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Abstract  

 

 

The Impact of Linked Learning Pathways in Charter Schools;  

Teachers’ and Administrators’ Perceptions of  

an Effective Pathway Charter School  

 

 

By 

Shani Chen  

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership  

 

In a reform effort over the past decade, hundreds of schools across California have 

adopted the Linked Learning approach by building small learning communities in high schools 

to implement multiple pathway programs in unified school districts. But little is known how 

effectively Linked Learning is performing in charter schools, the fastest growing sector in 

education today. This qualitative case study investigated the intersection of a pathway program 

model in a southern California charter school. Teacher and administrator interviews, classroom 

observations, and document analysis were used to provide insight into some of the practical tools 

and learning approaches used to sustain an effective pathway charter school.  

The results from this study identified characteristics in administrative leadership 

necessary to cultivate and implement a successful, quality pathway program that reflects 

compatibility with Linked Learning certified programs. Results demonstrate, that pathway 

charter school settings are in alignment with Linked Learning Pathways by encouraging teachers 
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to think outside of the box. But, there are some considerable differences that may vary in 

established curriculum approaches versus the project-based learning model. In an effort to 

sustain high expectations as a shared value, administration needs to have the autonomy to adapt 

to the needs of their environment, intuitively assess, identify, and respond immediately to 

support struggling students. Significant findings showed quality relationships hinged on 

empowerment and trust. Thus, administration sets the example by providing clear expectations 

with an emphasis on new teacher induction, mentorship, a proactive team mentality, teacher 

collaboration, cultivating an open source mentality, an assumption of good intentions, and a 

growth mindset.  

The results of this study also support findings that faculty selection and development are 

significant factors in charter effectiveness and teacher retention. Teachers are still learning a new 

teaching approach to meet the needs in a project-based learning environment, which presents 

challenges due to limited training. At the same time, teachers’ praise of administration’s support 

to be the expert in their content area left teachers feeling strongly supported, which helps to 

provide opportunities to create buy-in and ownership. This professional gap can impart new 

opportunities to apply learning through flexible experimentation that may bridge some of the 

challenges those traditional school districts and their learning environments face today.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Background 

In 2009, small learning communities with career themes or pathways designed to 

integrate rigorous academic, career, and technical curriculum known as the California Linked 

Learning District Initiative were introduced and implemented in nine unified school districts 

through a statewide pilot program. This learning approach “aimed to transform secondary 

education into a personally relevant, wholly engaging experience–and open students to career 

and college opportunities never imagined” (Guha et al., 2014, p. 1). While the integration of 

career pathways is similar in concept to technical education, the approach is more multi-faceted. 

The model aligns common core academic standards with a hands-on career and technical 

curriculum, working in tandem to focus on project-based learning in the classroom and then 

prepare students for work-based learning opportunities in industries such as engineering, finance, 

healthcare, and computer technology (Hoachlander, Stearns, & Studier, 2008). This promising 

approach toward pathway schools directly reflects California’s educational efforts to successfully 

prepare students to meet the rapid shift and demand in the job market.  

Linked Learning was initially created “to improve high school graduation rates and 

increase successful transitions to post-secondary opportunities” (Guha et al., 2014, p. 1), 

especially in low socioeconomic communities with disadvantaged youth because of consistently 

higher dropout rates. Over the past two decades, research has indicated the effectiveness of small 

learning communities on student engagement and learning, more specifically career-themed 

pathways (Soumakian, Rose, & Rooney, 2015). Linked Learning’s approach has specifically 

honed in on this strategy by identifying California’s top 15 economic industries and cultivated 
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partnerships with business communities to engage, develop, and prepare talent in the leading 

industries, which drives the state’s economic sustainability (United Way of Greater Los Angeles, 

2014). In a reform effort over the past decade, hundreds of schools have adopted the approach, 

transitioning high schools to multiple pathways in both rural and urban unified school districts. 

But little is known how effectively Linked Learning has performed in charter schools, the fastest 

growing educational sector in California and the nation (California Department of Education, 

2015).  

Linked Learning’s approach is grounded in four essential components: an academic core, 

technical and professional core, real world opportunities, and support services (Saunders, 

Hamilton, Fanelli, Moya, & Cain, 2013). When students in the ninth grade enter a multi-year 

career pathway, they focus on classes within their chosen academic theme. Students also must 

meet requirements through work-based learning opportunities such as job shadowing and 

internships, which give students exposure to real world career applications through business 

partners with year end project presentations (Alfeld, Charner, Johnson, & Watts, 2013). Lastly, 

students are also bolstered with student support services to help master the program and plan out 

their college and career opportunities (Hoachlander et al., 2008). Although Linked Learning is 

more aligned with education systems for today’s 21st century economy because of its project 

management driven and collaborative nature, the model is still in moderately early stages of 

implementation. Career and technical training has had a spotty and inconsistent reputation and as 

a result, efforts to innovate to a more relevant education model, has critics of California’s failing 

system scrutinizing the viability of this program.  
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Research Problem 

According to the Organization of Economic and Co-operation Development (2012), the 

United States is ranked high in unemployment for young adults in comparison to other countries. 

In discerning the most effective systems to address meeting these benchmarks, it is important to 

acknowledge the efforts of Education Trust-West’s publication (2011) Unlocking Door and 

Expanding Opportunity, which identified five key barriers contributing to high schools’ 

ineffective platform. As a result of these barriers, socio-economically disadvantaged students 

face the greatest obstacles to meet college-readiness benchmarks due to lowered expectations 

and tracking to fulfill the requirements to apply to the University of California and California 

State University program. First, results demonstrated that school districts’ graduation 

requirement guidelines have been misaligned with A-G requirements needed to meet standard 

college eligibility. Districts were requiring fewer higher-level courses, resulting in less than two-

thirds of graduating seniors meeting the requirements for minority students, English learners, and 

students with disabilities. Poor educational guidance on the proper requirements to complete 

high school such as three years of math, including Algebra II, or two years of a foreign language, 

left students unable to recoup these classes. As a result, these outcomes impacted their post-

secondary options and limited their choices. Oftentimes, students who have fewer options have a 

higher likelihood of not meeting graduation completion. 

Second, students have limited opportunities to enroll in A-G classes because of rigid 

master schedules. Students cannot take two required classes that are available at the same time of 

day, thus reducing student options rather than expanding opportunities. Third, grading practices 

provided insufficient opportunities to remediate D grades to maintain A-G eligibility. Minimal 

systematic interventions were in place to prevent students from falling behind or failing classes, 
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and this occurred alongside poor communication between elementary, middle, and high school 

levels by failing to share school data and target student needs. Fourth, evidence found a lack of 

senior year rigor; once students met A-G requirements, they often opted to take trivial electives. 

And lastly, the persistence of tracking separated students on a college preparatory trajectory 

versus a regular course of study. Minority students have historically been represented in regular 

tracks while white and Asian students have been disproportionately represented in advance 

placement (AP) and honors classes (Education Trust West, 2011).    

The multiple career-themed pathways have shown significant progress and promise to 

improve student outcomes, especially for low-income minority students by meeting higher 

benchmarks in college and career readiness in a uniform academic platform. However, little is 

known about the compatibility offered by charter schools. According to SRI International’s fifth 

year evaluation report, the initial nine districts that participated in the pilot program “served over 

286,000 students of the estimated two million high school students were enrolled in California 

public schools” (Guha et al., 2014, p. 3). In the 2013-2014 school year, Linked Learning has 

implemented an expansion program in 55 more unified school districts. Linked Learning is now 

serving over one-third of the state’s high school students (Rustique & Stam, 2012).  

The California Charter School Association (2015) has identified charter schools to be the 

fastest growing segment in education over the past 25 years. Charter schools have reached 

unprecedented growth, expanding nationwide to serving over 2.3 million students within just a 

little over three decades (Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 2013). Charter schools 

have proved themselves to be change agents in education now more than ever in the educational 

landscape. Identifying potential opportunities to implement Linked Learning in charter schools 

statewide is simply unchartered territory and more research is needed to explore expansion 
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opportunities to continue to serve disadvantaged students and put them on a path to success. 

Charter schools have been an integral component in the state’s public school system, offering 

unique and groundbreaking platforms for educational opportunity in low-income communities, 

however high dropout rates still persist (California Charter School Association, 2015).  

The climate of Linked Learning and charter schools relationships are potentially strong 

indicators that could impart long-standing effects on student achievement. However, as a newly 

implemented approach, the fidelity of planning and implementation has faced challenges. For 

example, at the site level, many staff and students struggle with scheduling conflicts, which 

present a barrier for them to access course requirements and fully participate in the pathway’s 

course sequence. In addition, work-based learning opportunities such as job shadowing, 

mentoring, internships, and training are also limited, thus reducing the impact of the learning 

approach intended (Guha et al., 2014). Institutional barriers are also still pervasive such as 

limited transportation options for student to travel efficiently to business partners, students are 

behind and need to recover credits, students’ desires to change pathways, and student’s lack of 

interest in unpaid internship opportunities offered. According the SRI International sixth year 

evaluation report, the study revealed: 

 over 70% of students who started out in a certified pathway in the lowest grade level 

 were still enrolled in the same pathway by the time they reached 11th grade, but students 

 with low prior achievement had lower than average rates of persistence in certified 

 pathways.  (Warner et al., 2015, p. 5) 

There is a substantial way to go to meet Linked Learning’s central goal, which is “to 

provide all students with equitable access and opportunities to engage and to meet all students 
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for full participation in a variety of high-quality career-themed pathways” (Guha et al., 2014, p. 

2). Linked Learning is a new vision and the most promising learning approach that is aiming to: 

fundamentally change the orientation of the high school experience… [wherein] the 

school must work with the community to support students and families… [and where] 

business industry, and labor must be engaged in more integral roles within high schools 

to help ensure the relevance and applicability of curricula. (Ruiz de Valesco, Newman, & 

Borsato, 2016, p. 3) 

School staff and pathway partners working in tandem are critical to effectively support every 

student’s needs to reach beyond their school performance and it is crucial to examine teachers’ 

and administrators’ perceptions because all professionals play a key role in the fidelity and 

implementation of a learning approach. These relationships will or will not foster a student’s 

sense of belonging, which has been associated with addressing individual developmental needs, 

skills, strengths, and aspirations (Ruiz de Velasco et al., 2016). Minimal data has been collected 

on teachers and administrators working in pathway charter schools; thus, their perceptions 

toward pathway learning could impact essential data to the charter school’s approach to quality 

planning, implementation, growth, and sustainability. Although, Linked Learning has been 

identified as a new education reform, studies have not addressed the impact of Linked Learning 

in charter schools and the effects on student achievement. 

The professionals working with students on a daily basis play a key role in effectiveness 

of the pathway learning approach. Due to the novelty of the program, teacher and administrator 

perceptions are critical to contribute to the research on the future growth markets in the charter 

school segment (Stern, Dayton, & Raby, 2010). Efforts to move from the traditional norms and 

expectations to Linked Learning career and technical education approach requires teacher buy-in 
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and administrators’ leadership to guide the vision of the program effectively. As promising as 

Linked Learning appeared, reformers, who are not convinced that this approach has the 

capability to debunk high school tracking patterns, have criticized the program (Saunders & 

Chrisman, 2011). Naysayers project Linked Learning as a glorified vocational school, an 

alternative program catering to at-risk students who do not meet state standards in traditional 

high school. These positions on the curriculum resonate an archaic perspective of vocational 

education and possibly project an anticipated lower academic standard and anticipated poor 

student outcomes. The expectations and the program have been under pressure in their efforts to 

mitigate students’ performance and digress into developing another form of a tracking system 

(Saunders & Chrisman, 2011).   

Purpose Statement and Significance 

The components of a pathway school’s capacity to self-assess and review the quality of 

the program lie within the school’s recognition of the established standards of the pathway 

design. In efforts to self-evaluate their progress, teachers and administrators work collectively in 

communities of practice to assess student learning outcomes and performance measures toward 

attaining pathway goals. In monitoring students’ progress, the data drives instructional planning, 

work-based learning and student support services. Second, pathways plan for students to 

transition seamlessly to various post-secondary education and training options by preparing 

students for success without remediation in both academic and technical courses, exemplifying 

proficiency in knowledge and skills. Third, pathways communities of practice demonstrate a 

culture of active engagement with students both in and out of the classroom setting, practice goal 

setting, making decisions, and reflect on learning (ConnectEd, 2012). Although there are 

standardized measures in place, this case study evaluated the program practices and its 
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significance for faculty members in their efforts to increase student motivation and engagement, 

student learning outcomes, academic intervention, and college and career readiness. The purpose 

of this study analyzed teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of an effective pathway charter 

school at Bransford Charter High School (BHS), a pathway charter school, operated as a charter 

management organization in Southern California in order to determine compatibility within the 

charter sector.  

Research Questions 

 This case study contributed knowledge to deepen understanding of the pathway 

development process and to the conversation regarding how its alignment with potential growth 

markets can best serve students by evaluating best practices in pathway quality. It is education’s 

commitment to assist every student to develop the skills and knowledge essential in their 

achievement to earn a high school diploma, college degree, and/or technical certification. Career 

opportunities ensure a better quality of life, healthier and longer life spans, and create 

contributing citizens who vote, volunteer, and develop a sense of community and pride (Office of 

Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2012).   By analyzing teacher and administrator 

perceptions, this study used these questions to guide the research by inquiring:  

1. What are teacher and administrator perceptions of an effective pathway charter school?  

2. How do these perceptions impact student motivation and engagement, student learning 

outcomes, and college and career readiness? 

The next section explores the theoretical framework for the study. 

Theoretical Framework 

Wenger’s (2000) research on communities of practice is rooted in social learning theory, 

emphasizing institutions, norms, and rules in cultural systems. As social beings, people are 
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constantly learning and over time the results in practice manifest the desired goals through 

shared efforts of a community, also known as communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). This 

study used Wenger’s research to conceptualize the intersection between Linked Learning and 

charter schools through the lens of the practitioners and its impact on student motivation, 

engagement, learning outcomes, and college and career readiness. By evaluating the 

practitioners, this research examined their school’s practice, identity, and interaction among 

teachers and administrators to conceptualize their perceptions of effectiveness.  

Communities are generally defined as “a group of people who are socially 

interdependent, who participate in discussion and decision-making, and who share certain 

practices that both define the community and are nurtured by it” (Bellah, 1986, p. 333). So, in 

better understanding new and existing communities, it is essential to identify key dynamics that 

build cohesion and sustain established norms, which allow new and existing members to 

establish, sustain, and participate genuinely in etiquette of democracy. Face-to-face interactions 

and dialogue are components that lend to nurturing trust when conflict arises for members. These 

characteristics create nurturing environments where members can show respect while practicing 

negotiation to resolve contrasting views and reach agreements (Grossman et al., 2001).  

A community of practice framework provides a guide in design and learning, which gives 

practitioners significant ownership in the nature of knowledge and provide common ground in 

their professional discipline. In most communities, the organizations generally form organically 

with interested members on a particular subject or interest. But the teaching community is a 

unique professional entity because unlike most communities, teachers themselves are not 

involved in the selection process of their community members. Consequently, teachers vary in 

their understanding of their goals, school vision, their role in program implementation, the 
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curriculum structure, role of testing, and any other affiliated duties (Grossman et al., 2001). So, 

cohesion within the group can become disjointed and misaligned for the intended purpose of the 

community. 

Wenger (1998) stated that education communities are comprised of four unique 

dimensions of design, which identifies the cross-section between mutual relationship building 

and in turn nurture the mutual developmental process between individuals. First, participation 

and reification provide a context that encourages a “sustainable mutual engagement in action” 

(Wenger, 1998, p. 5). Gauging how teachers interact in their own learning can provide data on 

strategies to assess the program’s strengths and weaknesses. Second, design and the emergent 

categorize the connection between learning and teaching through pedagogical intentions. But the 

reality is learning despite teaching instruction is not guaranteed. While the teachers are the 

facilitator or guide in the learning process, learning about their perceptions, what they are 

experiencing with the curriculum, and the impact it has on students are essential. Third, the local 

and the global identifies the ability to engage learning to encompass a broad scope from the local 

level such as the classroom but use applications to connect to a global platform and world view. 

This concept is the epicenter of pathway learning, which connects academic and technical 

learning from the classroom and intersects real world applications with today’s global economy. 

Lastly, identification intertwined with varied social order defined by the intent of community 

structure addresses the challenges within the traditional classroom. Institutionalized curriculum 

has created learning environments where students must work uniformly; this approach has 

students feeling disconnected from the real world thus losing their connection, identity, and 

meaning (Wenger, 1998).  



	
	
 

	

11 
	

Through these design elements, teachers, administrators, and students are bound to work 

in a pre-determined structured learning community. Embedded social learning is essential to 

connect a peer-to-peer professional development within the whole system that adheres to core 

educational values (Robbins & Gale Group, 2015). From this perspective, communities of 

practice experiences in education will vary but they also can foster lifelong learning needs of 

students through various dimensions both internally and externally (Wenger & Wenger-Trayner, 

2015). Thus, evaluating how these communities build and apply their assets, this research can 

facilitate an organization’s effort to increase “values, innovation, and knowledge sharing” 

(Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 5).  

While schools are examples of micro-communities in which teachers and administrators 

have their own community of practice, striving for transformation in any community is a matter 

of finding the triggers to catalyze its evolution (Wenger, 1998). Evaluating effective pathway 

learning environments, teachers’ and administrators’ impact on student achievement and 

engagement is critical because the identifiable links between these professionals are inherently 

interdependent. Therefore the impact on the success of their community ultimately determined 

student outcome.  
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Figure 1. Communities of Practice Conceptual Framework 

Communities of practice concepts guided the framework to view the interconnected communities 

through insights into teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of an effective pathway charter 

school. Efforts to better understand how leaders directed attention to reflect on various 

perspectives in social terms, informed future endeavors that nurtured sustainability (Wenger, 

1998). The next section examines the methods in which research was conducted for the study. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 Several limitations are present in this bounded case study. First, the charter school 

presented in this study was only a representation of this particular school and the data collected is 

not transferrable. This school was chosen specifically because of its charter school status to 

collect, analyze, and evaluate data contributing factors from staff perspectives such as college 

and career prep support that impacted student preparation, engagement, and motivation. 

Secondly, as a novice researcher, the limited experience in the field may have hindered the 

ability to further investigate interviewees in both interviews and observations. I only examined 
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teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions, and this study did not include student perspectives. 

Third, considering constraints in conducting the research, time was a limitation to produce a 

longitudinal study. This study was conducted over the course of a semester rather than over a 

longer period to produce a richer and more in-depth study. Lastly, as an educator, I was aware of 

my passion for social justice with socially disadvantaged students; I strove to mitigate any biased 

thoughts of staff whom I interviewed and may have displayed any signs of a deficit-thinking 

mindset. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

This study includes key terminology and are defined as:  

Linked Learning pathways (LL). A learning approach that delivers career pathways in 

high schools that combine rigorous academics, a demanding technical education, personalized 

student support, and real-world experience. Pathway curriculum is designed and delivered 

around California’s top 15 economic and industry needs. Efforts to integrate A-G academic 

requirements and career and technical education, sets the standard to align students to transition 

into some post-secondary education, career exposure, and experience to enter career positions 

(ConnectEd, 2014). 

 Career and Technical Education (CTE). Provides students with opportunities within a 

high school setting hands to get hands-on training in occupational education, which leads to 

college, employment, or both (Kuchinke, 2013).  

 21st century skills. economic skills focused on a high demand of both academic and 

technical knowledge, personalization through enhanced communication, collaboration, and 

interaction skills, and competence in critical thinking skills to improve task performance 

(Saunders & Chrisman, 2011). 
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 Community of practice (CoP). Identifies a group of professionals within a similar 

industry sector, who share collective intellectual capacity or expertise. This group is grounded in 

their passion to engage and learn together through practice, which deliberately shares tools and 

resources to enhance their skillset (Wenger & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 In implementing rigorous academic and real world experiences, pathway schools are 

positioned to be the next wave of education reform in efforts to prepare all students to be college 

and/or career ready upon graduating high school. The emphasis on the communities of practice 

provides a real world perspective, which entail monitoring behaviors of learning and teaching 

and leadership practices that are the key characteristics to measure student and adult learning 

(ConnectEd, 2014).  

 This literature review discusses the current climate in education and identifies the 

purpose of pathway schools, which address the shift toward career and technical education 

benchmarks to prepare students for career and college readiness in traditional school models. The 

need for innovation in high school education reform provides insight on the charter school 

movement. This study examined teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of effective pathway 

charter schools in order to determine applicable approaches on how to effectively “engage all 

students and relevant learning to motivate and prepare them to achieve and succeed in college, 

career, and life” (ConnectEd, 2014, p. 1). The history of vocational education and the role it 

played contributed greatly to the skill gap, which has impacted socio-economically 

disadvantaged students for generations. Lastly, the rise of the charter school model and staff 

preparation was examined to identify pathway compatibility, student populations in greatest 

needs, and a focus on innovation to increase student-learning outcomes. 

The Climate in Education 

Organizations such as the William T. Grant Foundation have been researching non-

college bound youth and reporting on the dangers of a future generation of ill-equipped young 
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adults also known as the forgotten half. In a recent Grant Foundation study, Rosenbaum, Ahearn, 

Becker, and Rosenbaum (2015) revealed that young adults between the ages of 16-24 years old, 

with limited career readiness skills and access to career prospects, fall very behind their peers. In 

a competitive global market, this trend is of utmost concern to secure a vital economy, a good 

quality of life, national security, and national pride. Without the productivity of well-trained 

people to design and engineer innovations, Americans could potentially face a lower standard of 

living (Committee on Prospering in the Global Economy of the 21st Century, 2007).  

In California, some of the top 15 projected industries for employment include healthcare, 

finance, engineering and construction, and scientific and technological services. Many careers 

require degrees but not all do, and there are other training methods, such as trade-oriented 

certification programs that provide viable options in specialized fields. According to research 

from the United Way of Greater Los Angeles (2014) conducted on career and technical 

education, the growth in low wage, low-skill jobs is alarming stating, “the most significant job 

growth is projected to be within the lowest-skilled, lowest-paying occupations within each 

industry” over the next decade (p. 13).  

Conventional post-secondary perceptions have dictated a more coveted college for all 

mindset, but preparing students for this route has proven unsuccessful with grave consequences 

in the labor market resulting in slim margins of success for millions of young Americans. As it 

stands, current college systems do not have the infrastructure to produce the demand and systems 

in place are far too narrow to close the skills gap so students have limited access (Tremblay, 

Lalancette, & Roseveare, 2012). Data trends project that by 2025, only 35% of working adults 

will earn a baccalaureate degree, yet a sustainable economy is demanding an estimated 41% (one 

million more adults) to have a college degree (Johnson & Sengupta, 2009). More specifically, 
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both private and public schools would need to produce an additional 60,000 graduates annually 

to meet the projected economic demand. While this outcome is unlikely, the emphasis to create 

access in more career training opportunities has the potential to distribute enrollment 

opportunities to meet the demand. Not only will institutions be able to employ smaller goals to 

incrementally increase enrollment over the next decade but increase current student success rates 

as well (Johnson & Sengupta, 2009).   

Challenges in Meeting Student Needs 

It has become common today to hear how students’ needs are not being met; many 

students have reported being bored and not applying themselves in K-12 settings (Harper & 

Davis, 2012). In many cases it is not until after students graduate high school and face either 

unemployment or a low-wage job that they desire different educational outcomes. Educators and 

policymakers have done an excellent job at driving home the message about the importance of 

some post-secondary education to equip all students with the skills and knowledge to become 

contributing citizens (Johnson & Sengupta, 2009); however, with fragmented vertical education 

integration and minimal participation from the business community, most of the responsibility 

has fallen on the young adult to meet the workplace criteria. As a result, employers are 

complaining that students are not prepared with the skills to succeed in the 21st century 

workforce, and they are reluctant to hire young adults with just a high school diploma (Symonds, 

Schwartz, & Ferguson, 2011).  

An emphasis on career and technical education (CTE) to reflect real world experiences is 

proving to be crucial in career preparation to provide background knowledge and tangible skills 

that facilitates students into becoming young employable adults and ultimately transition 

successfully into the labor market (Stone, 2014). CTE has been described as the underdeveloped 
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link in meeting the needs of the current systems in the discussion of college and career readiness. 

By 2024, 41% of jobs will require a four-year degree, while 59% of job openings or middle-skill 

occupations will require a high school diploma and/or some post-secondary education, 

certificate, or other form of training (Stone, 2014). In addition, jobs are now more information 

and knowledge-driven and on a global level, the United States must continue sustaining 

economic leadership (Committee on Prospering in the Global Economy of the 21st Century, 

2007). Information driven work environments are increasingly demanding young adults to think 

critically and creatively, work well collaboratively, and communicate in various technological 

platforms. Other key components to meet the requirements of information age jobs reflect agility 

and adaptability, accessing and analyzing information, curiosity and imagination, effective oral 

and written skills, and initiative and entrepreneurialism (Wagner, 2008).  

Pathway Schools 

The birth of pathway schools was a result of economic and social unrest in Philadelphia 

in the 1960’s due to racism and poverty. Teachers worked together to make innovations to link 

core academic learning to an occupational theme to provide viable solutions for young adults. 

Popularity grew as a result of the program’s success and pathway schools were later introduced 

in California in 1981 during the career academy movement, offering students career themes in 

their high schools (Hoye & Stern, 2008). Interests in pathways have been in response to growing 

data on the effectiveness of career academies and the positive effects of significant employment 

opportunities, financial gains, post-secondary attainment, and increased high school graduation 

rates (Hoachlander et al., 2008). As a result of the resurgence of research, legislation has 

emerged focusing education reform to mitigate reported high unemployment rates, high dropout 
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rates and evidence of deterioration in education, especially in urban schools since the U.S. 

economy is inextricably connected to education (Stone, 2014).  

Purpose of Linked Learning Initiative and Its Beginnings 

In 2009, the Irvine Foundation launched California’s Linked Learning District Initiative 

(formerly known as Multiple Pathways) in nine school districts and their central purpose was to 

increase graduation rates as well as increase students transitioning successfully to a broader 

spectrum of post-secondary opportunities, especially for socially disadvantaged and minority 

students (Guha et al., 2014). By 2013, Linked Learning reportedly delivered by connecting 

learning in the classroom and with community partners who provided a work-based learning 

environment by students supporting students to choose a career pathway of their choice (Warner 

et al., 2016). As a result, 55 more districts and county offices of education including LAUSD 

were chosen to participate in the California Linked Learning Pilot Program, designed to test the 

expansion process in other unified school districts. Still considered a new initiative, the program 

received substantial support in the form of grants from California Career Pathways Trust. Several 

rounds of funding was disbursed; in 2014 the first round was $250 million and in 2015 the 

second round allocated an additional $250 million to develop the work based learning 

infrastructure and expand the program statewide (Guha et al., 2014).  

Quality Review Criteria  

A key to Linked Learning’s success is site participation in a pathway quality review: a 

process to uphold objectives and adhere to principles that incorporate core components 

(ConnectEd, 2012). The Pathway Quality Review and Continuous Improvement, a 

comprehensive guide, is used when certifying, assessing and recognizing pathways and 

academies in California (Appendix E). The purpose of the quality review is “designed to guide 
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school sites in planning and implementing pathways” (ConnectEd, 2012, p. 1). Once the review 

is conducted, the results are then used to evaluate Linked Learning’s four core pillars in practice, 

which are (1) rigorous academics, (2) career-based learning in the classroom, (3) work-based 

learning in real workplaces, and (4) integrated student supports.  

Rigorous academics refer to the academic component, which prepares students for 

success without remediation implementing A-G requirements along with Common Core state 

standards in classes. Career-based learning incorporates a demanding technical component 

applying concrete knowledge and applied learning with credentialed career and technical 

education teachers in a designated career path. In practice, both academic and technical teachers 

work in tandem to develop their curriculum to produce year-end projects that provide evidence 

of student project-based learning. Worked based learning gives students real world applications 

by offering students job shadowing, internships, and potential job placement. Support services 

provides students with academic and career guidance including supplemental tutoring, student 

advising, transportation, and other social services a students may need to succeed.   

Linked Learning has developed these guidelines for pathway quality review to include 

reflections and suggestions for continuous improvement (Hoachlander et al., 2008). This 

approach to collaboration is designed to create a team dynamic towards accountability and 

inclusion by allowing teachers to be participants and learn collectively about what is working or 

identify where the program has room for growth. These guidelines addresses the process in 

practice and it is divided into four elements of quality, which thoroughly outline the program’s 

components such as pathway design, engaged learning, system support, and data and impact. The 

criteria outline and define the community of practice’s expectations, and guides teachers and 

administrators to provide evidence of learning through either student portfolio samples and/or 
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teacher reflections. Teachers are then assessed according to a rubric created to develop and 

improve a comprehensive program of study (ConnectEd, 2012 p. 1).  

Pathway design. The first criteria are the pathway design, structure, and governance, 

which address the organization of the program to provide all students with the opportunity to 

reach both post-secondary and career success. Pathway design content includes categories on 

pathway theme, projected student learning outcomes, staff collaboration, and post-secondary 

articulation on effective guidelines that adheres to the learning approach standard (ConnectEd, 

2012). 

Engaged learning. The second element identified students learning in supportive 

communities. Their goals are to meet both technical and academic criteria, demonstrate mastery 

through real world application, problem-based instruction, and project-based learning 

(ConnectEd, 2012). The teachers and administrators are the facilitators responsible not only to 

align standards to the curriculum but also to execute real world relevance through authentic 

assessment in instruction. In addition, they provide personalization and support services 

including student motivation and engagement, academic intervention, counseling, and college 

and career planning.  

System support. The third element identifies district policies that provide leadership 

support and resources to establish and sustain pathways. Leadership is not defined by tasks, but 

rather by bringing people together and guiding them to find solutions. They can only be as 

successful as policies allow pathways to provide equity, access, and choice. District policies, 

leadership, teacher professional development, qualified staff, and community partnerships play 

an intricate role in the pathways success.  
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Data and impact. The fourth element is systemic and summative evaluation process that 

documents a pathway’s impact on academic achievement and post-secondary success, which 

guides the pathways’ improvement continuum. Student data stay current with student 

demographics and performance data. And pathway evaluation data focuses on impact such as 

student retention and improvement to eliminate opportunity or achievement gaps.  

Fidelity of Implementation to Linked Learning Initiatives 

Today, 21st century learning is centered on student outcomes: more specifically, students’ 

ability to marry content to skill, which demonstrates mastery in collaboration, critical thinking, 

problem solving, and digital literacy (Rich, 2010). In order to accomplish these goals, teachers, 

administrators, and business leaders have agreed on an emphasis to blend core subject 

knowledge in alignment with learning life and career skills (Hoy & Hoy, 2013). Research, 

legislation, and funding have been put in place to implement curriculum at school sites but 

building a well-trained staff and school culture is critical.  

Senge (2006) stated, “organizations that discover how to tap into people’s commitment 

and capacity to learn will truly excel in the future” (p. 4). As the world of education becomes 

more interconnected, inclusive practices, organizational flexibility, and conformity are essential 

components to build a transformative school culture. Executing the academic rigor in both 

technical and academic courses demands qualified professionals and teachers. In addition, they 

are challenged to expand their repertoire in both technical ability and experience. For instance, 

technical teachers have more experience in project-based learning but lack the academic 

instructional background. Conversely, academic teachers have limited experience and knowledge 

and they lack the ability to apply academic content into practice (Hoachlander et al., 2008). 

Qualifying credentialing programs are considerations to encourage uniformity and establish a 



	
	
 

	

23 
	

more cohesive school culture embedded with teacher trainers, professional learning 

communities, and other teacher preparation programs.   

Teacher Perceptions 

The role of the teacher has become extremely complex and more demanding as a result of 

rigorous education reforms such Linked Learning and Common Core State Standards (LaFors & 

McGlawn, 2013). Linked Learning is a process that is being widely implemented in order to 

prepare students for life after high school, and although this has proven to be a successful 

learning approach, there is no specific model with step-by-step directions to follow in the charter 

school realm. The open-ended interpretation can cause confusion among teachers who are asked 

to implement Linked Learning. High student achievement goals mandated by new initiatives 

often expect teachers to pivot and meet the demands of each reform but teachers are unable to 

readily change their teaching practice to meet a new set of required goals (Ball & Cohen, 1999; 

Guskey 2000; Nunokawa, 2012). Often times, teachers have very little time for learning. Instead, 

teachers are saddled with navigating their classrooms with rising diverse student populations 

from different backgrounds. Ranging from English learners, a wide spectrum of learning 

disabilities, and at-risk youth, they are expected to guarantee that all students have access to an 

equitable education. Research has shown the importance of supporting teachers with content, 

practices, and support through professional development, but oftentimes the support is far too 

infrequent to have a long lasting effect to impact their practice (LaFors & McGlawn, 2013).  

The idea of a teacher community backed by ongoing professional development within the 

school setting is desirable, yet it faces challenges. For example, from the teacher’s perspective, 

the ongoing support from their professional community must often be sought outside of the work 

environment through external workshops or activities, which becomes counter-intuitive to 
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develop the learning desired to deepen knowledge in subject matters of instruction (Grossman, 

Wineburg & Woolworth, 2001). Intellectual communities within school sites are often disjointed. 

In many cases, starting a community is often a challenge to establish and sustain because often 

they do not exist in the high school platform.  

Linked Learning schools strive to embed a cohesive community of practice to better 

support teachers through ongoing efforts to facilitate learning goals, program implementation, 

mentorship, facilitating learning communities to nurture best practices. The maintenance of 

strong communal vision is a perpetual process of interaction, evaluation, and reflection. In 

gathering more data on teacher perceptions, the study contributed substantially to provide 

transparency on what Linked Learning is and how it works because without this knowledge, 

teachers’ perceptions of the learning approach and ability to follow it with fidelity were limited.  

The History of Career and Technical Education 

 Throughout history, various ideological influences and legislation have played a major 

role in laying the foundation for a comprehensive system in higher education. Career and 

technical education (CTE) has a long history of both formal and informal approaches dating back 

to the colonial era. First, the traditional way of learning a trade was through apprenticeships 

(Stone, 2014). These non-paid positions were pathways to work with master tradesmen to gain a 

skill and apprenticeships acted as a rite of passage to contribute to society. Eventually, 

apprenticeships began facing a greater demand due to migration. Historical landmark acts such 

as the Homestead Act and the development of the Pacific Transcontinental Railroad created 

growth opportunities, which demanded more science-based professionals. Mastery in sectors 

such as the military, engineering, and agriculture were sought after to pursue advancements in 

military tactics, develop railroads, towns, waterways, and crops. Members in Congress saw the 
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need to invest in education and one of the first federal education initiatives was passed in 

Congress in 1862 called the Morrill Land-Grant Colleges Act. This federal bill mandated states 

to “grant land” to secure funding to build state educational institutions (Mayberry, 1991). 

Legislation’s emphasis on education 

quickly established public education and 

by 1870, “all states had free elementary 

school” (Herbst, 1996, p. 77).  

 At the turn of the century, 

schools became a public institution in 

the Progressive Era of an industrialized 

economy. Metropolitan cities were 

growing exponentially with large 

influx of immigrants and leaders in education were at odds to determine the future vision. 

Debates over dual systems of vocational and academic education deteriorated leadership. Student 

intellectual assessments were considered favorable to determine which students should be 

educated for leadership or fit for useful employment, which later establishing the birth of student 

tracking (Stone, 2014).  

 In 1916, John Dewey (1916/1997), an education reformer and advocate for vocational 

education, wrote Democracy and Education, where he recommended manual training as the best 

supported intellectual learning through a hands-on approach. His philosophy argued the 

importance of education through occupation and suggested that real world applications are potent 

in producing dynamic learning. Dewey’s ideas were overlooked by another popular school of 

thought, which promoted social efficiency. Instead of embracing work-related applications with 

Figure	2.	Timeline	of	Legislation	Influencing	CTE		
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academics, secondary schools adopted rigid practices that separated college-preparatory from 

vocational training (Hoachlander et al., 2008).  

Dewey’s work stressed the need for education reform “wherein the child is 

wholeheartedly active in acquiring the ideas and skill needed to deal with the problems in his 

expanding life" (Dewey, 1916/1997, p. 4). Despite his efforts that focused emphasis on utility 

and grounding values in acumen and logic, his ideals to integrate technical training in education 

faced opposition in a highly bureaucratic system. In 1917, Congress passed Smith-Hughes 

National Vocational Education Act. This act provided federal funding for those entering in an 

agricultural vocation, but the basis of this legislation minimized any effort to integrate this type 

of school program with the rest of the curriculum in most school settings (Gadell, 1972). 

This implementation led to biased practices in psychologically evaluating students and 

adopted methods to identify students who were more academically inclined and students who 

were more vocationally inclined (Martinez, 2010). This birth of tracking practices created a 

hierarchy by separating vocational and academic education in determining the capacity of 

students’ abilities. As a result, these policies further perpetuated social, racial, and gender 

inequality despite their educational intentions to produce a robust workforce (Saunders & 

Chrisman, 2011). While major contributing factors fueled the divisive tracking programs such as 

immigration, racial inequality, education inequity, and technological advances; the sentiment is 

more specifically addressing the source of inequity (Boykin & Noguera, 2011).  

Over the next several decades, vocational education was virtually abandoned until the 

U.S. Office of Education (Sears, 1947) produced a study entitled Vocational Education in the 

Years Ahead. This study provided comprehensive strategies to devise a post-war outlook and 

identify trends and tasks facing the economy such as agriculture, transportation, trade and 
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industrial education, business education, and service industries. As the economic landscape was 

rapidly changing, theoretical conversations became more established leading up to the Vocation 

Education Act of 1963, through which federal funds were provided to improve vocational 

education, specifically for growing industries such as aviation, transportation, and construction. 

Further amendments were passed to support efforts in equality and training, to eliminate gender 

discrimination, move women into the workforce, discrimination against people with special 

needs, and English learners to create equal opportunities (Stevenson, 1977). This step was in the 

right direction to remove preconceptions of person’s potential by their appearance, and gained 

traction and further moving the practice of vocational education toward the forefront expanding 

growth and establishment.  

Additional reports were published in 1984 by the Commission on Secondary Vocational 

Education, which argued “U.S. school systems were one of the major causes of the decline in our 

nation’s ability to compete in a global economy” sparking a catalyst for reform in vocational 

education (Martinez, 2010, p. 75). This longitudinal study surveyed 31 states for over seven 

months and concluded that all secondary schools must have a balance of both academic and 

vocational experience to equip young adults for a changing economy (National Commission on 

Secondary Vocational Education, 1984). These recommendations meant policy changes and in 

1984, Congress responded by passing the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education Act to improve 

skills in the labor market (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). In 1990, Congress acted once 

again with a revised Perkins Act in response to A Nation at Risk, a harsh critique of the mediocre 

state of education by the National Commission on Excellence in Education (National 

Commission on Secondary Vocational Education, 1984). This amended law raised academic 

standards with more comprehensive strategies such as introducing requirements for curriculum 
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integration, better communication between secondary and post-secondary CTE programs, and 

more involvement in the business and industry sector in CTE (Stone, 2014).  

Another reauthorization of the Perkins Act in 2006 rebranded a new era for vocational 

education to career and technical education, which focused on industry-driven pathways toward 

career and college readiness skills (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). This has been a 

significant source of funding for public high schools’ career and technical education programs. 

The purpose of the act is to meet the need of the existing and future workforce to improve 

productivity and promote economic growth. Improved content focused on training with newer 

computer technology, support services, guidance counseling, and job placement in some of the 

most economically depressed areas of a state (Civic Impulse, 2016). The emphasis on career 

preparation is crucial by providing background knowledge and tangible skills, thus facilitating 

students’ transition to young adulthood and into the labor market. But CTE still faced old 

stereotypes of an inferior education because of poorer curriculum and untrained teachers, 

compared to a more coveted and socially prized college degree (Stone, 2014).   

Over the past 20 years, studies have been conducted to facilitate programs incorporating 

CTE and higher academic standards in order to achieve college and career preparation. Studies 

have emerged making a strong case for identifying multiple pathways as the major focus for high 

schools (Hoachlander et al., 2008; Oakes & Saunders, 2008). In the 1980s, multiple pathways 

programs began to emerge, stemming from learning theory and cognitive science, research 

suggesting people retain information longer when taught concepts in context also referred as 

“functional-context education” (Hoachlander et al., 2008, p. 11). This technique has been proven 

successful in the military when new soldiers lacked basic literacy skills such as reading in 

context in their daily tasks. This study recognized functional context education as a highly 
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effective approach increasing soldiers’ competency and general reading skills at a faster rate than 

in literacy programs (Hoachlander et al., 2008).  

Additional research has fortified the effectiveness of multiple pathways such as Linked 

Learning, which is simply CTE taught alongside core classes such as algebra or geometry. By 

aligning higher levels of math into context during an engineering lesson, this approach has 

proven more effective and comprehensive to meet the expectations of the real world job market 

(Stone, 2014). A decade ago, a general consensus among stakeholders agreed California’s high 

schools are not meeting the needs of students revealed approximately one-third of new ninth 

graders dropped out of high school (California Department of Education, 2006; Hoachlander et 

al., 2008 ). Another 33% of students were graduating high school, but they were deficient in 

academic readiness and in hard and soft skills necessary to succeed in college or a career. And 

only one-third of students who graduated on time, matriculated to post-secondary education and 

reached graduation (Hoachlander et al., 2008; National Center for Public Policy and Higher 

Education, 2010). Today, Linked Learning has evolved under this call to action and is striving to 

transform high schools in California. 

Benchmarks in Education to Prepare Students for Career and College Readiness 

In a series of steps over the span of a century, higher education has moved away from the 

Progressive Era ideals and transitioned to more flexible and complex adaptive educational 

systems (Boyd, Kerchner, & Blythe, 2008). In concert with the times, standards have risen to a 

national imperative to regain its leading global edge in education by 2020 (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010). Educators and lawmakers have collaborated on a nationwide platform to adopt 

state standards to implement high quality assessments and curriculum. The U.S. Department of 

Education’s initiatives such as the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (2010) have been 
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reauthorized to provide guidelines for all states to prepare every high school graduate to be 

career or college ready. The country’s top priorities lie in science, engineering, and English 

language proficiency standards for English learners; however, challenges for different states lie 

in the interpretation because each entity holds different standards.  

The inextricable connection between the work world and education is undeniable, yet 

efforts to nurture these relationships are quite complex. Embedded in this matrix, California 

faces its own challenges; tomorrow’s economy will be heavily diverse, multi-lingual, and 

powered by technology. By 2020, schools will be held accountable to ensure that students are 

learning both academic and professional skills. Student learning outcomes will be based on 

evidence to ensure students are mastering coursework. Some states are choosing to collaborate 

with university and community college systems to reduce remedial coursework upon admission 

while other states have adopted Common Core standards and CTE programs (Johnson & 

Sengupta, 2009). The academic goals are to generate a qualified workforce in today’s global 

society to ensure a stronger economy is measured in tangible goals. But, the bulk of the 

responsibility in preparing students for college and careers essentially fall on each states’ high 

schools. Teachers and administrators culminate the education experience by working directly 

with the students and their families. Yet, consistent dropout rates have indicated academic 

preparation is not sufficient and this lack of improvement has exacerbated the need for reform as 

the school infrastructure has essentially stayed the same virtually for the decades. According to 

the former U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, the government education agency’s role 

should not be to tell the American people what to do, but instead provide meaningful definition 

and guidelines (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). It is up to the state to show what teachers 
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and students should be striving for with rigorous and accountability along with support at every 

level. 

Rise of the Charter School Model 

In response to the need for education reform, school choice movements were introduced 

in the 1980s and started playing an incrementally important role for so many disenfranchised 

youth struggling to survive in a traditional school setting. Today, the hybridization of education 

has expanded to encompass “charter schools, programs with juvenile detention centers, online 

distance learning, community-based schools, public alternative schools and programs operated 

by the district” (Foley & Pang, 2006, p. 12). While these options provide some solutions, they 

are currently relatively small in number. The expansion toward greater accountability, aligned 

with a shift to ensure educational access and opportunity, ultimately strives toward increasing 

graduation rates (Hemmer, Madsen, & Torres, 2013). 

     Today, the educational landscape is changing and charter schools have become the more 

prevalent choice throughout the nation. According to Stanford University’s Center for Research 

on Education Outcomes (CREDO) national charter school study (2013), there were estimated to 

be over 6,000 charter schools serving 2.5 million students in that current 2012-2013 school year 

and 54% of charter students lived in poverty. Currently, California is home to more charter 

schools than any other state in the country, many of which are also among the highest-

performing public schools. Schools also vary in size from small independent schools to larger 

public schools with different themes such as college prep, science, math, independent study, and 

distance learning (California Charter School Association, 2015). As public funded entities, state 

taxpayer dollars support all charter schools, which are operated by three different types of 

entities: independent charter, charter management organizations (CMOs), or conversion charter 
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schools. Some schools start from scratch while others are conversions from existing schools. 

Other formats incorporate education management systems to provide administrative and the 

business aspects as well as curriculum models and operational structures (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2004).  

According to this report, charter schools are most successful educating more 

disadvantaged students than in 2009. Their efforts to improve education seem most effective 

with the issue of poverty-stricken students and making a positive impact in their lives. Evidence 

showed that charter schools can have positive impacts on student performance over time but that 

the improvements will be incremental rather than major (Center for Research and Educational 

Outcome, 2013).  

The Department of Education (2004) identified elements of an effective charter school 

that start with a vision and mission for the school, partnering with parents in the community, 

innovative school programming, promoting a community of continuous learning, partnering with 

parents and the community, and governing accountability. The implications for educators and 

educational leaders who are dedicated to successful student outcomes know that it takes a unique 

combination of ideas and spirited and driven school culture that is invested and “dedicated to 

working together and accomplish shared goal, adjusting their approach based on results, and 

responding flexibly and quickly when needed” (U.S. Department of Education, 2004, p. 28)  

The key to public charter school reform lies in innovation, freedom, and accountability 

and charter schools offer autonomy which school districts are unable to match due to the 

institutional restrictions such as state laws, and district policies. Charter schools are also much 

more compatible to a free market model that does not limit or restrict student enrollment by 

zoning thus attracting a wider range of students if charter schools specializes in a theme or 
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pathway. Quality is the new expectation for charter schools, and research findings show the 

impact and the importance of holding charter to higher standards will have a significant impact 

of education reform (CREDO, 2013).  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore teachers’ and administrators’ 

perceptions about effective pathway charter high schools and contributing factors toward 

improving student outcomes by preparing them for college and career readiness. In this study, I 

analyzed effective organizational learning and the role staff plays on student engagement, 

motivation, and performance, thus influencing academic success in students’ transition from high 

school to college or a work environment. Learning organizations are expansive in their capacity 

to promote strategies for transforming high schools, but evaluating pathway quality review and 

continuous improvement guidelines are the key instruments in planning for success while 

reflecting on communities of practices in place, which greatly impacts student academic 

experience. For example, research has shown that those socio-economically disadvantaged 

students are successful who have experienced career pathways that include a college preparatory 

curriculum, a sequence of A-G career related coursework, work-based learning, and student 

support services (LaFors & McGlawn, 2013). As a way to formulate social behavior and 

practices, case studies involve its participants and an in-depth description of the setting, in 

association with analyzed data to discover themes, patterns, and issues (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2012). 

While Linked Learning pathways have proven promising by reporting better test scores 

and more credits completed than students in traditional public schools, little research has been 

done on pathway charter schools and their success (Iasevoli, 2015). In exploring what has been 

accomplished in the world of charter schools, I evaluated the viability of pathway learning now 

and in the near future. This exploration cannot be ignored with the rapid growth of charter 
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schools in California, which directly contributes to statewide graduation rates and economic 

sustainability, exponentially preparing more students for postsecondary education enrollment. As 

this program is relatively new, thus previously yielding little data to inform Linked Learning 

stakeholders and policymakers, my interests took to look in-depth at an effective pathway charter 

school and determine possible recommendations for educational stakeholders to consider if 

indeed the charter school model is a viable growth market to pursue expansion. And if so, I made 

suggestions to formulate and integrate strategies into future school sites by contributing more 

research on the process of pathway schools. The research questions that guided this study are the 

following: 

1. What are teacher and administrator perceptions of an effective pathway charter school?  

2. How do these perceptions impact student motivation and engagement, student learning 

outcomes, and college and career readiness?  

In an effort to explore pathway schools’ four essential components, first, I evaluated the 

current system, practices, and materials already in place at a charter school in Southern 

California. Second, the study measured teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions using 

interviews, observations, and document review. School leaders such as principals, teachers, 

administrators, and counselors can gain insight from staff perceptions, belief systems, and other 

contributing factors that will influence their future strategic outcomes of pathway schools. 

The researcher used and adapted Wenger’s communities of practice conceptual 

framework, originating from social learning theory. This method of social learning centers on 

groups of people who share the same concerns for something and exponentially the learning can 

become greater by understanding and assessing value with regular interaction (Wenger, 2000). 
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While career and technical education is not a new concept, this education reform initiative has 

increased professionals’ and practitioners’ accessibility to guide the program effectively.  

Research Traditions 

The research tradition is a case study. A case study is an “intensive description and 

analysis of a bounded social phenomenon such as an institution or program” (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2012, p. 31). This study involved an in-depth data collection process involving multiple 

data sources: eight teacher interviews, two administrator interviews, advisory board meeting 

observation, and two classroom observations. In addition, I also collected documents such as 

lesson plans, school websites, professional development materials, pathway protocol for 

teachers/administrators and curriculum. By incorporating multiple methods, I strived to achieve 

triangulation by using multiple methods of data collection (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Creswell, 

2007). Qualitative data is an iterative process and this research strategy provided a foundation 

rich in description, and in-depth exploration taking place within a natural setting and collecting 

multiple forms of data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  

This research study examined teachers and administrators within one pathway charter 

school. The ten participants, eight teachers and two administrators, were interviewed for 30 

minutes individually on campus. The questions guiding the interview were derived from the 

Linked Learning Pathway Quality Review and Continuum designed to guide sites in 

implementing and certifying the pathways. Then I observed two teachers during a lesson in their 

classrooms for 50 minutes. The Behaviors of Learning and Teaching Continuum, a reflective 

guide, was used to evaluate how students are adopting Linked Learning behaviors of learning 

and teaching in the classroom. This framework provided guidelines to assess behaviors of 

learning such as “adopting a common language and high expectations for all students and 
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employ positive indicators of high-quality instructional practices” (ConnectEd, 2014. p. 1). I 

observed an advisory board meeting to assess how teachers prepare lessons and rubrics through 

the Communities of Practice Continuum (ConnectEd, 2013), which described the progress of 

pathway teacher teams to produce high quality units of instruction and equitable access for all 

students. Also, I collected artifacts such as lesson plans to assess how teachers are adhering to 

the guidelines and principles of the Linked Learning core components. Additional detailed 

descriptive sources of data were collected that examine a sequence of activities with the pathway 

curriculum (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Creswell, 2007). 

A qualitative case study is “an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 41). This bounded system is defined by the type of school, which in this case, 

charter schools and the type of program such as Linked Learning pathways, is a new education 

reform initiative. This study is designed to be a case study, involving one charter high school. I 

collected and analyzed data to conduct this case study and feature particularistic, descriptive, and 

heuristic characteristics to contribute to the research (Merriam, 2009). By delineating the 

uniqueness, anchored in real-life situations, this case study explored principles, assumptions, and 

procedures to generate rich contextual data to allow emerging themes to exist, which develop 

naturally and provide more interpretative understanding for myself and the reader.  

By studying teacher and administrator perceptions, I collected data by spending ten hours 

at a high school site where participants are located and where their patterns can be studied. 

According to Wenger’s (2000) learning theory, participation and reification, teaching and 

learning, educational experiences, locally and globally, and identification and participation are 

investments in a community creating its own future rather than a reproduction of past education 

institutional concepts. Secondly, I scheduled ten interviews: eight teachers and two 
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administrators from the school site. These recorded conversations were insightful in identifying 

key characteristics that explore teacher and administrator perceptions. These reflections of 

assumptions focus on learning as their participation shapes not only what they do but who they 

are and how they interpret their roles (Wenger, 1998). 

Research Setting 

In selecting research sites for the case study, I used a criterion, mixed-sampling strategy 

and network sampling in selecting sites to learn about pathways in charter schools. This strategy 

was purposely selected to produce information-rich cases to study in depth (Glesne, 2011). 

Bransford High School, a charter management organization (CMO), has met the criterion 

because both teachers and administrators currently serve a diverse population of minority 

students in Southern California. As a key component in the network sampling, I learned about 

the school through faculty members in my graduate program and I contacted the school’s 

administrator. I met with the principal at an annual Linked Learning conference. After making 

contact with him and presenting the research proposal, he responded positively to my request and 

he consented to participate in the study and data was collected at his site. 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to research an active charter school and 

evaluate alignment with the Linked Learning approach for further growth opportunities in this 

sector. My goal was to identify teacher and administrator attitudes and analyze their perceptions 

toward effective pathway schools. The site was purposely selected because it is located in 

Southern California. Bransford High School’s student demographic reflects a diverse campus, 

half of the student body is Latino and just about half Caucasian, with a smaller student count of 

African Americans and fewer Asians. Gender statistics reflect a relatively even student body. 

Bransford High School’s reputation has been exemplary in the Linked Learning community, 
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notably a strong foundation with mutual partnerships with colleges and local businesses. Located 

in an industrial community, their work-based outreach to businesses is much more accessible as 

well as very successful.  

Data Sources and Samples 
 

I used multiple data sources to examine attitudes and perceptions of both teachers and 

administrators, who lead a pathways charter high school. Specifically, data sources included 

interviews with administrators and teachers, classroom observations, a grade-alike (math 

department) meeting observation, and document reviews such as lesson plans.  

Table 1. Data Sources 

Data Sources 
8 Teachers interviews 
2 Administrators interviews 
1 Grade-Teacher (math department) meeting  
2 Classroom Observations (teachers not interviewed) 
Documents Review 
Student Accountability Sheet (Daily tracker for struggling students)  
Meeting Agendas 
Observation Feedback from Administration  
Essential Knowledge and Skills (EKS) student assessment  
Mastery Based Grading Rubric 
Examples of lesson plans 
School website 

 

This type of qualitative research involved network sampling, which allowed me to 

capture information-rich cases (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). Linked Learning is a burgeoning 

reform movement and still developing a culture. By using network sampling, this allowed me to 

access participants who are actively working in a pathway charter school. I purposely selected 

this group to collect samples about their professional views as teachers and administrators, which 

can lead to information-rich cases to study in depth. This approach focused on the central 
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phenomena and was in alignment to the purpose of the study (Glesne, 2011; Patton, 2002). After 

the data sources were identified, I coordinated an email with the gatekeepers to initiate contact 

with potential participants and let them know to contact her to participate in the study. Once they 

responded, I emailed them back and arranged an on-site location for teachers and administrators 

for the interview to be conducted.  

Data Collection Instruments 

        The data collection instruments I used in this study were ten interviews (n=10), document 

review of pathway related artifacts, an advisory meeting observation, and two 60-minute 

observations (of two different teachers not interviewed). This case study focused on the attitudes 

and perceptions of teachers and administrators working in pathway charter schools. The data 

collected from both teachers and administrators contributed to the study with diverse responses 

to present a more precise representation of the ways teachers and administrators felt about 

effective pathway charter schools.  

        The first instrument I used was an interview protocol designed to conduct semi-structured 

interviews with teachers and administrators. The interviews were conducted at the beginning of 

the spring semester spanning over the course of two days in the teachers’ classrooms throughout 

the course of the school day. Administrator interviews were conducted both in the front school 

office as well as in a classroom. Interviews were conducted for about 30 minutes in length and 

the questions were open-ended stemming from research questions applicable to the study 

focusing on teachers’ beliefs about student motivation, engagement, student learning outcomes, 

and students’ college and career readiness in pathway charter schools. Based on their responses 

to the questions, I probed further with additional questions to gather examples, clarify, or reflect 

on their initial responses. The interview protocol began with an introduction, which entailed 
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providing a few details about the research study and their approval to participate in the study 

through informed consent. The interviews were audio recorded. The protocol closed with 

thanking the participant and giving him/her the opportunity to ask any further questions 

regarding the interview process. After the participants were interviewed, the recorded interview 

were submitted and transcribed. Then, I coded the interviews looking for emerging themes (See 

Interview Protocol on Appendices B & C).  

I also conducted two observations of two teachers in their classrooms for one hour each. I 

observed the lesson plan teachers used to instruct for the day in addition to student participation, 

student support, and teacher and student interaction and reactions. The teacher assessed 

behaviors of learning and teaching such as collaboration, student-directed, outcome-focused, 

relevant, rigorous, and integrated, which is designed to dramatically increase student 

performance (ConnectEd, 2014). I incorporated four main components to effectively guide my 

observations. First, I made observations by broad sweeps. Second, I observed for nothing in 

particular. Third, I made observations that searched for paradoxes, and finally, made 

observations that searched for problems facing the group (Glesne, 2011; Wolcott, 1981). I 

carried a journal at all times and took field notes as the primary recording tool and was 

descriptive in the observations and aware of patterns that may be emerging (See Observation 

Protocol in Appendix F). 

        The document review consisted of reviewing the Linked Learning protocol the school 

implements such as lesson plans and instructional activities. The evaluation identified 

connections that are relevant to Linked Learning standards. Other content such as district or 

school policies and program website provided transparency of school’s mission statement, and 

other guidelines to identity the school’s strategies for success with the community and parents.  
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        The interview protocol, in many cases, is the primary method of data collection 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). The interview process is a viable instrument because it would 

provide more in-depth experiences of the teacher and administrator relationships with the 

students. The interview process allowed me to have an opportunity to follow up on their thoughts 

and probe further by asking specific questions for more details about their perceptions and 

experiences. Document review is a common method for collecting data in research. This 

instrument allowed me to learn more about the school site and gather information about their 

demographics, graduation rate, and college matriculation rate. In using multiple data instruments 

in qualitative research, triangulation is important to obtaining an in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon I studied in order for my findings to be more valid (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). 

Data Collection Procedures 

In this case study, I used multiple methods to collect data such as interviews, document 

review, and observations. This strategy brings “rigor and depth to the study and provides 

substantial evidence of the data gathered” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p. 120). The data 

collected aligned with the research questions to investigate teachers’ and administrators’ 

perceptions at a pathway charter school. The case study investigated staffs’ attitudes and beliefs 

toward effective pathway schools, to identify key contributors that may or may not be conducive 

for Linked Learning pathways. 

 The data collection involved one-on-one interviews with the participants on the school 

site. In efforts to make the participants feel more comfortable and respond honestly without fear 

of being interrupted, I interviewed teachers in their classroom and administrators in a conference 

room. I used the research questions as a basis for creating ten to 12 interview questions. The 

semi-structured questions related to teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of the pathway 
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program’s effectiveness in preparing students to be college bound and career ready. The 

participants were compensated with gift cards for their time.  

Interview Protocol 

I contacted the teachers through the principal of the Bransford High School to schedule a 

time to interview the teachers. I emailed the administrators an invitation to participate in the 

interview with an outline regarding the nature of the study to participate in a 30-minute 

interview. I also sent an additional email to the administrators to invite teachers to participate in 

a 30-minute interview as well. Once the teachers and administrators responded to the email, I 

scheduled interviews with a time to meet either on site. The interviews were the primary method 

of data collection in this case study and the questions were directly related to the research 

questions. I gained a better understanding of the day-to-day responsibilities they are involved in 

and how they engage with their students, and gain the participants’ perspective of their 

experiences. The participants signed an informed consent waiver to participate in the study 

(Appendix A). I used a recording device to record the interview with participants’ prior consent. 

I informed the participants of their right to refuse to answer questions and inform me if they are 

uncomfortable at any time. In addition, I checked in with the participants to gather feedback after 

the interview is conducted. (See Appendices B & C).  

Document Review 

Document review was the secondary method of data collection for this case study. The 

archival review of data revealed the context of the schools’ trends that already existed. While 

examining documents such as lesson plans, teacher notes, meeting notes, school and district 

policies, websites, homework assignments and instructional activities, I used a document 
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summary form to help collate and organize all of the information I was able to gather from the 

documents (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  

Data Analysis  

The qualitative data analysis protocol was a series of steps once the data was collected, 

structured, and categorized that identified themes and emerging patterns for a thorough 

investigation. This procedure involved preliminary data analysis, thematic data analysis, and 

interpretation of the data. I took steps to protect the participants and mitigate researcher effects 

by journaling the entire process, changing the names of the participants and using pseudonyms, 

provide informed consent forms regarding the minimal psychological risks in partaking in this 

study, and password protecting data files. In addition to the transcribed interviews, I also 

collected various data including demographic information, lesson plans, graduation rates, and 

other descriptive statistics. I also implemented a researcher triangulation strategy by bringing in a 

colleague and asked for their assistance in reviewing the transcribed interviews and critiqued the 

results to minimize any subjectivity or bias. 

Preliminary Data Analysis 

The goal in this case study was to answer the research questions through the data analysis 

so in order to generate categories using the conceptual framework as the foundation to identify 

patterns and emerging themes in the preliminary interviews. Once the interviews were 

completed, Rev.com, a professional service, was hired to transcribe the data. I requested the 

transcription to be naturalized to provide rich details to represent the literal translation for an 

interpretivist perspective and process (Davidson, 2009). Data analysis requires a heightened 

awareness and an open mind to review and explore the data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). This 

additional support allowed me to focus on the content of the interviewees’ responses and 
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discover concepts and develop codes to use for the data analysis rather than be consumed with 

the transcription process. I searched to make meaning and summarized the data to illustrate 

patterns. By segmenting or chunking the data, I began to cluster and network codes that relate to 

each other and create code families. Then, I used these code families as a guide to create themes 

and subthemes that evolved into new findings. 

Thematic Data Analysis 

After the interviews, I incorporated codes to identify patterns, as these categories are the 

anchors in the research. Several strategies were incorporated to interpret the data that extended 

the analysis, using theory to provide structure, connect with personal experience and explore 

alternative means of presenting data (Glesne, 2011). I continued to synthesize the data and make 

sense as the more familiar I became with the details of the data, the better I was able to analyze it 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). Glesne (2011) suggested, while qualitative researchers have many 

techniques, that researchers should make connections that are meaningful and relate to the 

preliminary data to find the most dominant themes. This helped to navigate exorbitant amounts 

of information and to work toward translating the data and reconnect the results to answer the 

research questions. 

Role of the Researcher 
 

As the principal investigator, I planned, designed, and executed the qualitative case study 

on teachers and administrators, who work at project-based learning charter school and implement 

pathway curriculum. I needed to be mindful of any biases and assumptions from both personal 

and professional perspectives in collecting data, data analysis, and interpretation. As a teacher 

with a master’s degree in education, I also work at a charter school serving a historically 

disadvantaged population of students with a high propensity to dropping out. I am passionate 

about social justice for students and preparing them to be college and career ready. Students, 
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who have previously performed poorly in their core classes, face many obstacles, which have 

prevented them meeting the college entry benchmarks. For many students, some charter school 

programs are a last resort to get back on track and potentially strive to earn the necessary A-G 

requirements in order to apply to a four-year university. 

I needed to be careful of my assumptions about administrator and teacher belief systems 

regarding white privilege and entitlement. Working with marginalized students intersects with a 

multitude of concerns such as perpetuating low academic expectations, not providing the student 

services they need in order to succeed, and resorting to harsh disciplinary actions when students 

are acting out. As a first generation immigrant and a woman of color, the researcher strongly 

relates with the immigrant struggle, experiencing it firsthand. The researcher’s sensitivity to any 

racism or bias against students of color or students living in poverty could be detrimental to the 

study such as assuming the staff is not culturally sensitive to meeting their student population’s 

needs. 

In the data collection, I needed to be aware of projecting my perspectives and avoid using 

any leading language in the interviews by projecting the results she wants to see rather than 

letting the data be evidence. I used triangulation with multiple data collection methods. I planned 

to review interview questions with my chair and a peer as a measure to mitigate any bias due to 

limited expertise as a researcher. I also followed up with member check-in after the scheduled 

interviews. I also consulted with a peer after she completed the observations and kept a journal 

so I was in tune with reflecting on her own subjectivity and continuously monitor it in my 

research.  
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Ethical Considerations 

I considered potential issues that could arise in the qualitative research and I was aware 

of the sensitive matter to these issues. The priority was to protect the identity of all participants 

in this study as well as make sure no one is in potentially harmful circumstances. I strove to 

delete any identifiable characteristics that may identify participants. I submitted a detailed 

description of the protocol to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for approval. Once the study 

was approved, I contacted the school site to access teachers and administrators. When I 

conducted my research, all the participants’ identities were secured by changing their names to 

pseudonyms in the interviews. I also had participants sign informed consent before the 

interviews, which was submitted for approval.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS & RESULTS 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this case study was to explore an effective pathway charter school by 

analyzing teachers’ and administrators' perceptions of student achievement. For quality 

evaluation, this study was purposefully designed to align the research questions with Linked 

Learning’s Pathway Quality Review and Continuous Improvement and Community of Practice 

Continuum criteria (Appendices E & F). As guides, Linked Learning measures schools’ 

performances with these comprehensive rubrics to receive certification and annual recognition of 

schools and pathways. This study relied on three different sources of data: teacher and 

administrator interviews (n=10), observations of teachers, and document review of related 

pathway artifacts. To ensure validity and reduce the possibility of misinterpretation, multiple 

methods of data collection were used to ensure triangulation, a process used to gain an in-depth 

understanding from multiple perceptions on this topic (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). In addition, 

both teachers and administrators were interviewed to allow for comparison between groups, 

which lent depth and credibility to the study. The framework or lens of this study focused on 

Etienne Wenger’s Communities of Practice, based on social learning theory that emphasized 

institution norms and rules in cultural systems to discuss the experiences of both teachers and 

administrators in the pathway charter school (Wenger, 1998).  

Data were collected and analyzed to address: 

1. What are teacher and administrative perceptions of an effective pathway charter school?  

2. How do these perceptions impact student motivation and engagement, student learning 

outcomes, and college and career readiness?  
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In this chapter, the findings of this study are organized around four major themes: (a) 

autonomy and flexibility, (b) value-driven community of practice guided by a clear vision and 

high expectations, (c) fostered participation and collaboration among teachers and administrators 

to develop ownership and trust, and (d) an embraced growth mindset to answer the research 

questions based on pathway design, student engagement, system support in a pathway charter 

school. The emerging themes from the data are discussed as they relate to each research question 

and then used to evaluate pillars in practice, which are rigorous academics, career-based learning 

in the classroom, work-based learning, and integrated student supports. In better understanding 

the results of this study, an overview of teachers’ and administrators’ professional experiences 

are informative thus impacting their perceptions and provide context to the findings. 

Summary of Findings 

Teachers’ and Administrators’ Professional Experiences 

In order to determine a teacher’s perceptions of effective pathway charter schools, it was 

first important to explore each teacher and administrator’s teaching background such as their age, 

sex, ethnicity, level of education, level of experience, and teaching experiences. Their responses 

offered some introspection, which later shed some insight on their own practice that contributed 

to their depth of knowledge and their perceptions toward the pathway design. The demographic 

background of the teachers and administrators in this study varied greatly. Of the eight teachers 

who were interviewed, Question 1 asked teachers to share their background in teaching 

(Appendix B). Fifty percent had previous teaching experience at traditional public schools 

varying from one to eight years. One teacher previously worked in a private school with one year 

teaching experience and the remaining teachers were in their first or second year of teaching at 

Bransford High School. 
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Table 2        Participant Demographic Matrix at Bransford High School  

Participants (by 
pseudonym) 

Age  Male Female  Ethnicity  Education  # Yr. 
teacher 
prior to 
2016-17 

# Yr. 
teacher at 
pathway  
school prior 
to 2016-17 

# Yr. 
At 
BHS 

 

Taylor  25-29  X Asian 
American 

B.S./M.A. in 
Teaching  

1 1 2 

Ellen  30-34  X Tawainese 
American  

B.A./Math 
Teach Cred.l 

0 0 2 

Dave 30-34 X  Caucasian   4 0 6 

Max  25-29 X  Caucasian  B.A./M.A. in 
Teaching 

0 0 1 

Joanna  30-34  X South 
Asian  

M.A. 
Education  

8 0 8 

Tracy  40-44  X Caucasian M.A. 
English 

8 0 3 

Patricia  25-29  X Caucasian  B.S./Prelim 
Math Teach 
Cred. 

2 0 1 

Tammy    X Hispanic  5 0 6 

 

Neal   X  Caucasian   0 8 

Gloria  30-34  X Caucasian M.A. 
English & 
Biology/ CA 
Clear/Tier 2 
Admin. 
Credential 

6 0 8 

 

Teachers had varied responses per their experience as some teachers were hired after 

completing their first student teaching assignment at BHS but other teachers who taught in a 

traditional school mostly shared negative or poor experiences. They identified working in silos, 

experiencing low student expectations, being  
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Table 3         Teacher Participants Responses to Interview Question 1 

Examples of Teachers’ Perceptions at Traditional Public Schools 

Tracy  “In a large high school that I worked at, I could see, that often, 
the administrators and teachers had their hands tied with 
certain bureaucratic elements or they didn’t have that much 
freedom to really adapt to the needs of their students.”  
 

Tammy  “The traditional school that I was at was a school that had a 
culture of failure….Many people in those communities…they 
looked for other options, which tend to be charter schools and 
[their departure] brings down the population at the traditional 
schools, which bring pink slips. My very first year there I got 
pink slipped. I went through all the stress of looking for a new 
job just to have it rescinded… on my fifth year, I couldn’t 
believe after five years in and being tenured and all of that, that 
I got another pink slip. You know what, it just looks like the 
stability is in the charter schools.” 
 

Ellen  “To work on a test together…it ends up being easier just when 
one person made the test and then just rotating jobs, and then 
just giving feedback, because just trying to meet was difficult 
because our free time was so limited. Also, the problem is, 
when you split jobs…the quality of the work is not even, and 
then one person ends up redoing problems anyway…. I love 
teamwork, I just think in that setting, the teamwork wasn’t 
really working well.” 
 

Dave “The first couple years of teaching in a big public high school, it 
was just survival. I was insulated in my classroom… I wasn’t 
aware of what was going on outside. It wasn’t until year three 
and four where I started seeing a lot of the dysfunction in the 
school. Kids weren’t necessarily the problem… the expectation 
for a lot of teachers there were pretty low… when that bar got 
lower and it started rubbing off and affecting the kids in my 
class, and it wasn’t constructive.”  

 

 

held to teaching to standards, little to no collaboration among staff, poor quality teamwork, job 

instability – being riffed, limited professional development, feeling disillusioned and in survival 

mode, experiencing difficulty working with other teachers, craved professional growth but did 
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not know how to grow, and veteran teachers were not valued. 

As Table 3 illustrated large public schools have challenges in adapting to student needs 

with limited options starting with a culture of failure where it is cool not to work hard, serving an 

unstable or transient student population, limited teacher collaboration, and lowering student 

expectations by cutting content.  

BHS started serving students in 2009 with a new learning approach, which centered 

around 21st century skills with a vision of an integrated project-based learning foundation. The 

district’s original vision for serving high schools was centered around science, technology, 

engineering, art, and math (STEAM); Bransford had a strong emphasis in engineering, design, 

and science. According to Neal, the principal, the initial program was not built on a formal career 

and technical education pathway with an articulated curriculum in its inception, rather the 

program was founded on a project-based learning school model that allows students to learn 

through hands-on projects, often involving teamwork and computers (Landsberg, 2009). At the 

time of the interview, pathway programming was only established within the last three years.  

Initially, in the administrator interview protocol (Appendix C), Question I and II asked 

administrators Neal, the principal, and Gloria, the assistant principal, to share their background 

in teaching and why they choose a pathway school.  Both administrators had previous 

experiences as teachers in a traditional school varying from three to 11 years; in addition, one 

administrator also had three years of teaching experience in private school. Neither administrator 

had any previous administrative experience, but one administrator had begun the administrative 

credentialing process when applying for the teaching position. Neal was recruited and put on 

assignment by the superintendent to start the charter school, but the administrator’s interest very 

much remained in teaching. In preparation in opening a new school, recruitment for teachers and 
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administrators began early from within and around the district. Neal expressed dissatisfaction in 

the previous position because:  

I stopped growing and this was cool opportunity to do something and grow in new ways.  
It wasn’t really necessarily just the charter. I think it was doing something new…. My 
overall experience has been awesome. The freedom to choose our staff. The freedom, 
because there’s no collective bargaining. Everybody’s on one-year contracts so it’s a 
constant. If somebody isn’t great, then you part ways at the end of the year and go find 
somebody who’s great. So, it’s a team of all-stars that we work with. Because of that, 
change happens very quickly. People are open to change. That was not my experience in 
my previous job. Once people got tenure, they were resistant to change. There was a 
teacher’s union that resisted change. And I think I had eight principals in 11 years. 
 
In addition, Gloria applied as a teacher when the school was starting up but the new 

school was also in need of an assistant principal. Both administrators were hired as half-time 

teachers and half-time assistant principals for the first year in operation where they served only 

ninth and tenth grade and expanded one grade a year. After the first year, the initial principal left, 

so Neal filled the principal role and Gloria took on the assistant principal role full time. This 

program has had the same leadership since its inception eight years ago. The next section 

examines teacher perceptions and knowledge in alignment with Linked Learning’s quality 

criteria as well as practices that impact in an effective pathway charter school.  

Teacher and Administrative Perceptions of an Effective Pathway Charter School 

 Participants were asked a series of questions about their perceptions of an effective 

pathway charter school to identify themes that guide and support community of practice (CoPs) 

when working together to develop and improve high quality pathways and evaluate vital quality 

criteria in four main constructs: pathway design, engaged learning, system support, and data and 

impact (ConnectEd, 2012). Although there are these standard measures in place for prospective 

Linked Learning schools, these constructs and sub-constructs provided a guide to ascertain what 

teachers and administrators perceive as best practices in alignment with the pathway charter 
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school sector. To focus on teacher and administrator perceptions, only specific sub-constructs 

were used from the Linked Learning quality criteria and are identified in italics within this text 

(Anderson, 2014). In effort to meet these guidelines, Linked Learning certification process has a 

rubric as a tool to help pathway teams measure common understanding of what a high quality 

pathway looks like, analyze the current status and quality of its own pathway, identify and set 

priorities for areas of improvement, and prepare to be assessed by external reviewers for program 

quality (ConnectEd, 2012). The findings from the interviews investigating teachers’ and 

administrators’ perceptions were aligned to assess compatible knowledge of their program 

according to Wenger’s enhancement themes around their community of practice. Wenger-

Trayner’s social learning theory identifies learning happens through connecting and belonging, 

participating and doing, interacting and constructing an identity all through one’s experience 

where one is constantly interacting (or not), and negotiating meaning (Wenger, 2010). 

 To illustrate teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions, the conceptual framework 

addressed those beliefs within the model. Wenger’s research on community of practice identified 

the importance of finding the triggers to catalyze its evolution around teacher and administrator 

impact on student achievement; this is critical because the identifiable links between these 

professionals are inherently interdependent.  
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Figure 3  Enhancement Themes: Developing Communities of Practice  

	 (Mortensen,	2016)	

Pathway Design 

 Pathway design is the first principle of Linked Learning that is aligned with developing 

pathway-level college and career-ready learning outcomes at the school district or community 

levels. Within the sub-constructs of a pathway, pathway theme, student learning outcomes, and 

staff collaboration were the main focus to identify student-centered outcomes (Atterbury, 2014). 

Bransford High School has three pathway themes: (a) engineering, (b) biomedical intervention, 

and (c) arts and design to appeal to their student demographic. The school has specific student 

learning outcomes in writing, speaking, and digital media, to prepare students to transition and 

complete some form of post-secondary education. Staff collaboration is an integral process for 

teachers and administration to build and sustain a supportive and healthy learning community.  

Question 2a and 2c focused on their depth of knowledge and interest in a pathway charter 
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school as well as a gage of their experience thus far (Appendix B). Only one out of eight teachers 

identified pathway component as an influential factor. One participant stated her engineering 

background in the military was a perfect fit to bring this level of experience into the classroom. 

Two teachers said charter school appeal influenced their decision because of (a) previous 

experience and belief that charters cast a vision and implement it and (b) charter schools offer 

more stability. Four teachers chose BHS by their personal observations from being on site as 

well as the positive feedback they heard about the program. With a strong academic culture 

embedded, one teacher described a visit to the school as “one could sense a palpable love of 

learning and appreciation” of the school site. Another teacher described the staff and the school 

culture as the appeal by stating, “administrators were identified to foster teachers working 

together, partner up to support students, nurture trust by giving feedback, promote collaboration, 

and provide a stable and consistent administration” (Tammy, 12th grade). Teachers unanimously 

felt positive about their experience praising the pathway approach to project-based learning and 

the curriculum, positive work/life balance, and autonomy.  

In assessing teachers’ perceptions about the pathway themes, five out of eight teachers 

varied in their ability to explain the pathway theme. Teachers’ responses were clear in both the 

science and biomedical component but only three teachers mentioned the arts program. The three 

teachers who could not describe the pathway theme were in their first year of teaching and were 

new to the program but they were able to articulate the program builds a growth mindset, 

supports students in overcoming obstacles, nurtures students to be respectful, and collaborates 

with other students. One teacher best described the program as:  

The students can choose a certain pathway. Beginning in 11th grade, they go into it, one 
of the three pathways. One theme is engineering-focused. Then the second one is, I can't 
remember the title but it's basically biomedical interventions. Then the third one is more 
for students who also want to integrate art, fine arts. They've already been exposed in 
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ninth and tenth grade to engineering principles. I think by 11th grade, they know if that's 
something they really want to focus on. 
 

While this explanation demonstrated an awareness and ability to communicate the pathway 

program design and theme, several teachers’ understanding of the program as a whole were more 

limited.  

Student learning outcomes describe what students should know and what they should 

master when they complete a pathway program (ConnectEd, 2012). To support this process, the 

rubric identifies: 

authentic performance assessments that measures student progress toward and attainment 
of pathway student learning outcomes. Student progress data from those assessments 
drive curricular and instructional planning, work based learning, and student supports 
(ConnectEd, 2012). 
 

Both teachers and administrators identified the mastery-based grading system as their primary 

tool in place that informs student learning outcomes in alignment with district and the school 

achievement goals, which support high student expectations in driving their potential 

(ConnectEd, 2012).  

Administrator responses to question 4a (Appendix C) addressed what stands out that 

helps a low achieving student to change their mindset to achieve bigger dreams in a pathway 

program. Gloria addressed working with low achieving students and described deliberate 

strategies in place in taking on the issue seriously. As a small learning community (SLC), 

administration has identified their ability to have the flexibility and autonomy to intervene 

quickly to all students who failed two or more classes. Students were identified in the system and 

they are placed in a study skill elective class where Neal, the principal and former teacher, 

teaches successful students habits as well as organization strategies. Administration has also built 

in content area support such as elective classes in both English and math. In addition to these 
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support efforts, they identify students who failed a class in their first semester and they call their 

parents to meet with the principal because: 

A lot of time parents take a backseat to their child’s education once they get into high 
school… Students are getting savvier, parents feel more like, ‘I don’t have control over 
this.’ We provide them with a list of strategies that helpful for them. 
 
 

This support strongly provides parents permission to step back into a more active role rather than 

the student continuing to push them away, thus strengthening student support to nurture stronger 

learning outcomes.  

Identifying and adapting to student needs in a timely manner is crucial and this 

observation provides deep meaning to a school’s culture and community when led by responsive 

leadership. Human engagement is an intuitive process under constant negotiation with meaning 

and participation; the opportunity to observe leadership’s attention to student needs resonate with 

teachers when they participate in activities teachers care about and as this implies meaningful 

living as an active process, which is in turn negotiated positively in applying experiential 

learning (Wenger, 1998).  

Additional findings from the interview on fundamental components suggested teachers 

were very satisfied with BHS’s implementation of effective teamwork when teachers and 

administrators were asked in Question 5 to describe their experience working with other teachers 

and administrators (Appendix B&C). Teachers unanimously praised administration for 

promoting staff collaboration by cultivating and building relationships among staff and vice 

versa. Administrators praised the teachers on their character by just being good adults because 

they are hardworking, fair, and they love kids. The participants in this study represented both 

new teachers (50%) and veteran teachers (50%), so the data was an informed balance of both 

groups. Teachers clearly identified administration’s vision and goals, and this promoted and 
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nurtured buy-in through meaningful collaboration among teachers and administration by design. 

Deliberate interaction between a small teaching staff proved vital to this organization with 

clearly defined expectations, which facilitated the community of practice by giving multiple 

opportunities for staff to develop trust, directly and positively impacting student outcomes. 

Subject driven CoPs evaluate every single students’ learning outcomes together and performance 

measures toward attaining pathway goals. One teacher described his experience with staff 

collaboration: 

the architecture of how the teams are set up make it work… we have our (math) teams 
which are vertically aligned. Then we have our grade team (same grade)… so it’s like 
this nexus. Neal (principal) fought really hard to protect grade level stuff because there 
are a lot of parents that come in there like, ‘I want my kid to take Algebra two freshman 
year.’ And he’s like, ‘nope, we can’t do that’ because then it sacrifices grade continuity. 
Those two structures I think are really helpful. 
 

This sense of value becomes personal and then it is embedded and it is consistent from 

leadership down to the students. Teachers identified the mentorship they have received from 

administrators positively because they feel as former teachers, administration understand teacher 

requirements and the daily practice in the classroom so this eases potential tension and fosters 

communication. According to Wenger (1998), teachers contribute to the negotiation of meaning 

by being a member and participating in its practice; it is through the meaningful experience of 

mutuality that participation becomes a source of identity and connection. 

Autonomy and Flexibility 

 A significant theme both addressed by teachers and administrators is that autonomy and 

flexibility is extremely important to quality working relationships. Teachers identified limited 

top down management allows them to be the expert in their content area and they value that 

autonomy. Teachers praised administration for their support and substantial amount of time for 

professional development and bi-weekly meetings to collaborate with other teachers in both 
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grade-alike and content-alike areas to discuss content coverage issues, student progress and 

performance, and academic interventions. After observing a classroom, Todd, a teacher, shared 

the keys to his success and explained that his leadership is so supportive. If he felt rushed 

covering three units in one semester, he told administration what he is doing and they supported 

him. His objectives lay in engaging students in higher cognitive learning or simply to reteach 

particular English concepts he felt students failed to grasp.  

In efforts to make up for the other content area that he does not cover, he stated, “it does 

get done but not in admin’s timeframe.”  He said he gave a quiz and the students did not do well. 

He was able to go back and revisit the content and have the flexibility to do so, without feeling 

constrained or rushed to meet other standards. He mentioned the word rushed quite a few times 

to emphasis what probably many teachers struggle with in meeting curriculum requirements or 

teaching to the standards.  He was clear on how he enjoyed his job more knowing he had that 

flexibility. 

Both administrators have addressed that the teacher is the expert in their content and 

identified the deliberate attention given to making sure teachers have autonomy yet provide a 

multitude of opportunities to be highly collaborative as a community, especially in their subject 

matter. Neal’s approach to give teachers autonomy was extremely important when setting up the 

framework and as he understands the challenges trying to feed both innovation and meet the 

mastery content standards. Neal bears witness to how his teachers collaborate on their own to 

determine what they can handle without feeling rushed. He trusts in his staff to lead the way, he 

makes sure they meet the required standards, and he associates his success with hiring really 

good people:  

A lot of rules that administration imposes are rules because they don’t trust their teachers 
to either do a really good job or to teach the right thing. I do. So I don’t use many rules. 
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It’s the same thing for the students. 
 

Engaged Learning 

Engaged learning is the second factor of Linked Learning, which originated from real 

world relevance and authentic nature of work (ConnectEd, 2013). The sub-constructs of engaged 

learning are college and career readiness, project/problem-based approach, culture of high 

expectations and support, and student motivation and engagement. Through deliberate 

curriculum planning and implementation, the pathway prepares students for success. Students are 

challenged through meaningful inquiry-based projects, which requires students “to consistently 

participate in authentic theme-based experiences that are integrated and multidisciplinary” 

(ConnectEd, 2012, p. 13). While codifying knowledge is useful such as some rote memorization 

and multiple choice tests, these modalities are not primary foci, rather hands-on projects 

curriculum is key to engaging students to provide entry into practice (Wenger, 1998).  Student 

progress monitoring drives the data for instructional learning and student supports.  

Teachers’ responses to question 6: What features of the pathway program engage 

students the most in preparing them to be college and career ready from a charter school was 

unanimously the program design (Appendix B). Teachers valued the backwards-mapping 

approach in the project-based learning curriculum and identified signature components such as 

six-week projects that are open-ended to the students’ interpretation. Six teachers identified real-

world components such as direct simulation, hands-on learning, and real-world applications as 

drivers in bridging practical learning for the future. Projects like these are supported in the 

classroom with collaborative teams to complete a project from beginning to end starting with 

choosing a topic, conducting research, and all the way up to the students presenting what is 

called the Presentation of Learning: the semester end project demonstrating proficiency. Inquiry-
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based projects are the primary organizing principle and instructional practice in the various 

subjects and grade levels (ConnectEd, 2012).  

Seven teachers identified that high student expectations are a shared value due to 

competitive awareness in post secondary education; the staff is grounded in good intentions, so 

students feel supported and they become able to meet these challenges in a positive learning 

environment. Other program features teachers discussed to motivate and engage students where 

they can receive academic incentives included earning college credits with pathway classes, 

which provides a college advantage. Students are also exposed to culture building that 

establishes norms early on such as collaboration, making connections in learning, confidence 

building, tapping into a sense of wonder, and fostering trust. Parents of ninth grade students meet 

with administrators in their spring semester to start college planning and together families and 

staff map out student trajectory in the program.  

Neal identified one challenge impacting the pathway charter school is getting internships 

or work-based learning in the art and design pathway in preparing students to be college and 

career ready. As a newer pathway, they are having a challenging time connecting art to careers in 

the traditional sense of the arts and claiming it has been hard to find people who are traditional 

artists, not street artists. Neal describes it as a work in progress and he has redirected its focus 

toward architecture and civil engineering. 

System Support 

The third factor in place is system support, which includes three sub-constructs that are 

essential to investigating teacher and administrators’ perception: (a) teacher professional 

development, (b) pathway leadership, and (c) support from site leadership. Teacher professional 

development classifies:  
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Administrators and CoP coordinate ongoing training for pathway teachers that is aligned 
with identified needs and an analysis of student progress toward student learning 
outcomes. (ConnectEd, 2012) 
  

In inquiring on better understanding support from site leadership in Question 11 (Appendix B), 

teachers were asked to describe how leadership collaborates and teachers responded positively. 

Six teachers identified strongly with the collaboration system in place for the CoP to develop a 

pathway-specific professional development plan designed to improve student progress 

(ConnectEd, 2012). Leadership observations, surveys for feedback, two reviews in one year, 

tailored agendas for teachers, Powerschool, the master-based grading system allowing teachers 

and administrators monitoring student progress, were mentioned as specific interactive tools used 

for support. Ellen shared these opportunities were making her grow as an educator when she 

received goals from administrators because she had the freedom to find ways to implement them. 

Tammy identified the support system as impressive and praised the collaboration as amazing and 

administration is doing a great job. She stated:  

 you know we are project based learning. It’s tricky because we do have such different 
levels…the textbook is like a reference but you are the one[,] you know and we do a lot 
of collaboration on that…. So it helps a lot but you feel more of your own personality in 
what you are teaching….but the amount of autonomy and um, being able to come up with 
ideas and have them not only accepted but having my administrators say, “How can I 
help you make that happen” ….You know to pitch our projects to so that you know we 
can get feedback and um, and it’s great. Like, “Ah, such a great idea from that teacher, 
it’s such a great idea from that teacher.” 

 
Teachers were asked to suggest something to better support them from site leadership 

based on identifying needs to improve student progress toward student learning outcomes and 

supports teacher professional development (ConnectEd, 2012). Two teachers requested more 

teacher collaboration from other subject areas. Making these connections could support students 

in efforts to teach across the curriculum. In addition, by pairing a new teacher with a mentor 

teacher like Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment (BTSA), this buddy system can support 
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new teachers and enhance pathway leadership to mitigate new teachers fears such as feeling like 

an outsider and not apart of the club. Two other teachers suggested externships as an opportunity 

to observe other project-based learning schools to acquire more resources or training for core 

class teachers to develop projects in science driven environments.  

Value-Driven Community of Practice Guided by a Clear Vision and High Expectations 

 As a significant theme, putting teachers first, is clear in leadership’s vision and their 

approach is aligned with high expectations. Administration drives this tone; they understand that 

teacher time commitment must be supported with a good healthy mentorship. Teacher induction 

and ample PD instill strong teacher support, which ground the fundamental values of the culture. 

Even if every teacher was not fully adept to everything their school had to offer such as knowing 

each pathway, they were knowledgeable about the school’s priorities. They knew their area of 

content and most importantly, high student expectations was a shared value.  

Data and Impact  

 The fourth factor is data and impact, which includes two sub-constructs, data collection 

and the use of data. Leadership aggregate data to analyze student learning and progress from 

various sources and informs administration and the pathway community of practice on 

instructional and curricular planning to support student success and improve pathway student 

outcomes (ConnectEd, 2012).  

 Teachers and administrators were asked to describe how student data was collected and 

incorporated to achieve higher student performance in question 13 and most teachers identified 

the use of Essential, Knowledge, and Skills (EKS) to track growth goals (Appendix B & C). This 

process charts student mastery of content by charting their progress leading up to a Presentation 

of Learning: a series of presentations student must do every semester and their final grade is 
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stored in an Excel document where all teachers can access the data. In addition, PowerSchool has 

a component where it identifies struggling students for administration to access. One teacher 

summarized progress charts as means for teachers to identify and document where exactly a 

student is struggling and in what content area, showing some alignment with Response to 

Intervention strategies.  

 As a school firmly grounded in math foundations, Ellen, a teacher, mentioned the use 

grades from transcripts and math placement tests as form of data collection.  

Over the summer, the way they decide whether they need to be in algebra or geometry is 
not just only looking at their transcripts. “Oh, they took algebra, then they’ll just move 
on.” Actually, all students have to take a placement test…And then from there if they 
need to better reinforce some of their algebra skills based on the test, they will go there 
[remediation class]. 

 
Dave, another teacher, identified leadership’s alternative approach to crunching the numbers to 

drive instruction and stated Neal relies on high student expectations. Dave identifies with this 

formula for success and embraces it because, 

It (data) doesn’t really drive what we do, I mean it affirms what we do. Kids have 
teachers not because they know what is best but because the teachers know what’s best 
for them....It’s really powerful and the kids feel really safe being under adults that are 
confident and that are leading them forward. I think that is something that isn’t talked 
about a lot here. People are like what are your practices…and a lot really comes from 
kind of Neal’s posture towards all of this stuff. 

 
Between growth goals and student support, Dave, describes Neal’s approach to the high demand 

in creating sturdy students as his approach to maintaining traditions, which goes against the 

grain.  

Teachers had varied responses to identifying administration’s use of data to evaluate 

student retention. Four teachers articulated that grades were mostly used to identify struggling 

students. Data is collected on lower performing students by administrators and identifies them 

through mastery based grading on their essential knowledge and skills, where teachers input their 
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grades into Powerschool to manage students by taking attendance and entering grades. 

Administration assess their grades and student performance; in addition, grade level teams offer 

additional support to inform other factors such as behavior or social emotional circumstances 

that may be impacting the situation. The other four teachers were not able to articulate fully the 

process; they were able to identify a newly implemented system called student trackers. 

Struggling students are identified and systematically tracked daily on their progress from the 

teachers. This process requires students to report to administration and parents as a measure to 

monitor their progress. Max, a teacher, stated no hard data was used and he wasn’t sure how data 

is used to retain students. He also identified administration uses a more holistic approach such as 

informal assessments and avoids classifying students. Tammy’s response best describes the 

process:  

Grades are one piece of data that they use. So they pull out like who has x amount of C 
minuses and they start meeting with those families. Then they put them on trackers… 
Neal was asking us about that, how is that working because this is new for this semester 
based on how much they failed last semester….Everyone was like, ‘we notice that the 
students are on it and more present in class’…they seem to care a little bit more of their 
behavior. 

 
Communities of practice typically establish a system to analyze evidence to drive sustainable 

growth in all student performance indicators over several years (ConnectEd, 2012).  

 Gloria shared that data collection is used for student retention as a tool to better prepare 

students for success by identifying struggling students early. By intervening with parent 

meetings, remediation classes, support classes, family college planning, office hours, and tutors 

students are supported in order to maintain retention. She identifies her keys to success are not 

allowing “things to ever get bad” by constantly working to prevent a bad situation so it does not 

get to a point that problems have gotten bigger and out of control. Her attitude reflects her 

perception toward maintenance rather than repair, which speaks volumes in their efforts to instill 
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and uphold cultural norms and their vision at the forefront of their programming to meet high 

expectations and learning outcomes. In the following section, teacher perceptions were examined 

about motivation and engagement and the impact these components had on creating change in 

the classroom in both teacher and student performance. 

Perceptions Impacting Student Motivation and Engagement, Student Learning Outcomes, 

and College and Career Readiness 

Learning potential for CoPs is perspectives from professional communities to provide 

purpose and lay down the general elements of design (Wenger, 1998). It is not a recipe but rather 

a guide on the possibilities of conceptual education design. In Question 4e, teachers were asked 

to describe their perception of charter schools to assess their participation as a source of identity. 

The pathway charter school setting defines the domain of knowledge and becomes the focal 

point for connecting teachers and administrators in different grades and content areas. Teachers 

shared their perceptions before and after working at a pathway charter school and the varied 

answers ranging from little to no knowledge and from negative perceptions to being a champion 

for charters before they worked here. The responses were unanimously positive after they started 

working at BHS. Taylor, a career and technical education teacher, described her previous and 

current perception as: 

I probably started off where everybody else kind of has their image you know...they can 
do whatever they want, it might be disorganized. I heard a lot of stories during my 
teaching program about…like not being paid well or not being treated well. And like, 
high turnover rates. But being here, it’s just like a 180 of how I perceived that. And I 
realized it’s all about um you know who’s at the top. And you know, who’s making up 
that charter system. 

 
This statement revealed how Taylor identified her views of charter schools, which exuded 

stereotypes of being haphazard or mismanaged as the norm. It was only after she started working 

at BHS that those misconceptions were dispelled and then realigned with a more accurate 
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understanding of charter school capacity. In addition, several teachers expressed how they heard 

negative criticism so they had a poor perception, often thinking the worst but they kept an open 

mind as charter schools do not have one set structure and they cannot be all lumped together.  

The community is comprised of teachers and administrators and the CoP can be 

described as a learning community that makes up the social fabric of learning (Wenger, 2002). 

The community fosters “interaction and relationships based on mutual respect and trust” which is 

grounded in the identity of belonging, the intellectual process, and involving the heart and the 

mind (Wenger, 2002; Whetten, 2000 p. 28). Taylor’s experience as a new teacher illustrated the 

fears teachers have in a new setting. She describes: 

For newbies, even if you’re not a newbie in the teaching world if you’re a newbie at 
BHS, it’s…it’s scary. Because you don’t know if you’re doing it right….It’s fitting in 
well with the other classes or the culture of the school or the needs of the students 
without seeing other teachers. And it’s great that we have to…part of our PD is to 
observe each other…it’s helpful, and it’s great and I love it but…it’s not enough. I’ve 
requested administrators Gloria and Neal to come observe more often. I need the 
feedback. 
 

The sense of good and healthy mentorship is pervasive. Neal, describes the feelings Taylor is 

experiencing as: 

I think there is an enormous amount of peer pressure they feel because they’re new. 
Everybody here’s really good, so it’s the feeling of being on an all-star team. There are 
no slackers at this school. So, it’s not a fear-based pressure, but I think there is a, I want 
to carry my weight. I think there is another issue there. I don’t micro-manage their 
teaching. If something is not working, I will let them know. 
 

Fostered Participation, Communication and Collaboration Among Teachers and 

Administrators to Develop Ownership and Trust 

 Another emerging theme is guided by the stewardship of leadership as key because in 

practice, “it is in the meaning that the learner invests oneself and harnesses that source of energy 

for learning” (Wenger, 1998, p. 264). This sense of trust fueled and affirmed the ownership and 



	
	
 

	

69 
	

investment, which provided the cohesion toward genuine participation in the community 

established by the administration. 

When knowledge is “proceduralized, learning can become dependent on the reifying and 

the codified knowledge takes away from the actual practice” (Wenger, 1998, p. 264).   Students 

then only learn literal relations of the subject content and do not have any ownership of its 

meaning. The same thing happens for adults; their learning environment becomes their 

classroom. Leadership here promotes an open source mentality and a sense of belonging with 

cultural norms with hashtags that signify #BHS, which means family, instilling an pervasive, 

supportive and inspiring atmosphere.  

Teachers and administrators were asked to describe systems and/or practices leadership 

has in place to sustain quality pathways in Question 9 (Appendix B) and the responses revolved 

around the learning rather than the teaching. Wenger (1998) believed that teaching does not 

cause learning because learning is an emergent process, often an ongoing process, which uses 

teaching as one resource. This team takes time to reflect to build in growth goals but what makes 

their process unique is their approach to change. As a part of their school culture, they refer to 

each school year as a season, similar to a TV show. This becomes relevant because Neal, the 

principal explains:  

I think it is also a subtle emphasis on, change in okay. Growth is okay. We learn to say 
goodbye to characters and welcome in new characters and you feel like it’s a way to 
subtly have a culture that says we embrace change….Its expected that next year will be 
different than this year. Whereas, I think in most places it’s expected to be the same, so 
change is a little bit like, you have to justify what changed. I think with the seasons, it is 
the reverse. Of course we would change…with a mindset of, how should we change? 
Then there’s some of the founding, the core things that you don’t change.   

 
Teachers shared their investment by sacrificing personal time for PD, walking away from tenure 

and taking a smaller salary for peace of mind, a collaborative work environment, and minimal 
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micromanagement from administration. Patricia has also identified the her experience in 

negotiation and meaning through teaching by sharing,  

I feel that here I can adjust my class to fit what I think is best. As opposed to trying to 
make it work around a project. So, I think it gives me a little more flexibility. I think it 
allows me to focus on what I think is most important in my class. And then in turn I think 
that helps us with our students and we’re not forcing anything. 
 

Her response clearly expressed her ability to adapt in an environment where she can negotiate 

her identity as a teacher because leadership allows “meaningful forms of membership and 

empowering forms of ownership of meaning,” thus providing a positive investment and stronger 

connections (Wenger 1998, p. 269).  

 
An Embraced Growth Mindset 

 School partnerships with career programs and community partners give teachers learning 

opportunities for growth and exposure and not to just a select few. No more silos for teachers: 

they need to get fed with experiences to become better practitioners. Learning beyond the 

classroom for both student and teachers are the new norm.  

 Neal discussed some of his challenges and it is just that, getting more internships for the 

art pathway as he is having difficulty connecting art to careers. He states, “I haven’t figured that 

out yet.” As, a work in progress, he foresees a shift in the perspective of traditional art careers 

toward architecture and civil engineering will be a good fit and give him more access to industry 

professional organizations. In addition, administrators and teachers embrace change and in turn, 

this trait is passed along to students so they too can embrace and demonstrate a growth mindset.   

CoPs collect data by constant collaboration, self-assessments, and teacher evaluations to provide 

data to help inform and reinforce higher student achievement. This sense of flexibility not forced 

interaction provides a safe place to address conflicts in the culture that fosters good 
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communication and promotes social learning.  

Teachers and administrators were asked about challenges they face working within the 

pathway charter school impacting students to effectively matriculate to a university or transition 

to the job market in Question 8 (Appendix B). Several teachers addressed the challenge that 

students from traditional schools face lies in their difficulty adjust to project based learning, 

because they lack skills in collaboration and their overall incoming level of skill building is not 

aligned to the rigor of their curriculum. Wenger (1998) stated, “Traditional classrooms face a 

similar problem in that they are both too disconnected from the world and too uniform to support 

meaningful forms of identification” (p. 148). Making connections with postsecondary education, 

innovative careers, and inspiring struggling students gives rise to the economies of meaning for 

teachers and administration. Students are continually assessing what is presented to them through 

the various forms of engagement to identify with institutions of learning positively or negatively. 

This negotiation of meaning often must align and engage their social, personal and intellectual 

lives. If not, this approach can often marginalize a student in other areas such a job, later in life. 

Neal was asked, “How does he support teachers in better serving students needs to achieve 

college and career readiness?” He identified a real-world seminar system, which he developed 

and implemented at the inception of the school as an anchor to their success in student support. 

This system offers students various classes such as yoga, crossfit, cycling, and art.  He identifies:  

Students need choices in a world when they do not have much choice. And there’s also 
math support. So, it meets our need for supporting kids but also gives the kids this (he 
points to the room around us, the interview was conducted in a seminar art class), an 
adolescent mind needs this…these kids work hard. They are engaged in class. Their mind 
is on all day. Often from 8 A.M. in office hours all they way through. This is a good life. 
[The] seminar program has been a really good way for us to give kids what they need.  
 

This adaptation in a social learning environment such as a charter school setting has been 

responsive and effective in supporting teachers and students in a rapidly changing environment 
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that highly impacts student outcomes by meeting the needs of the students.  

Today, CoPs are far from being self-contained and disconnected from the rest of the 

world simply because of the confines of local boundaries due to its location, especially in the 

classroom (Wenger, 1998).  The education design will instead reflect their own ideals and 

general sense of competence due to its region compared to the rest of the world, which 

influences one’s identity. The work-based learning component is compatible with engaging 

student learning to encompass a broader scope. Joanna, a teacher, describes the biomedical 

pathway:  

Students are compiling medical reports for patients. And I thought it was so incredible 
that I was able to simulate the process for our students. So, when we send students over 
to The Body Organization for example, they are doing very similar work there and so 
that’s a direct application of the work that they are doing at schools as well as what they 
are working on at their internship. 
 

In addition, Patricia another teacher said:  

I think just having that experience working with professionals, a lot of the pathways have 
open doors for like summer internships for them. We’ve had three strong biology 
teachers…and all three have been just amazing in the way that they inspire students who 
want to be medical professionals…they go in there and love it and it’s hard work 

 
From this perspectives, schools gain relevance by the experiments of identity that students can 

engage while there but often learning in practice becomes part of their identities and as well 

carried out if other parts of their lives (Wenger, 1998) 
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CHAPTER 5:  

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Introduction 

In this case study, BHS teachers and administrators reflected and shared their perceptions 

of an effective pathway charter school based on Linked Learning’s objectives, guiding 

principles, and core components to support the whole student. It is through this lens that these 

teachers and administrators identified key contributors, which promote consistency in the 

development, implementation, and the sustainability of pathways (ConnectEd, 2013). Teachers 

and administrators recognized that responding to student needs with autonomy and flexibility is a 

more responsive approach that best serves the needs of the student. In addition, leadership was 

key to facilitating a clear vision along with high expectations by fostering respect and trust 

among communities of practice as a shared value. Teachers were also encouraged to work 

together and as a result of a positive collaborative environment, this school culture built synergy 

and cultivated an open source mentality. And lastly, teachers embraced a growth mindset by 

breaking out from silos in classrooms to a more collaborative community and breaking away 

from union contracts that inadvertently protected teachers’ labor interests over student 

achievement. An organization with a growth mindset also embraces change with each upcoming 

school year and it is through this school’s response to change, challenges, and setbacks that has 

allowed administrators to support teachers’ personal and professional growth and development 

without facing school or district level restrictions. 

Summary of Findings 

This case study focused on an effective pathway school and the perceptions of both 

teachers and administrators who participate, uphold, and sustain these communities of practice.  
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It is essential to focus on education stakeholders’ perceptions toward accountability and 

academic achievement because traditional schools have failed to meet educational target goals, 

which has led to a normalization of nontraditional school design such as charter schools (Hess, 

2006). Socio-disadvantaged students continue to face challenges to meet college and career 

ready expectations in traditional public schools and these marginalized groups still face obstacles 

in accessing a fair and equitable education. Identifiable barriers such as continual misalignment 

with A-G requirements within the school districts perpetuated by rigid master schedules, scarce 

opportunities to remediate D grades, lack of senior rigor, and the persistence of tracking brought 

on criticism of education’s outdated practices from business communities. It has been critical to 

examine innovative learning environments that have identified small changes that have produced 

big results. Often times, these catalysts are not apparent in traditional institutions because of 

outdated systems thinking, mental models, limited team learning, or leadership’s fragmented 

vision thus these missed opportunities diminish an organization’s efforts to implement change 

and meet the demands of today’s adaptive educational environment (Senge, 2006).  

While Linked Learning has mostly been implemented in public schools, charter schools 

are the fastest growing sector in education, especially in California, yet little research has been 

conducted on this market to determine compatibility and effectiveness in this realm to establish 

viable growth markets (Linked Learning Alliance, 2016). In addition, charter schools face a 

volatile spectrum in that there are just as many high performing charter schools as there are low 

performing charter schools. As a performance strategy, Linked Learning certification could offer 

some credibility to the charter school sector through branding under this umbrella.  

In conducting this case study, the researcher investigated a pathway program in a small 

charter school in southern California serving an estimated 500 students. The evaluation provided 
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measurable data findings through the use of the Pathway Quality Review Process, which focused 

on Linked Learning’s certification criteria and the Linked Learning Behavior Continuum to 

observe teacher and student engagement in the classroom.  

Teachers' and administrators' interviews, classroom observations, and document analysis 

were the primary and secondary sources of data. The observations provided data on both teacher 

interaction along with student participation and reactions. Document review provided artifacts to 

demonstrate consistency and connections with the Linked Learning standards. Their feedback 

contributed to the transparency of some of their practical tools and learning approaches used to 

sustain an effective pathway charter school.    

BHS was initially selected for this study because of their status as a charter school as well 

as a pathway program. As a fairly new charter school, teachers and administrators at BHS have 

demonstrated a highly effective approach to working cohesively to drive change from its 

inception over eight years ago. They were presented with their own fair share of challenges in 

establishing and implementing curriculum design, instruction, vision, and values. These 

components shaped the aptitude and potential of this organization in its capacity to practice, 

which gives meaning to everyday experiences. Over time, these experiences generated positive 

relationships, participation in ownership, an ability to adapt, and “help the organization succeed 

in a transformative economy” (Wenger, 2002, p. 216). Through the program design, master 

schedule and infrastructure, administrators formed an inter-disciplinary CoP where teachers 

work together to translate desired pathway outcomes on down to grade level benchmarks and 

establish assessment tools to monitor student progress (Atterbury, 2014). This procedural process 

is fundamental to nurture strong relationships that build and fortify a dynamic, results-oriented 

culture.   
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Research Questions 

The research questions that drove this study were:  

1. What are teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of an effective pathway charter 

school? 

2. How do these perceptions impact student motivation and engagement, student learning 

outcomes, and college and career readiness?  

As a result from the study’s in-depth evaluation of BHS’s practices, the teacher and 

administrator interviews indicate an aligned understanding of all Linked Learning’s guiding 

principles that supports the whole student with a project-based learning approach, which was 

fortified with inquiry-based learning or integrative learning. In addition, students are fully 

supported with additional classes and personalized support services such as advisory skills, 

organizational skills management, college counseling, teacher office hours, college mapping, and 

tutoring services.   

Table 4 Linked Learning Guiding Principles 

Linked Learning Guiding Principles 

Academic 
Courses & 
Electives 

Technical 
courses in a 
career centered 
theme 

Integrative 
Learning 

 
 

Personalized 
Student Support 

 
 
 
Work-Based 
Learning  

X X X X X 

 

Teacher participants in this study unanimously identified that the curriculum’s features 

prepared students for college and career readiness. Students work collaboratively in small groups 

on creative theme-related projects according to the course content that challenge students to 
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conduct research, present findings, and construct presentations to present their results to staff and 

their peers. Then, they are evaluated on their ability to demonstrate proficiency and practice 

public speaking skills. This process continually repeats itself driven by students’ interests that 

pertain to learning while meeting content standards.  

Teachers’ connections within the projects reflect a hands-on approach with real world 

content and they identified the results as transformational through backwards mapping in the 

lesson plans for signature six-week projects. The designated projects are designed to be open-

ended for student interpretation and act as a catalyst to stimulate intrinsic connections to 

learning. According to the Linked Learning’s Quality Review Process (ConnectEd, 2012c), 

inquiry-based projects are a foundational component as an instructional practice and 

interdisciplinary learning to integrate academic content and technical content from industry 

sectors. This participation process for both the teacher and the student deepen the interpretation 

of importance to understanding ownership, a personal connection or bond and a sense of 

awareness of what to do (Wheatley, 2006). Teachers genuinely took pride in the level of rigor 

that demands more from students, which in turn seemed to fortify the teachers school-wide to 

further commit to their own design of the lesson, driving their questions and fueling the learning 

process.  
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Table 5.  Teachers’ Perceptions of an Effective Pathway School  

Teachers’ Perceptions of an Effective Pathway School 

Program Design  Engaged Learning System Support Data and Impact 

- Infrastructure   
- Effective class  
scheduling  
- Substantial PD      
 - Ample 
opportunities for staff 
collaboration  

Authentic real world 
relevance         
- Inquiry-based 
projects       
- Backwards Mapping  
- Conduct research 
- Student 
collaboration 

Leadership Support 
- Progressive 
-Collaborative 
- Interactive 
- Fosters growth 
(personal & 
professional) 

- Ongoing 
documentation of 
pathway’s 
performance 
- Data doesn’t drive 
curriculum RATHER 
curriculum drives the 
data 

 

Table 6. Administrators’ Perceptions of an Effective Pathway School  

Administrator’ Perceptions of an Effective Pathway School 

Program Design  Engaged Learning System Support Data and Impact 

- Teachers have 
autonomy 
- Staff choice 
freedom/no unions/  
1 yr. contracts 
- Specialization & 
choice/Focal point 
- Common mastery-
based grade book 
architecture 
- Norms established 
with teachers 

- Growth mindset 
emphasis 
- Mastery-based 
grading/multiple 
drafts 
- Seminar program 
system (elective 
courses) 
- Support classes – 
study skills taught by 
leadership 
 

- Observation heavy 
(admin and peer)  
- CoP –staff 
collaboration 
- Growth mindset 
emphasis 
- Life-long learners – 
models for students 
- Parent engagement   
 

- Alumni feedback  
- Parent and staff 
surveys 
-Qualitative data- 
observations 
- Conversations - 
don’t wait for the 
summative feedback 
to stay in touch 
- PSAT, SAT, ACT 
scores 

 

Considering these results, pathway charter school settings are in alignment with Linked 

Learning by fostering teachers to think outside the box. But there are some considerable 

differences that may vary in established curriculum approaches to project-based learning such as 

expected student outcomes through different program designs. The design of the CoP may focus 

on differences such as various interpretations toward the negotiation of meaning and identity 
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(Wenger, 1998). Through the pursuit of the truth in any organization, this reflection examines 

leadership’s contributions to setting the tone on executing academic rigor, project-based learning 

curriculum, and vested interests in both effective implementation of academic and technical 

content into practice. Often times, leadership can encounter difficulties when implementing 

quality assessment systems because the implementation process only adheres to compliance, 

which overshadows the focus on quality improvement but rather only on accountability (Warner 

et al., 2016). BHS’s leadership efforts stayed focused and charted consistent improvements and 

as a result, they soared. As a model program, their success demonstrated a holistic insight and 

approach to assess and increase student-learning outcomes. 

Table 7. Impact of Perception on Student Motivation and Engagement, Student Learning, and 
  College and Career Readiness 
 

Impact of Perception on Student Motivation and Engagement, Student Learning, and College 
and Career Readiness 

Student Motivation & 
Engagement 

Engaged Learning System Support 

- 100% students participate 
in real world learning 
program 
- Deliberate intervention  
strategies for low performing 
students 
- Autonomy & flexibility to 
adapt to the needs of the 
student 
- Student engagement with 
college departments - aligned 
with universities   
 

- 99% of BHS graduates are A-G 
compliant 
- 78% graduates were accepted 
to 4 year college (2016) 
- 84% graduates attend college 
immediately after high school  
- Peer-driven communities 
- Teacher ownership 
- Purpose-driven leads to 
mastery 
- High expectations- shared 
value  
 

- 92% BHS alumni persist 
and retain enrollment in 
college at a higher rate 
than national rates 
- College prep curriculum 
38% graduates participate 
in work experience or 
internship 
 

 

Discussion 

Results from this study generated key components that outline consistent guidelines 

among teachers and administrators that provide identifiable practices for policymakers to 



	
	
 

	

80 
	

consider when implementing new pathway reform efforts. 

Autonomy and Flexibility 

In efforts to sustain high expectations, administration need to have the autonomy to adapt 

to the needs of their environment intuitively and holistically rather than succumb to constantly 

seek approval from upper management or district offices. In addition, teachers working alongside 

administrators are supportive and they display minimal signs of resistance to change; rather these 

teachers demonstrated an open mind that embraced new opportunities to meet student needs. 

While teachers face multiple challenges teachers such as implementing new initiatives like new 

curriculum, instruction or assessments, teachers do not display initiative fatigue. The fatigue can 

be triggered by displaying feelings of being overwhelmed because of the multitude of 

responsibilities often coupled by minimal support. Teachers seem to be provided with quality 

time and support to directly confront and mitigate these feelings within their community and 

benefitting their students (Broun Biolchino, 2016). 

Literature related to school autonomy in both public and charter schools support 

deregulation and decentralization so independent charters schools can implement its initial vision 

(Kolderie, 1990; Nathan, 1996; Oberfield, 2016). This approach to innovation is grounded in 

breaking up a centralized district and transition away from top down management but rather 

promote smaller school districts to operate as independent stand-alone institutions, which in turn 

provide more freedom and autonomy within very large districts. Traditional public schools can 

often be more constrained because of their accountability to public authority, which contributes 

to the beliefs that public organizations are harder to change thus placing public managers in less 

efficient and less powerful roles (Bozeman, 2004; Meier & O’Toole, 2011; Oberfield, 2016; 

Rainey & Chun, 2005).  
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These traditional management styles can often denigrate morale and the spirit of progress 

when teachers cannot do something because of rules or restrictive education codes in place. In 

any reform effort, the teachers and administrators are crucial factors to determine the success or 

failure of a new initiative yet oftentimes their roles can be minimized or marginalized to follow 

protocol of a more formal and rigid structure. Staff's ability to respond flexibly to students and 

situations directly impacts their ability to respond to immediate needs with minimal bureaucracy 

in order to maintain high student expectation and a culture of success.   

Teachers expressed that often students coming from a traditional learning environment 

are not used to working independently and they are not equipped with either critical thinking or 

collaborative skills to initially succeed in a project-based learning environment. The value of 

CoP helps teachers to collaborate to not only identify student deficits but also create 

supplementary learning to address the learning gap to succeed. Teachers and administrators 

respond collectively to adapt by cultivating informal structures with knowledge-driven resources 

rather than only relying on conventional approaches to management (Wenger, 2002). Depending 

on student performance, measures are put in place among the team to provide students with 

intended layers of support. Mastery-based grading is one tool to identify students who are failing 

classes. Another tool in BHS’s CoP explored in the study was the grade alike and content-alike 

team weekly and bi-weekly meetings, where they meticulously discussed every student's 

progress. Every member demonstrated ownership over each student's success. In addition, if a 

student has failed two or more classes in any one semester, then they are identified and 

immediately placed in a study skill elective taught by the principal to teach success habits and 

organizational strategies.   

At BHS, quality relationships hinged on empowerment and trust to fuel autonomy and 
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flexibility; teachers felt strongly supported, which helps to provide opportunities to create buy-in 

and ownership with their expertise and recognition of the added value they bring to the 

organization (Carruthers, 2012). One teacher summed up the importance of the pathway design 

as extremely instrumental to the community of practice’s success because the architecture and 

infrastructure nurtured collaboration through frequent grade-alike and content-alike meetings 

among teachers. While teachers may often feel satisfied with their level of autonomy, literature 

also has suggested that teachers reported they are “eager for support and direction on what they 

should teach” (Anonymous, 2014 p. 1). These peer-driven communities allow teachers to work 

together in frequent meetings that fortify strong relationships and curriculum direction within the 

pathway design that further contributes to their flexibility and autonomy. This autonomy best 

serves student needs because this allows the teachers to make decisions and personalize learning 

rather than uniformly meeting mandated benchmarks with stringent deadlines.  

In a fast-paced economy, change happens rapidly and BHS has found a way to be fluid 

and cutting edge to meet the demands of growing industries by making viable skillsets attainable, 

accessible, and applicable for socio-economically disadvantaged students. Small learning 

communities with 500 student population in a district demonstrate BHS’s ability to be astute by 

quickly responding and adapting to student needs and to reflect a learning environment that is a 

representation of the world around them. The support from their district garners attention as a 

model-learning environment in their efforts to level the playing field for a new generation of 

students. As a smaller district, there are less upper management directives, which allows 

administration to lead with their vision and values. The autonomy within a charter school has 

provided the ability to hire new staff, as well as retain and maintain consistent leadership for 

more than seven years, which has demonstrated to be an asset in this case study. In their efforts 
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to make swift changes to their policy, student needs are being met and the results have proven to 

be successful. Unlike traditional schools, where fast paced change and adaptive learning is 

resisted, the fast past and adaptive approach has been widely received at this school.  

One of the keys to their success to nurture autonomy lies in the teachers’ flexibility to 

work yearly contracts; these annual agreements support compatible relationships and ensure 

teachers’ vision and work ethic are compatible with the school’s vision. Literature identifies the 

process of self-selection and organizational influence, which are particularly important because 

the “one size fits all approach” in public education does not work for every school environment 

(Oberfied, 2014, p. 315). Employee socialization is the driving forces from the inside and outside 

the organization so choosing the right-fit candidates is paramount (Oberfied, 2014). Teachers’ 

contribution to the success of the program is two-fold; by instilling teacher autonomy, their 

contributions create ownership, thus the teachers are taking ownership and raising the bar, which 

perpetuates success. This group’s identity is grounded in educational practices, social learning, 

and achieving high student outcomes, which brings this particular group of people together 

(Wenger, 2002).     

A Clear Vision and High Expectations  

Teachers identified high expectations as a shared value and this study clearly defines 

their strength as a community that is driven by site leadership's vision of standards. Their cultural 

norms have provided a strong foundation in solidifying an agenda with a vision beyond 

individual self-interest (Wagner & Simpson, 2008). This core value became evident their first 

priority is focused on what is happening in the classroom. As former teachers, these 

administrators have put their teachers first as a standard to uphold the integrity of the program. 

Teachers described this is their first time working in a project-based learning environment and 
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they too are also experiencing a shift in mindset, norms, traditions, and school culture. According 

to Wenger (1998), the communities of practice’s identity will be in design within the community 

defined by an “overarching structure” rather than a “boundary object” (p. 264). These results 

transfer in the diversity of knowledge and the channels created to foster communication within 

the practice grounded with a genuine sense of pride identifying with ways to organize 

membership (Wenger, 1998).   

Establishing new pedagogies for deep learning develops and challenges traditional 

concepts about relationships, practices, and achievement measures that require adjustments in 

teaching approaches, curriculum, and beliefs about how teaching and learning is practiced 

(Fullan, 2013). This administration sets the example by providing clear expectations and support 

to teach in a project-based learning program. Most teachers in the study identified that this has 

been their first experience in this teaching environment and they identified that they felt 

supported adjusting to the program. In turn, administrators have clearly identified recruitment 

and retention strategies with an emphasis on new teacher induction, mentorship, proactive team 

mentality, collaboration, ample class preparation time, professional development, cultivating an 

open source mentality, an assumption of good intentions, and a growth mindset.  In turn, teachers 

merely reflect the positive experiences that shape their community as their needs and 

expectations are met, thus becoming transformative potential that warrant reciprocity (Wenger, 

1998).   

Administrators deliberately invested significant time to craft their vision statement with 

teachers to establish culture norms through a collaborative process, which they revisit annually, 

to reflect and make any modifications. Senge (2006) identifies a learning organization as 

expansive and when new patterns of thinking are established, the desired outcomes contribute 
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significantly to the capacity of the organization when they desire to learn together. 

Administrators were in alignment with the value of this investment in time to make a shift in the 

culture or start something new. Often, the reflection process may seem to be counter-intuitive but 

when a learning environment is in a constant state of flux, this generative learning approach and 

adaptive learning enhances their ability to remain flexible to experiment and drive innovation. 

The reality that some leadership teams may not have the skillset to steward their staff to nurture 

the fundamental mental shift challenges and often compromises an organization’s 

meaningfulness. Their vision suffers leaving people feeling disconnected or disjointed from the 

intended greater good. 

Responsible leadership at BHS has invested not just in moral idealism, but moral vision 

and they see it as their responsibility to initiate an ongoing review of their moral architecture 

(Wagner & Simpson, 2008). Their leadership has initiated and inspired a shared vision that this 

organization practices through their learning approach to prepare young people for the world, not 

just academically but also in terms of their mindset and their skill set. Leadership has developed 

their CoP through meaning by actively “acting ethically and developing virtues protective of 

different voices” and “through a shared moral vision of professionalism and idealism” (Wagner 

& Simpson, 2008, p. 123).  BHS’s perceptions have nurtured a meaningful inquiry with 

impactful results to highly engage students toward learning together as a community in a project-

based learning environment. 

  

In addition, teachers found direct simulation and writing assignments as methods to illicit 

students to justify their opinions by using primary and secondary sources. This form of support 

learning was fortified through mastery-based grading approach, an effective grading tool to 
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guide teachers on implementing best practices to meet student mastery and exceed content 

standards. With support of the CoPs, they work together to mitigate low student expectation by 

being transparent both vertically and within content area. This effort ensures teachers hone in on 

content benchmarks and make sure they are revisited to support student learning and mastery. 

The literature related to Linked Learning supports the findings that students are more likely to be 

engaged in new ways and academically successful, when engagement emulates real-world 

relevance and their projects make authentic connections (Atterbury, 2014).    

Fostered Participation and Collaboration to Develop Ownership and Trust  

Teacher participants identified that generous amount of quality professional development 

and lesson planning and class prep time were highly regarded because these opportunities 

provided a significant impact on teacher performance. In addition, teachers also described 

systems and practices in place supported them to sustain quality pathways and they were eager to 

be together. They demonstrated an embedded growth mindset that contributed to their ability to 

thrive, which helped teachers to plan and prepare for each semester. For example, teachers’ 

perception of the workload was comparable to other schools, but the time allotted for teachers to 

plan and prepare minimized the burnout factor. This approach exemplifies teacher’s perceptions 

of effective school leadership as one of the most important factors impacting both professional 

attitudes and behavior as it is through these expectations that teachers cultivate their identities 

and a sense of belonging. A study about Common Core implementation in pathways found 

teacher collaboration had positive effects on classroom instruction and as a result, their regular 

collaboration benefitted students (Broun Biolchino, 2016). In addition, this study suggested 

collaboration supports leadership and has a powerful impact on the attitudes and behaviors of an 

organization to meet their goals in a very complex and demanding learning environment (Broun 
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Biolchino, 2016). Wenger (1998) identified that in the negotiation of practice, it is up to the 

educator to strive “to open new dimensions for the negotiation of the self” (p. 263). This sense of 

development cultivates trust, which fuels and affirms the ownership and investment that provides 

the cohesion toward genuine participation in the community, established by the administration. 

Literature supports a school’s effectiveness to work in teams and to collaborate is grounded in 

trust and is more likely to support higher student achievement (Schwabsky, 2014). Leadership 

has been successful in making these strong connections by establishing respect through 

optimism, leading by example, active listening, acknowledging vulnerabilities of others while 

making the connection with the school vision, and acting on this vision through a diligent day-to-

day practice.   

As a small learning community, BHS leadership has the advantage to cultivate tight-knit 

support systems and other structural and cultural systems. As a result of cultivated relationships 

among staff, trust is facilitated by leadership and as evidence; teachers are constantly 

collaborating through these effective support systems. One administrator identified an open 

source mentality as a core value, which is their approach to sharing resources and stripping away 

any proprietary ownership. Effort is spent in redirecting teachers to turn to each other as their 

own best resource, which facilitates collective ownership and promotes teacher sharing, thus 

strengthening the community as a whole.  

In addition to frequent staff meetings, peer observations have gained a healthy perception 

because teachers are guided to cultivate an authentic experience by leaving positive feedback 

along with one suggestion for constructive critique, never one without the other. These 

interactions reinforce a healthy practice and initiating open classroom environment as an on-

going process, which uses teaching as focal point. These structured resources and interaction 



	
	
 

	

88 
	

produce an emergent outcome that is uniquely defined by each encounter (Wenger, 1998).  These 

fortified relationships nurture teacher buy-in and encourages teachers to take greater risks; the 

relationships among the staff felt like a united front on achieving successful student outcomes.  

An Embraced Growth Mindset   

Administrators facilitated a growth mindset by relying on their teacher’s expertise; 

teachers were considered a valued asset to the pathway-learning model through their knowledge 

and experience. In exchange, the project-based learning model was new and different, which 

presented a challenge and an opportunity to grow through the ability to apply learning through 

flexible experimentation. The learning outcomes bridged some of the challenges that traditional 

school learning environments face by either being too uniform or too disconnected from the real 

world (Schwasbky, 2014). Literature results have widely identified charter schools teachers to be 

less experienced, more diverse, and more challenged to attract more experienced teachers 

because of a reputation of high turnover (Carruthers, 2012). Yet this unconventional approach 

has also leveled the playing field by offering both veteran and new teachers an opportunity to 

grow together and recognize teachers as leaders, which contributed to deepening the negotiation 

of meaning instead of some abstraction of a new learning model (Wenger, 1998).  

It is noteworthy to recognize one common thread, which was all veteran teachers and 

administrators shared negative experiences that occurred in the traditional school setting when 

they were asked about their background in teaching. The overall sentiment was simply they were 

no longer growing in the profession due to various reasons like working in silos, low student 

expectations, teaching to the standards, little to no collaboration among staff, poor quality 

teamwork, job instability, high principal turnover, no camaraderie with other teachers, and a 

desire for professional development but left on their own.  The results of this study support 
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findings that faculty selection and development are significant factors in charter effectiveness 

and teacher retention. Administration has identified a growth mindset as an instrumental 

characteristic in their ability to develop cohesive and collaborative teams while nurturing 

experience for new teachers and sustaining retention for veteran teachers (Carruthers, 2012).  

Teachers and administrators stay engaged as learners, promoting greater student learning 

rather than succumbing to an elitist ideology because of their acquired success. Administrators 

balance being honest, compassionate, and responsive to teacher’s needs, and value developing 

teacher’s abilities (Dweck, 2006). These management decisions fortified a growth mindset rather 

than measuring their shortcomings through state test scores. They take inventory of teachers past 

performance and collectively assess room for improvement in preparing students for success 

among staff. The concept of identity is an integral aspect in the theory of social learning and it is 

intertwined with their adaptation of practice, community, and meaning (Wenger, 1998). This 

meaning translates BHS’s strength and its ability to be responsive in the present and reflect back 

on the culture built in the school among staff members.    

Teachers also identified their needs to grow as educators. One characteristic of great 

leadership is personal mastery, a constant need to improve and strive to grow both personally and 

professionally by always asking questions despite the severity of the responses. Often when the 

stakes are high, crucial decisions can determine leadership’s success or failure. With a growth 

mindset, serving oneself first to gain some status, accolades, or promotion at the expense of 

others is not a priority (Dweck, 2006). Rather, leadership surrounds itself with disciplined staff 

to participate in collecting data to assess student progress, conduct self-evaluations on their own 

progress, and develop strategies to implement effective systems both in and out of the classroom 

to promote academic achievement, and social, emotional development.   
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Teachers, administrators, and the district leadership have captured and imbued a growth 

mindset, which was appropriate for a school interested in driving change rather than remaining 

complacent with the status quo. BHS's leadership has demonstrated their ability to thrive by 

responding and adapting to the social and economic demands of the world in their learning 

environment not only for students but for teachers as well. Most teachers mentioned 

administration put the needs of their teachers first and they were consistent taking their 

stewardship, responsibilities, commitment to partnership, and service for a higher purpose; these 

qualities demonstrated characteristics of transformational leadership (Johnson, 2018).   

Limitations  

This study was designed to identify perceptions of an effective pathway program in 

alignment with Linked Learning’s Initiative through the lens of their community’s practices that 

prepare and engage students to be college and career ready. Limitations to this case study is that 

teachers and administrators from this site is a sample representation from one particular school 

and the data collected will not be transferrable. In addition, time was a considerable limitation 

because this study was conducted over a course of a semester in comparison to committing more 

time to produce a richer, longitudinal and in-depth study.  Also, this study was limited by not 

investigating student and parent perceptions considering that time and manpower to collect data 

would be overwhelming. Lastly, as an educator, mitigating any biased thoughts towards staff was 

taken into consideration that may have displayed any signs of a deficit-thinking mindset. 

Implications for Policy and Practice  

 Leadership has gone to great lengths to focus on social learning and individual 

learning to provide greater meaning in both experiences while making the connection to the 

human experience (Wenger, 1998). As a result, community of practices must become the nexus 
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that supports and nurtures positive relationships among each other established by leadership 

through crafted scheduling, deliberate dialogue and interaction, fostered collaboration, a growth 

mindset, and a clear vision. With this knowledge, stakeholders can implement practices to 

engage and prepare students for college and career success. The results from this study identify 

characteristics in leadership necessary to cultivate and implement a successful, quality pathway 

program that reflects compatibility with Linked Learning certified programs. The data in this 

study is also impactful to districts and school leaders to provide guidelines and practices on key 

components with which to cultivate successful communities of practice and the guided support 

and resources necessary for quality implementation.   

BHS has been able to change the orientation of the high school experience by 

systematically addressing all five key barriers identified in Education Trust's West (2011) 

publication Unlocking Doors and Expanding Opportunities in order to effectively implement 

change.  a) a-g alignment to meet standard college eligibility b) master schedule more flexible to 

meet student A-G requirements c) student intervention and/or remediation is in place for 

struggling or failing students d) senior rigor with work-based learning or internships e) all 

students eligible for AP and career technical classes. According to Fullan and Langworthy 

(2013), barriers are rooted in a lack of clarity about the learning goals, assessment, learning 

outcomes, and leadership providing networks to disperse these new processes throughout a 

whole system. Priscilla Wohlstetter, author and leader in charter school research, identified that 

the challenge ahead lies in technological innovation and continued development in project-based 

learning programs to meet these requirements (Mitter, 2013).  

Alignment from top down management such as school boards, superintendents, 

principals, assistant principal teachers, and teachers are crucial to provide long lasting impact on 
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student outcomes in a new reform model. In order for any charter school to make an impact in 

their learning environment, efforts to embody a growth mindset will need to be embraced by 

everyone as it is the relationships between school staff and partnership programs such as Linked 

Learning that play a key role in the fidelity and implementation process. Efforts to move from a 

traditional norms and learning environment will be paramount. One finding identified teachers 

have limited knowledge and experience in a project-based learning environment so a catalyst to 

nurture teacher buy-in lies in trust-building and access to resources among teachers. As 

professionals, teachers are an under-utilized resource and in tandem with a fostered open source 

mentality, teachers not only have access to mentorship among each other but years of resources 

and best practices at their disposal. Once these resources are identified from administration as 

collaborative collateral and assets, it will be up to the administrators’ experience and leadership 

skills to guide the vision of the program effectively.  

The architecture of any pathway design that includes class schedules must be re-

examined to mitigate scheduling conflicts and remediation for D grades. Charter schools have 

been identified as not taking enough risks but instead duplicating traditional models in a charter 

school setting (Wohlstetter, Smith, & Farrell, 2013). This lack of courage defeats the purpose of 

charter schools as they continue to face the same challenges with current standard practices in 

traditional schools. It is important to adhere to the ingenuity that the charter school platform 

offers to begin to affect change rather than playing it safe and recreates the norm rather than 

challenge institutional norms to discover innovative practices to transform schools. This shift 

must also include extensive teacher professional development, consistent CoPs, and mastery-

based grading, which contribute to teachers’ ability to collaborate so frequently and this 

collaborative time among teachers not only builds synergy but trust as well. Time is every 
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school’s greatest commodity but in many school settings, it is misappropriated through 

obligatory meetings that are customary and produce minimal results. Teachers and administrators 

need more time on collaboration and less time on imposed agendas to bridge disciplines. Project-

based learning is an engaging learning approach and teachers who can work together and create 

impactful lesson plans that support each other’s content standards are reinforced and creating 

greater gains for the students. Fidelity of career pathways takes time; leaders with a clear vision, 

high expectations, and make this investment in relationships their priority, they stand to build 

strong communities and gain momentum to fortify a strong learning and teaching culture. 

Furthermore, leadership longevity should be revisited in cultivating strong leaders who 

are adept to taking risks and nimbleness that is needed to support innovation in education. These 

characteristics drive ingenuity in career pathway platform yet these social-entrepreneurial skills 

must be cultivated in a charter school platform. The principal and vice-principals at BHS have 

been a consistent figures of leadership and if districts recognize how necessary and grounding 

this stability is, they will likely to be more apt to revisit and re-evaluate the importance and value 

in leadership serving longer terms. Administrators who understand the magnitude of their role 

and how much their influence greatly impacts school culture and the opportunity to be influential 

in executing a clear vision, this challenge can instill confidence even in a time of struggle with 

the resources to persevere.  

Recommendations for Policy and Future Study  

This study spearheads research on the intersection between pathway programs and 

charter schools grounded in social learning theories of identity, meaning, and practice among 

teachers and administrators. Findings from this study identified four practices necessary that 

support the fundamental behavior and actions of leadership to undergo a transformation in a 
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charter school setting: autonomy and flexibility, a clear vision and high expectations, fostered 

participation, and an embraced growth mindset among teachers and administrators. In order to 

further serve Linked Learning schools and pathway charter schools, leaders should first examine 

the infrastructure of their pathway design. Leaders’ initial planning guide for incoming ninth 

graders is critical in laying the foundation for master scheduling especially in core classes. For 

example, initial placement tests in math and reading identify a student skill level but neither a 

high or low score exempts them from assigned ninth grade class such as Algebra 1. Despite their 

aptitude, all students start math with 9th grade Algebra and they are taught to work 

collaboratively with other students with various learning capacities, which is modeled after a true 

workplace environment. Low performing students are also immediately identified and assigned a 

remedial elective class to provide additional support.  

A dedicated leadership works toward establishing a community, which sets the tone on 

how students respond to their learning environment. Incoming ninth grade boot camps should be 

considered to establish school norms and expectations and provide a nurturing and safe 

environment for students to thrive. These boot camps can often be held over the course of a 

weekend with overnight stays where teachers and administrators create a sense of community 

and in many cases a family where students are acculturated to their new learning environment; 

students have an opportunity to make friends and bond with their staff while learning, which 

positively impacts the tone for the upcoming school year. Other practices that support the 

infrastructure is simulating college office hours designated to meet with teachers, administrator 

led elective course on organization and time management, and weekly staff meetings with 

collaboration time to work with teachers on upcoming projects. 

Innovative leadership practices, which reflect alignment and vision with stakeholders, 
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execute more scheduled time for teacher collaboration, professional development and 

communities of practice. These collaborative opportunities are strategic, measured, and nurtured 

to provide student academic awareness, progress-monitoring, and swift intervention to meet 

student challenges. Another innovative practice lies in staff recruitment policies; charter schools 

are non-union based so recruitment and staffing policies are different that unified school districts. 

Administration hires all teachers on one-year contracts, which eliminates any form of contract 

negotiation along with any tenured teachers. This approach systematically eliminates discontent 

teachers, change survivors, or teachers who may bide their time until retirement.  

 Administrators have embedded a growth mindset not only for their students but also for 

the teachers as well to overcome challenges and setbacks. Administrators can cleverly design 

school years to model seasons of TV shows to promote and instill an embraced outlook that 

change is constant with each year. With traditional public schools steeped in tradition and 

unions, teachers and administrators in a pathway charter school have the opportunity to break out 

of the fixed tenure mindset. In addition, new teachers are inducted with substantial training and 

paired up with a mentor for support. Mentorship is not only extended to a one and one 

relationship, administrators must instill an open source mentality to harness teacher knowledge 

as a shared asset. For example, positive peer observations instill an open door policy to a 

teacher’s classroom; teachers are challenged to observe as many classes as possible, share 

thoughts on pedagogical practices and cultivate collaborative ideas among themselves. This 

practice mitigates negative connotations with classroom observations and provides substantial 

trust-building opportunities. 

Future Research 

As the charter school segment continues to gain steam, further studies could focus on  
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practices supporting teachers and administrators in Linked Learning environments and pathway 

charter schools, a longitudinal study on student performance through comparison studies such as 

the impact of leadership longevity on student outcomes schools should be conducted. Also, 

researchers should examine students’ and parents’ perceptions of Linked Learning in a charter 

school for a more robust understanding of additional contributing factors that influence pathway 

charter school successes and/or failures. Additionally, researchers should investigate the impact 

on teacher performance on unions vs. non-union in LL schools. The country is in a different 

political climate now with a Trump administration that appears more favorable to the charter 

school platform. Further studies could focus on teachers’ and administrations’ perceptions on the 

impact of Linked Learning charter schools to assess whether there is significant difference 

between Linked Learning certified charter schools vs. non-certified charter schools.  

Conclusion 

This case study demonstrated BHS’s alignment with Linked Learning guiding principles 

thus producing identifiable characteristics that greatly impact student outcomes through teachers’ 

and administrators’ perceptions. As a result of interviews, classroom observations, staff 

meetings, and document review, best practices such as flexibility and autonomy, a clear vision 

and high expectations, fostered participation, and a growth mindset emerged to positively impact 

student performance. Leaders must demonstrate these characteristics to impact their school 

culture and must be conducive with the Linked Learning approach and pathway charter schools. 

Innovative leadership and future candidates must also clearly be identified as risk-takers and 

demonstrates agility and quick decision making to meet the demands within their school. 

Teachers working in a project-based learning environment for the first time also experienced a 

shift in mindset, norms, traditions, and school culture. Establishing new pedagogies for deep 
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learning that develops and challenges traditional concepts about relationships, practices, and 

measurements require adjustments in teaching approaches, curriculum, and beliefs about how 

teaching and learning is practiced (Dufour & Fullan, 2013). BHS’s administration sets the 

example by providing clear expectations with an emphasis on new teacher induction, mentorship, 

proactive team mentality, fostered collaboration, open source mentality, assuming good 

intentions, and an embraced growth mindset. In turn, it is the discipline of team learning that 

cultivates a curiosity for learning among peers and this cultural norm and others like it reflects a 

stream of positive experiences (Wenger, 1998). To have the necessary tools to navigate 

professional mastery, administrators, peer professionals, parents, and community, preparing for 

college and career readiness is embedded in re-investing in the professional community to 

further commit to the transformative potential. 
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APPENDIX A 

Informational Letter 

Impact of teacher and administration perceptions at Linked Learning Charter Schools  
 
September , 2016 
 
Dear Faculty and Staff, 
 
I am writing to seek your permission to participate in a case study being conducted for a my 
graduate dissertation via the doctoral studies Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at 
California State University, Northridge. The purpose of my study is to learn more about your 
perspective/experiences with the Linked Learning implementation process at your school.  
 
During my study, I will administer and conduct ___ 30 minute interviews; observe ____ two 
classrooms (about 1 hour each); and review Linked Learning documents. Although interviews 
will be taped, the transcription will be shared and you may edit anything at that time. There are 
no known risks by participating in the project. All names of people and the school will remain 
anonymous and confidential. In addition, the tape recording will be destroyed as soon as it has 
been transcribed. All field notes and surveys will be destroyed at the completion of the project. 
The interviews and observations will be scheduled at your convenience and will not interfere 
with administrative or teaching responsibilities. 
 
This research will help the Linked Learning community gain insight on charter schools and the 
process at your school. The information provided will only be shared with the principal and staff. 
If you do not wish to participate in my research study, please let me know at any time prior to the 
study. I look forward to speaking with you about your experiences.  I appreciate your time and 
contribution to the field of education and our research study. 
 
If you have any questions, concerns, or comments about this research or your participation in this 
study, you may contact the following: 
Shani Jones (Graduate Researcher) via email at  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Shani Jones  
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APPENDIX B 
 

Teacher Interview Questions 
 

1. How did you become a LL teacher? 

How long have you been working in the Linked Learning program?  

What subject do you teach?  

What was your training like? Do you feel you received adequate training to meet the 
program’s expectations?  

2. Can you describe your transition in to LL pathways?  

Do you feel your had a smooth transition into the program?  

Is there anything you would have changed?  

3. Do you feel LL is compatible with your charter school’s curriculum and goals?  
Why or why not?  
 
Can you describe some advantages or disadvantages with LL in charter schools vs. 
traditional school? 

4. What features of the Linked Learning program do you feel benefit students the 
most in preparing them to transition to a career and/or college in charter schools?  

Why?  

5. What features of the program do you feel supports the student the least in preparing 
them to transition to a career and/or college in charter schools?  

Why?  

6. What are some challenges you face working within the LL environment that hinder 
your students to effectively matriculate to a university or transition into the job 
market? 

Are there strategies you use to help them achieve your goal? 

Do you feel you get the administrative support you need?  



	
	
 

	

110 
	

Could you give me an example?  

 
7. What level of support do you feel you receive with LL strategies to better serve 

students’ needs to achieve career and college readiness? 
 
Which staff members (counselors, assistant principal) are your allies?  
 
Could you give me an example?  

 
8. If you feel like you could create a perfect plan to prepare students to become career 

and college ready, what would be on your list?  
 

9. How do you choose to influence a student to prepare him/her to want to go to college 
as a high school teacher?  
 
What are some strategies you use with a struggling student in the program? 
Could you give me an example?  
 

10. Is there anything else you feel you could add? 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Administrator Interview Questions 
 

1. How did you become a Linked Learning (LL) administrator? 

How long have you been working in the LL program?  
What was your training like? Do you feel you received adequate training to meet the 
program’s expectations?  

2. Can you describe your transition in to LL pathways?  

Do you feel your had a smooth transition into the program?  

Is there anything you would have changed? 

3. Do you feel LL is compatible with your charter school’s curriculum and goals?  
Why or why not?  
 
Can you describe some advantages or disadvantages with LL in charter schools vs. 
traditional school? 
 
Do you feel LL is a compatible program for other charter schools?  

4. What features of the Linked Learning program do you feel benefit teachers the 
most in preparing students to transition to a career and/or college in charter 
schools?  

Why?  

5. What features of the program do you feel supports the teachers the least in 
preparing students to transition to a career and/or college in charter schools?  

Why?  

6. What are some challenges you face working within the LL environment that hinder 
your teachers to effectively implement the program goals towards matriculation to a 
university or transition into the job market? 

Are there strategies you use to help them achieve their goals? 

How do you feel your teaching staff responds to the program guidelines?  

Could you give me an example?  
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7. What level of support do you feel you receive with LL strategies to better serve 
students’ needs to achieve career and college readiness? 
 
Which members (board members, Linked Learning alliance, community partners) are 
your allies?  
 
Could you give me an example?  

 
8. If you feel like you could create a perfect plan to prepare students to become career 

and college ready, what would be on your list?  
 

9. How do you choose to influence your teachers to prepare students to want to go to 
college as an administrator?  
 
What are some strategies you use with a struggling teacher in the program? 
Could you give me an example?  
 

10. Is there anything else you feel you could add? 
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APPENDIX D 

Observation Protocol 

1. Was the classroom held in an appropriate place?  

2. Was there enough time allotted to carry out the lesson? 

3. Did the class proceed according to the lesson plan?  

4. Was the class run with fluidly?  

5. Was homework assignments completed prior to the class?  

6. Were other co-teachers actively involved?  

7. Were the student’s opinions and suggestions valued?  

8. Were students engaged in the lesson? If so, describe?  

9.  Was the lesson plan inclusive with differentiated instructional model & well developed?  

10. Was the teacher engaging and interactive with the students? If so, how?  

11. What types of CTE connections were established to real work situations?  

12. Was the lesson making any connections college or career readiness? If so, how many 

times?  

13. Describe the teacher’s knowledge/experience towards the subject matter? 
  
14. Was the teacher engaging all/some/no students to strive towards college or a career?  

 
15. Was there any visual representation to support college and career goal setting?  
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Appendix E 

Criteria For Linked Learning Pathway Quality Review And Continuous Improvement  

A Comprehensive Guide 

Criteria 

1. PATHWAY DESIGN 

The pathway is designed with a structure, governance, and program of study that provides all 
students with opportunities for both postsecondary and career success.   

1.1 Design Structure 

1.1.1 Pathway theme: The pathway represents a broad theme that reflects high expectations for 
all students and teachers and appeals to and engages students, regardless of their prior academic 
achievement. The pathway theme expands, rather than narrows, post-secondary options for all 
students leading to a full range of postsecondary and career opportunities. The theme has been 
thoughtfully selected based on students’ interests as well as other criteria. 

1.1.2 Student learning outcomes: The pathway community of practice has established a 
pathway-specific set of student learning outcomes that describes what students should know and 
be able to do when they complete the pathway program of study. Pathway student learning 
outcomes align with student outcomes articulated by the district (e.g., graduate profile) and by 
the school (e.g., ESLRs). 

1.1.3. Program of study: A 3- or 4-year industry-themed pathway serves as the organizational 
structure for a 4-year high school program of study based on pathway student learning outcomes 
and aligned with district graduation requirements. By design, the program of study embeds the 
UC/CSU a-g subject area requirements and ensures that all students, regardless of their prior 
academic achievement, have access to them. The program of study establishes conditions for 
linking core academics with technical content at each grade level. Courses are sequenced and 
coordinated. 

1.1.4. Student recruitment, selection, and placement: The pathway’s student recruitment and 
selection process is formalized, ensures �that students are aware of all their available options, and 
guarantees open access to students who make informed decisions based on their current interests 
and aspirations after high school. Through the recruitment process, counselors, advisors, and 
other pathway staff communicate that they have high expectations for all students, regardless of 
their prior academic achievement. Pathway demographics reflect those of the school and district. 

    
1.2 Governance 

1.2.1. Advisory board with broad representation: A demographically diverse advisory board 
meets regularly to set policies, develop resources, and provide advice on pathway student 
learning outcomes and the pathway’s program of study. 
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2. ENGAGED LEARNING 

In supportive learning communities, students meet technical and academic standards and college 
en- trance requirements through real-world applications, integrated project-problem-based 
instruction, authentic assessments, and work-based learning. 

  
2.1 Standards-Aligned Curriculum 

2.1.1. Academic core: The academic curriculum is rigorous, aligned to state and Common Core 
Standards, and designed to lead to student proficiency on standardized tests as well as on more 
authentic assessment measures. All pathway students—regardless of their back- ground, special 
education or English Language Learner designation/s, or prior academic achievement—have 
access to UC/CSU approved a- g curriculum. 

2.1.2. Technical core: The pathway includes a 3-or4-yearsequenceor cluster of rigorous 
technical coursework that is aligned to state and/or national CTE and industry standards. All 
pathway students, regardless of their prior achievement, have access to all offered UC/CSU a-g–
approved technical core curriculum in the pathway. 

   
  
2.2  College and Career Readiness  

2.2.1. College readiness: The pathway prepares students for success— without remediation—in 
California’s community colleges, universities, apprenticeships, and other postsecondary 
programs. 

2.2.2. Career readiness: Technical courses deliver basic and advanced industry-related 
knowledge and transferable skills. They focus on pre- paring youth for high-skill, high-wage 
employment by using authentic applications that bring learning to life. 

 

2.3  Real-World Relevance  

2.3.1. Real-world relevance: Academic and technical courses deliver rigorous standards-based 
content through authentic, career-related applications. Pathways alter how core academic and 
technical subjects are taught, but they do not lower expectations about what is taught. 

 

2.4  Integrated Curriculum  

2.4.1. Multidisciplinary integrated curriculum: Pathway students participate in 
multidisciplinary projects that integrate rigorous academic and technical course content. 
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2.4.2. Curricular alignment: Teachers collaborate within and across disciplines and grade 
levels to provide students with an outcomes-driven, coordinated, coherent, and relevant 
curriculum. 

 

2.5  Instruction and Assessment  

2.5.1. Project-/Problem-based approach: Pathway teachers use inquiry- based instruction to 
engage students in authentic theme-based experiences that require them to integrate knowledge 
and apply skills from several disciplines. Research-based instructional practice is evident in 
pathway classrooms. 

2.5.2. Authentic assessment: Pathway teachers individually and collaboratively design and use 
a variety of formative and summative assessments to gain an accurate understanding of student 
learning. Assessments include opportunities for students to demonstrate deep content learning 
and the application of skills through authentic products and performances. 

 

2.6 Work-Based Learning (WBL) 

2.6.1. Coordinated, sequenced, and scaled: All pathway students participate in and have access 
to a continuum of high-quality, real-world learning experiences. The sequence culminates in an 
extended, intensive work-related experience that may occur in a workplace, in the community, at 
school, and/or when using virtual technology. 

2.6.2. Connected to coursework: Each WBL experience is aligned to pathway student learning 
outcomes; helps students develop transfer- able, applied workplace skills; and provides 
opportunities for them to apply academic and technical knowledge and skills learned in the 
classroom. 

 

2.7 Personalization and Support Services 

2.7.1. Culture of high expectations and support: All pathway staff individually hold and 
collectively maintain a culture of high expectations and support for all students. Pathway staff 
develop and sustain personalized relationships with all students and foster strong connections 
between students and their peers. The pathway has processes in place for teachers, counselors, 
advisors, other pathway staff, and partners to quickly identify and address students’ academic, 
personal, and social support needs. 

2.7.2. Student motivation and engagement: Individually and collectively, pathway teachers 
consciously and consistently work to connect learning (both in and out of the school setting) with 
students’ interests in order to increase their motivation and engagement. All path- way students 
have regular opportunities to set goals, make decisions, and reflect on learning. 
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2.7.3. Differentiated instruction: All pathway teachers routinely design instruction that reflects 
the diversity of student interests, strengths, and ways of learning. They design learning activities 
to challenge all pathway students and use a variety of methods to teach and assess learning. 

2.7.4. Academic interventions: The pathway community of practice works together to quickly 
identify students who are in need of additional support and/or remediation and uses a variety of 
timely interventions to ensure that all pathway students achieve pathway learning out- comes. 
These can include a variety of proactive interventions and acceleration strategies to meet 
individual student needs. 

2.7.5. Guidance and counseling: The pathway has a designated counselor and/or a system of 
guidance and advisement. The counselor and/or advisors know pathway students well and are 
familiar with the unique characteristics of the pathway program, thus enabling them to sup- port 
the success of all pathway students. 

2.7.6. College and career planning: Each pathway student has a multi-year college and career 
success plan that is informed by a range of college and career planning activities, extends 
through high school, and guides decisions about postsecondary education, training, and career 
pursuits. 

3. SYSTEM SUPPORT 

District policies and practices provide leadership, support, and resources to establish and sustain 
quality pathways. 

  
3.1 District Policies 

3.1.1. Pathway equity, access, and choice: District, school, and pathway policies and 
procedures support pathway development, implementation, and sustainability. Policies and 
procedures allow students to select pathway options based on their current interests and future 
aspirations; ensure equity in the placement of students in pathways; and ensure that lack of 
transportation does not exclude students from participating in the pathway of their choice. 

3.1.2. Recruitment and hiring practices: District, school, and pathway policies and practices 
support the recruitment, selection, and retention of pathway teachers who possess the unique 
skills to support the pathway approach and reflect the demographics of the pathway, school, and 
district. District policies recognize the need for stability among pathway staff in order to support 
ongoing pathway improvement, fidelity, and sustainability. 

3.1.3. Accountability and autonomy: The district has achieved a healthy balance between 
pathway autonomy and accountability that values both as necessary to improve student learning 
outcomes. District policies and practices hold the pathway accountable for improving student 
outcomes and give the school and pathway the autonomy to determine how best to attain these 
outcomes. 
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3.2 Leadership 

3.2.1. Support from school board and superintendent: The district board of education and 
superintendent are strong proponents of the path- way approach, publicly endorse it, offer active 
support, and align re- sources and procedures to promote the quality and sustainability of 
pathways. 

3.2.2. Support from site leadership: The high school principal and other administrators 
publicly advocate for the pathway and are actively involved in its funding, facilities, staffing, 
scheduling, partner recruitment, and other forms of support. Site leaders demonstrate a firm 
understanding of, vision for, and commitment to pathways and their potential to improve 
student-learning outcomes. 

 
3.3 Professional Development 

3.3.1. Teacher professional development: Site and district administrators and/or the pathway 
community of practice provide or coordinate on- going training for pathway teachers. 

3.4 Qualified Staff 

3.4.1. Skilled teachers: A pathway’s success rests on high-quality teaching and collaboration 
among an interdisciplinary team of academic and technical teachers. Site principals and district 
leaders hire, assign, and provide ongoing professional growth opportunities for pathway teachers 
who are willing, skilled, and highly qualified. 

3.4.2. Pathway leadership: District and site administrators support the se- lection and further 
development of pathway leaders who inspire and guide the pathway community of practice in 
improving pathway quality and student success. Release time is provided for this role. 

3.5 Partnerships 

3.5.1. Active employer and community partnerships: The pathway has strong partnerships 
with local employers, community groups, and individuals. Both through the advisory board and 
other interactions, there is evidence of a healthy partnership between the pathway/high school 
and its host community. 

 

4. DATA AND IMPACT 

A systemic and systematic evaluation process documents the pathway’s impact on high school 
achievement and postsecondary success and drives the pathway’s continuous improvement 
plans. 

 
4.1 Student Data 



	
	
 

	

119 
	

4.1.1. Data collection: The pathway and/or district regularly collect and accurately report 
pathway students’ demographic and performance data. 

4.1.2. Use of data: The pathway community of practice regularly analyzes individual student as 
well as disaggregated and aggregate pathway data and compares data on student performance 
across the school, district, and state. Pathway staff use data regularly to inform instructional 
practice and curricular decisions, improve pathway student learning outcomes, make 
programmatic decisions, and support students’ academic success. 

4.2 Pathway Evaluation 

4.2.1. Evidence of impact: Data analysis shows that the pathway retains participating students, 
demonstrates improvement in student performance, and eliminates opportunity and achievement 
gaps. 

 
4.2.2. Periodic review and improvement plan: Pathway staff and the advisory board regularly 
review data and other indicators to assess students’ progress toward achieving the pathway’s 
learning out- comes. These periodic reviews result in the development of an improvement plan 
and action items that are based on the pathway’s data and the recommendations contained in its 
certification Final Re- port (if one already exists) and reflect the pathway’s underlying mission 
and goals. 

4.2.3. Postsecondary tracking: Pathway staff conduct a formal follow-up of students for 
multiple years after high school graduation and use these data to develop a plan for continuous 
improvement of the pathway and student learning outcomes. There is some mechanism in place 
to track a significant and representative sample of pathway students in order to determine their 
enrollment and success in postsecondary education and careers. 
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Appendix F 
Behaviors of Learning & Teaching Continuum 

COLLABORATIVE  
Students	can	be	seen... 

 
Work With Others 

§ Regularly	working	with	industry	and	postsecondary	partners	as	learning	resources	and	
project	clients.	§ Practicing	teamwork	skills	in	a	variety	of	collaborative	teams	and	
settings.	§ Using	industry-specific	norms,	strategies	and	technology	tools	to	make	their	
teamwork	efficient	and	effective. 

STUDENT-DIRECTED 
 
Students	can	be	seen... 

 

 
Work Students Lead 

§ Designing	their	interdisciplinary	learning	experiences	and	organizing,	revising,	and	self-
monitoring	a	learning	plan.	§ Learning	through	an	inquiry-based	approach	where	their	
questions,	choices,	insights,	and	solutions	lead	the	way.	§ Pursuing	learning	through	
feedback,	reflection,	revision,	and	defense	of	work. 

OUTCOME-FOCUSED 
 
Students	can	be	seen... 

 

 
Work With a Goal 

§ Creating,	using,	seeking	feedback	on,	and	revising	plans	for	project	work	and	for	their	
college	and	career	goals.	§ Explaining	how	their	daily	work	helps	them	master	project,	
course,	and	pathway	outcomes.	§ Completing	complex	tasks	and	persevering	when	facing	
learning	challenges. 
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RELEVANT 
 
Students	can	be	seen... 

 

 
Work That Matters 

§ Engaging	in	projects	of	personal	interest	that	are	authentic	to	an	industry	sector	and	
matter	to	external	clients.	§ Using	state-of-the-art,	industry-specific	technologies	to	
produce	work	that	reflects	standards	of	the	workplace.	§ Participating	in	a	developmental	
sequence	of	work-based	learning	experiences. 

 RIGOROUS   
 
Students	can	be	seen...  

 
Work That Challenges 

§ Engaging	in	deep	critical	thinking	using	challenging	material	and	industry-specific	
problem-solving	tools.	§ Designing	and	publicly	defending	high-quality	project	
solutions.	§ Articulating	how	they	are	mastering	the	Common	Core	State	Standards	and	
other	pathway	outcomes. 

INTEGRATED 
 
Students	can	be	seen... 

 

  
Work That Connects 

§ Intentionally	using	concepts	and	skills	from	pathway	theme	courses	in	core	academic	
courses—and	vice	versa.	§ Making	connections	across	core	academic	and	career	technical	
subjects	in	theme-based	interdisciplinary	projects.	§ Engaging	in	work-based	learning	
experiences	that	link	directly	with	core	academic	and	career	technical	courses. 

 
  
 


