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Executive Summary


The Communication Section was asked to assist the Career Technical Section in assessing attitudes in Alabama concerning career/technical education in public schools. The study was prompted by a concern over declining enrollment and the general belief that the programs do not enjoy general public support. A series of focus groups was scheduled in four school districts around the state: Shelby County, Madison City, Pike County and Mobile County.

Five focus groups were set for each location. One group consisted of parents of children in the district who were not students in the career/tech program. One group was made-up from district administrators including assistant superintendents, principals, and counselors. Another group was gathered from non-career/tech teachers. One group was students from either middle or high schools. The final group consisted of local business leaders.

Each group followed a standard focus group format. A series of questions was asked of every group. A few targeted questions were presented to specific groups. Details of the questions and general answers by group are outlined in this report.

There is a high degree of confidence in the data presented here. There was very little dissention among members of each group on the ideas and thoughts that were presented. Most importantly, the groups nearly mirrored each other in responses to questions and solutions to problems. 

Basic Conclusions

· Most people believe there is a negative stigma attached to students who take career/tech programs, suggesting they are unable to compete academically with brighter students.

· Nearly every respondent thinks having the students leave their home school to go to a “Center” adds to the negative image.

· There is little continuity concerning the types of career/tech programs from district to district.

· Most people, outside of the career/tech staffs, have very limited knowledge of the types of programs that are available. 

· The awareness of teachers, administrators, and students to the types of career/tech classes varies from system to system.

· Most respondents, including those who work for school districts, didn’t know enough about the system’s career/tech program to know whether or not it was successful in educating and training students.

· Most respondents did not believe a traditional college degree was necessary for success in today’s economy.

· Nearly every student indicated they plan to attend a traditional college.

· Nearly every parent indicated his or her child would seek a traditional college degree.

· Most people were unaware of the salary potential for many skilled trades.

· Higher performing students, even those who plan to go to college, should be encouraged to participate in career/tech programs that compliment their higher education goals.

· Teachers and administrators believe the 4x4 curriculum and the new tougher graduation exam are forcing students into a “college prep track” whether or not they are equipped for it or have the desire to go to college.

· Some lower performing students who would benefit from career/tech programs are unable to take them because they have to use their elective slots to retake required math and science classes they fail.

A Sample Of Suggestions From The Respondents 

· Have the career/tech classes taught at each school.

· Begin promoting career/tech programs in elementary school to both students and parents.

· Provide more information to students and parents on the earning potentials for the skilled trades.

· Create a Career/Technical Diploma for students who don’t qualify for the Occupational Diploma and who are unable to meet the requirements for a regular diploma. To earn this new program, a graduation exam would be necessary, but one that measures more practical applications of math, science, etc. and would allow a graduate to progress to a post-secondary vocational training center or a two year college.

· Allow students to take classes that fall under the career/tech banner without having to commit to a one or two year program.

· Increase cooperation with local businesses to provide summer and after school internships and job placement upon graduation from school. 

· Encourage businesses to ask for student transcripts and diplomas before hiring.

· More materials on career choices should be available in school media centers and public libraries.

· Schools need counselors who specialize in vocational counseling.

· Arrange for “dual enrollment” opportunities with area post-secondary vocational programs.

· Establish awards programs for outstanding career/tech students that are similar to academic awards programs.

· Provide “shop” and “home economics” classes for 7th and 8th graders that also preview other career/tech opportunities.

· Promote the development of “academies” within high schools.

Other findings and suggestions are detailed in the following pages. The general conclusion is that there needs to be a concerted marketing and public information effort made to both internal and external publics to improve awareness and the image of career/tech programs in our schools. It is also necessary to reevaluate some practices in an attempt to best serve our students.

Introduction and Background

The week of May 6-10, 2002, the Alabama Department of Education (SDE) Communication Section, on behalf of the Career Technical Education Section, conducted a series of 19 focus groups. The staff of four school districts around the state invited individuals to one of five meetings held in each location based on demographic requirements set forth by the SDE.

The four districts picked to represent the state were Shelby County, Madison City, Pike County and Mobile County. 

The five groups were:

1. Business leaders

2. Parents with children currently enrolled in the district, but not involved in the system’s career/tech programs.

3. Teachers from middle and high schools who are not involved in career/tech programs.

4. Middle and high school students

5. Administrators including central office, principals, and counselors. An emphasis was placed on recruiting counselors.

Twelve participants were invited to each group. The methods for inviting participants varied from district to district. In two districts, Madison City and Pike County, a letter and was sent from the SDE to each person confirming their participation. 

Attendance varied from a high of 12 to a low of 4 with one exception. There were no participants for the business group in Mobile. The average size for the groups was 8.

Each session was one hour in length. Tom Salter, Communication Manager for the SDE, was the moderator.

Each group was presented with a series of questions designed to discover what each person knows about career/tech education and their perception of the programs. Every group was asked a few core questions. Others were asked questions that were focused on a unique element of a specific group.

The common questions were:

· Do students need a 4-year degree to be successful?

· What word(s) come to mind when you think of Career/Technical education?

· What grade - A, B, C, D, or F - would you give the Career/Technical Program in your school system?

· What would have to happen to improve that one letter grade?

· What programs or skills are offered by your system's Career/Technical program?

· Is this statement true or false? Within the next three years all Career/Tech programs in the state are required to be industry certified.

· Have you ever seen a report card on your local school, local system, or the state?

· If so, did you notice if there was any information on Career/Tech programs?

· What do you think is the most popular Career/Tech program in your school system?

· Do you know anyone who graduated from your system’s Career/Tech program? 

· If so- what are they doing now? 

· If your school system wanted you to know more about their Career/Tech program, what would be the best way to get the message to you?

· Statewide, enrollment in Career/Tech programs has been declining. 

· Do you have any ideas why? 

· What do you think should happen to increase enrollment?

· If you had $1 to spend to improve your school system’s Career/Tech program, where would you spend it?
Targeted Questions

Business People

· Does your company employ any graduates of the local Career/Tech program?  

· Why or why not?

· Does your business partner with your local school system’s Career/Tech program? 

· If not, would you be willing to?

· If so, are you satisfied with the relationship?
Students

· Are you taking any Career/Tech classes?  

· (If yes) Why did you start taking them?

· How do you like it?

· (If no) Do you know anyone who is? 

· (If yes) How do they like it?

· What do you plan to do when you finish school?
Parents

· Are any of your children enrolled in the Career/Tech program?

· (If yes) How does he or she like it?

· How does the system give you information on the programs? 

· Your child’s progress?

· (If no) Can you thing of a program that you child would be interested in taking if it were offered?

· Do you know any students who are enrolled in a Career/Tech program? 

· (If yes) How do they like it?
Teacher/Administrators

· Does the state offer the support you need to make your Career/Tech program successful?

· (If not) What services need to be offered?

· (If yes) What do service is the most helpful?

· How do you communicate with students and parents about the offerings you have in your Career/Tech programs.

· How do you communicate with the community about the offerings you have in your Career/Tech programs?

As these questions were answered, others came forth on several issues ranging from the possibility of increased financial support for schools, to curriculum, capital needs, and specific safety concerns.

Summary of Findings by Question

Do students need a 4-year degree to be successful?

Nearly every respondent said no to this question. Many believe that it is easier to achieve success with a traditional degree, but it is not necessary. The exception came from student groups. Most students believed a degree was necessary to be successful. When pressed, most suggested their parents were the driving force behind their desire to attend college. 

Most parents said they didn’t think a degree was necessary, but when asked if their children were planning to attend college, nearly every respondent answered in the affirmative. 

Both parents and students where surprised to learn that a certified auto mechanic could make over $100,000 per year. After learning that, most said if they had that information earlier, they would have been more open to considering auto mechanics as a career.

What word(s) come to mind when you think of Career/Technical education?

A variety of answers were given to this question. The words were often synonyms or descriptions of the types of vocations usually associated with career/tech programs. Invariably, someone in the group would associate the phrase with students who perform at the lower levels of academic achievement.

The discussion then turned to reasons for the negative perception. Much of it revolved around students having to leave campus to be transported to a career/tech center. Separating students from the general population was universally seen as a negative. 

School districts varied greatly in the way their career/tech programs are administered. Some are very restrictive and ask a two-year commitment from their students to enter the program. Others offer classes as electives without the identifier of “career/tech.” The respondents from districts that do not allow students to take a single course as an elective from the career/tech programs would like the opportunity to do so.   

Students suggested they would be interested in taking a variety of classes as electives, ranging from auto repair to culinary arts, if they didn’t have to make a long-term commitment.
What grade - A, B, C, D, or F - would you give the Career/Technical Program in your school system?

Only a very few respondents felt they knew enough to provide a grade, even when pressed to do so. The ones providing grades generally offered B’s or C’s.

What would have to happen to improve that one letter grade?

Since the most didn’t know anything about existing programs, this question became an opportunity to discuss what they would expect from a good program. Those elements included:

· Easy access for students.

· Real world experience for students.

· Equipment that meets what a student can expect to use once they go to work.

· Instructors who are knowledgeable. 

· Partnerships with businesses in the community.

What programs or skills are offered by your system's Career/Technical program?

Teachers and administrators were able to name some of the programs, but most other groups could only guess.

Is this statement true or false? Within the next three years all Career/Tech programs in the state are required to be industry certified.

Most of the respondents, even the majority of teachers and administrators, answered false. Most were surprised to learn the statement is true. Some respondents wanted to know what “industry certification” means. Several thought it means students who graduate from a program are given special certifications.

In some groups, the follow-up question was, “Which state has the most rigorous graduation requirements?” Only a few educators knew the answer. The other groups were surprised to learn it was Alabama.

Have you ever seen a report card on your local school, local system, or the state?

Most non-educators said no, but most were aware of its existence and they thought they remembered “reading something about it in the paper.” 

If so, did you notice if there was any information on Career/Tech programs?

With the exception of a few educators who remembered seeing something, but they weren’t sure what, the answer was no.

What do you think is the most popular Career/Tech program in your school system?

With few exceptions most, including educators, only guessed. 

Do you know anyone who graduated from your system’s Career/Tech program? 

A few of the educators remembered a student. Some students knew someone or had a sibling in the program. Overall the total number of respondents answering in the affirmative was very low.

If so- what are they doing now? 

The answers ranged from working in a specific trade to attending post-secondary vocational training.

If your school system wanted you to know more about their Career/Tech program, what would be the best way to get the message to you?
A variety of answers were provided to this question. The most frequently mentioned were:

· TV ads – Most felt those who would benefit would get the information from television. Some respondents suggested lower performing students and parents on the lower socio-economic level are the ones who are more likely to participate in career/tech programs, and TV is the best way to reach them. Some even suggested advertising on the Jerry Springer show.

· Provide printed information in school registration materials.

· Offer inservice training for teachers and administrators on the programs available in each district.

· Career/tech information should be posted on the district Web site.

· Feature speakers from various career/tech programs at middle and high school PTA meetings.

· Have open houses on the weekends at career/tech centers and high schools with programs.

Statewide, enrollment in Career/Tech programs has been declining.  Do you have any ideas why? 

Most non-educators believe the focus on getting a college degree is the primary reason. 

Educators indicated the cause might be in the 4x4 curriculum and the new graduation exam and standards. It is their feeling that some students who are forced to use their elective classes, where they normally would take career/tech units, to retake some math and science core courses they have failed. Others are forced to use those units to take pre-algebra and other prep courses to bring their knowledge to the level necessary to take the graduation exam.

Most educators were adamant that the new standards in essence forced every student into a college prep track. 

Parents and students said some students didn’t enroll in programs because they were unaware of them until it was too late. One high school junior said she only found out about the cosmetology program mid-year and she could not participate because it was a two-year track.

What do you think should happen to increase enrollment?

A variety of suggestions were offered to this question. Many had to do with beginning to educate students and parents while the children were still in elementary school. 

Some suggested a mandatory enrollment for middle school students in “shop” or “home economics.” In addition to offering instruction in these areas, these classes would offer some introductions to other types of career/tech programs that are available from the district.

Some believe having successful people who work in the community in trades talk to children and give them some idea of the work and the rewards could help students see themselves in those vocations.

Nearly every respondent suggested eliminating the need to leave a student’s school as a way to increase enrollment. Some educators suggested using distance-learning techniques as one method to help in this effort. When the problem of placing expensive equipment in every school was raised, the only solution was to ask businesses to help defray costs.

While increased awareness and exposure were the primary suggestion from non-educators, some parents and most educators suggested a new diploma is needed. The suggested diploma would be for students who perform at a higher level than those qualifying for a Occupational Diploma, but who are unlikely to pass the requirements for the Regular Diploma.

This new classification would require a graduation exam that would measure the student’s practical knowledge of math, science and other subjects as they relate to career/technical programs. The degree would allow a graduate to enter work in the field in which they have been trained, a post-secondary career technical training center or a two-year state college.

If you had $1 to spend to improve your school system’s Career/Tech program, where would you spend it?
Answers were varied and included investing money in different areas of career/tech programs including upgrading technology and equipment. The majority of respondents, however, said they would invest all or part of their dollar on marketing. They recognized their own lack of knowledge of the programs and the need to provided information to students, parents, and the general public.

Targeted Questions

Business People

Does your company employ any graduates of the local Career/Tech program?  

Only a very few of the business respondents answered yes.

Why or why not?

Most said they would be willing to hire people from these programs, but had few applicants that identified themselves as career/tech graduates. 

Does your business partner with your local school system’s Career/Tech program? 

No respondents had current partnerships. One bank was in the process of establishing a partnership. Some were aware of other businesses that do.

If not, would you be willing to?

Most said they would.

Students

Are you taking any Career/Tech classes?  

The middle school students from one system were taking introductory classes that every eight grader is required to take. Other than that, no students were enrolled in career/tech classes.

(If no) Do you know anyone who is? 

A few students did know some others taking classes, but the number was small.

(If yes) How do they like it?

The students indicated their friends enjoyed the programs.

What do you plan to do when you finish school?
The answer was nearly unanimous; go to college.

Parents

Are any of your children enrolled in the Career/Tech program?

By design, none of the parents had children in the programs.

Do you know any students who are enrolled in a Career/Tech program? 

Only three parents knew any students who were involved in career/tech programs.

(If yes) How do they like it?
All three indicated they enjoyed the programs, as far as they knew.

Teacher/Administrators

Does the state offer the support you need to make your Career/Tech program successful?

By design, none of the teachers were from career/tech programs. Most were unaware of what the state’s role was in career/tech programs.

How do you communicate with students and parents about the offerings you have in your Career/Tech programs.

Most have little knowledge of the offerings, but suggested they did attempt to steer children who seemed to have aptitude for career/tech programs in that direction. They often referred those students to counselors.

Counselors said when they spoke to students, and their parents, about the possibility of entering the career/tech program, they were most often told the student was going to college. Even when confronted with poor grades or the results of interest or aptitude tests to the contrary, most were determined to attend college.

How do you communicate with the community about the offerings you have in your Career/Tech programs?
The answers varied from system to system. Some students got information from “career fairs” or from presentations by professionals during “career days.” One system has every student go through a career/tech orientation in middle school; the others had no real method of introducing the available programs to the students. One group indicated they made an effort to have career/tech instructors give short presentations at the PTA meetings of their feeder schools. 

No system demonstrated a system of consistently delivering information about career/tech programs to the community as a whole.

Summary and Suggestions

The negative image around Career/Technical Education seems to be focused on two areas. 

1. Students who attend those programs are too “dumb” to make it in regular and advanced programs. 

2. Leaving their home school causes students to miss important opportunities. 

While it may not be financially feasible to move all programs to local each school, moving the majority of those programs will likely increase enrollment and improve their image. Employing distance learning where practical may be one way to accomplish this. In addition, allowing schools to develop career “academies” on campus and providing some enrollment flexibility so students can attend a program of their choice could increase enrollment and improve its image.

While it may be impossible to ever completely remove the stigma of lower achieving students being associated with career/tech programs, there were some other suggestions to improve the image.

· Make classes available as electives to every student without a long-term commitment to a program.

· Make students interested in white-collar careers aware of the advantages of taking a few career/tech programs. For instance, a student planning on studying architecture in college would benefit from a CAD course. Someone planning to become a doctor or nurse may benefit from a healthcare class. And a student who plans to study computer programming would certainly find a CYSCO program beneficial. 

· Create a Career/Technical Diploma for students who don’t qualify for the Vocational Diploma and who are unable to meet the requirements for a regular diploma. To earn this new program, a graduation exam would be necessary, but one that measures more practical applications of math, science, etc. and would allow a graduate to progress to a post-secondary vocational training center or a two year college. This will give the program more credibility and practicality.

· Arrange for “dual enrollment” opportunities with area post-secondary vocational programs. Since students will be earning advanced credits, it will raise the perception of the classes.

· Establish awards programs for outstanding career/tech students that are similar to academic awards programs.

· Encourage businesses to ask for student transcripts and diplomas before hiring. This adds a since of worth to the programs and also encourages students to attend school since their attendance records will be part of the consideration for employment.

The decline in career/tech program enrollment was a major catalyst in commissioning this study. Suggestions to reverse this trend included:

· Begin promoting career/tech programs in elementary school to both students and parents. Introduce available programs to middle school students.

· Provide more information to students and parents on the earning potentials for the skilled trades. It is especially important to show parents that these professions offer both financial and personal rewards.

· Allow students to take classes that fall under the career/tech banner without having to commit to a one or two year program.

· More materials on career choices should be available in the school and public libraries.

Other suggestions include:

· Increasing cooperation with local businesses to provide summer and after school internships and job placement upon graduation from school. Summer programs will give students a real taste of what they can expect after graduation. Job placement assistance will give parents and students some feeling of security.

· Promoting post-secondary scholarship opportunities for career/tech students.

· Providing school counselors who specialize in vocational counseling.

· Providing “shop” and “home economics” classes for 7th and 8th graders that also preview other career/tech opportunities.

· Promoting the development of “academies” within high schools.

Perhaps the most important step in improving both enrollment figures and the overall opinion of career/tech programs and students would be a marketing/public relations campaign. A comprehensive plan will be needed to reach both internal and external publics statewide. 

The marketing plan should include local standards of promotion within school districts as well as methods systems can use to reach the community. In addition an effort should be undertaken by the SDE to supply general materials for both print and broadcast media, and workshops to instruct local districts on effective public relations. In addition, once every career/tech program is industry certified, a concerted effort should be undertaken to promote that.

The good news is there are no findings in this report that suggest the end of career/tech programs. On the contrary, with a proper promotion and education, it is likely a new resurgence in both enrollment and in positive public perception is possible. However, it will take a long term commitment of both human and financial resources to ensure this message reaches and resonates with educators, parents, students, and the general public. 
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