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ABSTRACT 

FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO A SUCCESSFUL SECONDARY 

VOCATIONAL EDUCATION PROGRAM IN THE STATE OF MISSISSIPPI 

by Erin Leigh Parker 

December 2008 

This study was designed to assess and identify factors that make a vocational 

program successful. Using qualitative methods for collection and analysis of data, 

vocational instructors and students in programs identified to be successful were 

interviewed to better depict the classroom setting, teachers, methods, etc. of these 

successful programs. Participants included instructors of and students enrolled in 

secondary vocational programs in the state of Mississippi identified to be most successful 

according to C-PAS test scores in each of the following training areas: Building Trades 

(carpentry), Business and Computer Technology, Marketing Management Technology, 

and Allied Health. MS-CPAS test scores were analyzed to identify the highest performing 

schools in four vocational disciplines. 

Several methods were used to gather information for an analysis to determine 

what factors are significant in making these programs successful. These methods included 

interviews, focus groups, and classroom observations. Focus groups were formed from 

students enrolled in said programs to gain information on student perception of the 

program. Guided interviews of the instructors of each program were conducted in order to 

identify teaching method, style, classroom and school environment, etc. Classroom 
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observations were made to gain a third-party independent perspective of the programs. 

Using triangulation, the results generated from one method confirmed those of another. 

The researcher compared results from the observations, focus groups, and structured 

interviews. These methods identified factors that could be tested in order to replicate 

success in other vocational programs. These findings include, but are not limited to, the 

following: teacher quality, use of guided/leading questions, differentiated instruction, 

teacher enthusiasm, caring quality of the teacher, teacher's involvement with students, 

celebration of achievement, fun and interactive classroom setting, classroom 

management, student recruitment, C-PAS preparation, classroom interaction between 

students and with the teacher, and the classroom layout. 

The findings from this study give school districts a framework by which to build 

their vocational programs. This study creates a foundation for further vocational research 

on the secondary level and provides support for researchers interested in showing the 

benefits of vocational education. .Recommendations for further study are indicated. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, it 

expects what never was and never will be. 

—Thomas Jefferson, 1816 (Bush, 2008) 

Public dissatisfaction with the educational system of the United States of America 

has been evidenced by the increased requirements placed upon schools by the federal 

government in legislation such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002. In his 

introduction of the legislation, President George W. Bush stated 

The quality of our public schools directly affects us all as parents, as students, and 

as citizens. Yet too many children in America are segregated by low expectations, 

illiteracy, and self-doubt. In a constantly changing world that is demanding 

increasingly complex skills from its workforce, children are literally being left 

behind. (Bush, 2008) 

These statements emphatically suggest that federal intervention was a necessity; however, 

the media continued to report negative aspects of governmental control. Chester E. Finn, 

Jr., of the Washington Post referred to the NCLB Act as "the 800 pound gorilla of U.S. 

education," suggesting that even though the legislation was influential or "carried a lot of 

weight," many were unhappy with the results (Finn, 2003, p. B03). 

The, on August 12, 2006, the president signed the reauthorization of the Carl D. 

Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 2006 into law. "The new Act will 

provide an increased focus on the academic achievement of career and technical 

education students, strengthen the connections between secondary and postsecondary 
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education, and improve state and local accountability" (U.S. Department of Education, 

2006a). 

As with NCLB, the federal government was imposing higher accountability 

requirements on vocational programs that could impact the selection of students and the 

focus of training within the existing programs. 

Vocational training is one of the oldest forms of education. The goal of 

Vocational Education is to produce a workforce that is better prepared to excel in the 

world of work than it was 10 year ago (The Secretary's Commission on Achieving 

Necessary Skills [SCANS], 1991). Vocational programs such as apprenticeships or on-

the-job training programs have long been established as one of the best ways to learn 

certain trades. Men of ancient times learned their trades as apprentices of a parent or 

family member with whom they worked until they were old enough to work alone. 

Internships and some Cooperative Education programs are modern forms of 

apprenticeships. In later years, it was determined that children needed to receive a public 

education, so apprenticeships became less common (Ball & Lamb, 2001). 

In 1991, the Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS) 

issued a report that outlined all of the necessary skills for improving the nation's 

workforce. Employers said that a large percentage of their employees did not possess the 

basic skills necessary to perform their jobs effectively (SCANS, 1991). As a result, 

additional and more stringent academic requirements have been implemented for 

vocational students in secondary schools. Rigorous academic requirements of vocational 

teachers and administrators have been enforced. Teachers have become more selective in 

the type of student that they admit to their programs, thereby potentially denying 
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admittance to the students who could most benefit from the programs. A current criterion 

established success or failure of vocational program upon student achievement, 

enrollment, and completion rate (the number of students who complete 2 years of a 

particular program). The problem for vocational educators who are seeking to build a 

successful program is the lack of a set of concrete and identifiable strategies or methods 

specified for each program. The question becomes, "How do we determine what makes a 

program successful?" 

This study attempted to identify factors that make successful vocational programs. 

The study analyzed the impact of identified attributes of successful secondary vocational 

programs and sought to identify factors necessary for replication. The purpose of this 

study was to identify and discuss the current environment of secondary vocational 

education and the factors that impact vocational students' success. In 1989, the Office of 

Technology Assessment (OTA) was commissioned to assess the effectiveness of current 

vocational programs, and the performance measures that were used at the time before the 

reauthorization of the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education Act. They concluded that 

outcome-based performance measures, which have been effective in other areas of 

training in the federal government, would also be effective for assessing the performance 

of existing vocational programs. The two indicators that they examined were: (a) labor 

market performance indicators (such as job placement, average earnings, etc.), and (b) 

occupation-specific skills competencies (as measured by the currently used C-PAS test) 

(OTA, 1989). For the purpose of this study, Mississippi Career Planning and Assessment 

System (MS-C-PAS) test scores were used to identify the most successful programs in the 

state. The researcher further identified what specific factors contribute to the success of 
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vocational programs and whether or not these can be replicated in other areas. The goal of 

this study was to determine if the millions of dollars spent each year on vocational 

programs is justified, and, furthermore, if those dollars should be increased. It is an 

established assumption that educational systems desire to help all students, not just those 

who are college bound, and that a skilled labor force is essential to the operation of this 

nation. If these assumptions are accurate and quality vocational programs are not 

available to students interested in pursuing a career in vocational education, the future of 

today's labor force maybe in jeopardy. This study emphasized the importance of quality 

vocational programs and the need for more research in this area. 

Statement of the Problem 

The highest achieving programs in Mississippi in each identified vocational 

training area were selected as sources of information because of the predetermined 

credibility of their success. Primary sources, such as the individuals involved in these 

vocational programs, are considered viable sources to determine the factors about success 

because of their current experience and involvement. As an information source, the 

researcher asked the current vocational students to provide information identifying their 

opinions about the programs that they attend. Teachers have great impact over the success 

or failure of any program. The best way to identify factors that impact the quality of a 

vocational education program is to ask the teachers and students involved in the classes at 

the schools identified to be the most successful. These key individuals have great 

influence over the students. Changes (or lack of changes) in the current environment are a 

direct result of the actions of these people. Students will provide information on the 

current setting in vocational centers. This information allowed the researcher to identify 
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and categorize factors that influence or are common to successful programs. By analyzing 

answers to questions asked of the teachers of identified vocational education programs 

about the attributes of their respective programs, the researcher identified factors that 

contribute to the learning environment leading to conclusions that may be drawn about 

the learning environment that they create. 

Purpose of the Study 

The future state of vocational education rests upon the need for such programs at 

the secondary and post-secondary level. For the purpose of this study, perceptions of 

students and teachers are factors that can be measured; therefore, these are appropriate 

standards of measurement for use. The researcher has not identified a study of statistical 

significance indicating the effectiveness of vocational training programs in high schools. 

This is perhaps due to the lack of consistent research in the area examining benefits of 

vocational programs to students and schools. Whether as a direct or indirect result of such 

studies, criticism of vocational education programs in high schools has grown 

substantially over the years (Claus, 1990). At a time when the benefits of Vocational 

Education have come under significant scrutiny by skeptics, it is increasingly more 

important to improve the success of vocational training programs and clearly indicate a 

valid analysis of their productively and effectiveness. By identifying the aspects that make 

up a successful program, a framework might be created for use in the other programs. 

There are many factors that could influence the success of a vocational education 

program. For the purpose of this study, students who had already chosen to participate in 

vocational education courses comprised a focus group to identify factors that make 

programs appealing and successful. 
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Research Questions 

The questions addressed in this study evolved from the question, What makes a 

high school vocational program successful? The researcher identified two research 

questions that arose from current research. The two questions examined were: 

1. What are the attributes of the vocational instructors of the higher scoring 

schools in the state of Mississippi? 

2. What do students enrolled in the vocational programs of higher scoring 

schools indicate are the attributes of their respective programs? 

Limitations 

This study was limited by typically identified factors that limit many educational 

research studies. These include the small sample size and the possibility of researcher 

bias. Participation in this study was completely voluntary. The researcher in this study 

was a former vocational educator and may have been inclined to favor vocational 

education during the research process. To some, the familiarity of the researcher with the 

topic of the study could be seen as a limitation; however, it is the intent of educational 

research to involve the researcher in the depth of the experience (Fitch, 1994; Patton, 

1990). Although there may be other items that influence the success of vocational 

education programs, these items are of particular interest to the researcher and were, 

therefore, chosen as the focus of this study. The study was further limited by use of 

volunteers. The total population included vocational students enrolled in programs 

identified by the state of Mississippi to be the highest performing. All students enrolled in 

these programs were invited to participate; however, participants were limited to students 

whose parents gave written consent. The study was also limited because of the 
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dependency upon schools' voluntary participation. The vocational teachers of the 

identified schools were provided needed information for the study; therefore, their choice 

to participate became a limitation. 

This researcher believes firmly in the need for continued improvement in the 

educational system and sees a particular need in changing and improving the approach to 

vocational education. By identifying what the attributes of a successful vocational 

program are (since no definitive and proven standard and/or protocol for secondary 

vocational programs has been established), the researcher intended to identify important 

elements or procedures that add clarity to the needs of vocations programs that promote 

success. 

Delimitations 

The geographical delimitations for this study related to both the practicality and 

the scope of the study itself, such as creating a realistic timeline for completion of said 

study and to the unique structure of the secondary vocational system. Each high school in 

Mississippi does not have a vocational center, and environmental factors are not 

consistent. Some districts share vocational centers, and students must travel to other 

locations in order to take vocational courses. These factors affect enrollment, 

achievement, level of participants, and possibly other factors related to the programs' 

success. 

The vocational students participating in high school vocational programs 

represent a high percentage of students who participate in apprenticeships as well as other 

post-secondary vocational education programs in the state. Students in focus groups were 

asked to give specific information regarding all aspects of their programs, including 
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questions about their instructors. They were asked questions regarding the learning 

environment, as well as any individuals who would have influence over their choices. In 

addition, their instructors were interviewed in order to paint a picture from their 

perspective of the important aspects that set their programs apart from other programs. 

Assumptions 

The assumptions recognized as foundational to the findings of this study include 

several factors. First, one must assume that the methods of research used are reliable and 

valid. For the purpose of this study, the researcher conducted interviews of teachers, and 

focus groups were formed to provide information from a student's perspective. Second, it 

was assumed that people would respond to these research methods in an honest and 

accurate manner. The only instruments used for measurement in this study were the 

interviews and focus groups. It was assumed that participants would answer the questions 

truthfully. Finally, it was assumed that the participants of this study are representative of 

the population. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms provide context for understanding and interpretation of the 

concepts presented and explored in this study. 

Accountability is liability to give an account of one's actions. For the purposes of 

this paper, this pertains to the actions of education professionals. 

Apprenticeship programs are programs that allow students to learn a trade by 

participating in on-the-job training. 

Performance measures are reference standards used for quantitative comparison 

of units specified by a scale. 
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Qualitative research methods are "methods [that] aim to make sense of, or 

interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them" (Greenhalgh, 1997, 

p. 743). Fitch (1994) explained that in qualitative research, "The researcher should have 

been deeply involved and closely connected to the scene, activity, or group studied" (p. 

35). 

Reliability is defined for this study as consistency of response. 

Triangulation is an approach that contributes to the validity of qualitative research 

when multiple research methods or theories are used. 

Vocational education is education that is related to, providing, or undergoing 

training in a special skill to be pursued in a trade. 

Work-based learning combines work and study experiences to allow students to 

enhance their academic knowledge while preparing them for a professional career. 

Justification of the Study 

By conducting qualitative research based on the particular protocol and 

procedures at these secondary vocational centers in the state of Mississippi, the researcher 

was able to determine to some level of significance whether there is a relationship 

between the factors identified in this study and student achievement. The interviews with 

teachers of the previously identified successful vocational programs were conducted for 

each of the five programs. These five programs were chosen because they are programs 

that are the most common throughout the state. The interviews shed light on how these 

teachers approach teaching their subjects and allowed the researcher to see the program 

through his or her eyes, obtaining a unique perspective of how that program can be 

approached. The student focus groups brought another perspective into the pool of data. 
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Each participant was asked to participate by his or her teacher, but students were not 

pressured in any way to participate; participation was strictly voluntary. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a discussion of theories related to the development of 

vocational education and its benefits to the students who participate in the programs 

offered, as well as an overview of the current landscape of vocational education on the 

secondary level. In order to understand what factors contribute to the development of a 

successful vocational program, one must first examine the history of vocational 

education, where it came from, when it was implemented, why is was needed, and where 

it is today. The framework used in this study for understanding the context of current 

vocational training programs and the established performance measures emerged from a 

review of the related literature. This review of literature presents a summary of 

information on several related topics that comprise the main sections of this review. 

The first section examines vocational and technical training programs in the 

United States. The nature of job-training programs, the methodology of such programs, 

and the effects on the participants are explained. This section examines how vocational 

education at the post-secondary level affects that of secondary vocational education, as 

well as the current legislation regarding vocational education. The second section 

presents an overview of the potential benefits of vocational education, the myths and 

realities about popular beliefs of such programs, and the impact of these programs on 

today's students. This section discusses the effects on both nominal and high-risk 

students at the secondary and post-secondary level. The third section in this review gives 

the reader a look at how other countries address vocational education. This section 
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analyzes secondary vocational education in today's international economy and compares 

it with that of the United States. In addition, a comparative examination of the similarities 

and differences between traditional academic education and vocational education follows. 

Finally, the educational theory that led to the groundwork for this research is explored. 

Concluding remarks summarize thoughts concerning the importance of these theories as 

they relate to current vocational programs. 

Vocational Training Programs in the United States 

Throughout the past 30 years, the educational system in the United States has 

striven to educate and train people for employment in a variety of ways. Both high 

schools and post-secondary institutions provide some job-specific educational programs. 

The development of vocational training programs has reflected a concern with particular 

economic problems, especially unemployment, underemployment, and poverty. A study 

conducted by the National Center for Research in Vocational Education (NCRVE) 

evaluated the results of vocational training programs and the questions concerning them. 

The major question addressed whether job-training programs have been, by and large, 

successes or failures. A thorough look at this evaluation showed that vocational training 

programs lead to small but statistically significant increases in employment and earnings, 

as well as small decreases in welfare payments. Cost benefit analyses from the same study 

showed that social benefits usually outweigh the costs. One may then conclude that these 

programs are relatively successful. However, the gains in employment (shown in this 

study) and earnings are small from a practical standpoint (Grubb, 1995). 

Although the monetary benefits may be small, the extemporaneous benefits (i.e., 

unemployment, underemployment, and welfare dependency) are too serious to ignore 
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(Grubb, 1995). Therefore, the present study could present a vision of how vocational 

training programs could be structured in such a way as to target the weaker points, such 

as higher earnings. 

In recent years, changes in traditional vocational education abound. A term coined 

in early 2001, the "new vocationalism," refers to the way that current vocational programs 

focus on curriculum alignment and integration of academic concepts and methods into 

career and technical programs. This idea supports transitioning students into not only 

sustainable careers but also collegiate programs. Curricula that are linked in such a way 

are quickly becoming known as "career pathways' (Hull, 2005, p. 14). Career pathways 

are clearly stated sequences of rigorous academic and vocational coursework. These 

sequential activities lay out the path for a student's entire high school career, on through 

junior college and college, and/or industry recognized licensure. These pathways must be 

developed as a partnership between secondary and post-secondary institutions. Career 

pathways are designed to create multiple options to prepare more students for high school 

and college matriculation and better prepare them for meaningful careers in the future 

(Bragg, 2007). 

Vocational education has been used as a means of reforming prisoners and 

inmates and preparing them for their release into the general population. In 2006, the 

Office of Vocational and Adult Education and the National Institute of Corrections 

ventured into a partnership to "provide training, technical assistance and policy/program 

development assistance to the field of corrections" (Linton, 2006, p. 272). Their goal is to 

increase the employability of these inmates before their release, thereby increasing their 
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likelihood of success without returning to the life of crime that they once participated in 

(Linton, 2006). 

The most recent issue in vocational education in the United States is the ever-

present legislation with global implications—No Child Left Behind (NCLB). When the 

president of one of the most powerful countries in the world announces that his new 

mission in life is to ensure that every child receives a good education, no politician wants 

to argue for fear of losing his or her constituents. It is a common desire for all children to 

succeed, but in the rush to achieve political gains, many key aspects of this important 

piece of legislation were overlooked. In the beginning, the public recognized that some 

form of national accountability standard was needed. Nonetheless, opposition to the 

NCLB legislation has increased. It seems that the more familiar Americans become with 

the legislation, the less likely they are to support it (Azzam, 2004). 

The new laws use test data to measure performance of students in the schools. The 

data were disaggregated by race, gender, income status, and other demographics to 

measure and compare performance of subgroups. Not only do students have to achieve 

proficiency on the tests administered, which are different in every state, but they are also 

required to meet adequate yearly progress (AYP). States provide parents with reports that 

detail not only their child's performance, but also the overall school's performance as 

well as their child's progress from year to year in several different subject areas (Emrick 

et al., 2004). The pressure accumulated by schools from these types of performance 

measures led to increases in required academic programs. For vocational education, this 

means fewer students with time in their schedules allotted for vocational programs. In 

addition, students who would normally have chosen specific occupational instruction in a 
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trade or technical area instead of higher level academic programs are now required to take 

the same higher-level academic courses to prepare them for the subject area tests used to 

rate each student's achievement. 

Educators know that teacher quality is an integral part of student achievement. 

However, a question exists as to whether or not the provisions outlined by NCLB for 

becoming a "highly qualified" teacher accurately measure teacher effectiveness. In fact, 

some would say that in vocational programs a person who had 10 or more years of 

experience in the field of education, but could not pass an educators' proficiency test, 

would make a better teacher in that vocation than a person who successfully challenged 

an equivalency test with little or no field experience. Although the propaganda around 

NCLB seems to promote the idea that a highly qualified teacher will both know his or her 

subject matter and be able to teach it effectively, the methods for becoming a highly 

qualified teacher cannot ensure this claim. In fact, the NCLB legislation failed to indicate 

veteran teachers as highly qualified even when their students consistently receive high 

test scores and who serve as teacher coaches or mentor teachers. Some of these teachers 

have been forced to return to school at their own expense. Many vocational educators 

have been forced to retire because they either could not pass the exam required for 

certification or were not willing to jump through the hoops required to obtain highly 

qualified status. Likewise, some teachers right out of college who are not skilled and 

knowledgeable in their subject areas are considered highly qualified in more areas than 

their main subject area or grade (Amrein & Berliner, 2002). As if this were not enough of 

a burden on vocational administrators, over the last decade there has been a shortage of 

vocational teachers nationwide. Experts say that a lack of financial support is the primary 
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problem. Due to the national shortage of highly skilled laborers, employees of private 

industry can make as much as $80,000 per year in some vocational occupations. In 2001, 

the superintendent of the Regional Occupational Program in Livermore, California, said 

that there has been a "dying out of interest in vocational education" ("Voc Ed Classrooms 

Face Severe Teacher Shortage," 2001). 

Extrinsic motivation, such as verbal praise, is the predominant form of motivation 

used in schools today. This by its very nature is unrelated to the act of learning itself. 

Extrinsic rewards work well for self-motivated learners as a way to reinforce good 

behavior and productivity, but for the struggling learners the attention is placed on 

tangible rewards rather than the true benefits of learning. In this instance, learning 

becomes a means to an end, and when the reward is obtained, the desire to continue 

learning dissolves (Covington & Mueller, 2001). Intrinsic motivation, however, comes 

from an internal drive or desire to learn something (e.g., through personal interest). The 

difference between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation supports the theory that the concept 

of vocational education can mean the difference between educational apathy and a life

long love of learning. Vocational education can be used as a motivating factor because of 

the real-world application. It seems, however, that many daily teaching practices suggest 

that educators are unaware of this distinction. For some students, vocational programs 

keep them grounded. It is important for every student to be able to demonstrate success. 

A student who may be unable to work a proof for geometry may be able to rewire an 

internal combustion engine with little or no direct instruction. Vocational programs allow 

students who show more spatial and kinesthetic types of intelligence to experience the 

success that is often lacking in academic subjects. The importance of the contrast between 
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motivating students to think about how well they are doing versus what they are doing 

can mean the difference between a person who avoids difficult tasks for fear of failure 

and a person who seizes an opportunity for the sake of learning. Thus is the problem with 

standardized testing (McColskey & McMunn, 2000). The error is not the test itself, but 

how much attention educators give the results. Research shows that when students are 

taught to focus on grades, they are less likely to think creatively, and they also come to 

see learning as a chore rather than a pleasure. America is graduating generations of 

students who do not think as creatively or as critically as generations before them. 

Students are bombarded with pressures from peers, parents, and society, and adding 

testing to the mound may have catastrophic consequences to their mental development 

(Kohn, 1999). Studies in other countries, like Japan, where extreme consequences are 

placed on testing have shown that there is a mild correlation between teen suicides and 

scholarly pressures (Zeng & Le Tandre, 1998). 

Parents and community members alike recognize the need to narrow the 

achievement gap between students in the United States and those of other countries. 

However, some argue that the gap is created because the United States does not select 

students who will be tested or who will be educated; instead, everyone has an equal 

chance of receiving a quality education. A superior educational system takes time to 

develop. Even though the intentions of NCLB are good, more research and thought 

should have been put into the development of the legislation (Emrick et al., 2004). 

A positive impact of the NCLB legislation is that it places the spotlight on 

educational leadership at the local, state, and federal levels. Educational accountability is 

a responsibility that all must shoulder. For far too long, principals and superintendents 
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have run their schools with little or no standard of accountability. Now that schools must 

meet strenuous curriculum standards, achievement benchmarks, program requirements, 

etc. they must respond to these standards. Principals have the complicated responsibility 

of taking into account social, ethnic, socioeconomic, cultural, and mental diversity. 

Principals must collaborate with other social agencies and integrate new technologies for 

teaching and communications (Linn, 1998). They are forced to keep up with current 

trends in education, as well as the educational status of their teachers. When principals 

and teachers are held responsible for their students' academic achievement, they will be 

more likely to teach students what they need to know. When a person's job is in jeopardy, 

he or she is more likely to work harder to assure success. After all, is not that leadership? 

So, how does leadership and accountability impact vocational education? 

Better leaders play an important part in improving all schools, including 

vocational and technical centers. They are the captains and lieutenants on the front lines 

of education making the crucial decisions governing curriculum, scheduling, 

expenditures, etc. It is essential that school leaders focus on what is best for the students. 

If educators lose touch with what is best for the students as a result of the pressures of 

NCLB, vocational programs will not succeed. So, what is better for students? Is it better 

to offer occupation-specific programs that prepare students for a trade? Is it better for 

students to learn valuable technical skills that they can use in any career choice, including 

technology and computer instruction, building trades, and office systems? Many times, 

the impact of a particular vocational program, as with academic programs, depends upon 

the dedication and enthusiasm of the instructor (Association of Career and Technical 

Educators [ACTE], 2007). 
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Leslie Watkins was named career and technical teacher of the year for the ACTE 

for 2007. Mrs. Watkins is a dedicated teacher who devotes a great deal of her time and 

effort into ensuring that her students succeed. When she noticed a correlation between the 

higher rate of teen pregnancies and the increased dropout rate in her school, she wrote, 

organized, and implemented a grant to fund a school daycare. In addition, she initiated a 

program called "Project Graduation" designed to offer safer alternatives to after-prom and 

after-graduation activities. She works consistently to develop new programs for her 

students while continuing to expand her own knowledge through furthering her own 

education (ACTE, 2006-2007). It is not rare to encounter teachers who are counting down 

the days until retirement and basically doing only what is demanded of them to persevere 

a little longer. Many teachers will admit that they are ready to retire and that they do not 

have a passion for teaching any more (Carter, 2004). When teachers are unhappy and 

unenthusiastic about their jobs, the students suffer. So, is NCLB hurting vocational 

education by forcing the hands of school leaders and teachers to make decisions that will 

negatively affect vocational programs in the future? 

The No Child Left Behind legislation is a response to several long-ignored 

problems in the country's educational system. Despite the enormous support for No Child 

Left Behind before it was passed, public support has since dwindled. Educators need to 

return to the original goal of this country's education system—to produce a well-educated 

next generation of citizens, a highly skilled labor force that will fulfill the needs for 

America's employers, with confident and capable students who have usable skills. As the 

nation's focus is regained, students will benefit (Kohn, 2004). 



A piece of legislation that has become an integral part of vocational education is 

the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act, Public Law 105-332 

(hereafter referred to as the Carl D. Perkins Act). Initially, the Carl D. Perkins Act was 

designed to reform vocational education in an attempt to show the value of vocational 

education in today's society. Money set aside by the Carl D. Perkins Act refocused 

vocational programs into a more integrated curriculum. Programs were required to 

integrate academic concepts into vocational programs, and vice versa. This act also 

emphasized programs that produce measurable results. The authorization of this act 

initially in 1984, and most recently in 1998, led to the use of standardized assessments as 

a measure of academic rigor for each occupation-specific program. In Mississippi, the 

assessment used is the Mississippi Career Planning and Assessment System (MS C-PAS). 

The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 1998 (a renewal of the 

Carl D. Perkins Act) identified several key indicators that must be met in order for states 

to receive funding, as shown in Table 1 (One Hundred Fifth Congress of the United 

States of America [105 Congress], 1998). These indicators are used to measure state and 

local performance of vocational programs. 

Some have argued that the part of vocational education that revolves around 

occupation-specific instruction should be reserved for post-secondary education (Lewis, 

1998). Several complaints about the current secondary vocational education system help 

one to understand the reasons for greater emphasis on vocational programs at the post-

secondary level. Parents complain that participation by their children in secondary 

vocational programs will not lead to college programs. Students who complete secondary 

vocational programs are not guaranteed a license or certification of any kind and may still 
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Perkins Act Core Indicators 

Performance Indicator Requirement of Perkins Act Legislation 

Placement in Employment Placement in employment (relevant to 
occupation-specific program 

Retention in Employment Retention in employment (unspecified 
duration of employment retention) 

Secondary School Diploma or Equivalent 

Occupational Skill Attainment 

Student attainment of a secondary school 
diploma or its recognized equivalent 

Student attainment of challenging state 
established vocational and technical skill 
proficiencies; student attainment of a 
proficiency credential in conjunction 
with a secondary school diploma 

Postsecondary Education Placement in retention in, and 
completion of, postsecondary education 
or advanced training; placement in 
military service; attainment of a 
postsecondary degree or credential 

Nontraditional Employment Student participation in and completion 
of vocational and technical education 
programs that lead to nontraditional 
training and employment 

From the Core Indicators Crosswalk, U.S. Department of Education Archives 
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have to complete the post-secondary programs for technical and vocational jobs in order 

to obtain a job in that trade. In addition, employers report that the technical skills required 

by specific trades are not being learned by the participants in said programs. Finally, 

schools report that vocational programs lack academic rigor, resulting in the perception 

that academic programs are merely an alternative for students who cannot succeed in 

college (Stasz & Bodilly, 2004). 

Vocational Education Benefits 

In the 1980s, vocational education enrollment was in decline due to negative 

public perceptions; but during the 1990s, a resurgence of enrollment began. A survey of 

secondary vocational programs revealed that 70% of the programs showed a significant 

increase in enrollment since 1990 (Husain, 1999). In fact, nearly all high school students 

take at least some vocational courses. Eighty percent of students take at least one 

occupationally specific vocational course, and one in eight academic students nationwide 

take more vocational courses than do vocational students (Wonacott, 2000). Vocational 

Education is "big business" in education. About 1.9 billion dollars was spent on 

vocational programs for 2006. Over one billion of that was spent on the secondary level 

alone (U.S. Department of Education, 2006a). 

The United States is known for giving every student the opportunity to go to 

college. Although this is a positive point of view, the problem arises from the perception 

that the only way to make enough money to support one's family is to attend a 4-year 

college and earn an academic degree. This belief further reinforces the traditional 

negative image of vocational education, assuming that technical training is inferior to 

academic education. Such beliefs are attributed to the numerous reports during the 1980s 
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that American industry would suffer from shortages of scientists, engineers, and other 

college-educated professionals (Berliner & Biddle, 1996). Recent research revealed that 

the opposite is true. In his research and analysis of the misconceptions of vocational 

education, Wonacott (2000) cited these facts: 

1. Among college students who graduate with a 4-year degree, only two of 

three will find employment related to their field of study. 

2. A 4-year degree does not guarantee a high income. Although college 

graduates have higher average earnings than high school graduates, only some of the 

variation in earnings can be attributed to education; supply and demand are the most 

important factors. 

3. The U.S. Department of Labor's Managerial/Professional job grouping is 

the top of the salary ladder, but on the next rung is Craft, Precision Metal, and 

Specialized Repair—occupations in almost every industry and work environment (i.e., 

drafting, medical lab technician, manufacturing systems operator, computer repair, 

paralegal, etc.) (Wonacott, 2000). 

Impact 

Since their onset, career and technical education programs, such as Tech Prep, 

have integrated work experience with traditional academics. In addition, school-to-work 

programs, such as Cooperative Education, by definition are composed of school-based 

learning combined with work-based learning, bridging the gap between these activities. 

This section discusses the impact of such programs. 

Work-based-learning programs were developed from the belief that learning set in 

and applied to real-world context makes academic learning more accessible and engaging 
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to students. In secondary education, such exemplary rewards have been cited over and 

over again (Wonacott, 2002). In spite of the wide variation in the details of the different 

school-to-work programs, studies show that the benefits are consistent. Apprenticeship 

programs show decreased dropout rates and increased attendance when presented with an 

option of vocational education in addition to or in lieu of traditional academic education 

(Ball & Lamb, 2001). In a study conducted comparing 4,700 Tech Prep and non-Tech 

Prep participants from eight different consortia, it was determined that in four of those 

consortia, Tech Prep students were more likely to begin high school below the level of 

Algebra I than their non-Tech Prep counterparts, but almost all had completed Algebra I 

by graduation. In addition, higher grade point averages were reported for high-risk 

participants of school-to-work programs (Bragg, 2007). Employment prospects for 

participants of these vocational programs are good. Adler, Searls, Weigel, Hemsley, and 

Dick (1996) reported not only higher employment rates, but also twice as many students 

employed in upwardly mobile jobs. A study by the U.S. Department of Labor found that 

programs targeted to a specific segment of the at-risk population are more successful at 

increasing employment (U.S. Department of Labor, 1995). 

For at-risk students, vocational programs are also a good way to decrease the risk 

of dropout for the participating student. Coordinating vocational education programs with 

other programs that address the special needs of the individuals at risk may provide better 

outcomes than programs solely devoted to vocational education. In an examination of 

several studies on the subject, Brown (1998) found the following statistics: 

1. Sixty percent were employed, most within 3 months. 

2. Seventy-eight percent were employed in nontraditional occupations. 
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3. Sixty-nine percent were employed in jobs directly related to their training. 

4. Sixty percent of those employed reported earning more than $ 10 per hour 

(Brown, 1998). 

Limiting program focus to dropout prevention only would be a mistake. The chance of 

skill development problems, teenage pregnancy, alcohol and drug abuse, poverty, and 

crime occurring has been shown to decrease when vocational programs are introduced 

into high-risk populations (Woloszyk, 1996). 

International Treatment of Vocational Education 

Countries other than the United States approach vocational education differently. 

In the Netherlands, vocational education is treated not only as an alternative path to a 

career from that of traditional academic education, but also as an option that is equal to 

that of traditional secondary education. The educational structure of the Netherlands 

differs considerably from that of the United States. Dutch students attend traditional 

grammar schools with general subject areas, but when they reach the level of secondary 

education, they are placed on either a vocational or academic route. The route students 

take is dependent partly on their desires for their own future, but mostly upon school 

achievement tests. Although achievement tests are used to determine a student's aptitude, 

the degree of difficulty between the academic secondary school and the 

vocational/technical school is the same; therefore, neither option is perceived as less 

significant than the other. This results in a "dual-track system" of education. 

In this system, both vocational and academic education have separate higher 

institutions. In addition, there are several different paths one can take to progress to either 

type of institution. Although a student may start out on one track and move to another, the 
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two routes to higher education continue to be held as separate entities. The positive public 

perception held by the public allows for higher enrollment in these vocational centers, 

resulting in a more highly skilled and diverse labor force. In fact, the universities offer 

more vocational oriented courses in an effort to compete with the vocational centers for 

students (Dronkers, 1993). 

In Sweden, the lines are blurred between traditional and vocational education. 

This country offers an educational system that is fully integrated between disciplines. The 

secondary schools are not distinctly academic or vocational. Separation is, however, 

sustained through separate programs within the interdisciplinary school. In the early 

1990s, Swedish schools suffered problems as a result of class divisions. If a student's 

parents were educated through a traditional academic route, the student is almost certain 

to follow the same path, and likewise with the vocationally educated. The major problem 

resulting from this class system is that students graduating from vocational institutions 

were not offered many job opportunities because employers were hiring graduates from 

university and traditional education routes to fill the positions intended for vocationally 

certified students. This lack of job prospects keeps vocationally educated students in a 

lower income bracket than that of traditionally educated students, therefore decreasing the 

demand for traditional education. The failure of vocational programs in countries where 

the educational system is integrated has spurred the debate over educational structure, 

which has continued to this day (Young, 1993). 

In the November 2000 issue of Comparative Educational Review, Ertl stated the 

following: 
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With the increase in global competitiveness in the business world, companies 

have to offer higher quality goods, introduce diversity and customization into their 

products and services, and maintain short cycles of innovation and low prices. In 

these circumstances a country's system of vocational education and training is 

faced with the challenge of providing qualifications to enable students and 

trainees to live up to the complex and wide-ranging demands of the world of 

work. (p. 464) 

In this article, the author advocates a dual system of education in order to create a more 

highly specialized work force. This article outlines the system of education in Germany. 

In this system, trainees spend 3 to 4 days out of the week at their "training enterprise." 

This is part of a true work-based vocational system where there is a joint venture between 

enterprise and the educational system. The rest of the students' days are spent at a state-

run vocational school. This true apprenticeship program allows for a contract between the 

training station and the trainee, or apprentice. In Germany, this is seen as an important 

step for young people who are transitioning from school to work and who do not intend to 

attend university. The fact that Germany enjoys one of the lowest rates of youth 

unemployment among the Western world is directly attributed to this system. Officials 

believe that when a student intends to practice a particular trade, the best learning 

experience is on-the-job training (Ertl, 2000). 

Comparing Academic Education to Vocational Education 

Differences exist between traditional academic education and vocational 

education. In the United States, numerous attempts have been made to integrate 

academics into vocational instruction, and vice versa. Despite these efforts, vocational 
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instructors continue to be mostly responsible for curriculum integration that has failed to 

be internalized by the traditional academic processionals (Lewis, 1998). There is 

considerable research on learning styles, preferences, and processes. Vocational 

curriculum and instruction appeal to learners who respond to more hands-on instruction 

rather than visual and audio learning. Finding the balance between practical performance 

and conceptual skills is the most difficult task as it relates to academic education as well 

as vocational education. Knowing the students and their best learning style helps to 

effectively implement instruction in any discipline. The expectations of student 

achievement in academic courses often exceed those of students in vocational courses for 

the simple fact that teachers feel that it is necessary to "dumb down" the curriculum for 

vocational students to learn, assuming students are enrolled in vocational programs 

because they cannot make it in academic programs. This error in judgment stems from the 

popular public perception of vocational programs as a lesser alternative to traditional 

academic education (Sanderson, 1993). 

Theoretical Foundations 

Throughout the past 30 years, the United States educational system has attempted 

to educate and train people for employment in a variety of ways. High schools and post-

secondary institutions provide some job-specific education programs. The development 

of Vocational Programming has reflected a concern with particular economic problems, 

particularly unemployment, underemployment, and poverty. A study conducted by the 

National Center for Research in Vocational Education (NCRVE) evaluated the results of 

vocational programs and the questions concerning them. The major question addressed 

whether vocational programs have been, by and large, successes or failures. A thorough 
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look at this evaluation shows that vocational programs lead to small but statistically 

significant increases in employment and earnings and small decreases in welfare 

payments (Grubb, 1995). 

Vocational programs have evolved from several different educational theories. 

Howard Gardner's theory of Multiple Intelligences discusses the fact that people learn in 

different ways. Gardner recognized eight types of intelligence: linguistic, logical-

mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and 

naturalistic. Gardner believed that people are "smart" in different ways and that schools 

traditionally recognize the students who possess linguistic and logical intelligence 

(Armstrong, 2000). Vocational courses appeal to students who learn in different ways, 

such as spatial (visual), by offering more hands-on learning. In addition, vocational 

programs offer real-world experiences, which appeal to naturalistic and kinesthetic 

learners. Constructivist theory, generally attributed to Jean Piaget or Jerome Bruner, 

revolves around the idea that people learn more from experiences than from direct 

instruction. Constructivism even goes so far as to say that individuals learn as much from 

their failures as from success. The instructor serves as more of a learning facilitator than 

with the traditional instruction (Kearsley, 2006b). Vocational education is fundamentally 

founded around this type of instruction. Finally, the cognitive flexibility theory builds 

upon the constructivist theory in that it adds adaptability to the mix. The cognitive 

flexibility theory emphasizes using case studies and multi-directional lessons to give 

students a chance to use their problem-solving skills and prior knowledge to solve 

problems. This theory insists on using specific information due to the context-dependency 

of the interactive learning environment that it fosters (Kearsley, 2006a). Again, vocational 
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education revolves around this type of instruction in that every vocational program 

incorporates hands-on learning with occupation-specific instruction. 

Prior to the early 1970s, research on how students learn revolved mostly around 

cognition, the brain's method for physically processing information, and the effect of this 

process on an individual's perceptions and environment. However, in 1972, Prentice-Hall 

published a book by Dunn and Dunn that began a series of ground-breaking research and 

theory of learning styles called Practical Approaches to Individualizing Instruction. Over 

the past several decades, the Dunns created and further developed a model that is based in 

Cognitive Style Theory and Brain Lateralization Theory. Unlike other learning style 

models, the Dunn and Dunn Learning Styles Model has been researched more extensively 

and has been demonstrated to be more consistently effective (Lovelace, 2005). According 

to the Dunns, it is difficult to identify a person's learning style without a reliable 

instrument. Some traits that can be identifiers of a person's learning style are not 

identifiable through observation alone (Dunn & Dunn, 1993). The Learning Style 

Inventory is based on the Dunn and Dunn Learning Styles Model. Results from a learning 

styles inventory indicate elements of basic stimuli. These include, but are not limited to, 

biological/environmental elements, emotional elements, sociological elements, 

physiological characteristics, and finally global/analytical processing style differences 

(Dunn, Dunn, & Price, 1996). 

Most research on learning styles identifies other sub-categories contained within 

these five basic elements. Dunn and Dunn's Learning Styles Theory has given rise to a 

plethora of other theories and models in this area, including Gardner's Theory of Multiple 

Intelligences, Felder's Index of Learning Styles (ILS), Kobl's Experiential Learning 
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Theory, Sternberg's Theory of Triarchic Intelligence, and the list goes on. The ILS 

measures whether a student is active or reflective, sensing or intuitive, visual or verbal, 

and sequential or global. So far, there is little "objective and reliable evidence" that 

learning style inventories can improve student performance (Nixon, Gregson, & 

Spedding, 2007). They do, however, give the administrator insight into how a child 

processes information. This knowledge can arm teachers and administrators with 

powerful insight into the minds of their students. It is common knowledge that most 

people who end up in blue-collar jobs seem to learn better by real-life and practical 

experience rather than lecture or presentation. The ILS asks questions related not only to 

how a person processes information but also how they relate to other people, how they 

see the world, as well as their preferences. It is designed to identify eight types of 

learners: active, reflective, sensing, intuitive, visual, verbal, sequential, and global. A 

person could fall into one or more of these categories. Knowing which category one falls 

under can help them to better understand why certain things may come as a struggle to 

them and why other things are easier to them than to others. For vocational educators, 

knowledge of this type of learning style can better help them to understand which types of 

learners are drawn to their programs and what they may need to do to encourage other 

types of learners to participate. 

Educators often credit teacher differences as the primary factor in student 

achievement. Parents also note these differences and request certain teachers for their 

children because of discussions in the community about how the teacher had a good (or 

bad) impact on a child's education which had lasting effects on their children. In recent 

history, researchers have begun to identify the impact or effect of teacher factors on 
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student achievement. Although there remains some debate among researchers about 

teacher effects isolated from other factors, many researchers agree that the single most 

important and determining factor of student achievement is the influence of the teacher 

(Collias, Pajak, & Rigden, 2000; Lasley, Siedentop, & Yinger, 2006; Sanders & Rivers, 

1996). Researchers have compared teacher quality to differences in student test scores 

and found the impact of the teacher as a determinate factor to achievement. According to 

a study conducted by the National Education Goals Panel, 

The average student assigned to ineffective teachers 3 years in a row scored 50 

percentile points lower on achievement tests than those assigned to the most 

effective teachers. As teacher quality increased from low to average to high, so did 

test scores. 

The study continued by demonstrating that 40% of the variance in student achievement 

was attributed to teacher qualities (Darling-Hammond & Ball, 1997). In addition, the 

impact of the teacher may be either positive or negative. Dr. William Sanders, in his 

research to design the accountability system in Tennessee, also identified teacher factors 

impacting student performance on state assessments. He and his colleagues also 

determined that one year of exposure to an effective teacher can positively impact the 

student achievement for many years, but the reverse is also true (Sanders & Rivers, 1996). 

In a study conducted in the Pittsburgh Schools it was reported that teachers who are 

successful with Black children are also successful with White children. The 2-year study 

presented to the district's board of education indicated that the variance in test scores was 

fully attributable to the effectiveness of the teacher. The study found that average test 
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scores varied as much as 59% from the top teacher's classroom to the bottom, regardless 

of the students' race (Wereschagin, 2007). 

From a qualitative perspective, the researcher becomes the primary instrument. 

The researcher's disciplinary orientation guides the qualitative study, and the theoretical 

framework is the "researcher's preconceived conceptual perspective" (Camp, 2001, p. 

16). In 1998, Marriam said about theoretical foundations in vocational education, "It is 

the lens through which the [researcher] views the world" (p. 45). 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this chapter provided a discussion of theories related to the 

development and benefits of vocational education. Students who participate in vocational 

programs realize some monetary benefits but find greater satisfaction and motivation 

since the structure of the instruction matches the learning styles and modalities of 

students. From its origin, vocational education was intended to offer students authentic 

work experience integrated with traditional academic training. This learning theory 

suggests that such applied, real-world learning produces academic expertise that is readily 

accessible and engaging to students. 

Complications of recent years include new standards imposed on academic and 

vocational programs through legislation such as No Child Left Behind. The requirements 

of NCLB impede the success of vocational programs because requirements on schools 

force additional academic requirements for students. These legislative regulations limit 

student participation in vocational programs and force inequitable requirements on 

teachers. In addition, the emphasis on accountability measures has led to performance 

measures that limit participation of many students who may be successful as a skilled 
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laborer but cannot complete the stringent academic requirements. The expectation of 

students to be able to choose either higher academic degrees or skilled labor becomes 

problematic. Leaders in schools are forced to follow paths that lead to meeting 

requirements rather than help students achieve vocational training within their 

capabilities. Rather than adding skilled workers to the labor force, more students drop out 

of school and the economy faces the problems of unemployment, underemployment, and 

welfare dependency. The national shortage of highly skilled laborers may be resolved if 

vocational education programs were encouraged rather than limited. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter III describes the methods and procedures used to address the purpose and 

research questions of this study, which are qualitative in nature. The research questions 

addressed in this study focused mainly on perceptions of students and vocational 

instructors. The methods of data collection measuring these perceptions were triangulated 

to prove validity. This chapter is divided into three sections: Methodology, Participants, 

and Data Collection. The first section, Methodology, gives a brief description of the 

procedures utilized to answer the problem statement and test the hypotheses. The second 

section, Participants, provides an overview of the population to be used as subjects for 

research in the study. The final section includes a time schedule for data collection and 

procedures for recording. 

Methodology 

This study was conducted in an attempt to support the use of vocational 

instruction on the secondary level. In order to investigate the research questions, there 

will need to be sufficient data. MS-C-PAS test scores for the state of Mississippi were 

analyzed in order to identify the top five schools in the state for five specific vocational 

programs: Welding, Carpentry/Building Trades, Business and Computer Technology, 

Marketing Management Technology, and Allied Health. These areas were chosen because 

they are offered at the largest number of schools in the state. These test scores were 

analyzed by finding the mean scores of students who had taken the C-PAS for the past 2 

years. The top five mean scores were ranked. Beginning with the highest score for each 

program, the researcher contacted the instructors of these programs and their directors to 
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solicit participation. For a copy of the letter to be sent to directors, see Appendix A. If the 

request was denied, the researcher moved on to the second highest, and so forth until one 

school was confirmed for each of the five training areas (for a total of five individual 

programs evaluated). Once permission had been obtained from the director and instructor 

of these programs, the researcher solicited parents of the students involved in the 

programs for participation. For a copy of the letter sent to parents for consent, see 

Appendix B. The first eight students in each program who had confirmed consent 

participated in the focus groups. The participants of these focus groups were asked 

questions about their programs in an attempt to determine the attributes of these programs 

that make them successful. For a draft of the questions asked, see Appendix C. In 

addition, the instructors were carefully interviewed to identify characteristics and 

methods that make him or her successful. Targeted questions were asked of the instructor 

in an effort to better determine what questions to ask of the students during the focus 

group in order to gain enough information to make an educated analysis. For a draft of the 

interview questions, see Appendix D. In addition, field notes were taken during 

observations of the teacher during class sessions. These three methods of data collection 

allowed for proper triangulation. The main design of this study was qualitative in nature. 

These methods of investigation provided the researcher with the best tools to answer the 

research questions. 

Participants 

The targeted population for this study consisted of vocational instructors and their 

students, specifically in the state of Mississippi. Existing statistical evidenced from the 

Mississippi Department of Education, Office of Vocational Education, was used to 
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identify the highest performing Vocational Education Programs as ranked by mean MS-

C-PAS test scores. The data from the Mississippi Department of Education was then used 

to identify the five highest performing programs for each of the five subject areas. For the 

focus groups, the researcher relied on volunteer participants from the schools. These 

focus groups were comprised of students who were currently enrolled in those programs 

who had previously been selected. Interviews of the instructors of said programs were 

also conducted. They were asked to answer questions regarding the current status of their 

programs, teaching methods, student performance, etc., as well as their perception of 

vocational education in their district as compared to other districts in the state. The 

observations were then analyzed and the validity measured by qualitative methods. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Prior to data collection, permission was obtained from the Institutional Review 

Board at The University of Southern Mississippi (see Appendix E). Data should be the 

main focus in any qualitative study. The quality of the research project is based upon how 

well the data are collected (Chenail, 1995). One of the most important parts to data 

collection in qualitative research is the setting. Where the research takes place in the 

context in which all of the data that are collected must be positioned. Without an accurate 

description of the environment of a qualitative study, valuable data that could affect the 

outcome of a researcher's analysis is neglected (Chenail, 1995). No detail must be 

overlooked. For the purpose of this study, field notes were taken on site before the focus 

groups and interviews to accurately describe in detail the environment from which the 

data were collected. This setting included not only the rooms in which the research was 

conducted but also the school itself. Another important factor to consider in qualitative 
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research is the development of context. Field notes were taken during teacher 

observations of class sessions. This gave a new perspective of not only the environment 

and setting, but how the teacher used his or her environment, giving context to the study. 

The observations also served to triangulate other data in that answers could be compared 

from the interview and focus groups to the observations from the researcher's 

perspective. Another way to build context is to record before and after the sessions in 

order to have a better perspective from which to judge the claims of the participants in the 

study. This allows the researcher to view the proceedings from a "solid vantage point to 

render the critiques of the [session]" (Chenail, 1995). For the purposes of this study, 

letting the tape recorder begin before the actual focus groups and interview began, one 

can gain an idea of the mood or feelings from the participants. There are a variety of 

organizational techniques used in qualitative research. For the purpose of this study, data 

were arranged in a natural progression. This means that the data were presented in 

sequential order (the order in which the information was given or obtained). 

In order to analyze the data collected, triangulation was used to interpret data. 

Triangulation is a method that uses multiple strategies to study the same phenomenon. 

Each strategy confirms data from another, thereby validating the results (Sands & Roer-

Strier, 2006). This process for the validation of qualitative research uses the strengths of 

one research method to offset the weaknesses of another. For the purpose of this study, 

methodological triangulation was used, which involved a variety of methods for data 

collection (Sands & Roer-Strier, 2006). In this case, the combination of methods used 

was observations, focus groups, and structured interviews. The researcher used 

transcribed narrative of the observations, focus groups, and interviews, as well as audio 
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recordings. Questions for the student in the focus groups revolved around personal 

experiences. Some examples of questions to stimulate discussion were: (a) Describe your 

experiences in the vocational program that you are enrolled in; (b) How and why did you 

choose this particular program in which to participate; (c) What specific factors 

(environmental, instructional, logistical, etc.) do you feel have been most influential in 

the success of this program and why? The focus groups were conducted before the 

interviews, and interview questions were influenced by the information gained from the 

focus groups. Semi-structured interview questions were formulated from this information, 

and participants were allowed opportunities to share thoughts and feelings to elaborate on 

the narratives and video were analyzed for patterns, themes, repeating accounts, and body 

language. To reduce the risk of researcher bias, experts in the field of vocational 

education were consulted regarding research design and were asked to review the results. 

The interpretation of these results by other researchers was expected to further qualify the 

researcher's findings. 

To increase the validity of the research, methods used in this study were adapted 

from ethnographic methods discussed in other research studies. Field notes were taken 

from the videos of the focus groups. Some standard rules for field notes were adapted to 

give researchers a guide in order to ensure that there would be no attempt at summarizing 

or generalizing and that the notes would capture a description of the events as close to 

factual as possible. These rules are as follows: 

Take notes as soon as possible. 

Count the number of times key words or phrases are used by members of 

the group. 



Record the order or sequence of events and how long each lasts. 

Record even the smallest things (nothing is too insignificant). 

Draw maps or diagrams of the location, including movements and 

reactions by others. 

• Write quickly and do not worry about spelling. 

• Avoid personal judgments or summarizations (for instance, do not call 

someone "pretty," but describe them). 

Include one's own thoughts and feelings separately or in another section. 

• Always make back-up copies of notes (Neuman & Wiegand, 2000). 

Vocational instructors in the state were solicited for participation. Because of the 

nature of the interview questions, there was little need for anonymity, but personal 

information was only used for the purposes of identifying aspects of that instructor that 

contributed to the success of his or her programs and was, therefore, of little or no risk to 

the participant. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS AND FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 

The purpose of Chapter IV is to compile and summarize the major findings of this 

research. The format is divided into three parts: classroom observations, instructor 

interviews, and student focus groups. The structure of this study shaped the organization 

of the findings to be addressed by each school and program reviewed. The selection 

criteria for inclusion in the study were determined by averaging C-PAS test scores over a 

2-year period (2006 and 2007) for every school in the state of Mississippi. The highest 

performing schools in the programs used for the purpose of this study were solicited for 

participation. If the highest performing school declined participation, the next highest 

performing school was selected. The top four schools for each of the five subject areas are 

summarized in Table 2. 

Responses of classroom observations, focus groups, and interviews are 

summarized, after which a conclusion captures the common and unique responses and are 

reported in a summary of the data. The intent of this structure is to outline the underlying 

principles of these higher performing programs so as to create a framework by which 

other instructors may create similar program designs. The commonalities between 

program designs, instructional practices, and instructor actions and beliefs are discussed. 

Data collection began in 2006 and continued through 2008. The classroom 

observations, interviews, and focus groups were conducted between April 2008 and June 

2008. The researcher compiled data from four focus groups, four interviews, classroom 

observations of programs at the four schools selected, and various notes throughout this 



Table 2 

C-PAS Test Score Averages for 2006-2007 

Program Title School 2-year Average Score 

Allied Health 
Allied Health 
Allied Health 
Allied Health 
Allied Health 

Marketing Management Technology 
Marketing Management Technology 
Marketing Management Technology 
Marketing Management Technology 
Marketing Management Technology 

Building Trades 
Building Trades 
Building Trades 
Building Trades 
Building Trades 

Business & Computer Technology 
Business & Computer Technology 
Business & Computer Technology 
Business & Computer Technology 
Business &Computer Technology 

School A 

SchoolB 

School C 

SchoolD 

0.897 
0.874 
0.875 
0.872 
0.856 

0.772 
0.735 
0.725 
0.704 
0.695 

0.782 
0.781 
0.760 
0.740 
0.734 

0.835 
0.834 
0.793 
0.786 
0.779 
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2-year process. Eight second-year students from each program were invited to participate 

in focus groups. The first eight students to turn in their permission forms signed by legal 

guardians were selected for participation. Absences on the day of the focus group in turn 

caused some groups to fall short of eight participants. The researcher conducted an 

interview with the teacher of the program, observed instructional methodologies and 

teaching styles, and conducted the student focus group on a date prearranged with the 

administration of the school and the teacher. Focus group sessions were scheduled by 

each teacher. The structure of each focus group was open to encourage free exchange of 

information and interaction. The questions used to facilitate and guide discussion in the 

focus groups are identified in Appendix C and interview questions reported in Appendix 

D. These sources were compared with classroom observations and C-PAS scores to 

provide triangulation of data and confirmed findings. Classroom observations were 

included to gain an additional perspective on the instruction and environment of each 

program. The researcher served as an impartial observer in the classroom environment. 

Observations were recorded in the form of hand written notes. Permission was solicited 

from the director as well as instructor before the visit. Data were summarized from 

transcripts of each focus group session, interviews with teachers, and notes taken during 

observations. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to identify factors that impact the success of 

identifiably successful vocational programs in the state of Mississippi. The intent of this 

study was to identify specific factors responsible for a program's success that can be 

reproduced in other vocational programs to improve their performance. 
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Research Questions 

The researcher identified three research questions for the purpose of this study that 

have arisen from current research. The three questions examined are: 

1. What are the attributes of the vocational instructors of the higher scoring 

schools in the state of Mississippi? 

2. What do students enrolled in the vocational programs of higher scoring 

schools indicate are the attributes of their respective programs? 

Report of Findings of the Study 

C-P AS test scores provide a basis of comparison of all vocational centers in the 

state of Mississippi. This study evaluated scores for four occupational training areas 

averaged over a 2-year period: Building Trades, Marketing, Allied Health, and Business 

and Computer Technology. The highest performing school in each program was selected 

for analysis. Secondly, classroom observations were conducted at each of the target 

schools. The researcher then conducted interviews with each instructor. Finally, oral data 

were collected from focus groups at each site. The focus group was comprised of students 

enrolled in each of the five programs. 

For the purpose of this section, refer to Appendix D for the list of interview 

questions, Appendix C for the list of guiding questions asked of each focus group, and 

Appendix F for the classroom observation instrument. Some additional questions for the 

focus group and interview participants may have arisen during the research process. 

Individuals who participated in interviews and focus groups were informed that the video 

recording of the discussion would not be viewed by anyone but the researcher and that 

names of participants and data gleaned would not be disclosed. Therefore, in this 
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compilation of data, names are not mentioned in order to protect the identifies of the 

participants. 

School A 

The first program addressed is the Allied Health program, which focuses on 

health-related occupations. In comparison to other vocational programs, the Allied Health 

program, while maintaining a career focus, tends to be more academic. The school with 

the highest C-PAS test scores in Allied Health declined the request to participate in the 

study. The difference in scores between first and second highest performing program was 

less than two percentage points. Due to this minor difference, this researcher believes that 

the second highest performing program would provide equally valid results for the 

purpose of these research data. 

Classroom Observations 

In addition to observing classroom instruction, the researcher took time to 

document the school and classroom layout. This vocational center is located in a 

municipality and off campus from the high school that it services. Students are bussed in 

from the high school. The proximity to the high school is less than one mile. The 

classroom is divided into two sections, one for lecture and the other for lab activities (see 

Appendix G). This center has a director who is very visible and familiar with the 

students. 

The researcher completed observations during two class periods on April 22, 

2008. Results were similar between the two classes. Both classes observed were Allied 

Health I, as Allied Health II students were participating in "clinicals."1 The following is a 

summary of observations for both class periods. 



As students were entering the classroom at School A, they began reviewing the 

previous day's material for a quiz that would be given during that class period. When the 

tardy bell rang, students were still studying and talking to each other, but as the teacher 

approached the board and began instruction the students began to be seated and gave her 

their attention without verbal correction from the instructor. Students had items that could 

be considered a distraction out on their desks (i.e., cell phones, snacks, drinks) but 

remained actively engaged in each activity. The teacher began by reminding the students 

about a new initiative to increase health awareness in the community.2 The goal of the 

initiative is to cut junk food and fast food consumption by 50% and increase participation 

in exercise. Participants in the initiative will walk 3.5 miles 50 times in 50 days. 

The first activity was a class review before the test. The instructor asked leading 

questions throughout the review time. Students were free to ask questions when needed. 

Even when students attempted to get off task, the teacher found a way to bring them back 

without direct correction. For example, one student asked, "How big are your sinuses?" 

The student appeared to have a cold and wanted to understand the origin of mucus. The 

instructor took the opportunity to answer her questions and used the question and answer 

in the review on anatomy to illustrate various concepts. Students struggled with correct 

pronunciations of terms and so the teacher used class time to practice these with students 

prior to the class assessment. The teacher appeared energetic and enthusiastic about the 

lesson. Both answers to questions and explanations of concepts were clear and concise. 

The instructor called the class to order while passing out the assessment. As students 

finished their test, they automatically began to read in a routine fashion without direction 

from the teacher. After the assessment, Instructor A began new instruction. The day's 
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lesson was an introduction to the anatomy of the mouth and digestion. The instructor 

asked questions during and after activities and assignments. She used a special bitter dye 

to color their taste buds and to make the papillae stand up and become more visible. The 

students used magnifying glasses to look at each other's tongues. The students were 

actively engaged and interested in finding out more about the topic. 

Interview 

The interview with the instructor for School A took place after school on May 15, 

2008, at 2:08 p.m. Central Standard time. 

Question 1: Tell me about your program. Describe a typical week in your 

classroom. 

When asked to describe a typical week in her classroom, Instructor A said: 

There isn't a typical week, because we try to vary the activities so much. The 

beginning of the week I have Allied Health 2 students, who are right now in 

clinicals. I take them to their stations. Today three of my students got to see a 

cesarean birth. Unfortunately, two of my students had to see a miscarried baby in 

pathology, so we go from one extreme to the other, and that was just today. Allied 

Health 1 is second and third block, and currently we are studying the nervous 

system. This week we had lecture, we played the Brain Drain bingo game so they 

can review the parts of the brain and the neurological disorders that are associated 

with it. They might have art projects; they may have a PowerPoint or a research 

project. Sometimes we play games, like I take the Jenga game and in order to be 

able to pull a block you have to answer a question correctly. At the end of the 

game (when the tower crashes), whoever has the most blocks wins. Another day 
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this week we planted a pharmaceutical herb garden. Last week we had a big 

cookout and we prepared AIDS posters (students did a project on AIDS awareness 

and AIDS prevention). The students had the cookout for the entire vocational 

center and displayed their posters and talked to the students who came about 

AIDS and how to prevent AIDS. We also celebrated our C-PAS scores. We 

looked at clips of movies that were relevant to some of the neurological disorders 

that we discussed. One movie called The Savages is about a brother and a sister 

who have to deal with their father's dementia. Another that is perfect is called The 

Diving Bell and the Butterfly. It is a French film about the editor ofElle magazine 

who had "locked-in syndrome." He had a stroke and after the stroke his brain quit 

talking to his body, and he had function in only one eye. It was incredible that the 

doctors and nurses realized that he was still in there. They had to sew one of his 

eyes shut to prevent him from getting corneal abrasions. He worked with a 

therapist so he could communicate with only one eye. The way they did this was 

she would read every letter of the French alphabet to him and when she came to 

the correct letter he would blink his eye. Together, they wrote an entire book 

about his condition. After the book was published he died 10 days later. It fits 

right in to what we are learning about. We have a test tomorrow. Some weeks they 

get tested every day, and other weeks they get one big test. It just depends on how 

well they are getting the information. By playing the bingo game or crossword 

puzzle games, I can gauge how well they are getting the information. If I do not 

feel they are getting it, then I will say, "O.K., at the end of the day we are going to 

have a test on everything we have covered today," and I will give them lots of 
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small tests to build up to their chapter tests. I have several students who perform 

much better when they have many small tests rather than one big one. 

Question 2: What routines do you regularly practice in your classes? 

The instructor said that there were no daily routines that were followed in this 

class because they vary activities daily. Assessments are given at least once a week, but 

sometimes more. 

Many of the students that take this class get bored very quickly, so if you don't 

vary your routine, if you don't have something surprising every day, they grow 

bored, and then they get in trouble, and there is no reason for them to get bored 

because there is so much information to cover in this class and so many different 

activities to do. 

The nearest activities described as routine would be giving a test when a unit has been 

completed, checking roll every day, reading the chapters at the start of a unit, and going to 

clinicals. Other instructional activities vary with the content included in the unit. For 

example, for the study on anatomy and physiology, Instructor A uses lecture because she 

feels it is necessary for them to hear her pronounce the terms since these are unknown to 

them. She thinks that the students learn a great deal by hearing her pronounce the words 

and use them in context. Students are also required to write the vocabulary used in the 

lecture to reinforce visually what they are hearing. She feels it is important to teach 

Anatomy and Physiology in the same way that someone would teach a foreign language. 

Instructor A explained how she stresses to students the importance of mutual respect 

among the students. They are not allowed to use inappropriate language in the classroom, 

and they are to treat the classroom as if it were a work environment. 
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This is a technology program and I am preparing them for the world of work, I am 

not preparing them for something that they don't need an education for. I expect 

them to speak to each other and myself in a professional manner and to dress 

appropriately. 

Instructor A often places students into teams for group activities: 

My lower performing students will work with the higher performing students, or 

sometimes I group all of my lower performing students together because they 

build on each other's strengths instead of focusing on the weaknesses in order to 

get things done." 

The instructor has a commanding presence in the classroom, and the students demonstrate 

a high degree of respect without reminders. Students see the instructor as someone they 

aspire to emulate: "I am an RN and some of them want to do that. I have been in the 

health field for 30 years, so they automatically give me some respect." 

Question 3: What is important about the classroom environment in which you 

teach? 

Instructor A said she rarely has a behavioral issue because plans keep students 

engaged in hands-on activities rather than always using a lecture or working from a text. 

That is one thing that is great about the way this class is set up because when I see 

that a student may become a behavioral problem, I will send that student into the 

lab area to do some physical activity with the mannequin or I will have that 

student demonstrate an activity, or have them go out and weed the pharmacy 

garden. 
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The classroom is set up in two sections: the lab and the lecture/classroom (see Appendix 

G for the floor plan). Although both areas are in the same classroom, students understand 

the expected behavior for each area. Students are taught how to act in a professional 

manner and treat the mannequins as real patients. 

We put up screens to simulate doors, and the students will knock on the screen 

and introduce themselves to the mannequins so, again, this lends itself to the 

portrayal of a hospital environment, and most of these students want to be 

working in that type of environment. 

Question 4: Why do you think your program is successful? 

Instructor A believes that teaching and learning must happen continuously from 

the beginning bell until dismissal. "I am very guarded and jealous of my time, because I 

never have enough of it! There is so much information that I want to cover that I get 

frustrated if there is a lot of interruption." In her vocational center, the classes are smaller, 

her largest class is 18, and she finds it easier to keep them on task. There are few students 

in the hallway, few announcements, so when students walk into class they begin 

immediately. Although Instructor A is confident in herself as an instructor, when asked 

why she thinks her program is successful, she responded: 

I think that I have really bright students and we have a good selection process 

because the students compete to get into the program. They apply, they want to be 

here, and this is an elective so they are here by choice. They compete against other 

students with GPA, attendance, discipline record, so if they are poor in any of 

these areas they have less of a chance of getting in. 
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Instructor A also said the students are interested in the material and that interest makes 

them want to learn more and be successful. She said the information covered in the class 

is something that the students will use, and the real world applicability is essential. "I 

think the students know that I want them to succeed, and they know that I love what I do. 

They know I am excited and always looking for great things to do and see, and interesting 

ways to learn." 

Question 5: How do you prepare your students for the C-PAS test? 

Because C-PAS test scores were used to identify which programs were the most 

successful, the researcher asked about how she prepared students for the state assessment. 

I hope that I prepare them by teaching to the objectives for 2 years. I take the state 

objectives and I teach every one of them over the 2 years. Beyond that, I give the 

students fun activities and games with study information incorporated. 

Before the C-PAS the students are given a review, and their chapter tests are returned to 

them for their use in studying. 

I try to downplay the test. I do not think it should be the be all and end all in their 

minds, because what I keep telling them is, "You have been with me for 2 years. If 

you don't know it, you won't know it by my telling you again." I feel as though, if 

they have not learned it by being with me for 2 years, then they really shouldn't do 

well on the C-PAS. I don't want false numbers. I want to know if I am doing my 

job well. 

Question 6: What important features of your vocational center impact the success 

of your program ? 
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This question seemed difficult for the instructor to answer. The vocational 

center's ability to recruit effectively and utilization of a selection process affords the 

selection of students who really desire to be in the class. In addition, the instructor feels 

that the support received from the director and support staff at the school impacts the 

ability to perform the job effectively. The instructor also cited the varying activities, the 

use of literature, and outside activities as reasons for success. 

Question 7: Tell me about your recruitment program. 

One thing we do [to recruit students] is a tour for eighth and ninth grade students 

of the Vocational Center so they can see what we have to offer. I use my students 

as my recruiting tool. When the students come through to tour the building, I will 

send a couple of my students over to talk to them while I am teaching. They will 

answer their questions about the program and tell them why they should take the 

class. They tell their friends to take the class! 

Question 8: What one factor do you perceive has the largest impact on the success 

of your program ? 

Instructor A enjoys teaching and often surpasses requirements to effectively 

communicate and deliver the curriculum to students. 

Loving what you are doing is so important because I think that sometimes people 

get bored with what they are doing and that transfers to the students. If you are not 

excited about what you are teaching, then you probably should retire! 

Instructor A said that she enjoys teaching secondary students because they have no fear: 

When I taught college there is so much riding on their grades and their skills 

because these are adults and there are so many other factors that could affect their 
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fear of failure. These [high school] students are just out there! They are willing to 

try anything, anywhere, whether it be dissecting a heart or brain, or performing 

sutures. We do many procedures that I did with my nursing students, but since 

there is not as much riding on their performance, it is just fun! 

Since Instructor A has experience teaching both college and secondary students, 

she said: 

I have learned that the students will tell you everything, even things you don't 

want to hear. I have learned that they are so much fun. When I started teaching 

high school, I had taught nursing at the collegiate level and I had retired. When I 

came back to work, this job came open and I was used to teaching college where 

when the teacher walks in, everyone quietly starts to take notes. I walked in here 

and the students were so in-your-face and climbing all over each other, that it was 

just crazy! So I was kind of shocked by that. 

Instructor A had small children at the time she began this position and had never 

interacted with high school-age students but discovered she loved the age group. 

They are so real and fresh and full of ideas. They are so bright and fun and willing 

to learn. I think I had a fear of high school students coming into the job but after 

about 2 months, I figured out that I loved them! They really keep you young. 

Focus Group 

Eight students participated in the focus group. All participants in this focus group 

were female. Gender specific pronouns may be used but should not be identifying 

descriptors. The focus group took place after school on April 24, 2008, at 3:10 p.m. 
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Central Standard time. The following is the summarization of data collected from the 

focus group from this school. 

Question 1: Tell me about your program. 

Student answers for the Allied Health program centered on the curriculum and 

activities that students completed during the course of the program. Most of the students 

gave general answers, such as, "We learn about the body and different health occupations, 

like nursing first aid and emergency response, veterinary medicine." 

Question 2: Describe your experiences in the vocational program that you are 

enrolled in. 

Clinical assignments were dominant in their responses to the researcher. For the 

purpose of cluneals, each student goes to a health occupation site for one and one-half 

hours to shadow a professional 3 days each week then must write in journals about 

experiences. The experience referred to as "clinicals" is the application of learning taken 

place during class. The students explained that often questions are asked by the mentor, 

and students know the answers. One student commented that during "clinicals" she was 

shadowing a doctor and she was able to answer questions that the nurse's assistant could 

not answer. 

Question 3: How and why did you choose this particular program in which to 

participate? 

When asked why they chose the Allied Health program over the other programs 

offered at the vocational center, many of the students said that they wanted to go into the 

medical field and that the program gave them an opportunity to decide which area was to 

be their career choice. The choice also helped them decide what area of the field would be 
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the best fit. All of the students in the group explained their desire to know more about the 

vocational area and that the Allied Health program had given them a better insight into 

the medical field in general. 

Question 4: Do you plan to pursue a career in this type of work? 

All of the students said they were going into the medical field when they 

graduated. 

Question 5: How did your training impact this decision? 

When asked how their training in the program impacted their career decision, a 

variety of responses were given. Several students said that participation in the program 

changed their minds about specific vocational choices. One student said she wanted to be 

a nurse before taking the class but had changed after learning about the unpleasant aspects 

of the job, such as psychological factors and the "gross" aspect that they observed during 

"clinicals." She changed to pharmacy because she liked math. Another student wanted to 

be a doctor but changed to dentistry because schooling requirements for a medical degree 

were both difficult and lengthy. Dentistry was equally fulfilling but less rigorous. 

Question 6: Do you feel that you have been prepared to have a career in this 

field? If so, why? 

Students felt well prepared for their future careers and credited the amount learned 

in class for this foundation. 

Question 7: What further preparation will you need to have a career in this type 

of work? 

The students were knowledgeable about requirements needed to pursue their 

career goals. The researcher received answers ranging from biomedical science to 
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nursing. Every student knew exactly what fields and courses were required for college, 

the number of years it would take to complete their degrees and even the exact type of 

work experience needed to pursue their career goals. 

Question 8: Describe your school's recruitment program. 

One of the areas that make each vocational center different is the method of 

recruitment. For this school, the students felt that the recruitment program was highly 

selective. When students chose to take Allied Health, they were required to fill out an 

application and then were ranked by grades, discipline records, and recommendations of 

teachers and other students currently enrolled in the program. The highest ranking 

students were selected. A factor leading to the success of the recruitment program was the 

amount of student promotion of the program to other students. When asked why they 

would advise someone to take the class, one student stated that not only do they learn a 

great deal in the class, but also have a lot of fun. Another student indicated that it was a 

great way to explore the medical profession to determine the match for an individual 

career. "Coming into this program I thought I wanted to be a physical therapist, and now I 

know that is not what I want to do. I want to be a pharmacist." Other students indicated a 

desire for occupations ranging from dentistry to gynecology. 

Question 9: Did you feel prepared for the C-PAS test in this class? How and why? 

The students were well prepared for the C-PAS test, as evidenced by their 

superior test scores. The 2-year average score for students from School A was 87.43%. 

When asked about their preparation for the test, students said they played games, such as 

Jeopardy, with the test questions; they were given practice tests and review packets in the 

month before the exam to review the prior year's content; and they were given their old 
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chapter tests from both years to study. Paramount to the students was the instruction they 

received. They emphasized that the classes prepared them because each lesson built on 

the one before, and the content was covered over and over, never allowing them to forget 

what they had already learned. When they took the test they simply remembered what 

they had learned. 

Question 10: What questions do you remember that you did not know the answer? 

They said there were only a few questions they did not know. 

Question 11: Discuss some specific class activities that stand out in your mind 

from this course. 

One thing that distinguishes a program is the class activities that are part of that 

program. For this Allied Health program, the students identified particular activities that 

stood out in their minds from the 2 years of their enrollment. One of these activities 

included what they called "triage." During "triage" the teacher gives an emergency 

scenario and the students are expected to sort it out by which patient needed to be helped 

first and in what order the patients are to be addressed. This activity takes place in the lab 

portion of the classroom. Each student is assigned a different job, and they are to treat the 

patients as a live situation. Some other memorable activities included CPR and heart 

saver certification, practicing sutures on stuffed animals, planting a pharmacy garden in 

the courtyard with herbs that have medicinal properties, and visiting the Human Body 

exhibit and the Pharmacy Museum in New Orleans. They also dissected different things. 

One student said, "Dissection is cool. We dissected an eyeball, a pig, a heart, a brain, and 

some other stuff." 

Question 12: What have you learned from this course? 
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When asked what they have learned from this course, the students erupted with 

answers talking over each other. They were so excited about the knowledge they had 

gained from this class. One student said, "I play sports and I like to run a lot, and so, 

sometimes when I get hurt, it is kind of fun to know which muscle I hurt and what to do." 

Anatomy and physiology was attributed with this understanding. Another student said, 

"Learning how to deal with any kind of emergency situation was great. CPR was 

definitely an important thing to learn because I just got a job as a lifeguard and knowing 

how to save people makes me proud." Yet another answer was, 

I liked HOSA (Health Occupation Students of America) because we had to go and 

compete. You have to really know what you are talking about. The first year I 

went I had to learn all of my medical terms. It was a lot of memorizing! Then we 

went and did medical math and that was a lot of fun. You have to take tests and 

then you get graded on it and the top five advance. If you place at state you get to 

go to nations, and that is really fun. 

The students were exposed to a vast variety of different health occupations. One student 

thought that "Dog CPR was pretty cool. I did veterinary clinicals." Sometimes the things 

that they learned were what they did not want to do rather than what they wanted to do. 

One student said, 

I learned that I definitely do not want to do anything with kids. We had to do child 

care and we have to weigh them at the doctor's office sometimes and they are so 

bad! They get vicious, like jumping all over the place! 

Many students seemed excited about the current relevance of the skills learned. "I learned 

to do range of motion exercises, and my mom is going to have surgery on her shoulder. 



Now I know how to do ROM (Range Of Motion) with her." "The biggest thing for me 

was first aid because I get to use that in soccer, you know taping wrists and ankles and 

stuff when [the players] have minor injuries," said another student. 

Question 13: What specific factors (environmental, instructional, logistical, etc.) 

do you feel have been most influential in the success of this program and why? 

When asked what factors (environmental, instructional, logistical, or others) they 

felt had been most influential in the success of this program and why, the answer was 

unanimous. They felt that their teacher was the reason their program was successful. The 

students all said that their instructor was the one factor that had the greatest impact on 

their program. Reasons given by students explained that the instructor gets grants for 

supplies and equipment, and is excited about the program. They feel that she makes 

learning fun. They can tell she is passionate about what she does, and she does everything 

that she can to make their learning experience enjoyable and fulfilling. They said that she 

cares about whether or not they succeed. The students said that they were always doing 

something different, so the class was never boring. Even though they had tests often, they 

said that their instructor always made it hands-on and explained things where they could 

understand it. "She changed activities a lot, she brought in guest speakers, and she told us 

a lot of stories about her own personal experiences." 

SchoolB 

The second program addressed is the Marketing program. This program is under 

the vocational umbrella and focuses on marketing technology and business occupations. 

The atmosphere of this program tends to be more academically focused, as with the 

Allied Health program, with a professional environment and career focus. The highest 
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scoring program declined the request for participation in the study. The difference in 

scores between first and second highest performing program was less than four 

percentage points. Due to this minor difference, this researcher believes that the second 

highest performing program would provide equally valid results for the purpose of this 

research data. 

Classroom Observations 

In addition to observing classroom instruction, the researcher took time to 

document the school and classroom layout. This vocational center is located on the high 

school campus in a separate building within walking distance. The classroom is divided 

into two sections, one for lecture and the other for computer lab activities (see Appendix 

H). This center has a director and guidance counselor who is very visible and familiar 

with the students. The school is located in a municipal area but services a county high 

school. 

Classroom observations for School B were half of first block and through second 

block. The first block class was made up of second year students and the teacher was 

covering mostly housekeeping tasks, such as due dates, deadlines, DECA information, 

and end-of-the-year information. They were also working on previously assigned projects 

in the computer lab. The majority of observations in this section are from the observation 

of the Marketing I class during second block on May 6, 2008. 

The instructor appeared to be well prepared for the day's lesson. The students 

appeared interested and alert throughout the hour and one-half block. The instructor's 

teaching style was very animated and energetic. The classroom was open and interactive, 

and students were free to ask questions. Transitions between activities were smooth. The 
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teacher repeatedly emphasized the importance of positive attitudes. The lesson followed 

the following format: introduction of concept (lecture), assessment (vocabulary test), 

assign classroom project, presentation of projects, and chapter assessment. The instructor 

changed activities four times during the block, and transitions were smooth and 

deliberate. 

As Instructor B was lecturing, students were engaged. As with School A, students 

had access to many items that could have been a distraction, but students showed respect 

for the instructor. Though Instructor B does not appear to be a strict disciplinarian 

evidenced by the activity in the classroom, the instructor continuously interacted with the 

students during instruction to keep them engaged and on task. One particular time during 

the lesson the researcher observed a student who was talking to another student. As 

Instructor B was lecturing, she asked a question of the class and called that particular 

student to answer the question, which resolved the distraction and brought that student 

back to task. After the brief lecture, the instructor introduced a group activity to the 

students. As the students were working together in their groups the instructor walked 

around to the individual groups offering guiding questions to lead them to an accurate 

resolution of any problems faced. The instructor did not provide answers, but rather led 

students to answer their own questions. She used competition between groups as a tool to 

encourage them to work quickly and efficiently. After sufficient time elapsed for 

completion of the projects, Instructor B instructed each group to present their results to 

the class. Presentations were handled in an orderly fashion, and students in other groups 

attended while the group presenting was speaking. After group presentations, the 
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instructor led the class in a short review. At the end of class a chapter assessment was 

given. 

Interview 

The interview with Instructor B took place in her classroom on her planning 

period on May 6, 2008, at 1:10 P.M. Central Standard time. Because Instructor B came 

from the private sector into education, the researcher began the interview with asking 

how she entered the field of education. 

First of all, growing up I said there were three things I would never do. I said I 

would never live in Wiggins, which is where I grew up, I would never teach, and I 

would never have kids. Well, my grandmother told me "never say never" and that 

is so true! Now, I live in Wiggins, I am a teacher now, my grandmother taught for 

41 years and my mother taught for 31.1 started teaching right after I had my 

daughter. I was the visual merchandising and marketing director for the 

Mercantile Company, which was Gayfer's. I traveled a lot with that job, and I just 

didn't feel like I could be away from her any more. I never thought that having a 

child would be so life altering. I loved my job, so I decided if I couldn't work in 

marketing any more, maybe I could teach it! That first year was rough. I honestly 

think that teachers should take a management class, because it is about managing 

your time, it's about managing your students, and I really think my background 

with management helped me a lot because there really wasn't anything out there 

for new teachers. I was an alternate route teacher and when I started teaching, 

although I had my degree in Marketing, I had not seen that content in 13 years, so 

going back was a learning experience for me. Today you just can't be a teacher 
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who sits behind the desk. You can't be effective like that any more. You have to 

come up with different activities and find ways to pull them into the information. I 

think that being from the management side and having to motivate a crew of 

managers and salespeople really helped me out. 

Question 1: Tell me about your program. Describe a typical week in your 

classroom. 

The researcher asked the instructor to describe a typical week in her classroom. 

There is no typical week, according to Instructor B. The instructor integrates hands-on 

activities and technology as much as possible. The instructor credits the success of the 

program to the financial and moral support given by the vocational director and the 

district. The instructor indicated that it allows her to give her students an opportunity to 

seek out new information and apply it in the projects that she assigns. 

I tell the students that "sometimes you are going to have to hear me lecture, but 

not for very long." I try to separate it into different days for maybe 20 minutes at a 

time and then we will shift to a group activity or application project or Internet 

activity, to pull the content in and really bring it home. We will work on the 

lesson for about a week, have a vocabulary quiz during the week and a test at the 

end of the week because there is so much information to cover in Marketing: from 

Sports and Entertainment, Travel and Tourism, Hospitality Marketing, Financial 

Services, and you have to use a separate book for each of those areas. As an 

instructor you have to pull out the relevant content from each of those in order to 

meet the curriculum because the information available is just so vast. It took me a 

long time to get the right information and to be able to teach it to them. 
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Question 2: What routines do you regularly practice in your classes? 

As far as routines go, there really are not any in this classroom. Aside from 

lecturing at the beginning of each unit, activities vary from unit to unit. 

The great thing about all the technology we have now, like the Smart Board, is 

that I can pull up different things, for instance, a video clip that is applicable to 

what I am lecturing on to break up the monotony of lecture. If we are talking 

about the difference between institutional and promotional marketing, I will pull 

up a video of each so they can see the difference between the two. I also try to find 

something funny to go along with them to wake them up and get them involved. 

Depending on the chapter they are studying, they may start with a group activity. This 

year, Instructor B decided to change her lesson plans and order of activities from the year 

before in order to help herself to be excited about the information. "I am constantly 

looking for things to get them into learning." Instructor B says, 

I don't like routines. I have to mix it up for me as well as the kids because I can't 

stand to have the same thing every day or every week, or even every month. I 

always cover the curriculum, but it will always be different. 

Question 3: What is important about the classroom environment in which you 

teach? 

The marketing classroom at School B is very interactive. Instructor B says, 

Some teachers are so strict about everything being quiet. I'm not a big fan of 

quiet. Different students work at different paces and I think it is important that 

they have different activities and different things they can be working on. For 

instance, I might have one section of the room doing a role play and another 



section doing an Internet activity, and another doing an application project 

because I know that this section works a little bit faster and they can finish the 

role play faster than some of the others, and it all works out that by the end of the 

week they are all finished or ready to present. 

She usually changes the group members so that they are never working with the same 

people. This is because she thinks that it is important for them to learn to work with 

different kinds of people and different personalities while developing their interpersonal 

and communication skills. "I try to get them out of their comfort zones. I think the 

classroom environment needs to be fun, it needs to be motivating, and they have to be 

excited about the work." 

Question 4: Why do you think your program is successful? 

The researcher then asked her why she thought her program was successful. She 

said that the main reason is her students. "I think that they want to be involved so they get 

involved, and maybe that is partially due to my excitement. I want to see them do great 

things." Instructor B has students come back after finishing her program to solicit her 

help with a number of different things. 

I am not a counselor, but they know I will help them with any direction in order to 

achieve their educational and career goals. I want them to be successful and have 

great careers, and I say careers because I tell them all the time that jobs stand for 

"Just Over Broke" so they want to have careers, not jobs! 

She views herself as a teacher/psychiatrist/nurse/counselor, and so on. 

We are like a DECA family, and if there is a problem with one of my students I 

want to know about it and I want to help them handle it. My kids are role models 
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here at this school. Whether they know it or not, other students look up to them, 

and I make sure they know that, and I think it makes them more careful about 

their actions. I think that as long as the teacher is energetic and excited about the 

information they are covering, they get excited about it. 

Question 5: How do you prepare your students for the C-PAS test? 

When preparing for the C-PAS test, Instructor B focuses on covering the 

curriculum. She says that she has never actually seen a C-PAS test except for the sample 

tests provided by the State Department. In some of the areas, such as Marketing 

Principles, nearly all of her students scored 100%. Interpersonal skills, Sales Promotion, 

Math, and Communication skills were high as well. She feels that in the specialty 

marketing areas that are broad and difficult to cover, there is still more work to do. In 

order to prepare for the C-PAS test, she went through the Marketing Essentials book and 

pulled out the information that she felt might be on the C-PAS. "I have also worked all of 

the questions from those sample tests into my 9-week tests. We play Marketing Madness 

all of the time which the kids love." 

Question 6: What important features of your vocational center impact the success 

of your program ? 

Having a separated vocational center from the school is an important feature of 

the facilities for School B, in Instructor B's opinion. 

We have our own counselor who looks out for the students here if there is ever an 

issue about tardiness or absences, and we feel like we can go to her and ask about 

grade point averages. I feel like we are more of a family rather than being just 

another part of the masses. 



She feels this creates a better learning and teaching atmosphere for the students because 

the students here are taking the same kinds of classes, they are familiar with all of the 

student organizations, and the teachers are more collaborative because they share some of 

the same issues as a result of being vocational teachers. Instructor B feels that there is a 

stigma attached to the program because it is labeled "vocational." 

I have had students tell me in the past, "My mom doesn't want me to take this 

class because it is a trade class," and I'm like, Holy Mackerel! That is the thing 

about recruiting that is so important because they need to see that the skills they 

will learn in Marketing can be translated into any career they choose to pursue. 

Those communication and interpersonal skills are so vital. 

Question 7: Describe the recruitment programs used by your vocational center. 

When asked to describe the recruitment programs used by School B, Instructor B 

said that it is one of the biggest reasons why her program is successful. "Recruiting is so 

important for us because a lot of these students don't understand what marketing is. They 

think it is a fashion class or something, which it used to be called Fashion Merchandising 

many years ago." The instructor recognizes the importance of ninth graders touring the 

program. 

Our vocational director and counselor bring them over and each teacher gives a 

10-minute presentation to sell their program. I always have some of my students 

dress up in their DECA (Distributive Educational Clubs of America) blazers and 

we have a really cool movie that the kids made of all of their trips and the things 

that they can learn being involved in DECA, and it is always with current music 

and really enticing to the students. 



69 

After students decide whether or not they want to take a course they go through a 

qualifying process. 

Question 8: What one factor do you perceive has the largest impact on the success 

of your program ? 

"The stronger your recruitment program, the better the pool of applicants you will 

have," said Instructor B. She continued: 

If you don't have enough students to apply, you won't have enough to fill your 

programs. DECA is a draw because once the students hear they get to travel, and 

learn something they can use in the future, and get scholarship opportunities, it 

makes them want to be a part of it but students have to be in 10th or 11th grade to 

take the class. 

Students who score the highest on a rubric that prioritizes grades, absences, and demerits 

are selected for the class. Those who do not make application their sophomore year can 

reapply during their junior and senior year. 

I have A students, A and B students, some C students. Sometimes I have seen the 

lower performing students make As in here. It all depends on how involved they 

get and how well they like it, and it gives them a chance to shine. 

Focus Group 

The focus group took place during 1st block on May 6, 2008, at 8:52 A.M. Central 

Standard time. The following is the summarization of data collected from the focus group 

from this school. 

Question 1: Tell me about your program. 
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As with School A, the researcher opened the focus group by asking the students to 

talk about their program. All of the students in the focus group said that there was no 

typical week, and that the instruction varies. They study the basic principles of marketing, 

but during certain weeks go into greater depth about specific types of marketing, such as 

Sports and Entertainment marketing or Hospitality services, covering the whole range of 

careers in marketing. One student said, 

The first year of Marketing I is just a broad overview of marketing as a whole, and 

then the second year breaks it down into specific specialty areas, and usually we 

will start each chapter with lecture and then do application projects, vocabulary, 

and answer questions so that [the teacher] will know if we got the concept. 

After teaching each unit, the instructor gives students a project to apply skills from the 

unit of study. For example, during the travel and tourism unit, students created a travel 

brochure. Two girls did a "learn-and-earn" project, and made jewelry and sold it at 

football games and other school activities. They competed with that project at DECA 

competition. "After completion of projects, the instructor conducts assessments to 

determine the level of application of skills." 

Question 2: Describe your experiences in the vocational program that you are 

enrolled in. 

The students were asked to describe some of their experiences in marketing. They 

described some of their projects from class. It was evident to the researcher that the 

project created memorable experiences for the students, which helped them to remember 

what they had learned. 
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We had to research a fashion designer and tell about the things that they do, and 

then make some product to present. Some of us made a PowerPoint and some of 

us made a story board to show the designers' lines and what they do. 

Another student spoke about a project that stood out in their mind: 

Last year in Marketing we had to come up with our own products and figure out 

how to market them. We studied pricing and how to figure out how to price your 

product effectively for the target market. We went through everything from 

distribution and production to sales and marketing. 

Another project assigned was the development of a business. Many of these students 

chose retail businesses. Each student was very familiar with the businesses they created 

and each step of the project, even though it had been conducted one year ago. The 

projects were what students continued to describe. They talked about their businesses and 

slogans with great pride; they smiled and were excited about what they had learned. One 

student said that her camouflage store was named "Soggy Bottom" and her slogan was 

"From duck calls to overalls, we've got you covered." The students were active in DECA, 

with one of their classmates serving as state president. Competition is a big part of their 

program. They study and prepare, and every year they go to national competition. Last 

year this program sent several students to national competition in which several students 

placed in the competition. "We have the highest membership in the state for DECA. All 

of us compete. Most of our teachers are good about letting us go on DECA trips. We 

went to New York before Christmas." The students emphasized that the trips were 

extremely enjoyable. 
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Question 3: How and why did you choose this particular program in which to 

participate? 

When asked what specific factors (environmental, instructional, logistical, others) 

do they feel were most influential in the success of this program and why, the students 

unanimously said that Instructor B was the most influential, followed by DECA 

competition. With competition, one has to learn the concepts in order to succeed, and the 

students indicated that the competitiveness fostered in their program made them want to 

put forth the extra effort. The concepts required must be applied in order to win. 

[Instructor B] is our motivation. She pushes us. DECA and marketing is such a 

huge part of her life that she has missed some of her daughter's dance recitals to 

go on DECA trips. She's our DECA mom. One time she had to go bring a girl 

who was in her class gasoline on the side of the road at 10:00 at night. She'll do 

anything for us. She helps us with scholarships and she writes recommendation 

letters for us. It bring her joy if we succeed. 

The students talk about each other and about their teacher as if they are a family. 

Question 4: Do you plan to pursue a career in this type of work? 

Many of the students in the focus group are open to careers in Marketing, and the 

ones who are not think that the skills they have learned will help them in the careers that 

they choose. 

Question 5: How did your training impact this decision? 

When asked about how the training in the Marketing program has impacted their 

decision of which career to pursue, the students responded by saying that presenting and 

speaking in front of others has made them more confident and outgoing. In addition, the 
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experience with job interviews and resumes has helped them prepare to apply for a job. 

They also indicated an understanding of cultural diversity after learning how to market to 

specific cultures. 

Question 6: Do you feel that you have been prepared to have a career in this 

field? If so, why? 

Students indicated preparedness to pursue a career in marketing as a result of the 

many simulated experiences. 

Question 7: What further preparation will you need to have a career in this type 

of work? 

Students learned precisely what type of education and experience needed to 

pursue specific careers in business and marketing. 

Question 8: Describe your school's recruitment program. 

Students are strong recruiters for School B. The ninth grade students take a tour of 

the vocational center and learn about DECA. Students talk about the program to other 

students enrolled in the program. Most of the focus group students took the class because 

someone they knew took it and told them how they enjoyed the class. 

Question 9: Did you feel prepared for the C-PAS test in this class? How and why? 

All students felt well prepared for the C-PAS test. They said that they took 

practice tests before this State assessment, but expressed how everything they did in the 

class prepared them for the assessment. The entire 2-year program prepared students by 

building on the knowledge obtained during each unit. The instructor counted the C-PAS 

test for their 9-weeks test grade. One of the fun things they did to prepare for the 
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assessment was to play "Marketing Madness" (a computer-based trivia game). The test 

was quite long, but students indicated that they felt prepared. 

Question 10: What questions do you remember that you did not know the answer? 

There were only a few questions that they felt they did not know the answer. 

Question 11: Discuss some specific class activities that stand out in your mind 

from this course. 

See answers to Question 1. 

Question 12: What have you learned from this course? 

When asked about what they had learned from the course, students responded, 

This class as a whole has built us as individuals. We have made long-lasting 

friendships and built our own confidence, learning interpersonal skills, how to 

apply for a job, about the stock market, and so many other things that we can 

apply no matter what we do for a living. 

Question 13: What specific factors do you feel have been most influential in the 

success of this program and why? 

These students were unanimous in answering which factor had the greatest impact 

on the success of their program: their teacher. They described the teacher as very 

energetic and passionate about her job. Other adjectives used by students were 

motivating, loving, dedicated, caring, inspirational, "DECAcated," and passionate. 

SchoolC 

The third program addressed in this research is the Building Trades program. This 

program is under the vocational umbrella and focuses on all construction-related 

occupations. The atmosphere of this program incorporates active participation in many 
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different building trades. It tends to be more kinesthetically focused than academic. Seven 

students participated in the focus group from this school. Because all of the participants 

in this focus group were male, gender-specific pronouns may be used, as they would not 

be identifying descriptors. 

Classroom Observations 

As with Schools A and B, in addition to observing classroom instruction, the 

researcher took time to document the school and classroom layout. This vocational center 

is located on campus with the high school that it services. The classroom is separate from 

the workshop, and the workshop meets OSHA safety regulations (see Appendix I). This 

center has a director who is very visible and familiar with the students. This school is 

located in a rural community. 

The researcher completed classroom observations on April 25, 2008. Classroom 

observations for School C began after the first class had begun. As the researcher entered 

the classroom, the instructor seemed undeterred. The class was discussing small engine 

repair and relating it to the building trades. The instructor began the lesson by asking the 

students 

If you were on a job and your cement mixer breaks down, and you're paying two 

or three guys $10 an hour to be there, someone had better get the thing running or 

you're going to lose a lot of money. 

He related the subject matter to real-life situations. He began the lesson by talking about 

how small engines work. He described the parts of the engine. As he was talking, he 

wrote the important points on the board. There was a consistent flow during the 

instruction. Students were engaged and interested. 
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The instructor asked leading or probing questions, connecting what he was saying 

with the students' experiences. He told them, "I promise you that if you bring me an 

engine that isn't working, as long as you have all of the parts, I can get it working." He 

asked them if they had ever had a lawn mower or other small engine break down. The 

instructor then took examples from the class and asked the other students what they 

thought was wrong with it, then probed further into one student's problem. The student 

said his car was running fine but one day started to spit and sputter. After several 

questions from this student and the rest of the class, they decided that the car probably 

had water in the gas tank. The class discussed engine timing, and the instructor compared 

timing to the rhythm of the human body, how everything is synchronized with other parts 

of the body, like the heart pumping, breathing in oxygen, and continued with other 

examples. The instructor spoke with enthusiasm. 

After the lecture, the students transitioned into the shop. On the shop table was an 

old, rusty lawn mower. The instructor told the students that he pulled it out of the woods 

by his house. It had obviously been neglected as evidenced by the rust, spider webs, and 

layers of dirt, dead leaves, and pine straw attached. He had students make predictions 

about why the mower was not running. As they began to diagnose the problem, he talked 

the students through the process. He began to lay out all of the possibilities for the 

malfunction and asked students for input and assistance (students took off the cover, 

removed bolts, air filter, etc.). After about 20 minutes and several improvements, the 

motor was running. The instructor closed the lesson by emphasizing to the students how 

they could make money this summer repairing law equipment. "Why would you pay 



77 

someone else $100 to do what we did in 20 minutes? All it took was some cleaning, 

sanding of rust, and adjusting some of the parts." 

Interview 

The interview with Instructor C took place on April 25, 2008, at 9:26 A.M. 

Central Standard time in his classroom. The following is a summation of the recorded 

data. 

Question 1: Tell me about your program. Describe a typical week in your 

classroom. 

The researcher began the interview with asking Instructor C to describe a typical 

week in his classroom. 

A typical week involves some classroom instruction, but mostly hands-on 

activities. This class is almost purely lab work. This week, for example, I am 

teaching our last unit which is on the subject of plumbing. We start in the 

classroom with basic plumbing applications. We then move to the shop where we 

actually perform examples of plumbing problems and the correct way to apply 

what we have learned. 

Instructor C typically starts each unit with classroom instruction and moves into the shop 

for demonstrations, practice, and application. The class is part theory and part application 

(hands-on). Sometimes with second year students the instructor combines classroom 

activities and lectures for 3 weeks and then lab applications for 3 weeks. 

Question 2: What routines do you regularly practice in your classes? 

Instructor C uses a bell ringer as a preparation tool for the C-PAS test. Each day 

he puts a different question from the practice test provided by the State Department on the 
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board and the students answer it as soon as they come into the classroom. This routine 

provides a management tool by having the students immediately on task when the bell 

rings. 

Every Friday we go over the bell ringer questions for the week and then we test on 

the information covered. This is an incentive for them to make good grades. 

Routine tests are given at the end of every unit (i.e., plumbing, carpentry). If the 

unit is very long I will throw in a few short quizzes for additional grades. Written 

tests are not my favorite. Performance assessments are given while students are 

applying what they have learned in the shop. 

Because the course is active, most of the students' grades come from the application 

activities. 

You know the old saying "show me" is a great tool in teaching this class. Most 

students can take written tests, but if you give a student the opportunity to 

experience it hands-on, then they feel they are more accomplished in the subject 

matter. 

Question 3: What is important about the classroom environment in which you 

teach? 

The researcher asked Instructor C about his classroom environment. He 

encourages independent thought in his class and emphasizes the importance of problem 

solving. 

I tell my students that this is probably the most important class they will ever take 

in life besides your basic academic classes. This class will teach young men and 



79 

women how to solve problems without hiring professional help. When you are 

able to fix the problem yourself, you have a great amount of satisfaction. 

Instructor C often comes up with unique problems for the students to address: 

We were able today to bring a lawnmower that had been sitting in the rain for 

several years and fix the problem. Most people would have looked at this 

lawnmower and put it out for trash. This lesson showed how something can be 

repaired with just a little sandpaper and about 20 minutes of your time. By process 

of elimination, we were able to fix the lawnmower. 

Instructor C said that girls take his class as a way of learning to repair things without 

relying on someone else to do the task for them. He said that they are often some of his 

best students. Instructor C tries to provide opportunities for fun activities throughout the 

year, such as cookouts. 

Question 4: Why do you think your program is successful? 

Instructor C has a great deal of experience in Building Trades. He worked with his 

father on construction projects from a very young age. 

I was born with a wrench in one hand and a hammer in the other hand. I went to 

work every summer with my daddy and was exposed to this type of work all of 

my life. My daddy built just about every house we lived in while growing up. I 

built the house I presently live in. 

Instructor C feels that his experience is respected by his students. He also feels that they 

have a willingness and desire to learn a trade. He communicates high expectations, and 

his students aspire to reach the expectations. 

Question 5: How do you prepare your students for the C-PAS test? 
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Instructor C does not emphasize the C-PAS test preparation. Several weeks before 

the test, he gives his students a practice test that contains approximately 100 questions. 

They review each missed question and re-test until he sees that students have mastered 

the assessed curriculum. His primary method of preparation for C-PAS is classroom 

instruction. Instructor C feels that his lessons build on each other throughout the 2-year 

period in such a way that the students do not get a chance to forget what they have 

learned. Instructor C is passionate about his work, and he emphasizes his belief that he is 

making a difference. 

After 6 months of high school, reality sets in to those young men and women. 

They realize, hey, I need some type of basic skills to go out and find a job. I 

preach to my students everyday how important education is to better themselves in 

life. So, I would say this class has a lot more to do about life's lessons than just 

your normal classroom material. 

Question 6: What important features of your vocational center impact the success 

of your program ? 

The proximity to the high school is important to this instructor as well as the 

support from his director and fellow teachers. 

Question 7: Describe the recruitment programs used by your vocational center. 

Because of the close proximity to his high school, recruitment is not an issue for 

this program. Students tour the Career Center in ninth grade to see what is offered. 

Students also find out about the program from their peers who have taken or are currently 

enrolled in the program. 
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Question 8: What one factor do you perceive has the largest impact on the success 

of your program ? 

When asked why he thinks the program is successful, Instructor C humbly 

answered, 

I feel the students are receptive to learning the material given and they feel I 

explain it in a manner they can understand. You also have to know the subject 

matter and be able to teach it backwards and forwards. I feel that I am not the best 

teacher but God smiles down on me every day and He thinks I do all right. 

Focus Group 

The focus group took place during school on April 25, 2008, atl 10:15 A.M. 

Central Standard time. The students were all informed that anything they revealed during 

the focus group sessions would be kept confidential in that their names would not be 

associated with the answers and no one would see the tapes of the sessions other than the 

researcher. The following is the summarization of data collected from the focus group 

from this school. 

Question 1: Tell me about your program. 

One student answered, "Our program is different." When asked why, they said, 

"Our teacher. He is so dedicated, and we have a lot more freedom in this class than in 

other classes." I asked them to give me a comparison, and one student said, "I take 

Ag(riculture) and this is a lot different because with Instructor C when we aren't working 

on class work, he lets us use the lumber in the shop to build things for ourselves." 

Another student said, 
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It is different because Instructor C cooks for us sometimes, and sometimes he lets 

us sell the things that we build in this class. One time we refinished a bedroom 

suite. We stripped it, sanded it, and stained it. We've built bird houses, speaker 

boxes, magazine racks, garbage cans, dog houses, and all kind of things. 

The students feel that their teacher makes learning a trade fun, interactive, and never 

boring. 

Question 2: Describe your experiences in the vocational program that you are 

enrolled in. 

The students were then asked to describe their experiences in the Building Trades 

program. They are involved in Skills USA competition. They cover electrical, plumbing, 

masonry, mechanics, and a wide variety of trades in the Building Trades class. "We 

helped to build Instructor C's house, building the walls and stuff." The activities that 

stood out in their mind all involved physical performance of a task. 

Question 3: How and why did you choose this particular program in which to 

participate? 

Students said that it was because it looked like fun. "In some of the other 

vocational classes, they do not do as much as we do." Another student said, "My brother 

took it and told me that Instructor C was a good teacher." Word of mouth is an important 

recruiting tool for this program. "I took it because a lot of other students took it and said 

that Instructor C was a really good teacher." A couple of students said that they took it 

because they did not think they were going to college and thought it would give them 

skills that they could use now. 

Question 4: Do you plan to pursue a career in this type of work? 
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Six of the eight students in the focus group said that they were going to pursue a 

career related to their training program. Two said carpentry, another mechanics, another 

said welding. Three said they would go to college, and one said the Air Force. 

Question 5: How did your training impact this decision? 

When asked how their training had impacted this decision, one student said, "It 

helped me to figure out that I am better suited for hands-on work. We took a survey in 

this class that showed what kind of learner we were. I am a kinesthetic learner." Actually, 

all of the students in that class said they were kinesthetic. 

Question 6: Do you feel that you have been prepared to have a career in this 

field? If so, why? 

The students are well aware of what they will need to further their career and 

education in this field (e.g., apprenticeships or college courses). Students said that when 

they graduate they will receive a certification that will help them get a job, and the teacher 

told them that he would help to place them in a job. 

Question 8: Described your school's recruitment program. 

Ninth grade students are given a tour of the vocational center, and each teacher 

gets an opportunity to talk with them about their program. 

Question 9: Did you feel prepared for the C-PAS test in this class? How and why? 

The C-PAS was not seen as a focus for this program. The students did, however, 

feel prepared. They were given a study guide by their instructor as well as a question each 

day from the practice C-PAS test. 

Question 10: What questions do you remember that you did not know the answer? 



84 

They did not remember specific questions from the test, but they said that because 

, of the way Instructor C covered the material, they knew the answers when they took the 

test. He covered the curriculum in a way that prepared them for the test. The students said 

that each lesson built on previous lessons, so they did not have time to forget what they 

had learned. 

Question 11: Discuss some specific class activities that stand out in your mind 

from this course. 

When asked to discuss specific class activities that stand out in their minds from 

this course, the students spoke of many kinesthetic and interactive exercises. These 

activities included a variety of construction trade projects. "He asked us to wire some 

electrical things and told us if we could do it we would be exempt. We thought it would 

be really hard, but after we figured it out, it was actually pretty easy." 

Question 12: What have you learned from this course? 

The students mentioned team work and honesty as skills learned in this program. 

If you lie to Instructor C, he won't trust you and if we are working on something 

difficult, he won't trust you to do what you are supposed to. He makes you feel 

bad when he is disappointed, but he makes you want to make him proud of you. 

The students unanimously indicated that their teacher is predominately responsible for the 

success of the program. His family is in construction, so he has been around the trades all 

of his life. Mr. Ellis, the director, was the former teacher for this class. He comes in 

sometimes and works with the students as well. 

Question 13: What specific factors do you feel have been most influential in the 

success of this program and why? 
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Although these students were more reserved than some of the other groups that 

were interviewed, they emphasized the importance of the instructor. When asked to 

identify factors most influential in the success of this program, the students all agreed that 

Instructor C had the greatest impact. "He is dedicated and he's a really hard worker. He's 

loyal—when he tells you he's going to do something, he'll do it." Another student 

commented that, 

He puts things in words that we can understand. He's trustworthy. I've worked 

with him outside of class before, and he said that he was going to come get me to 

take me to work, and he was always there when he said he would be. 

The students agreed that he challenged each of them and inspired them to work hard. 

School D 

The fourth program addressed in this research is the Business and Computer 

Technology program. This program is under the vocational umbrella and focuses on a 

variety of business and computer-related skills useful in most any type of occupation. The 

atmosphere of this program tends to be more academically focused but still has a 

vocational emphasis and skills-based learning. Eight students participated in the focus 

group from this school. 

Classroom Observations 

In addition to observing classroom instruction, the researcher took time to 

document the school and classroom layout. This vocational center is located off-campus 

from the high schools that it serves. Students are bussed in from the high schools or may 

drive with proper permission and license. The vocational center is not in close proximity 

to the high schools. Some students spend 20 minutes on the bus each day. Students from 



86 

three different high schools attend this center. The BCT (Business and Computer 

Technology) classroom is a computer lab setting arranged into pods (see Appendix J). 

The classroom also is adjacent to another computer labs with tables lined up in the middle 

of the room that is well suited for group lecture. This center has a director who is very 

visible and familiar with the students. This school is located in a rural area and serves 

county schools. 

Classroom observations for School D were taken during two periods on May 5, 

2008. The first class had begun when the researcher arrived. The lesson was on creating 

an e-folio or online portfolio. The students had already begun the activity, and the 

instructor was answering questions. No disciplinary issues were evident. Students 

answered questions when asked. The instructor used correction to bring students back on-

task when they were distracted. The teacher knows students well, as evidenced by her use 

of their experiences to draw comparisons to the lesson; for example, she used one 

student's participation in the flag corps and another's job at a fast food restaurant as 

examples of teamwork and the skills needed to be a team player. 

During the second class observation the researcher was able to sit in on an entire 

class period. The subject of the day's lesson was the job application process. As the 

students entered the classroom they answered the bell ringer assignment. When the 

teacher began the lesson, students asked questions as she talked. She used student 

experiences to draw comparisons, as with the previous class. The instructor used a 

PowerPoint presentation during the lecture time and used guiding questions to get the 

students involved in the lecture. To break the monotony of the lecture she used humor 

related to the interview process (the top 10 interview mistakes). She changed activities 
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often, four times during the class. After going over the interview process, the instructor 

took a volunteer from the class and conducted a mock interview with him. After the 

interview she asked the class to point out what was right and what was wrong about the 

interview. She then reiterated the rules to follow when interviewing. As she was teaching, 

the instructor moved about the room. She gave several short assignments during the 

course of the lecture to maintain the students' attention. 

Interview 

The interview was conducted during Instructor D's planning period on May 5, 

2008, at 11:22 A.M. Central Standard time. The following is a summation of data 

gathered. 

Question 1: Tell me about your program. Describe a typical week in your 

classroom. 

The researcher began by asking Instructor D to describe a typical week in her 

classroom. "I start off each class very structured with bell ringers and then I go 

immediately into my lesson plans which include the state curriculum for this subject. We 

have 2 hour classes which include traveling time." School D's Vocational Center is not 

on the site with the high school it services, which is different from the other programs in 

this study. Students enrolled in the program are bussedin from their respective schools. "I 

teach BCT periods 1, 2, 3, and 4. Period 5 is lunch time and I do not have students. 

Periods 6 and 7 are BCT as well," said Instructor D. 

We do not have electronic lesson plans, grade books, or lesson plans on this 

campus. Everything is set up manually. I have my own spreadsheet that I keep for 
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this subject. I have different lesson plans because of so many changes from year to 

year. 

During the spring term the BCT program has fundraisers for the class. 

Because the curriculum is so vast, Instructor D has to pool resources from many 

different areas to teach the skills: "I rarely use a textbook. I use more resource materials 

than chapters from a textbook," she said. She uses different resources to meet different 

objectives. She uses both digital and print sources, as well as some she created herself. 

She uses interactive lessons, performance assessments, and projects to communicate the 

curriculum using real-world lessons. 

I try to teach on subjects that apply to everyday life. One of my main chapters is 

on insurance. Both of my children went to school to become Occupational 

Therapists and presently are working in this career field. Upon completing their 

employee packet, I received a call asking, "what is all of this insurance stuff?" I 

try to teach my students how to answer those types of questions. I want them to be 

able to answer, "should I take out the vision insurance, should I take out the dental 

insurance," and so on. If they are unsure, I'll have them get on the telephone with 

their dentist to find out how much two cleanings a year will cost. 

Question 2: What routines do you regularly practice in your classes? 

Instructor D said that she tried not to create routines in her class. She tries to 

schedule her tests around school events so that it does not place undue stress on her 

students. She tries to give her students plenty of time during class to complete their work, 

given that many of the students do not have the necessary equipment at home to complete 

it. She also gives the students a specified format from which to complete their 
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assignments. She maintains consistency in her expectations, such as having students to 

complete all of the letters for class in either block or modified block format. She 

emphasizes the importance of excellence, and the students' grades depend on both 

neatness and organization. "Each student is required to keep a BCT notebook, which 

includes all of their handouts they will need for next year's class. This is one way I teach 

organizational skills." 

When students are reviewing for the C-PAS test, she instructs them to go back to 

their BCT notebooks. "I have students keep a notebook and pull out the items for their 

study guides." She uses a variety of strategies to keep herself organized as well. "I 

received a great tip from one of the Coast instructors. When I give a test, I give the test on 

colored paper." She tries to make accommodations for her students based on their ability 

and achievement. She differentiates her instruction and gives incentive to keep the higher 

achieving students on task. 

I may have a student who types 15 words per minute and another student who may 

type 80 words per minute. I do not punish the advanced students by making them 

type two more letters than everyone else. I allow them to use a typing program to 

receive extra credit (100) when they have completed every third lesson. 

Instructor D feels that the biggest issue facing this class is absenteeism. 

I do not know if this is local or statewide. When students miss, making up work 

becomes a challenge. Most of the students do not have the means to complete the 

computer assignments at home and must come to the school on their own or stay 

after school. Many do not computers at home or even Internet access. I know the 

handbook states they have a particular time to make up the work but it is very 
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difficult with the assignments from this class. I have only had two failures in 31 

years and that is because they refused to come in and complete their make-up 

assignments. I will do whatever I can to help my students succeed! 

Question 3: What is important about the classroom environment in which you 

teach? 

Instructor D has an interesting and interactive classroom layout (see Appendix J). 

"I chose to have my classroom set up in pods so it would resemble a real work place." 

She has decorated her room in a Hawaiian theme and gives her program a new theme or 

slogan each year. "This year's theme is 'Surfing to BCT Success'." 

Question 4: Why do you think your program is successful? 

When asked why she felt her program was successful, Instructor D felt that the 

environment, screening procedures for entry into the program, and the modern equipment 

used in this class was to thank. Instructor D seems to genuinely care for her students. "I 

try to make them feel that they are a select group of students. Our letterhead states, 'High 

Expectations—No Excuses,' and I feel this reflects how the students expect success from 

themselves." Instructor B said she has a passion for her job and helping students to 

succeed. 

Question 5: How do you prepare your students for the C-PAS test? 

She prepared for the C-PAS test in a variety of ways. First of all, the students 

complete bell ringers with C-PAS test questions on a daily basis. She also gives short 

five-question oral quizzes on the subjects covered. "The number one way to be successful 

on the C-PAS test is to teach students the curriculum. I have been on the committee that 

writes the C-PAS curriculum and I tell teachers, do not teach out of that box!" She also 
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gives her students a study guide that she has compiled, in addition to the games she 

created on the Internet for practice. 

The closer we get to the C-PAS test, we review each benchmark and have 

additional tests on the subjects covered. I even give out prizes to the student who 

scores the highest on each test. Most of the items on the test are items we have 

covered in the BCT I. Also, I try to have the students apply what they have learned 

instead of just lecturing every day. C-PAS is counted as a major test grade in this 

class. 

Question 6: What important features of your vocational center impact the success 

of your program ? 

One thing that helps our program is the ability to receive a new lab every 2 years. 

When I get a new lab, the old lab is transferred to other vocational programs in the 

district (i.e., drafting, Computer Discovery). We are very lucky to have state-of-

the-art equipment and software to back up our program. 

Question 7: Describe the recruitment programs used by your vocational center. 

The application process for the BCT program includes several steps. First, 

students must have passed Computer Discovery. They are also ranked by grade point 

average, discipline, and counselor recommendations. "We have a difficult time recruiting 

students due to honors classes as well as the Mississippi Scholars program. We are an 

elective class and this type of class does not fit easily into their schedule." In the past, 

they have only included juniors and seniors into the BCT programs but are beginning to 

consider sophomore students as well. Another challenge that Instructor D faces is 

bringing students back for the second year of the program. She feels this is due to 



92 

scheduling conflicts as well. To help with recruitment, Instructor D uses her FBLA 

(Future Business Leaders of America) club to introduce the class to other groups of 

students. 

FBLA sponsored a computer class one Saturday for grades 1 through 6 as a 

fundraiser. I think second and third grade students were probably the biggest 

draw. We have in the past raised over $12,000 for the March of Dimes "Wonder 

Walk." 

One of the problems for recruitment at School D is the proximity of the Vocational 

Center to the high schools that they service. Students have to be bussedin, although 

students are allowed to drive with permission from their parents. 

Question 8: What one factor do you perceive has the largest impact on the success 

of your program ? 

Instructor D has learned from her experiences, and that translates into confidence 

in her teaching ability, not only from her students but also her director. She has been 

teaching for 30 years and worked at an employment office before that. She has been 

assigned around 20 student teachers to learn under her. She feels she has not only grown 

this program, but grown with it as well. 

We started this program in 1979 with just one computer. We then worked up to 

five computers, 10 computers, and now to a full computer lab. I start early each 

day and I expect students to remember what they have learned from semester to 

semester. I want to be able to walk up to one of my students 5 years from now and 

ask them "do you remember how to set up a block letter?" and I expect the answer 

to be "yes." 
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Focus Group 

The focus group took place during school on May 5, 2008, at 8:21 A.M. Central 

Standard time. The students were all informed that anything they revealed during the 

focus group sessions would be kept confidential in that their names would not be 

associated with the answers, and no one would see the tapes of the sessions other than the 

researcher. The following is the summarization of data collected from the focus group 

from this school. 

Question 1: Tell me about your program. 

As with the other focus groups at Schools A-C, the researcher opened the session 

by asking the students to tell about their program. "Last year we started out by learning all 

of the Microsoft programs such as Word, Excel, etc. This year we are learning more 

accounting and office procedures," said one student. Students did not mention particular 

routines used in this class. The instructor changes methods of instruction according to the 

unit and then conducts the assessment. Assessments are given at different times and 

different days. 

Question 2: Describe your experiences in the vocational program that you are 

enrolled in. 

The researcher asked the students to tell about any experiences they had during 

this program. They talked about several activities that were completed during the course 

of the program. One activity was creating a career portfolio. Another was a fun, get-to-

know-you activity. "At the beginning of the year we put five items in a box to describe 

ourselves and then throughout the year each student gets to draw from the box and 



94 

describe what is written." The students were all fond of their job shadowing experience 

from the second year of the program. 

During our class period, we would go to a business and shadow an employee. 

Once we were able to go to the elementary school and make copies for teachers. 

Another time we were able to work in the billing department and the benefits 

department of the school district. We were able to apply all of the skills we 

learned in this class to each job position. 

Each student was given three choices of jobs and Instructor D then paired each student 

with a particular job based on their request. 

Question 3: How and why did you choose this particular program in which to 

participate? 

Most of the students chose this class because they felt that they would learn skills 

that would benefit them in college and also in the workforce. "We have been able to learn 

in-depth computer skills." The recruitment program provided by this vocational center 

played a large part in the students' choice of program. The students participating in this 

focus group all said that they chose this program after the tour of the center that they took 

their sophomore year. The students enrolled in the program also help the instructor with 

special projects aimed at educating future students about their program. "We have helped 

[Instructor D] by doing fundraisers on Saturday to let students know about this class. We 

usually have second through seventh graders come in and work on their computer skills." 

Question 4: Do you plan to pursue a career in this type of work? 

When the researcher asked the students how many of them plan to pursue a career 

using the skills they have learned, many of the students stated that they wanted to enter 
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the educational field and one stated he wanted to work in broadcast journalism. Others 

were undecided but said that the skills they learned would help them no matter what 

career they planned to pursue. 

Question 5: How did your training impact this decision? 

Two students said that the career project they completed helped them decide, but 

the rest said that their training in this class did not really impact their decision of what 

career to pursue. 

Question 6: Do you feel that you have been prepared to have a career in this 

field? If so, why? 

They felt that this class prepared them for the career paths they had chosen. One 

student changed her mind about her chosen career path based on the research she had 

completed during this course. One student changed her mind about her career choice 

based on her ACT score. 

Question 7: What further preparation will you need to have a career in this type 

of work? 

All eight of the students in this focus group said they planned to attend college. 

"We all are planning on attending college and using the computer skills we have learned 

in this class to make each of us successful." 

Question 8: Describe your school's recruitment program. 

The students in this class are members of FBLA (Future Business Leaders of 

America) and have several events to let people know about their program. The activities 

vary from year to year, but they try to communicate the benefits of the program. In 
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addition, the vocational center provides guided tours for the ninth grade students from 

each of the high schools serviced by this center. 

Question 9: Did you feel prepared for the C-PAS test in this class? How and why? 

All of the students said that they felt prepared for the C-PAS test. The biggest 

challenge, in their opinion, was taking the test in a room with students other than those in 

their class. 

Question 10: What questions do you remember that you did not know the answer? 

There was one question that stood out in their mind that they did not know the 

answer, which was how to properly use a wrench, which the students felt was not a 

question that was intended to be included in the BCT C-PAS test. These students felt that 

they practiced a great deal for the test and that it was a major focus and emphasis for the 

program. The students discussed the incentive program provided by the vocational center. 

The director gives a steak dinner as an incentive for the student who scores the highest in 

each program on the C-PAS test. The other students who score well have a cookout and 

grill hamburgers. This incentive program generates a competitive attitude among the 

students in a class, and they study diligently in order to win. 

Question 11: Discuss some specific class activities that stand out in your mind 

from this course. 

Although Instructor D had to take medical leave during the second 9-week period 

of 2007, they felt that they were prepared enough during the first 9 weeks to proceed with 

the class as planned without a great deal of interruption. "We worked really hard the first 

9 weeks of school. When [Instructor D] was out on medical leave we worked really hard 

for her because we had to take the C-PAS test when she came back to work." Instructor D 
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communicated often with her substitute to make sure that the students were proceeding 

with the curriculum as planned. In preparing for the C-PAS test the students at School D 

were given study guides by their instructor and took daily quizzes on the study guides as 

the day of the exam approached. "[Instructor D] drills the material into our heads. We 

also use some games [Instructor D] created on the Internet." The students felt that the way 

their classroom was set up was great for their program's function. "We are able to work 

individually or in small groups. We also complete a PowerPoint presentation in our small 

groups on Business Etiquette." The students in this class complete a wide range of 

computer related units, including (but not limited to) Word, Excel, Access, PowerPoint, 

Business Ethics, Job Application process, and Telecommunications. The students said 

that the on-the-job training (job shadowing program) prepared them for the work 

environment. 

Question 12: What have you learned from this course? 

Each of the students in the focus group was given an opportunity to pick one skill 

to identify as the most useful one learned during the course of this class. Many of the 

students said that the interview skills they learned were most important. Many of them 

had put the skills to good use by applying for part-time jobs. "Instructor D taught us the 

proper business etiquette to immediately go out and find a job. We also completed mock 

interviews, resumes, and learned interview skills." Another popular answer was typing. 

The students said that almost every student in the second year of the program could type 

over 40 words per minute. 

Question 13: What specific factors do you feel have been most influential in the 

success of this program and why? 
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When asked what factor was the most influential in the success of this program, 

all of the students said that it was their instructor, Instructor D. 

She is a great teacher who cares about her students and also cares about the 

success of this program. Even when we have other work due, she will allow us to 

come in on our extra time and help us with the work. Many of us have research 

papers due this year and she allows us to come in and use the computers. Many of 

us do not have computers or Internet access at home. She also cares about all of 

the students away from her class. Her class is never boring! 

The researcher probed for more information by asking the students to use three adjectives 

to describe Instructor D. They said (a) Out-going, (b) Trustworthy, and (c) Dedicated. 

They feel that she is very energetic. "Sometimes when we come in the classroom we are 

really tired and she is always bouncing around the class with a smile on her face. She 

definitely pumps us up." 

The director of the vocational center is very visible and involved in all of the 

programs at the center. He came up with the incentive program for the C-PAS test, and 

along with the dinner and cookout Mr. Strickland has a plaque posted in the hallway from 

each year listing the names of all of the students who score the highest on the test. All of 

the students know him and say that he comes into their classes from time to time. When 

asked how they would compare him to the high school principal, the students answered 

that they have the opportunity to see him out on campus more often. Before the C-PAS 

test the director came into the class to talk to the students about the incentive program. 
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He told us whoever makes the highest score gets a steak dinner and their name on 

a plaque in the hallway. He then told us whoever makes a good score will get 

hamburgers. If you score low on this test you do not get a hamburger. 

Classroom Observation Summary 

All four programs, overall, had an interactive environment. The proximity of the 

centers to the schools that they serviced differed. Each vocational center reflected a 

supportive relationship between their administrators and instructors. Schools B and C 

were the most similar in layout and staffing. They were both on campus with the schools 

that they serviced. Even though Schools A and D were off campus, School A was in 

closer proximity and only served one attendance center. 

The classroom environment for all four schools reflected an open and honest 

exchange of information. All four instructors used a Socratic questioning method, asking 

questions of the students in an effort to draw information from them rather than deliver 

all of the information in a lecture. None of the instructors ran their classrooms in a strict 

format. All allowed students to have a certain level of freedom. For Schools A, B, and C, 

the classrooms were broken into two distinct areas: one for group instruction and the 

other for lab activities. In School D, the adjacent computer lab provides this effect as 

well. 

Interview and Focus Group Summary 

Overall, most of the statements given by students in the focus groups from each 

school corroborate the statements given by the instructors during the interview sessions. 

The statement regarding the recruitment and selection process from all four schools are 

consistent. Each school has some sort of recruitment process for encouraging students to 
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enroll, but the four schools in this study each had varying degrees of solicitation. 

Preparation for the C-PAS test is a part of each school's routine; however, the emphasis 

placed on the review varies. For Schools A and C, the instructors focus more on ensuring 

that the curriculum speaks for itself, with less review before the test. For Schools B and 

D, greater emphasis is placed on review, and competition plays a key role in encouraging 

students to prepare. All four instructors place great emphasis on the importance of 

building on content and skills from one day to the next. In all four schools, the students 

participating in the programs identify their instructors as the primary reason for the 

success of their programs. Characteristics such as honesty, caring, trustworthiness, and 

energetic are used to describe their instructors. 

Summary 

The statements of both students and teachers, as well as the observations by the 

researcher, comprise the data for this study. It is important to note the similarities in the 

answers of the teachers and students, as well as the observation of the characteristics and 

environment described by both the teachers and students. 

'"Clinicals" are courses or activities which provide a supervised clinical 
experience in an approved medical setting. 

2She wrote a grant for funding for the program, and the students in this class will 
be responsible for implementing it. 
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CHAPTER V 

FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this study was to identify factors that make a secondary vocational 

program in the state of Mississippi successful, and to further outline these factors for the 

purpose of illustrating the makeup of these programs so that other teachers, 

administrators, etc. maybe able to reproduce the results of said successful programs. 

Research Questions 

1. What are the attributes of the vocational instructors of the higher scoring 

schools in the state of Mississippi? 

2. What do students enrolled in the vocational programs of the higher scoring 

schools indicate are the attributes of their respective programs? 

Methodology 

This study used a qualitative case study research design. Data were collected using 

three sources: classroom observations, interviews, and focus groups. An average of C-

PAS test score data was requested initially from the State Department of Education in 

order to identify the highest performing programs in these four vocational training areas: 

Allied Health, Marketing, Building Trades, and Business and Computer Technology. 

These four programs represent a sample of different training focus areas offered in the 

state of Mississippi: health, business, trades, and computer technology. 

The interview questions were designed to describe the program from the teachers' 

perspective. Likewise, the focus group questions were designed to describe the program 

from the students' perspective. The observations were conducted to give third party view 
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of the program. This study was conducted to identify characteristics of successful 

secondary vocational programs in Mississippi. 

Collection of data began in April 2008 with the request for C-PAS test scores 

from the Mississippi State Department of Education. Interviews with the four instructors 

as well as the student focus groups were held during April and May of 2008. The data 

were analyzed in phases. First, on-site notes were taken by the researcher during the 

observations, interviews, and focus groups. Second, the videos from the interviews and 

focus groups were transcribed. Finally, the answers and observations were categorized 

according to the questions asked (see Appendices C and D). 

Findings and Conclusions 

Teacher Effect 

The teacher was identified in all four cases as the chief contributing factor to the 

success of these programs. There were several characteristics that all four teachers had in 

common. These characteristics, along with the triangulation of data for each, are 

summarized. 

Guided/leading Questions 

As noted in the classroom observations from all four programs, all of the teachers 

in this study use some form of guided or leading questioning to help students in finding 

the correct conclusions on their own. They used a scaffolding method to build a 

framework by which the students could reach their conclusion. They each used different 

techniques in order to do this. 

During the classroom observation the researcher observed Instructor A using 

guiding questions to keep the students on task. As students asked questions that could 
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have affected the course of the lesson, the teacher would answer the question and ask 

another to bring the class back to the point of the lesson. She also used leading questions 

during the review for the test the students were about to take. Instructor B asked questions 

during her lecture to keep the students' attention. Also, as the students were working in 

groups, if they had trouble coming to the right conclusion, she would ask guiding 

questions to help them find an accurate resolution to the problem. Instructor C used 

guiding questions during his lab activity to show his students the thought process one 

would go through in repairing a small engine. As he asked the questions, the students 

offered solutions. By trial and error, the students discovered the correct answer and 

repaired the lawn mower. Instructor D used guiding questions to involve the students in 

her lecture of new material. She used their own personal experiences and created a 

framework of questions that helped the students to understand the concept, and helped the 

instructor to know whether or not the students grasped the concept. 

Differentiated Instruction 

All four instructors changed activities during the block of time allotted. The 

amount of activities during the class period varied, but differentiation was occurring. 

During the class period observed, Instructor A changed activities three times 

during the course of the block. The first activity was a test review, then the assessment, 

then the lecture on the anatomy of the mouth, and finally the activity of dyeing the 

papillae and looking at their tongues through a magnifying glass. 

At School B, the instructor changed activities four times during the class period 

observed by the researcher. The class began with an interactive lecture on the day's topic, 

followed by a group project assignment, presentation of those projects, and a review for 
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the assessment; the chapter assessment itself was given last. Her transitions between 

activities were smooth. 

Instructor C did not differentiate instruction as much during the lesson observed 

by the researcher. There was, however, a high level of interactivity in the lesson. Though 

he only changed activities once, he involved the students into the lesson at every step. 

The first activity was class discussion/lecture. The students were engaged in the lecture 

through questioning. The second activity was in the workshop. The students were 

troubleshooting problems with an old lawn mower. Using trial and error, they were able 

to fix the problems. 

Instructor D changed activities four times during the class period observed. The 

class began with a bell ringer activity, then the teacher lectured, there was a mock 

interview activity, followed by an analysis of the activity, and finally a brief summary by 

the instructor of the rules to follow during an interview. The teacher gave short 

assignments and kept the lecture sessions short. Students remained on task throughout the 

lesson. 

Enthusiasm 

At all four schools, the enthusiasm of the teacher was evident. In the classroom 

observations, interviews, and student focus groups, the enthusiasm of the teacher was a 

factor identified. 

During the classroom observation at School A, the researcher noted the 

instructor's enthusiasm in several ways. First, her excitement about the new health 

initiative was evident. Second, the researcher noted that the teacher was energetic and 

enthusiastic about the day's lesson, In the interview, the instructor emphasized how 



important it was for a teacher to love what he or she is doing. This demonstrates her 

enthusiasm for her position. She also said that she feels the students know that she wants 

them to succeed and that they know that she loves what she does. "I am always excited 

and always looking for great things to do and see, and interesting ways to learn," said 

Instructor A during her interview. The students likewise noted her enthusiasm in the 

focus group. They said that she is excited about the program and that she makes learning 

fun. 

During the classroom observation at School B, the researcher noted that the 

instructor was animated and energetic. The instructor repeatedly emphasized the 

importance of positive attitudes. During the interview, Instructor B talked about how she 

became a teacher. She said that she likes to change her lesson plans and activities from 

year to year to help keep her excited about the information. She recognizes that the 

students' willingness to get involved is partially due to her excitement. "I think that as 

long as the teacher is energetic and excited about the information they are covering, [the 

students] get excited about it," said Instructor B. During the focus group the students 

described their teacher as energetic and passionate about her job. "DECAcated" is their 

word to describe the teacher who devotes so much of her time outside of class to the 

students organization, DECA. 

During the observation of Instructor C, the researcher observed that he spoke with 

great enthusiasm. During his interview, Instructor C spoke about encouraging 

independent thought in his students, about the students' respect for him, and his love for 

what he does. This demonstrates his enthusiasm for this class and for teaching. Instructor 

C has impacted his students. During the focus group they mentioned how he makes 
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learning a trade fun and interactive. They said that Instructor C makes them want to make 

him proud of them. His enthusiasm about the class is subtle but evident. 

Instructor D moved around during the lesson observed by the researcher. She 

changed activities often and demonstrated a high level of energy. During the interview 

she talked about the theme for her program, her appreciation of his students, and her 

passion for her job. The students in the focus group described Instructor D as dedicated to 

her job and out-going. 

Caring 

Caring for one's students is a characteristic that was identified in this study. All 

four teachers in this study showed how they care about their students. In addition, the 

students recognized the care of their instructors. 

Instructor A is passionate about her job. She said that she loves what she does. 

Her students feel that she cares about whether or not they succeed. They said that she 

brought in special guests, wrote grants, and went above and beyond to make the program 

great. 

Instructor B said during her interview, "I want [my students] to do great things." 

She sees her job as more than a teacher to her students. "We are like a DECA family, and 

if there is a problem with one of my students I want to know about it and I want to help 

them handle it." The DECA club, the student organization for marketing students, is an 

avenue for her to connect with her students and help them succeed. She refers to her 

marketing students as her kids. During the focus group, the students spoke about their 

instructor as their "DECA mom." They know that she cares about them. They gave 

examples of how she had gone above and beyond to help them when they needed her. 
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High expectations are emphasized in Instructor C's classroom. He tells his 

students that his Building Trades class is one of the most important classes they will ever 

take. He feels that giving his students the necessary skills to learn a trade is rewarding. He 

shows his care for his students through his passion and dedication for his job. He 

emphasized his belief that he is making a difference. The students recognize his 

dedication and commitment as well. 

Instructor D makes every effort to help her students succeed. She gives them 

multiple opportunities to make up work, including staying late, recognizing that many of 

them do not have access to computers at home. The researcher noted that Instructor D 

genuinely seems to care for her students. She emphasizes high expectations and success. 

The students recognized the feelings of their instructor as well: "She is a great teacher 

who cares about her students and also cares about the success of this program." 

Involvement and Students 

All four of the instructors sponsor student organizations that allow them to be 

involved with students outside of class. The students at each center also cited specific 

examples of how each instructor went above and beyond their role as teacher to help 

them. At School A, the students talked about all of the grants that the instructor had 

written to benefit the program, as well as the special guests she solicited. At School B, the 

students spoke about how much they trust and rely on their instructor. In one case, a 

student gave the example of running out of gas in the middle of the night and Instructor B 

was the one they called to help them. Students at School C spoke about how Instructor C 

would help them find jobs, even hiring some students to work for him in order to help 
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them be successful. Instructor D often stayed after school to allow students time to make 

up class work or help them with resumes. 

Celebrates Achievement 

All four programs in this study celebrate the achievement of their students in one 

way or another. A popular activity to celebrate C-PAS test score achievement is to have a 

cookout. Schools A and D both have cookouts to celebrate C-PAS scores. Instructor C 

cooks for his students periodically throughout the year if they are doing well. Instructor B 

uses the trips for the DECA club as a reward for hard work. If students learn the material 

for competition, and do well, they will advance and be able to take more trips. 

Fun and Interactive 

Instructor A enjoys teaching. She said that "Loving what you are doing is so 

important because I think that sometimes people get bored with what they are doing and 

that transfers to the students." She said she enjoys teaching secondary students. The 

students in the focus group said that she makes learning fun. The projects that stood out 

in the minds of the students were interactive projects. 

Instructor B said that "I think the classroom environment needs to be fun, it needs 

to be motivating, and they have to be excited about the work." To her, making the class 

fun is a necessity. She feels that if the students enjoy the activities, they will be more 

receptive to learning. This was confirmed during the focus group session with the 

students. They said that not only were DECA and the trips that they took with DECA fun, 

but also the class activities were fun. They said that Instructor A used games, such as 

Marketing Madness, to make studying fun. 
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Instructor C tries to provide opportunities for fun activities throughout the year for 

his students. The students in the focus group said that the class offers them more freedom 

than in other classes. They confirmed that the instructor cooks for them occasionally, and 

also lets them build things in the shop if they are finished with their work. They feel that 

Instructor C makes the projects and activities in the class fun and interactive. 

During the observation time the researcher noted that the instructor used humor to 

break up her lecture and regain the students' interest. She decorates her room with fun 

themes each year and has her classroom arranged in an interactive layout. She creates 

games online for the students to have a fun way to practice for the C-PAS test. The 

students said of Instructor D, "Her class is never boring!" 

Classroom Management 

All four of the instructors in this study say that they do not have many discipline 

problems. Students stay actively engaged in the class, and even though classes are 

interactive and often packed with distractions, students remain on task. The teachers and 

administrators at these schools are very visible. 

During the interview Instructor A said that the students see her as someone they 

aspire to emulate. The respect they give her is not only from her experience and 

knowledge, but also because of the way she treats them. She rarely has discipline 

problems because she keeps the students engaged in hands-on activities. The students 

understand the expected behavior in both the classroom setting and the laboratory setting. 

The researcher noted the many distractions available and accessible to students in this 

class, such as cell phones, but they seemed to have little impact on the class. 
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Instructor B runs an interactive classroom. "Some teachers are so strict about 

everything being quiet. I'm not a big fan of quiet." She feels that having different 

activities going on at different times works best because students work at different paces 

and learn in different ways. Because her students are always actively engaged, she has 

few discipline problems. Instructor B noted how important it was to her to feel the 

support of her administrators and counselors. During the observation the researcher noted 

that the instructor did not appear to be a strict disciplinarian, but her continual interaction 

with the students keep them engaged. As with School A, the researcher noted the many 

distractions available to students, but students remained on task. 

The students at School C respect their instructor. During the focus group one 

student said that Instructor C "makes you feel bad when he is disappointed, but he makes 

you want to make him proud of you." He relates to the students and involves them in all 

aspects of the program. Both the instructor and students commented on the visibility and 

support of the vocational director at this school. Instructor C does not feel that he has 

many discipline problems because the students respect his experience and they are 

receptive to learning the material and have a desire to learn a trade. During the 

observation, the researcher did not note any discipline problems. 

One of the most notable characteristics of School D was the vocational director. 

He was very interested in this study and even took time to talk to the researcher about his 

thoughts on the program and vocational education in general. Both the students and 

faculty commented on the involvement of the director in the program. Instructor D uses 

high expectations as a classroom management tool. "I try to make them feel that they are 

a select group of students." She emphasizes her expectations often. 
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Classroom Routines 

In all four schools, teachers reported that they followed no particular routine in 

their classes. Instructor A said that there was no typical week. Her reasoning was that she 

tried to vary activities from week to week to keep it interesting to her students. During the 

classroom observations, the researcher observed that students did not appear to know a 

particular routine, but when instruction began, they came to order and quickly became on 

task. The student focus group for School A revealed a variety of different types of 

activities throughout the 2-year program. The students felt that the class was fun because 

the instructor planned so many different types of activities for them. They did not have a 

daily routine. 

Instructor B also mentioned that there was no particular routine that she followed. 

Her lessons are different, and she does not even use the sample lesson plans from year to 

year. She tries to "get them out of their comfort zone" by changing up what they do from 

day to day and lesson to lesson. During the classroom observation the researcher observed 

a format to the lesson but did not see a routine from one class to the other. During the 

focus group session for School B, the students confirmed the teacher's statement that 

there was no typical week in their classroom, and that the instruction varies. 

Instructor C said that he does use a bell ringer as a tool for preparing for the C-

PAS test. His routine is limited in that he tests at the end of each unit and offers mostly 

hands-on instruction. As far as a week-to-week or day-to-day routine, there is none. 

During the classroom observation the researcher observed no particular routines other 

than spending the first half of the class period in the classroom and the second half in the 

workshop. During the focus group session for School C, the students simply stated that 
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their program is different because they have more freedom than in other classes. They feel 

that because they have different activities and the class is not the same very day the class 

is more fun. 

Instructor D uses a bell ringer each day and moves into her lesson from there. 

Other than that, she says that she tries not to create routines. During the classroom 

observation, the researcher observed no consistent routine from class to class, other than 

the bell ringer. The instructor lectured at different times and the students worked on their 

own at different times. The focus group for School D revealed the students' perceptions 

that the instructor changed methods of instruction according to the unit they were 

studying, and that assessments are given at different times and on different days. They did 

not feel there was a particular routine in their class. 

Recruitment 

All four programs chosen for this study have similar recruitment programs. They 

all provide a tour of the center for students to introduce them to the programs offered by 

the vocational center. In addition, word of mouth was an important recruiting tool. 

Former students, in all four cases, were one of the best recruiting tools. 

School A arranges a tour of the vocational center for eighth and ninth grade 

students. In addition, the instructor allows her students to talk to the students who are 

touring the center to tell them why they should take the class. The students said that they 

heard about the program from other students. They also said they would recommend the 

class to others. 

Instructor B said that her school's recruitment program is one of the reasons her 

program is so successful. During the tour of her vocational center, the students listen to 
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each vocational teacher tell about their program. In addition, she brings some of her 

students to talk about their DECA program, whose competition and many trips have 

become a recruitment tool. 

School C arranges a tour of the vocational center for the ninth graders at the high 

school they service. Since they are on campus with the high school, this is relatively easy 

to accomplish. In addition, many of t5he students decide to take the program on the 

recommendation of their peers. 

Guided tours are also provided at School D for the ninth grade high school 

students. In addition, the FBLA club, the student organization for the Business and 

Computer Technology classes, helps with recruitment. One example is that they sponsor 

Saturday workshops for elementary students. 

C-PAS Preparation 

None of the teachers who participated in this study put a great deal of emphasis on 

the C-PAS test in their classroom. They all emphasized the importance of sticking to the 

curriculum, with reviews before the test. 

Teach Curriculum 

Instructor A said that she hopes she prepares her students for the C-PAS test by 

teaching the curriculum. She teaches the state objectives over the 2 years, and before the 

C-PAS test she returns the chapter tests to the students for them to study. She said that 

she tries to downplay the test. She feels that if her students have not learned what they 

need to learn during 2 years in her class then they should not do well on the test. She does 

not want false numbers, but she wants to know if she is doing her job well. The students 

who participated in the focus group felt very prepared for the test. They confirmed the 
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statement from their instructor that the lessons prepared them for the test because each 

lesson built on the one before, content was covered over and over so they did not forget 

anything, and when they took the test they just knew the answers. 

Instructor B focuses on covering the curriculum also. She says that she has never 

actually seen a C-PAS test, except for the ones sent to all of the schools by the State 

Department of Education several years ago. She works sample questions into the 

students' chapter and 9-weeks tests. She also has a game called Marketing Madness that 

the students play for practice. The students' answers during the focus group session 

confirmed Instructor B's statements. All of the students felt prepared for the C-PAS test. 

They said it was because each unit built on the knowledge they gained from the previous 

one. They also said they enjoyed playing Marketing Madness for practice. 

Instructor C uses the bell ringer for his class to give students practice C-PAS test 

questions. He does not try to emphasize the C-PAS test, however, He feels that his 

lessons build on each other throughout the 2 years in such a way that students do not get a 

chance to forget what they have learned. Through application, they are always reviewing. 

He gives a review several weeks before the test as well. Students take practice tests and 

they go over the questions they miss. This gives him an idea of what he needs to review. 

Instructor D also gives sample test questions as bell ringers. She will occasionally 

give short five-question oral quizzes on the subjects they are covering to help gauge 

whether or not the students have mattered the material. She feels that the primary way to 

be successful on the C-PAS test is to teach the curriculum. "I have been on the committee 

that writes the C-PAS curriculum and I tell teachers, do not teach out of that box!" In 
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addition, she gives her students a study guide and games that she has created on the 

Internet for practice. 

Review Before Test 

All four programs offer some type of review before the test. For Schools A and D, 

the instructor gives the students their chapter tests back to study. Schools A, B, and D 

play games with practice questions and are given a review packet. For School C, the 

students take practice tests and are given a study guide. 

Classroom Environment 

It became evident to the researcher that the classroom environments for these four 

programs were quite similar. All four programs were sometimes loud and bustling with 

activity, but students were always on task. Students felt free to voice their opinion or ask 

questions at any time, and teachers reinforced the feeling of security by acknowledging 

the students and showing them respect when they were speaking. Likewise, the students 

reflected that respect shown to them by respecting the teacher. 

Classroom Interaction 

The researcher observed a great deal of activity in the classroom at School A, but 

noted that students remained actively engaged in their assigned activities. Instructor A 

uses group activities to help her lower performing students. She sometimes groups the 

lower performing students together because she feels that they build on each other's 

strengths. Other times she groups lower performing students with higher performing 

students in order for them to receive additional help. 

The activity in the classroom at School B was similar to that of School A. 

Students, though quite active, remained on task. The instructor moved from group to 
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group to keep students on task and answer questions. Instructor B integrates technology 

and hands-on activities as much as possible into her lessons. 

Instructor C's class was more structured than the other classes. The students were 

involved into the lesson at every point, from lecture to shop activity. Students were open 

to ask questions and make comments at any time. Answers to their questions were 

structured to direct students to the correct conclusion rather than deliver the conclusion. 

Like the other teachers in this study, Instructor D has an open and interactive 

classroom. Students are involved in classroom activities and lectures. Students are free to 

ask questions and make comments at any time. 

Layout 

Schools A, B, and C have separate lecture and lab facilities. School D has a 

classroom that connects to a separate lecture hall/computer lab. All four programs have 

an open and interactive classroom environment. 

Implications for Action 

The findings for this study suggest the following implications for action: 

1. Teachers of secondary vocational programs use guided or leading 

questions to provoke independent thought and involve students in the lessons. 

2. Teachers of secondary vocational programs differentiate their instruction 

and change activities often in order to keep students engaged in the lesson and reach 

students with different learning styles. 

3. Teachers of secondary vocational programs are enthusiastic about their 

jobs and that enthusiasm and excitement are obvious to the students, and they, in turn, 

may become excited about the class as well. 
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4. Teachers of secondary vocational programs show students that they care 

about their success and communicate high expectations of such. 

5. Teachers of secondary vocational programs are involved with their 

students, not only through class work but also through student organizations and after-

school activities. 

6. Teachers and directors of secondary vocational programs celebrate their 

students' success. 

7. Teachers of secondary vocational programs have fun teaching and choose 

interactive and hands-on activities. 

8. Students who are actively engaged from the beginning of the class present 

few disciplinary problems. 

9. Secondary vocational students respond well to being treated with respect. 

10. Routines do not necessarily work well in a secondary vocational program. 

11. Recruitment is an important part of the role of a vocational center in 

creating a quality vocational program. 

12. If a student does well in a program and enjoys that program, he or she will 

tell other students about the program and this becomes an effective recruiting tool. 

13. The best preparation for the C-PAS test is to teach the curriculum. 

14. An open and interactive classroom environment is a characteristic of good 

vocational programs. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

This study is an introduction to quality vocational programs. Further research 

would expand the knowledge and replication ability of the factors identified in this study. 
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The data analyze and literature reviewed in this study create the groundwork for the 

following recommendations for further study: 

1. That this study is replicated with other vocational training areas and in 

other states to see if results are similar. 

2. That the number of students taking the test at each school be used as a 

factor to identify the schools chosen to participate in the study. 

3. That further study is conducted to identify factors that motivate students to 

achieve in secondary vocational programs. 

4. That further study is conducted on the impact of teacher attitudes and 

enthusiasm on student success. 

5. That further study is conducted on the impact of the student-teacher 

relationship on student success. 

Reflections and Conclusions 

Secondary vocational education programs fill a void in today's educational 

system. For students both college bound and not, it offers a chance to learn a trade that 

will be useful no matter what their chosen career path. This nation's accountability 

system focuses on academic programs rather than vocational. There is no clear outline as 

to what a quality vocational program should look like. This study begins to look at quality 

vocational programs and identifies specific characteristics of their teachers and 

environments. 

Chapter V presented the findings, conclusions, implications, and 

recommendations of this study. It was determined that the chief contributing factor to the 

success of secondary vocational programs lies with the teacher of that program. There is a 
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need to create specialized training programs to equip vocational educators with the skills 

necessary to teach more effectively. This study has outlined specific identifiable skills, 

some teachable and some not, that are reflections of the teachers of successful vocational 

programs of four separate disciplines. While this study addressed vocational education 

specifically, the findings of the study may be applicable to any educational class or 

program. Additional study is warranted to expand on the knowledge gained from this 

study. 



APPENDIX A 

LETTER TO DIRECTORS 

P.O. Box 2243 
Pascagoula, MS 39569 
January 26, 2008 

Dear Sir or Madam: 

I am a doctoral student in the department of Educational Leadership and Research at the 
University of Southern Mississippi. I am conducting research for my dissertation. The 
object of my dissertation is to identify factors that impact the success of certain 
Secondary vocational education programs. After analyzing C-PAS test scores over a two-
year period to identify the highest performing vocational program in five occupational 
training areas. Your (name of program here) program was identified as one of these 
programs. As part of my efforts, I will be conducting focus groups made up of students 
enrolled in the highest performing vocational programs in the state of Mississippi. By 
asking these students questions about the programs in which they are enrolled, I will gain 
a unique perspective from that of any other source. In turn, I will be better able to identify 
the factors that make these vocational programs successful. This focus group will consist 
of one session of approximately 45 minutes in duration. There will be eight students in 
each focus group. I will need to obtain parental consent for their participation. The 
consent form that will be sent out to parents is attached to this letter. 

The second step in the research process will be to conduct structured interviews of the 
instructors of these programs to identify factors from his/her perspective that impact the 
success of their program. Questions that will be asked will revolve around teaching 
methods, environmental factors, and any other questions of interest that come up during 
the focus groups. 

This is where I need your help. I would like consent to include your students and 
instructor from the (name of program here) program in my study. I will not require any 
personal information of any of the participants for the purposes of my study. I do not 
anticipate any risks to your employees or students as a result of their participation in this 
study. After the questioning is complete, I would be happy to share my findings with you, 
parents, and teachers at your school. 
Please sign and return this form as soon as possible if you agree to participate in this 
research. If you have questions, please call me at 228-217-6037, or e-mail me at 
elparker(ajbellsouth.net. 

Name (print): 

Approval (signature): 

Consent Date: 

Thank You, 
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APPENDIX B 

AUTHORIZATION TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH PROJECT 

Erin Parker 
Graduate Student 
University of Southern Mississippi 

THE UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN MISSISSIPPI 
CONSENT FORM (LONG FORM) 

AUTHORIZATION TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH PROJECT 

Consent is hereby given to participate in the study titled: 

Factors that Impact Success in Secondary Educational Programs in the State of 
Mississippi 

1. Purpose: The purpose of this study is to determine why five vocational programs 
in the State of Mississippi are more successful than all of the other programs. 
Using C-PAS test scores for the occupational training areas of Welding, 
Carpentry/Building Trades, Business and Computer Technology, Marketing 
Management Technology, and Allied Health, I hope to ascertain which programs 
across the state have the highest average test scores over the last two years. By 
conducting a focus group of second-year students enrolled in these five individual 
programs across the state, and using their answers to create and conduct a 
structured interview of the instructor of the respective programs, I will be able to 
identify factors that impact the success of these programs. 

2. Description of Study: There will be 5 vocational centers involved in the study. 
Focus groups of 8 students enrolled in these programs will be conducted. These 
students will be 10 t h- 12* graders, ranging in age from 15-18. The first 8 students 
who have confirmed consent will be chosen from each school. The instructor of 
each program will be interviewed. In addition, three class sessions will be video 
taped (no students will be shown on the tapes) from each of the 5 programs 
involved in the study. Field notes will be taken from each of the class sessions, 
and compared to the data from the other sources. 

3. Benefits: The benefits to the participant of this study include a sense of pride in 
the program in which the student is involved, as well as in his/herself having been 
a part of one of the highest performing programs in the state. In addition, the need 
for quality vocational programming is evident. This proposed study could present 
a starting point for vocational instructors to use in order to structure their 
programs for improvement. Furthermore, this study is intended to provoke further 
study in this area, in order to identify methods for improvement in vocational 
education. 



4. Risks: There are no known risks to the participants of this study. 

5. Confidentiality: No names will be included in this study. Programs will be 
known by occupational training area alone. Participants will be known as just that, 
and not by name, gender, or ethnicity. All data collected will be transcribed and 
used for the purpose of this study alone. All answers to the questions will be held 
in strict confidence and used only in the analysis of this research study. 

6. Alternative Procedures: All second year students enrolled in the five identified 
occupational programs will be invited to participate, however, only the first 8 
students with confirmed consent will participate in the focus group. As a result, 
not all students in the programs will be asked to participate. 

7. Participant's Assurance: Whereas no assurance can be made concerning results 
that may be obtained (since results from investigational studies cannot be 
predicted) the researcher will take every precaution consistent with the best 
scientific practice. Participation in this project is completely voluntary, and 
participants may withdraw from this study at any time without penalty, prejudice, 
or loss of benefits. Questions concerning the research should be directed to 
researcher(s) name(s) at telephone number(s). This project and this consent form 
have been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board, which ensures that 
research projects involving human subjects follow federal regulations. Any 
questions or concerns about rights as a research participant should be directed to 
the Chair of the Institutional Review Board, The University of Southern 
Mississippi, 118 College Drive #5147, Hattiesburg, MS 39406-0001, (601) 266-
6820. A copy of this form will be given to the participant. 

8. Signatures: In conformance with the federal guidelines, the signature of the 
participant or parent or guardian must appear on all written consent documents. 
The University also requires that the date and the signature of the person 
explaining the study to the subject appear on the consent form 

Signature of the Research Participant Date 

Signature of the Person Explaining the Study Date 

In instances where the participant is a minor (under the age of eighteen years), a signature 
line for the minor's assent and a signature line for the parents/guardians' consent is 
required: 
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Signature of the Minor Research Participant Date 

Signature of Parent/Guardian Date 

Participant's Initials 



APPENDIX C 

GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR STUDENT FOCUS GROUPS 

1. Tell me about your program. 

2. Describe your experiences in the vocational program that you are enrolled in. 

3. How and Why did you choose this particular program in which to participate? 

4. What specific factors (environmental, instructional, logistical, etc.) do you feel 

have been most influential in the success of this program and why? 

5. Do you plan to pursue a career in this type of work? 

6. How did your training impact this decision? 

7. Do you feel that you have been prepared to have a career in this field? If so, why? 

8. What further preparation will you need to have a career in this type of work? 

9. Did you feel prepared for the C-PAS test in this class? 

10. What questions do you remember that you did not know the answer to? 

11. Discuss some specific class activities that stand out in your mind from this course. 

12. What have you learned from this course? 

13. What one factor do you perceive has the greatest impact on the success of your 

program? 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW TARGETED QUESTIONS 

1. Describe a typical week in your classroom. 

2. What routines do you regularly practice in your classes? 

3. What is important about the classroom environment in which you teach? 

4. Why do you think your program is successful? 

5. How do you prepare your students for the C-PAS test? 

6. What important features of your vocational center impact the success of your 

program? 

7. What one factor do you perceive has the largest impact on the success of your 

program? 

8. Describe the recruitment programs used by your vocational center? 

Additional questions will be formed after the focus groups are conducted, using the 

student's answers as a guide in order to increase the validity through triangulation of 

data. 
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OBSERVAT10N CHECKLIST 

Revised January 2006 

Critical Indicators Observation Checklist 

Teacher Name: 
School Name: 
Grade & Content Area: 
Class Size: 
Classroom Activity 

Date: 
Start Time: 

Observer: 
End Time: 

Codes: 

A = Advanced/Mentor (100%) 

P = Prof "IP-1 ^rove /5°o, 

I = Improvement Needed (above 50%) 

U = Unacceptable (below 50%) 

t, - Net Ose ' v^d 

h /"'Planning Code I Comments/Suggestions 
11 State assessment objectives being taught are evident (written 

and verbal). 
1.2. State assessment and content standards are the primary 

source for planning and instruction. 
Teachers know the state assessment emphasis of lesson. 
Plans are comprehensive. 
All attachments are included. 
Evidence of careful/thoughtful planning is exhibited. 
Plans are available for review by observer and teacher. 
Lesson plans are implemented as written or revised 
appropriately with just cause provided. 
lEPs for students with disabilities are a source for planning and 
instruction 

M i ^ t w i W a l i a g e l n ^ t ^ ^ ^ , ^ ^ ^ ^ <s*rfct tvm 3#W$k*&i 
Students are on-task. 
Students are engaged. 
The learning environment is supportive of student 
achievement. 

II.4. 
TTs" 
TLT 

Student input is solicited and respected. 
An effective system is in place to manage classroom discipline. 
High expectations are evident. 
Procedures for managing daily routines are in place and 
effective. 

II.8. Instructional time is protected. 

111,1. Learning is appropriately Introduced. 
III.2. Learning is given appropriate closure. 
III.3. Instructional strategy connects learning to students for 

relevancy. 
111.4. Teacher utilizes differentiated instruction to reach all learners. 
1.5. There is sufficient time given to the topic. 

III.6. Activities and strategies exhibit varied levels of complexity. 
Activities exhibit best practice strategies, which include 
engaging, learner-involved, hands-on activities. 
Student-teacher interaction is positive and appropriate. 
Teacher checks for understanding & adjusts based on student 
needs. 

111.10. Effective questioning techniques are utilized. 
111.11. Students with disabilities are receiving appropriate 

accommodations. 

Assessment is J to state testin biectiv _L 
I V.2. Assessment is appropriate for the expected outcome. 
V.3. Assessment mirrors the complexity and format of state tests. 

IV.4. Sample test items are used appropriately 
IV.5. Assessment is utilized for further planning. 

Teacher Conference: • Brief D Comprehensive 

Commendations: Actions to be Taken: Time Line: 

Signatures: 
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Directions for CODE on Observation Checklist: 
The observer is to assign a score as follows: 

A: Advanced ALL (100%) of the descriptors are OBSERVED appropriately during the observation. 
P: Proficient MANY (at least 75%) of the descriptors are OBSERVED appropriately during the observation. 
I: Improvement Needed SOME (at least 50%) of the descriptors are OBSERVED appropriately during the observation. 
U: Unacceptable FEW if ANY (less than 50%) of the descriptors are OBSERVED appropriately during the observation. 
N: Not Observed The observer did not have an opportunity to see the indicator or was not present at the time the activity 

was implemented. For example, if the observation occurs at the end of class, the introduction (111-1) 
would be "not observed." 

Indicator 

1. Planning 

1.1. State testing objectives being 
taught are evident (written 
and verbal). 

I.2. Assessment standards are 
the primary source for 
planning of instruction. 

1.3. Teacher knows state 
assessment emphasis of 
lesson. 

1.4. Plans are comprehensive. 

I.5. All attachments are included. 

1.6. Evidence of careful/thoughtful 
planning is exhibited. 

I.7. Plans are available for review 
by observer and teacher. 

1.8. Lesson plans are 
implemented as written or 
revised appropriately with just 
cause provided. 

I.9. lEPs for students with 
disabilities are a source for 
planning and instruction. 

Descriptors 

Objectives are --
• written in lesson plans, 
• written on the board, 
• verbalized to students, 
• verbalized BY students, and 
• evident in the lesson presented. 

• Assessment standards include MCT/SATP Blueprints, Course of Study and ARMT standards, 
and GLE/CCF/Benchmark standards. 

• Multiple resources are used to plan. 
• State content and assessment standards are used as the primary source of planning. 
• State content and assessment standards are readily available in the classroom. 

• This indicator builds upon P-1. A teacher cannot make higher on P-3 than the score for P-1. 
• Knowing emphasis includes integrating assessment connections into the classroom by using 

sample test items to make the level of difficulty clear for students and by using rubrics and 
other assessment tools throughout the lesson. 

• The lesson plan is comprehensive if it includes all sections of the JBHM-recommended 
lesson plan: assessment, materials, instructional strategies, set (model, guided practice, 
independent practice, intervention strategies for any students that don't "get it", enrichment 
activities for those students that "get it", closure, and homework), and interdisciplinary items 
included. 

• Attachments must include summative and formative assessments (to be evaluated for level of 
difficulty). 

• This indicator builds upon P-4, 
• Handouts are readily available; smooth transitions between activities leave no downtime. 
• Effective strategies listed in the plan address the skills to be taught. 
• Procedures describe actions for the teacher. You should read the plan and KNOW what the 

teacher and students will do - you should be able to visualize the class after reading the plan. 
• The plan includes best practices terminology. 

• Yes or No question. 

• Yes or No question. 
• "revised appropriately with just cause" includes documenting the reason that instructional 

plans have changed, such as -
S Interruption in teaching through no fault of the teacher (e.g., fire drill, bad weather, 

absences by teacher or large number of students due to illness, emergency) 
s Having to reteach based on assessment results 

• Teacher has a copy of IEP. 
• Lesson plan reflects appropriate accommodations/modifications as specified in IEP. 
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Indicator Descriptors 

II. Classroom Management 

11.1 Students are on-task. 

II.2. Students are engaged. 

II.3. The learning environment is 
supportive of student 
achievement. 

II.4. Student input is solicited and 
respected. 

II.5. An effective system is in 
place to manage classroom 
discipline. 

II.6. High expectations are 
evident. 

II.7. Procedures for managing 
daily routines are in place and 
effective. 

II.8. Instructional time is protected. 

• On-task is defined as "following instructions: 
• Proficient if -

s 90% of students are on-task for the period of the observation. 
•S Any off-task behavior is immediately redirected, and 
•/ Students enter the classroom and begin work immediately. 

• For engagement, the quality of the engagement is a key indicator. 
• Proficient if --

•s 90% of students are "doing" and are excited about learning, working for a purpose, and 
responding appropriately. 

•/ Includes active, INTERACTIVE participation 
J During lecture/discussion, eye contact and interest are evident 
s Students are internalizing information, as evidenced by student questions/comments. 

• Learning is focused on standards. 
• The classroom is organized for free traffic flow. 
• Student work and appropriate learning tools are displayed. 
• Bulletin boards are current to the topics of discussion. 
• Teacher uses wait time and positive interactions, including praise and motivation. 
• There is a sense of classroom community. 

• Teacher uses effective questioning techniques, asking for input of ALL students often. 
s Teacher uses wait time and positive interactions, including praise and motivation. 
s Input from students is requested with consistency and frequency. 

• Teacher's comments lack sarcasm. 
• Incorrect answers are probed, rather than "shot down." 
• Students appropriately and eagerly volunteer input. 

• Rules and Consequences are reasonable and prudent 
• Rules and Consequences are posted in the classroom 
• Consequences are consistently applied 
• Any off-task behavior is addressed immediately and appropriately to effectively re-engage 

students in learning 
• System includes learning-based incentives for positive behavior. 
• Teacher offers positive comments on appropriate behavior. 
• Positive behavior plans are in place for students with disabilities who present significant 

behavior challenges. 

• Includes all of C-1 through C-5. 
• All students participate. 
• Teacher believes and exemplifies that ALL children can learn AT HIGH LEVELS by -

S Verbalizing that ALL children will meet the standards. 
s Asking ALL students HOTS questions (Higher Order Thinking Skills). 
s Planning and instructing to provide Opportunity to Learn for ALL students. 
s Varying grouping of students based upon the skill(s) being taught. 
s Maintaining classroom organization so that the skill level of the student is not obvious 

through casual observation (i.e. learners are not grouped physically by learning level). 

• No "down time" - No obvious gaps between activities. 
• Students obviously know what to do when and do so automatically. 
• Procedures are in place for EVERY routine classroom activity. 

• Instruction is focused on standards-based activities. 
• Classroom interruptions are managed with minimal time lost. 
• Transitions are smooth and efficient 
• Teaching lasts from "bell to bell." 
• Reminder to Observer: Note interruptions that are not under the control of the teacher, e.g., 

needless all-call intercom interruptions? 
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Indicator Descriptors 

HI. * Delivery of Instruction 

111.1. Learning is appropriately 
introduced. 

III.2. Learning is given appropriate 
closure. 

III.3. Instructional strategy 
connects learning to students 
for relevancy. 

III.4. Teacher utilizes differentiated 
instruction to reach all 
learners. 

III.5. There is sufficient time given 
to the topic. 

III.6. Activities and strategies 
exhibit varied levels of 
complexity. 

III.7. Activities exhibit best practice 
strategies, which include 
engaging, learner-involved, 
hands-on activities 

III.8. Student-teacher interaction is 
positive and appropriate. 

III.9. Teacher checks for 
understanding and adjusts 
based on student needs. | 

• The hook, bell-ringer, and connections are made. 
• The bell-ringer applies to the lesson of the day. 
• The introductory activities capture the students' attention and motivate learning. 
• The purpose and importance of topics and learning are communicated clearly to 

students. 
• Stating "This is important... get it in your notes" is not sufficient for this indicator. 

• Learning is made relevant by appropriate closure activity which exhibits a sense of reflective 
closure to a topic or the day with connections to future learning. 

• Students should understand link between past, present, and future activities and/or content. 
• Closure does not have to be only in the final few minutes of a lesson, but may be appropriate 

as activities and/or topics within a lesson are concluded. 
• It may include a summary, review, recapitulation, or indication of how content is to be applied 

to future learning tasks. 
• Teacher should provide sufficient time for closure to enhance student learning and to allow 

for reflection of learning. 
• Effective closure is always content and/or activities focused. 

• Gives the students PURPOSE for the lesson; answers "Why do I need to know this?" 
• Occurs throughout the lesson and is reiterated in the closure 
• Activates prior knowledge and future application 
• Connects to the state standards 
• Includes through provoking questions and/or requests for student input from the teacher 

• "One size does not fit all." 
• Instructional approaches reach a variety of learner types. 
• Strategies vary for purpose, product, and/or process. 
• Learning objectives are planned to accommodate differences among students (by styles, 

interest, response preference, and physical capabilities). 

• Plan time allows for introduction and closure activities. 
• Pacing allows for necessary reteaching and adjustments, if needed. 
• Time spent on an objective is appropriate to the level of difficulty - allowing adequate time to 

cover the topic. 

• All levels of Bloom's Taxonomy are addressed. 
• Multiple steps, with varied levels of difficulty are required to solve problems. 

• Classroom instruction includes strategic activities that are 
^ Engaging, 
^ Hands-on, 
<f Student-centered, 
</ Research-based, and 
^ Tied to state standards. 

• Positive words are used. 
• Incorrect responses are clarified without judgmental language. Note: Clarification is 

MANDATORY after confusion or incorrect answers occur. "Perfect practice makes perfect." 
• Teacher encourages student "risk-taking." 
• Feedback should be effective: 

S Specific for the student/group 
^ Specific for the current topic/task 
s State if the answer given is correct or incorrect 
s Broaden the understanding of the learners 
•S Balance between adequate and inadequate responses (Not dwelling on either the bad or 

the good). 

• Teacher uses assessment results to make instructional decisions. 
• Teacher measures student progress regularly. 
• Teacher provides feedback. See "Feedback should be effective" above. 
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Indicator 

.10. Effective questioning 
techniques are utilized. 

111.11. Students with disabilities are 
receiving appropriate 
accommodations. 

IV. ,Assessment* 

IV. 1. Assessment is tied to state 
testing objectives. 

IV.2. Assessment is appropriate for 
expected outcome. 

Descriptors 

Effective questioning techniques include -
Randomly calling on students 
•/ "Ask, Pause, Call" (Wait time usually 5—8 seconds) 
s Probing of incorrect answers 
S Question formats aligned to standards and assessment instruments 
s Bloom's Taxonomy 
^ ALL students reached with HOTS 
See "Feedback should be effective" above. 

IV.3. Assessment mirrors 
complexity and format of 
state tests. 

Individually provided as indicated in IEP 
Addresses student's readiness, interest, and learning profile 
Focuses on high expectations 

ilsi 
Includes both formal and informal assessments, written and verbal, formative and summative. 
Assessment items are labels with the appropriate state content standards (i.e. benchmarks, 
GLEs, etc.) 

IV.4. Sample test items are used 
appropriately. 

IV.5. Assessment is utilized for 
further planning. 

IV.6. Assessment for students with 
disabilities is consistent with 
the IEP. 

Assessment style provides information on what the students have learned - the outcome is 
CLEARLY connected. 
Students provide evidence that they have met and/or exceeded the standard. 
Outcomes are referenced to what has been taught. 
Assessment requires application of knowledge rather than rote recall. 

Meets level of difficulty 
Mirrors sample test times 
Format goes beyond simply being multiple-choice. 
Includes multiple learning objectives in same assessment. 

Sample Test items are used -
^ To build classroom assessments. 
^ As diagnostic tools 
•s Throughout the lesson to make connections between what students are learning and how 

that learning will be assessed 
_ ^ In planning to determine instructional strategies to reach the appropriate level of difficulty. 

Provides evidence of mastery (work folders/samples). 
Data is used for whole-group, small-group, and individual instruction 
Progress monitoring is evident and documented. 
Adjusting is evident in planning (written on lesson plans). 
Students are identified individually for intervention, enrichmenUand remediation. 

Assessment accommodations are routinely implemented. 
State assessment decision is indicated on the IEP. 
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