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This report is based on a site visit to Construction Careers Center Charter High School on May 13, 2009 for the purpose of validating the application of the school into Schools That Can, a national network of unaffiliated safe, high achieving inner city serving a largely poor minority population of students. The Schools That Can  (STC ) network aspires to celebrate and promote the accomplishments of successful independent and charter schools by providing a system of support to help them survive and thrive and  serve even more students with their model.
 
Construction Careers Center Charter High School located at 1224 Grafton, St. Louis, MO, has been identified in an initial vetting process as an innovative high school.  It provides students with a high quality education that will assist them in accessing opportunities for multiple career options within the local construction industry or post-secondary educational experiences in community or four year colleges. The school has asked to be included in STC’s national network. This report completes the validation process by reviewing the school’s educational program and the outcomes that result. 

The STC validation process has two steps. First, a likely school is identified and initially vetted by Schools That Can representatives. Then a site visit is made by a educational consultant and a report on the school is submitted to the Board of STC. The validation process is consistent for each school subject to variations in teachers’ and schools’ schedule.  Typically, the process includes the following steps:

1. Each site visit typically lasts a school day, or close to that amount of time. Depending upon scheduling considerations, the visit begins with a brief meeting with the school administrator, who provides the visitor with the schedule for the day as well as any published or printed information about the school. Time is allotted to interview teachers individually, although because of time constraints teachers are occasionally interviewed in small groups.  Often but not always, a sample of curriculum materials is collected.  Students are interviewed during the visit to obtain information about their satisfaction with the program. 

2. An exit interview is usually held with the school leader at the end of the day to provide him/her with a brief and general overview of the results.

3. Academic performance data for the schools are then downloaded from the city or State website. Comparable data for neighboring schools, the entire city, and the state are also downloaded for comparison purposes.

4. Information from the classroom observations, interviews and academic performance are then analyzed and a report is produced.

The site visit for Construction Careers Center was conducted May 13, 2009.  Four members of the St. Louis Public Schools Administration participated in the interviewing and exit interview process. The following report provides results of observations, administrators, and teachers, and a review and analysis of academic achievement data to support the inclusion of Construction Careers Center Charter High School in the STC network.

Construction Careers Center

Charter High School

1224 Grafton 

St. Louis, Missouri 63104

Located in a rapidly developing commercial and residential neighborhood in the City of St. Louis (MO) Construction Careers Center Charter High School is a unique educational program that prepares 9th -12th grade urban minority students for a range of career opportunities in the construction industry or post secondary educational settings. Career options in the construction industry include architects, project mangers, engineer and traditional industry trades.

 Construction Careers Center (CCC) creates an environment for learning that supports its students as they seek to enter the work place in ways that are meaningful and productive for them and the greater society.  The school helps students achieve the level of academic competency (reading, writing, and mathematical problem solving) required by the state’s trade organizations for entry into the construction industry. It also helps students acquire the social skills and dispositions necessary to successfully compete in the market place. Its themed approach to education makes more transparent the transition between “being in high school” and “being a tradesman.” It has created for its graduates, who previously had fewer opportunities to learn, new pathways from high school to high skilled and decent paying jobs.

Overview and History
CCC is the result of a visionary partnership between industry, trade associations, labor, education, philanthropy, and government dedicated to increasing the diversity of the construction work force in St. Louis, MO.  Recognizing that many minority students were not able to pass the basic skills test necessary for entry into the building trades, the Associated General Contractors of Greater St. Louis (AGC), which represents over 400 area construction companies, established CCC as a charter high school in 2000 dedicated to recruiting and preparing minority students for skilled jobs in the growing St. Louis construction community.  They envisioned the school as a vehicle for the aspirations of minority youth; it would offer a more supportive and relevant curriculum and provide connections to local job networks. AGC wrote the charter application for the school, petitioned the state legislature for its acceptance, and readied the school to open its doors in the fall of 2001.  Its members still play and active role in support and governance of CCC.

School Mission


The school’s mission is to prepare high school students for the future by providing an excellent foundation in academics, broad exposure to the construction industry, and relevant vocational educational preparation.  To achieve its mission, CCC’s Board of Directors and educational administrative team and teachers work collaboratively to (1) recruit students, (2) provide a strong academic program, and (3) mentor students as they develop discipline-specific knowledge, skills, and sensibilities necessary to transition into a meaningful career. 
The Board of Directors has seven members, a majority of whom are members of AGC.  The AGC majority provides consistent and coherent governance for the operation of the school and provides counsel on academic issues and concerns.  The Board oversees the maintenance of the physical plant and is responsible for the school’s impressive fund raising.  

Guiding the day-to-day operations of the school are the principal, Gina Washington; Dr. Aaron Butler, Vice Principal for Curriculum and Instruction; Gregory Wilson, Vice President for Student Services. All CCC teachers are certified or seeking certification through Teach for America. Teachers collaborate to connect academic subject matter and skills with project based learning activities around construction skills thus increasing the likelihood of students’ school success.  In addition, the staff is mindful of the developmental needs of their adolescent students and provides a strong relationship based environment and mentoring so students can become aware of a range of opportunities available to them and understand the corresponding responsibilities.  

Site 

CCC is located in the heart of the inner city of St. Louis.  It is housed in a former middle school building purchased from the St. Louis Public Schools.  AGC renovated its 60,000 square feet specifically to create an appropriate high school environment including a separate shop building where construction skills are learned in an intentionally sequenced manner. Students are involved in projects that enhance the school environment including constructing a running track, wooden deck, and picnic tables which dot the campus lawn.  The land surrounding the school is limited; however, partnerships with the YMCA and Boys and Girls Clubs have been established to provide access to a gymnasium and athletic fields so that students may engage in citywide sports activities.  Limited financial resources have hampered the school’s ability to create science classrooms with laboratories. 

  Students 

CCC serves an economically disadvantaged population of students from all parts of St. Louis. Less than 5% of the students are residents of the immediate school neighborhood; most travel via public transportation to participate in the school’s program.  Recent cut backs in service by the St. Louis transit have impacted the ease with which students can transverse the city in a timely fashion making tardiness for the early morning start an issue for some students.  

The school opened its doors in the fall of 2001 to 100 freshmen and added a new class each year. Currently 380 students are enrolled; 90% of whom receive free and reduced lunch. The student population is 98% African American and 68 % of the students are male. Eleven percent of students have identified special needs and more than 75% of the students scored at Basic or Below Basic on Missouri Achievement Tests when they entered the school. 100% of the students need to accomplish the developmental tasks of all adolescents; they need to develop a sense of responsibility and the capacity to think and problem-solve. They need to be active and resourceful and they need to pay attention to the requirements of specific contexts. CCC is striving to be a place where students engage and are motivated to learn and to plan for their future. To date the school has graduated 185 students 93% of whom are employed in the construction business or continuing their education in community colleges, the military,  and four-year degree programs.


Students are recruited to CCC by word of mouth, visits to potential “feeder schools,” letters to 8th graders attending St. Louis Public Schools, and outreach to religious organizations and parochial schools in the greater St. Louis community. CCC is engaged in an active campaign to enroll more students and is particularly interested in identifying other ethnic minorities who could benefit from the school’s high school to trade emphasis.  Alumni and current students who speak well of their CCC experience are involved in the recruitment campaign. 

Academic Program
The academic program at CCC is a serious one. To achieve its goals—to provide rigorous learning experiences so that students acquire the academic competencies needed to pass the entry tests for the trades and to prepare students to attain the “tools of the construction trade” the school operates a 200-day school year–about 30 days more than most public schools. The mandatory fifth term, which operates from late May until early July, offers incoming freshmen a chance to get acquainted with the school and receive support in basic academic skills. Sophomores, juniors, and seniors have extended time to master academic competencies and take elective classes. As one might imagine, students express positive and negative feelings about the fifth term—many appreciate the possibility to become familiar with high school on an “early start” basis. They value the opportunity to know the expectations of the program and to understand the full range of supports that CCC offers.  Others bristle at the fact that it is mandatory and that they miss the opportunity for an extended summer vacation. 

CCC has developed a strong curriculum framework that addresses some of the Missouri high school standards as well as concepts and work skills necessary for success work in construction industries. Classes are taught in a block schedule format-2 hours a class- which enables teachers to have more time to build relationships and facilitate meaningful learning activities. Since classes meet less frequently on the block schedule, absences from class have more cost to students. 

The school utilizes the Missouri Assessment Program standardized test and the WorkKeys Assessment of reading for information and applied mathematics to assess student achievement. To the extent possible, learning activities are designed to help students meet the assessment targets. CCC students have consistently out performed other St. Louis Schools on the MAP. A majority of the students score the two highest tiers.  Since Missouri does not assess students on the same topic area year after year, it is difficult to use these tools to show sustained academic growth in each discipline.  In the spring of 2009, the school instituted End of the Course (EOC) exams in Algebra I and English II and in 2010, EOC exams will be given in Geometry, Algebra II and English I. These assessments will provide data to track student learning over time. 

The construction courses are taught simultaneously with traditional academic ones. Freshmen are introduced to the variety of construction career pathways they may pursue-carpentry, plumbing, electrical. They learn basic safety programs and acquire dispositions appropriate for a work environment. In their second year, students take design, drafting, and engineering. At the present time, third year students focus primarily on the carpentry trade.  The school leadership is aware that this concentration may be too narrow to address the interests of all students and could be contributing to the decline in enrollment at the junior year that is emerging.  They are planning additional program options to alleviate the problem. Seniors concentrate on work force readiness and most of their classes are centered on their apprenticeship with community contractors.  

CCC considers improving student academic performance and closing the achievement gap as its top challenge. To this end, it has identified three target goals: to create a positive learning climate, to have more varied and student centered instructional strategies, and to improve student engagement.  Theses categories are consistent with those suggested in the school improvement research published over the last decade for all students, but particularly those who are at risk of school success because of poverty and other life circumstance (Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 2007).  Many of CCC’s students have inadequate preparation for higher-level reading, writing, mathematical problem solving, and scientific reasoning.  This situation needs remediation because decent jobs of the future will require a solid, substantive education (Halpern, 2009)

Researchers suggest that schools must create a climate that is welcoming and engaging. It must be responsive to students’ developmental needs, concentrate on their assets rather than deficits, and utilize their experiences and backgrounds as resources for learning rather than constraints. CCC is well on its way to achieving this goal.  Students interviewed consider their personal relationships with the administration and faculty to be very strong.  “They really care about us.”  “We have fun in our classrooms and can enjoy learning.” “I have never met teachers who care as much as ours do.” “The teachers really know when we are down and they help us; it is like a family here.” 

And it is.  The vice principal for student services, the dean of students, and the placement coordinator work in tandem to connect with the daily lives of students providing a range of supports from on the spot counseling to vouchers for school uniforms. CCC has an in-school suspension program which is designed to provide guidance and academic support when rule infractions cause regular classroom participation to be denied. In other words, students are not “turned away” from the school.  In a significant way, CCC offers students a school environment where they can make new (and successful) relationships with adults who are committed to helping them succeed academically and to have interpersonal and procedural competencies that prepare them for work opportunities outside their existing networks. 

The challenge CCC faces is to engage students to look inward by helping them acknowledge that learning and self-discipline are necessary for a productive life and accept the responsibility to think, act, and work in ways that will help them pursue careers and be productive citizens.  The school is re-imagining how learning can take place on a more integrated basis.  Currently it strives to help students acquire the basic academic skills in math, science, reading, and writing needed to pass basic workplace competency assessments.  In many instances this goal is accomplished through what might be called “silo” courses in the chemistry, biology, and the physical sciences (without lab opportunities), domain specific math instruction (algebra and geometry), functional literacy and the social sciences such as American Government, and history of the United States and World History. There is a mixture of instructional practices in these courses.  Some are more traditional-knowledge comes from the textbook and teacher. Others are more student centered; i.e., they focus on a range of subject areas issues or themes and are framed by students’ questions, ideas, problem solving, and critical thinking.  

As its first step in re-imagining the teaching/learning process, the faculty is engaged in curriculum mapping—a strategy used by teachers to create a realistic picture of their program and the content and skills they teach.  The map provides a framework to analyze the curriculum content and determine where and when domain specific concepts and/or skills are taught and how they are connected to students’ prior knowledge and experiences, eliminate unnecessary redundancy, and identify gaps in students’ opportunities to learn.  If taken to its logical conclusion, the process may lead to the development of a project based approach to learning that will offer students deeper knowledge and conceptual understanding of the building trades—its importance throughout the history of the world, the science behind materials and procedures utilized in construction, and the mathematical problem solving skills required to lead a productive work group. Functional literacy, reading comprehension, and communication skills will be mastered in service of this learning—through research, data collection and analysis in the sciences and humanities, and presentation of learning in multiple ways- for example reports, video, and computer assisted productions.  Such changes will reduce the reliance on standardized assessments as the major assessment tool and increase students’ opportunities to demonstrate growth in critical thinking and problem solving.  

Another factor that may contribute to student achievement may be to increase the capacity of all teachers to teach reading comprehension strategies (monitoring understanding, making connections, visualizing, inferring, determining importance, synthesizing, and evaluating).  If reading for understanding and meaning became an End of the Course outcome in each subject area student achievement in reading would increase dramatically. 

Adapting an integrated approach to curriculum will also produce more varied instructional strategies a focus that is well underway at CCC at this time. Research suggests that as teachers deemphasize (but not eliminate), the repetitive practice of discrete skills, and increase advanced skills of reasoning, problem solving, comprehension, and composition, they will engage students in academic learning that has meaning and application in their lives both inside and outside of school (Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 2007).  Such actions will decrease the monotony and lack of meaning that many CCC students may have experienced in previous school settings and also connect to the lived experiences of their daily lives.  As part of the school’s well established professional development initiative with Central Missouri University, teachers may continue to focus on developing more varied instructional routines that gradually and explicitly release the responsibly for learning from the teacher to the students.  Regular rofessional development workshops focus on brain based learning activities, performance based evaluations, and data-driven instructional practices.  The interest and engagement of the teaching staff in promoting these changes will result in a lessening of student dependence on the teachers and broaden the range of students’ learning experiences and develop their sense of their own competences with procedures and information. 
CCC also plans to introduce a beginning engineering program – Project Lead the Way, which is a four-year course of study, integrated into the students’ core curriculum. The program combines project-based and problem-based) learning which prepares students to: (1) Solve problems, (2) Participate in and lead a team, (3) speak to a public audience, (4) conduct research, analyze data, and share findings in order to understand real world impacts.  The introduction of this curriculum may help the school recruit a more diverse population and decrease student mobility.  It may also encourage students with broader professional foci in the construction area to enroll and graduate from CCC. A cautionary note I will offer the administration is to examine the new program fully and include it components in the curriculum mapping process so that it is well integrated into the full CCC learning options. Given adolescences’ uneven patterns of development in all area-cognitive, physical, social, and emotional, the school should take the responsibility of making explicit the knowledge, skills and progression into various programs and providing multiple pathways and time sequences for students to engage in the program opportunities.  If this does not occur, the school may run the risk of limiting the learning options available to all students. If as a result of the infusion of new courses and the curriculum mapping process, the school develops a fully integrated project-based approach to learning concepts and skills (academic and trade related) students will experience a cohesive and coherent education.  They will eventually internalize this approach to learning and uses it to acquire knowledge and solve problems through out their lives. Achieving this requires that the school staff must continue to carefully monitor and support students’ learning progress so that encouragement and “push” for high expectations may be applied adeptly. 

Mentor Relationships


CCC recognizes the value of mentor relationships – students with strong mentor relationships do better in school and are less likely to engage in self-destructive behaviors; they feel more positive about the future and have high personal expectations (Halpern, 2009).  Mentors provide CCC students with a new type of adult relationship. Often mentors provide valuable information and support for students learning to acquire the skills of goal setting, planning, and persisting.  AGC, Big Brothers and Big Sisters of Eastern Missouri are mentors for CCC senior students. Additionally, ACE Mentor Programs of St. Louis works with a team of 20 CCC students (and students from a neighboring school) to complete a mock design project that introduces them to the careers, industry vocabulary, and various roles companies play in the construction industry.  The design teams meet through out the year and relationships with the team’s mentors often continue after the program ends and result in scholarship opportunities and employment. 

The school and board of directors are recruiting other organizations to fill mentor roles so that all students will have this special relationship.
Parent Involvement


CCC is very conscious of the importance of parent involvement. Families participate in the interview process when students apply to the school. They are eligible for participation in the Parent /Teacher/ Student Organization and are invited to join by a written communiqué.  About 5% of the parents make the commitment to become members of the parent organization and through this venue, assist with school events such as chaperoning student dances and providing gifts for special events. Parents attend Honor Roll Celebrations and demonstrate their interest and support for student achievement at the annual Student Showcase of Construction work. Parents can receive news updates from CCC through an automated voice system but even more important, teachers contact parents to share positive news about their child and his activities in the school community. This action is extremely important in fostering positive home school relationships.

Families are aware of the school discipline code and when a serious infraction occurs they are invited to the school to explore options to help their child get back on track.  The parents of juniors and seniors attend grade level meetings to learn specific information about their child’s academic growth and options that are available for work in the trades or post secondary schooling. 


Currently, the school does not provide learning activities for parents such as adult literacy training, computer training, job training, or parental advising.  As the school expands and develops, the leadership team may wish to consider more opportunities for parents to learn more about the growth and development of their children and understand more how CCC responds so effectively and appropriately to its students. Often parents, believing that teenagers are “out the door,” are surprised to realize the strong influence research shows that they too have on their teenagers. The school can support families by providing specific information about developmental tasks of teenagers and offering parents effective strategies for communication.  Too they can provide concrete and accessible information about the curriculum and activities that support character development at school so that school ideals of respect, responsibility and safety are reinforced at home as well as at school. Video clips of classroom discussions and students working on projects may foster more responsive feedback from families and a strengthening of home school connections. 

Summary


The Construction Careers Center Charter School has been recognized with several rewards for its innovative approach to solving the work place dilemma of diversity in the construction industry.  They are well deserved. It has graduated 185 students, 93% of whom are employed, continuing their education or have joined the military.  It has created a leadership team designed to improve student academic performance by new and innovative program initiatives and support for students’ personal concerns.  It has the ongoing hands on support and commitment of the Associated General Contractors of St. Louis.  It has fulfilled a community need by providing a positive and meaningful learning environment with an affirming vision of the future for high school students, many of whom have been poorly served by traditional public schools.  CCC is poised to make a great impact on the city of St. Louis and the educational community in the United States who are struggling to determine the optimal way to provide solid educational experiences and meaningful apprenticeship learning opportunities. 


As the school embarks on its future plans I recommend that they study the recent publication The Means To Grow Up: Reinventing Apprenticeship as a developmental support in Adolescence by Robert Halpern.  This text will affirm the positive steps CCC has taken to implement its vision for education and offer suggestions that may be helpful as the organization moves forward.  


CCC meets the qualifications for membership in Schools That Can and the school will be a strong catalyst and support to other high school sites that choose to follow its vision to help poor and minority youth get a start.   

Respectfully submitted by:

Patricia D. Horsch, Ph.D.
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