Science Conference Report





Bob Fiero











CSUN; SED 625SC 










Fall 2008

I attended the Career Technical Education (CTE) Awareness Day at College of the Canyons held on Friday October 10, 2008.  I was member of a contingent of William S. Hart UHSD educators, counselors, and administrators.  This conference was supported by the Hart District, Santa Clarita Community College District, and the School & Business Alliance of the Santa Clarita Valley.  I considered this conference very relevant to science curriculum or at least applied science (industrial science, engineering, etc.) although a new, or renewed former goal, of teaching students to be successful in technical arts rather than the common goal of aiding students to achieve the A-G requirements that will enable them to be admitted into academia and the higher learning programs of the university. There was no academic research paper presented but many statistics presenting a formal report arguing for creating a state wide education plan for CTE and bring it back into prominence at our schools at the K-12 level. **I have included with this report, and copies of the statistics, plans, the briefing papers of the keynote speaker, and the agenda distributed to us.  

Briefly the agenda consisted of first hearing from leaders of education and various CTE related programs and a few former students of CTE programs who have created successful careers for themselves. The theme they all spoke about was how they were not very good students at the K-12 level and were not college bound.  However, they found technical training programs that suited their desire to achieve in the individual professions along with on the job training i.e. apprenticeships and internships. They then found the intrinsic motivation to devote themselves and transform into very high achieving students in an attempt to promote through chosen professions.

Breakout sessions were next on the agenda where we were grouped heterogeneously by school but homogenously by subject, for example I was with other science teachers, and listened to presentations from various professionals in southern California.  The sampling of professionals I was able to see were CEO’ s of  a surveying company, graphic arts, web designing company, manager of rides and maintenance at Magic Mountain park, and the most impressive of all, the inventor the CNC machines and co founder of Haas Automation, Robert Murry.  They all reiterated the need for people with strong applicable skills.  Of the academic skills they needed employees who were proficient at math and writing but more importantly were good critical thinkers and problem solvers.  They found that many college graduates they would interview for jobs had much of theoretical knowledge but were not useful for their needs for they had little or none specific knowledge or applicable/practical skills.  The degree got them the interview (that is they had the self discipline to finish their education and they proved they are good learners) but not the job (no useful skills or special knowledge).  They also made it clear that there are thousands of technical jobs that have high annual salaries that do not require a bachelors’ or masters’ degrees. They mentioned a severe shortage of technically trained professionals currently, and even more daunting, is that the veteran “baby boomer generation” professionals are soon to retire with few younger apprentices to train and take their place creating a skill gap resulting in more manufacturing jobs going to foreign countries.  Also they related personal stories of returning to school for technical training or college degrees when after being employed in their chosen field they saw the need for it to promote to the job or level they desired in their field.
At lunch we had a keynote speaker. Please see the last section of this paper for my synopsis of her speech.

Lastly, the conference participants gathered in their respective school groups and made tentative plans of they would incorporate CTE goals into their school site missions and courses offered.  Each school presented.  I felt my school’s (Rio Norte JHS) best idea was to present formally and through our website CTE information to the parents.  CTE is a tough sell to our demographic who are mostly higher middle class incomes with college educated parents and expect their children to follow suit. The problem is that for CTE courses or education tack like wood and metal shop classes, drafting, engineering, automotive repair, etc. to be offered in 6-12 curriculum requires a mandate from the state that is supported by a rather large budget.  Due to budget problems these classes and CTE programs have been quickly phased out over the last 15 years because of their large expense and difficulty of finding qualified teachers.  Thus none of the school groups said they would reestablish these classes again even though they are convinced of the need locally in our district—there is just no money to buy the technology, create the facilities, and hire the professionals to teach it. The leaders of the conference said they would give us a debriefing document of the school presentations but I have not received it at the time of writing this report.
Our keynote speaker was Sharon Huntsman the Executive Director of California's EDGE* Campaign (from their website: http://www.californiaedgecampaign.org/) which is a non-partisan coalition of groups with diverse and even divergent outlooks but united in the belief that: 

· California's future economic growth rests in large measure on the skill base of its workers. 

· The state and its industrial leadership are now at serious risk of losing the competitive advantage of a highly trained workforce and lag other states in responding to this challenge. 

· The governor and legislature must lead a strategic effort to forge the state's impressive education and training infrastructure into an integrated system of talent development that addresses the needs of all California workers and employers. 

· In the absence of this kind of leadership, California's future is uncertain. Both employers and workers face the threat of economic decline. 

· EDGE is an acronym for "Education, Diversity, and Growth in the Economy" 
Ms. Huntsman, in my opinion, gave a compelling presentation of statistics of how many college graduates are under employed (in ‘gray collar’ jobs) and the supply of bachelor and master achieving students out paces the demand for such educated people. On the other hand, there is a huge need for technical trade workers.  Her goal is to help enact legislation to create key policy changes in the state education standards to including CTE coursework made available to all K-12 students with accountability measurements; obtain sufficient founding for these programs; and create, and build networks of cooperative education between local industries, economies, and businesses with the schools in California. 

Here is a link for the California State Educational CTE plan: http://www.schoolsmovingup.net/cs/ctep/print/htdocs/ctep/home.htm
 I am persuaded that there is a shortage of a skilled workforce that threatens the quality of life here in California and the USA and that these technical professions provide a very viable option for a majority of our students.  In my discourse with students about science and science careers I now speak more about the wide diversity of technical jobs in the various fields of science and applied science (engineering, manufacturing or technology, material sciences, etc.) since this awakening about CTE.  At my school the English teachers have their students do career research projects and we have a career day where we have professionals share their enthusiasm for their work and personal stories of achievement.  I share my personal stories of being a wildlife technician for National Park and Forest Services’ in Sierra Nevada and in Glacier National Park in Montana, and state park biologist in Monterrey Bay.  I have acquaintances of my generation where the primary reason they stayed in high school was to attend their technical courses.  Many of them became sheriffs, automotive mechanics, etc. and decided to return to school to train in their trade.  I tell my students: “find what you love to do for it most likely aligns with your talents and do not worry about making money from it.  You will find school relevant and the work worth it when they find that profession of their choice.  But you must graduate high school at least to show future employers you have the skills and intelligence to be successful at you job.” 
