particularly 

well-suited to the study of attitudes and experiences and for examining how knowledge, 

and more importantly, ideas, develop and operate within a given cultural context 

(Kitzinger, 1995). The method is basically straightforward and not intimidating for either 

the researcher or the researched (Kitzinger, 1995). 

Because the college-for-all model has been the overarching theme in U.S. 

education since 2002, students are still predominantly directed toward college, but only 

40% of high school graduates actually attend college, and only 20% of college attendees 

graduate with a 4-year degree within 6 years. Only 28% of the employed persons in the 

US hold a bachelor’s degree, and recent research indicates that new college graduates 

currently earn less, on average, than trained, middle-skills workers, indicating that 

middle-skills occupations have the potential to provide high wages (Farr & Shatkin, 

2009).  

With ongoing concern over urban high school student dropout rates (Holzman et 

al., 2012), high unemployment rates for U.S. youth (BLS, 2015), and a lack of middle-
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skills worker training opportunities (Hoffman, 2011; Symonds 2012), proponents of 

education reform in several states, including New York State, are investigating the 

possibilities of reintegrating CTE into mainstream high school academic programs 

(NYSED, 2014). Research suggests that one CTE course to every two academic courses 

is the most effective way to introduce CTE to high school students and an effective tool 

in dropout prevention (Plank et al., 2008). 

Therefore, the current graduation rates in urban high schools must be addressed 

and the necessary steps taken to ensure urban high school students have the same 

opportunities as those in suburban and rural areas. The growing economic divide will 

continue unless we ensure that all students have opportunities to train for projected job 

openings. The students in this study clearly stated their desire for more access to CTE 

while in high school, and it is the position of this researcher that it would be a social 

injustice to ignore the relevance of their perspective. The students in both focus groups 

were eager to share their ideas and were clear they felt their current classes were not 

relevant to life and were not preparing them for careers. Additionally, the participants in 

this study had multiple ideas about what type of courses they would like to take in 

preparation for earning a living. Ideas included robotics, computer design, forensic 

science, plumbing, criminology, engineering, medicine, painting and construction, 

recreational assistants, culinary arts, sound engineering, and sports management and 

communications. Their ideas are reflective of the new CTE and not so with the former 

model of vocational education, which once mainly targeted students that had little interest 

in academics. The students in this study reflect a new generation of young people who 

wish to train for jobs that pay good wages and fulfill a need for productivity. Two 
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students clearly articulated these sentiments, the first, by indicating he was only planning 

to go to college to get a good job, but if he could train for a job while in high school and 

get a good job, he would rather do that. The second student indicated would like to train 

for a career while in high school as a back-up plan for when he graduates college, so his 

time spent training for a career might cut down on the time spent in college accumulating 

student loans.  

In summary, the college-for-all model that still permeates our U.S. educational 

system is not effective for meeting the projected middle-skills worker shortage, and it 

does not account for the fact that only 43% of high school students in some school 

districts are graduating, only 40% of those graduates will attend college, with only 20% 

of them graduating from college with a 4-year degree within 6 years. What is going to 

happen to the majority of students who neither graduate from high school, nor prepare for 

a career, nor graduate college? It is imperative that the nation address this situation in a 

manner consistent with closing the economic divide that is threatening the very future of 

urban youth. The current state of affairs in urban high schools is much too serious to 

neglect the extra efforts required to increase the likelihood that urban high schools 

provide equal opportunities to urban high school students in preparing and qualifying 

them to find work, leading to the earning of a living wage, thus addressing the projected 

middle-skills worker shortage. 

School district leaders, high school administrators, and developers of teacher and 

counselor education programs must come together to improve systems, educational 

environments, teaching practices, and curriculum that impact urban high school student 

preparation in order to meet current and projected labor market demands. Based on the 
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findings of this study, the importance of the student voice must not be neglected in 

creating educational environments that engage students in subjects relevant to their lives 

and occupational goals.   
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Appendix A 

Sample Focus Group Questions 

1. What do you know about your career options following high school graduation? 

2. Would you like to train for a job or trade while you are still in high school? 

3. Give examples of jobs you would like to train for? 

4. List some reasons why you think CTE would be an interesting option for you 

5. How much do you know about Career and Technical Education? 

6. Which CTE programs does your high school offer? 

7. Did you take Home and Careers in 8th Grade?  

8. What were you told about CTE?  

9. How likely are you to go to college after high school? 

10. How likely would you be to complete a CTE program in high school? 

11. How often do the adults in your school talk to you about CTE? 

12. Has your school counselor ever suggested you enroll in a CTE program? 

13. Has your school counselor ever suggested you go to college? 

14. Do you know anyone who completed a CTE program while in high school?  
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Appendix B 

Focus Group Introductory Letter 

“Welcome! Thank you for joining us to talk about Career and Technical 

Education. My name is Wandah Gibbs, and this is Moderator Name. I am completing a 

doctorate at St. John Fisher College. I am interested in finding out what you know about 

job training at your high school and if you would like more training programs at your 

school. The information you provide me with will help educators better understand what 

students want to learn while in high school. 

“You have been invited to this group because you are in the ninth grade and go to 

RCSD schools. There are no wrong answers. We expect that you will have differing 

points of view. That is okay. You do not have to agree. Please feel free to share your 

point of view even if it differs from what others have said. We really want to hear what 

you have to say but you can stop participating in the group whenever you want without 

penalty. Please feel free to ask questions at any time. The session will not last longer than 

60 minutes. 

You have probably noticed the microphone. We are tape-recording the session 

because we do not want to miss any of your comments. People often say very helpful 

things in these discussions, and we want to make sure we capture everything. We will not 

use any names in our reports, and we will keep what you say confidential. I have 14 

questions to ask. Our job is to listen to you and to make sure everybody has a chance to 

say what he/she wants to say. You do not need to respond directly to the Moderator 

Name all the time. Feel free to follow-up on something someone else says. You may want 
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to add something or share a different experience. I will ask a question, and then you can 

feel free to have a conversation about it.  

When you speak, please introduce yourself by the color or number you were 

assigned when you filled out the questionnaire at the beginning of this session. For 

example: “Blue speaking and I think……” This will help us to remember who said what 

when we listen to the audio recording so that our notes will be more specific. If you 

decide you do not want to participate in this discussion, you can tell us and you can opt 

out at any time without any consequences. You are allowed to change your mind about 

participating in this focus group.  

Well, let us begin. Let us find out some more about one another by going around 

the table. As an ice-breaker, please tell us your number or color and one of your favorite 

things to do when you are not in school. 

Note: After the first question is completed, students will be informed of the following; 

“We will not be going around the circle anymore, so just feel free to jump into the 

conversation whenever you want, just remember to use your assigned color or number 

when speaking.”  
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Appendix C 

Parent Letter of Introduction 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

 My name is Wandah Gibbs and I am a student at St. John Fisher College. I am 

studying the availability of Career and Technical Education (CTE) in urban high schools. 

This research is part of my doctoral dissertation. Your child was selected to participate in 

a focus group because he/she is in the ninth grade and attends a school within the 

Rochester City School District.  

 If you agree to allow your child to participate in this research, please sign the 

attached consent form. If you agree, and have signed the attached consent form, your 

child will be invited to sit around a table with six to eight other students to talk about 

what he/she knows about college and career options and Career and Technical Education.  

Your child’s name will be kept anonymous and he/she may opt out of 

participating at any time. If your child experiences emotional or physical discomfort 

before, during or after the focus group, I will call you right away, and you may contact 

the Health and Wellness Center at St. John Fisher College: 585.385.8280. Participation in 

the study in no way affects enrollment in the child’s after school program. There are no 

wrong answers and I am not evaluating the students in any way. Your child will be 

provided pizza, a salad and juice at the end of the session in exchange for his/her 

participation. 

 The 60 minute session will be audio recorded so we can capture everything that is 

said. The recording will only be used for transcribing the words onto paper for the 

research. The students will be asked 14 questions related to what they know about Career 
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and Technical Education of which a copy is provided you herein attached. I will be happy 

to share the results of my research with you upon request. Please contact me at any time 

if you have questions: 

Phone: 585.752.3486.                               e-mail: wg02188@sjfc.edu 

 I want to thank you for considering allowing your child to participate in this 

research. I believe the data I gather could impact the way we prepare our youth for 

employment.  

Sincerely,  

 

Wandah Gibbs 
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Appendix D 

Informed Consents for Parents 

St. John Fisher College  
Informed Consent 

 
Title of Study:  The Student Perspective on Access to Career and Technical 

Education in an Urban School District in the US 

Name(s) of Researcher(s): Wandah Gibbs ____________________________ 
 
Faculty Supervisor: Idonia Owens, Ed. D. Phone: 585.770.8949 
E-mail: Idonia.Owens@rcsdk12.org 
 
Purpose of Study:  
 
To find out what students know about career training and preparation, and whether or not 
they would like more or less access to Career and Technical Education while attending 
high school.  
 
Place of Study: The Boys and Girls Club of Rochester, NY           Length of Study: 60 
minutes 
 
Risks and Benefits: There are no risks to this study. The benefits of the research are that 
your child will be helping urban public school educators better understand how to prepare 
students for employment (work). Specifically, students will be asked to reflect on what 
they learned in Home and Careers class and on what they know about Career and 
Technical Education. Their responses may help provide school personnel with the tools 
to develop potentially effective school-based interventions that address career preparation 
and readiness. 
 
If your child does not wish to participate in the interview, he/she has the right to 
withdraw from the study, without consequences or penalty, at any time. 
 
Method for protecting confidentiality: To maintain confidentiality each participant will be 
provided with a color (pink, blue, green, etc.) with which to identify themselves. To 
emphasize, no participant’s name will be used in the study. The focus group will be 
audiotaped and then transcribed by a professional service, however, the only person who 
will know your identity is the investigator. Please be advised that all of the data retrieved 
from the study will be stored and locked with a key in a secure location at the 
investigator’s home for three years; no one other than the investigator will have access to 
the data. Again, no one will have access to the data except the investigator. Information 
obtained during the focus group will be used for the sole purpose previously outlined in 
the aforementioned paragraphs (See Purpose of the Study). 
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Method of Compensation: Your child will be provided with pizza, salad, and juice for 
his/her participation. 
 
 
Your rights: As the parent/guardian of a research participant, you have the right to: 
 
1. Have the purpose of the study, and the expected risks and benefits fully explained to 
you 
    before you choose to allow your minor child to participate. 
2. Withdraw from participation at any time without penalty. 
3. Refuse to answer a particular question without penalty. 
4. Be informed of appropriate alternative procedures or courses of treatment, if any, that 
    might be advantageous to you or your minor child. 
5. Be informed of the results of the study. 
 
I ,_______________________the parent or guardian of 
________________________________, 
 
a minor _________ years of age, consent to his/her participation in the above-named 
study. 
 
I have received a copy of this form. 
 
 
Print name (Parent/Guardian) ________________________ Signature 
Date_____________ 
 
 
Print name (Investigator) ____________________________ Signature 
Date_____________ 
 
 
If you have any further questions regarding this study, please contact the researcher listed 
above. If you or your child experiences emotional or physical discomfort due to 
participation in this study, contact the Office of Academic Affairs at 385-8034 or the 
Health &Wellness Center at 385-8280 for appropriate referrals. 
 
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) of St. John Fisher College has reviewed this 
project. For any concerns regarding confidentiality, please call Jill Rathbun at 385-8012. 
She will direct your call to a member of the IRB at St. John Fisher College. 
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Appendix E 

John Fisher College  
Informed Consent Parents 

 
Title of Study:  The Student Perspective on Access to Career and Technical 

Education in an Urban School District in the US 

Name(s) of Researcher(s): Wandah Gibbs ____________________________ 
 
Faculty Supervisor: Idonia Owens, Ed. D. Phone: 585.770.8949 
E-mail: Idonia.Owens@rcsdk12.org 
 
Purpose of Study:  
 
To find out what students know about career training and preparation, and whether or not 
they would like more or less access to Career and Technical Education while attending 
high school.  
 
Place of Study: THRIVE, Rochester, NY           Length of Study: 60 minutes 
 
Risks and Benefits: There are no risks to this study. The benefits of the research are that 
your child will be helping urban public school educators better understand how to prepare 
students for employment (work). Specifically, students will be asked to reflect on what 
they learned in Home and Careers class and on what they know about Career and 
Technical Education. Their responses may help provide school personnel with the tools 
to develop potentially effective school-based interventions that address career preparation 
and readiness. 
 
If your child does not wish to participate in the interview, he/she has the right to 
withdraw from the study, without consequences or penalty, at any time. 
 
Method for protecting confidentiality: To maintain confidentiality each participant will be 
provided with a number with which to identify themselves. To emphasize, no 
participant’s name will be used in the study. The focus group will be audiotaped and then 
transcribed by a professional service, however, the only person who will know your 
identity is the investigator. Please be advised that all of the data retrieved from the study 
will be stored and locked with a key in a secure location at the investigator’s home for 
three years; no one other than the investigator will have access to the data. Again, no one 
will have access to the data except the investigator. Information obtained during the focus 
group will be used for the sole purpose previously outlined in the aforementioned 
paragraphs (See Purpose of the Study). 
 
Method of Compensation: Your child will be provided with pizza, salad, and juice for 
his/her participation. 
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Your rights: As the parent/guardian of a research participant, you have the right to: 
 
1. Have the purpose of the study, and the expected risks and benefits fully explained to 
you 
    before you choose to allow your minor child to participate. 
2. Withdraw from participation at any time without penalty. 
3. Refuse to answer a particular question without penalty. 
4. Be informed of appropriate alternative procedures or courses of treatment, if any, that 
    might be advantageous to you or your minor child. 
5. Be informed of the results of the study. 
 
 
I, _______________________the parent or guardian of 
_______________________________, 
  
a minor _________ years of age, consent to his/her participation in the above-named 
study. 
 
I have received a copy of this form. 
 
 
 
Print name (Parent/Guardian) ________________________ Signature 
Date_____________ 
 
 
Print name (Investigator) ____________________________ Signature 
Date_____________ 
 
 
If you have any further questions regarding this study, please contact the researcher listed 
above. If you or your child experiences emotional or physical discomfort due to 
participation in this study, contact the Office of Academic Affairs at 385-8034 or the 
Health &Wellness Center at 385-8280 for appropriate referrals. 
 
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) of St. John Fisher College has reviewed this 
project. For any concerns regarding confidentiality, please call Jill Rathbun at 385-8012. 
She will direct your call to a member of the IRB at St. John Fisher College. 
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Appendix F 

Informed Consent for Students 

St. John Fisher College 
Informed Consent – Boys and Girls Club 

 
Title of Study:  The Student Perspective on Access to Career and Technical 

Education in an Urban School District in the US 

Name(s) of Researcher(s): Wandah Gibbs ____________________________ 
 
Faculty Supervisor: Idonia Owens, Ed. D. Phone: 585.770.8949 
E-mail: Idonia.Owens@rcsdk12.org 
 
Purpose of Study:  
 
To find out what you know about career training and preparation, and whether or not you 
would like more or less access to Career and Technical Education while attending high 
school.  
 
Place of Study: The Boys and Girls Club of Rochester, NY           Length of Study: 60 
minutes 
 
Risks and Benefits: There are no risks to this study. The benefits of the research are that 
you will be helping urban public school educators better understand how to prepare 
students for employment (work). Specifically, you will be asked to reflect on what you 
learned in Home and Careers class and on what you know about Career and Technical 
Education. Your responses may help provide school personnel with the tools to develop 
potentially effective school-based interventions that address career preparation and 
readiness. 
 
If you do not wish to participate in the interview, you have the right to withdraw from 
the study, without consequences or penalty, at any time. 
 
Method for protecting confidentiality: To maintain confidentiality you and each 
participant will be provided with a color that you will use to identify yourself with (pink, 
blue, green, etc.). To emphasize, no participant’s name will be used in the study. The 
focus group will be audiotaped and then transcribed by a professional service, however, 
the only person who will know your identity is the investigator. Please be advised that all 
of the data retrieved from the study will be stored and locked with a key in a secure 
location at the investigator’s home for three years; no one other than the investigator will 
have access to the data. Again, no one will have access to the data except the investigator. 
Information obtained during the focus group will be used for the sole purpose previously 
outlined in the aforementioned paragraphs (See Purpose of the Study). 
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Participant’s Rights: As a participant you have the right to: 
 

1.  Have the purpose of the study, and any risks and benefits, explained to you prior 
to your participation. 

2. Withdraw from participation at any time without penalty. 
3. Refuse to answer a particular question without penalty. 
4. Be informed of appropriate alternative procedures or courses of treatment, if any, 

that would be advantageous to you. 
5. Be informed of your results of this study. 

 
 
I have read the above, received a copy of this form, and I agree to participate in this 

study. 

 
_____________________ _____________________ _______________________  
Print Name (Participant)  Signature (participant)  Date   
 
 
   ___        ______________________       
________________________ 
Print Name (Investigator) Signature (Investigator)  Date    
 
 
 
If you have any further questions regarding this study, please contact the researcher 
Wandah Gibbs at (585) 752-3486 or by email wg02188@sjfc.edu. If you experience 
emotional or physical discomfort due to participation in this study, please contact Dr. 
Idonia Owens at (585)-770-8949 or idonia.owens@rcsdk12.org. The Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) of St. John Fisher College has reviewed this project. For any concerns 
regarding confidentiality, please call Jill Rathbun (585) 385-8012. She will direct your 
call to a member of the IRB at St. John Fisher College. 
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Appendix G 

 
St. John Fisher College  

Informed Consent Students - THRIVE 
 

Title of Study:  The Student Perspective on Access to Career and Technical 

Education in an Urban School District in the US 

Name(s) of Researcher(s): Wandah Gibbs ____________________________ 
 
Faculty Supervisor: Idonia Owens, Ed. D. Phone: 585.770.8949 
E-mail: Idonia.Owens@rcsdk12.org 
 
Purpose of Study:  
 
To find out what you know about career training and preparation, and whether or not you 
would like more or less access to Career and Technical Education while attending high 
school.  
 
Place of Study: THRIVE, Rochester, NY           Length of Study: 60 minutes 
 
Risks and Benefits: There are no risks to this study. The benefits of the research are that 
you will be helping urban public school educators better understand how to prepare 
students for employment (work). Specifically, you will be asked to reflect on what you 
learned in Home and Careers class and on what you know about Career and Technical 
Education. Your responses may help provide school personnel with the tools to develop 
potentially effective school-based interventions that address career preparation and 
readiness. 
 
If you do not wish to participate in the interview, you have the right to withdraw from 
the study, without consequences or penalty, at any time. 
 
Method for protecting confidentiality: To maintain confidentiality you and each 
participant will be provided with a number with which you will identify yourself. To 
emphasize, no participant’s name will be used in the study. The focus group will be 
audiotaped and then transcribed by a professional service, however, the only person who 
will know your identity is the investigator. Please be advised that all of the data retrieved 
from the study will be stored and locked with a key in a secure location at the 
investigator’s home for three years; no one other than the investigator will have access to 
the data. Again, no one will have access to the data except the investigator. Information 
obtained during the focus group will be used for the sole purpose previously outlined in 
the aforementioned paragraphs (See Purpose of the Study). 
 
Participant’s Rights: As a participant you have the right to: 
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1.  Have the purpose of the study, and any risks and benefits, explained to you prior 

to your participation. 
2. Withdraw from participation at any time without penalty. 
3. Refuse to answer a particular question without penalty. 
4. Be informed of appropriate alternative procedures or courses of treatment, if any, 

that would be advantageous to you. 
5. Be informed of your results of this study. 

 
 
I have read the above, received a copy of this form, and I agree to participate in this 

study. 

 
_____________________ _____________________ _______________________ 
Print Name (Participant)  Signature (participant)  Date   
 
 
   ___        ______________________       
________________________ 
Print Name (Investigator) Signature (Investigator)  Date    
 
 
 
If you have any further questions regarding this study, please contact the researcher 
Wandah Gibbs at (585) 752-3486 or by email wg02188@sjfc.edu. If you experience 
emotional or physical discomfort due to participation in this study, please contact Dr. 
Idonia Owens at (585)-770-8949 or idonia.owens@rcsdk12.org. The Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) of St. John Fisher College has reviewed this project. For any concerns 
regarding confidentiality, please call Jill Rathbun (585) 385-8012. She will direct your 
call to a member of the IRB at St. John Fisher College. 
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Appendix H 

Demographic Survey  

Students: Please complete this form as best you can. Do not put your name on the form.   

You will be given a color or number. Put the color or number on the form instead. 

Assigned Color__________ or Number__________ 

Race: Gender: 

African American _______ Female  _______ 

Hispanic _______ Male        ______ 

Asian      _______ Other       ______ 

White     _______ Do not wish to disclose   ______ 

Other      _______  

Language you speak at home:  

English   _______ What grade are you in now? 

Spanish  _______ _________________________ 

Other     _______  

If you list other, please indicate what 
language you speak at home: 

Question: Did you take a home 
and careers class in 8th grade?  

________________________________    Yes________   No_________ 
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