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prepared for college.  This graph shows that of the students who did and did not 

participate in college preparation programs, 65% of the total number of students 

completing the survey felt as though they were prepared for college. 

 

Question 5: What could have made your first year as a college student better?  

This question was an open-ended question and provided students with the opportunity to 

express their perceptions of what could have made their first year as a college student 

better.  The responses to this question were very diverse.  A theme was documented by 

researchers that followed many of the students who did not participate in college 

preparation programs.  Their answers were surrounded by missing out on the opportunity 

to participate in college preparation programs.  Some stated that such programs were 

offered at their schools but were not highly advertised or made accessible.  Those same 

students expressed that such programs could have made their transition a little easier by 

knowing what to expect. 
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         Students who did participate in college preparation programs stated reasons 

unrelated to prep programs.  They mentioned reasons such as being more financially 

prepared and a host of other things unrelated to participating in college prep programs. 

Question 6: If you have participated in a preparation program, rate your 

experience on a scale of 1-5 (one being the lowest)?  Ninety-two percent of the students 

that answered this question gave a rating of 5 which was the highest rating. Eight percent 

gave a rating of a 4 which was the next highest rating. Twelve students responded with a 

5 and 1 student responded with a 4.  Thus, the question did not apply to students who had 

not participated in college preparation programs, and they responded to this question with 

an “NA.”  Data from this graph shows that students who participated in college 

preparation programs had relatively good experiences with their programs. 

 

  Question 7:  If you have not participated in a preparation program, would you 

have liked to participate if given the opportunity in high school?  This question was 
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asked for students who had not participated in college preparation programs.  Students 

who did participate in programs responded with a “NA.”  The overall collective answer 

collected from the survey showed that of the seven students who did not participate in 

prep programs, all of the seven students answered that if given the opportunity to go back 

they would definitely participate in college preparation programs. Student 4 responded 

that after reading through materials about these programs he could list out different areas 

of his experience as a first-year college student that could have been better if he had the 

opportunity to participate in one of these programs. Responses from Question 7 showed 

that students who did not participate in college preparation programs favored the 

programs, and if they had been given the knowledge surrounding the purpose and 

mission of the programs that would have participated. 

Question 8:  On a scale of 1-5 (1 being the lowest) how familiar were you with 

the expectations of college courses, explain?  This question was a dual response question 

and students had the chance to answer with a rating and also an explanation.  Responses 

from this question showed that the majority of the students who responded that they 

previously participated in a college preparation program answered with the highest 

ratings of 4 and 5, stating that they were familiar with the expectation of college courses.  

Responses also showed that students who had not participated in prep programs 

responded with answers ranging from ratings 3-1. Regarding explanations, Student 5 who 

had not participated in any prep programs stated “in high school, our teachers would 

assign us papers to write in certain formats and would grade pretty tough, but even still 

those papers weren’t nowhere near the caliber of paper that I have to write for my 

freshman English class.” Student 6 explained, “I was pretty prepared and ready for my 
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college courses because I took courses my junior and senior year of high school. I think 

the courses that I took junior year were mock courses though, I can’t remember. Those 

courses did prepare me for what to expect freshman year.” 

 

Question 9:  On a scale of 1-5 (1 being the lowest), do you feel that college 

preparation programs are beneficial for high school students, explain?  Question 9 was 

the last question on the survey and was also a dual answer question.  Students had the 

opportunity to give a rating and also an explanation.  Responses from this question 

showed that out of all 20 students that completed this survey, every single student gave 

favorable answers.  All responses showed a rating of 5 showing that students do feel as 

though college preparation programs are beneficial for high school students.  

Explanations on the surveys from students who participated in college preparation 

programs all followed a common tune.  They all expressed appreciation and gratitude for 
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workers.  These workers only responded to the midpoint to lower survey scale, 

“Moderately Well,” “Slightly Well,” and “Not Well at All,” 57% of the time.  That was 

much more favorable than the 84% of the zero-to-two-year demographic or the 75% for 

the three to five year as well as the six to eight year or the 100% of the nine to 10 year 

and the 77% of the more than 20-year groups.  The other research questions do not 

explain the difference in results between the demographic.    Answering that question 

would merit additional research.  Yet overall, 79% responded that high school prepared 

them moderately well, slightly well, or not well it is clear that current workers do not 

believe high school prepared them for success. 

Table 4.15 

 

Phase I survey Responses, the Effectiveness of Their High School Education, Based on 

High School Completion. 

Completed H.S. Extremely 

Well 

 

Very 

Well 

Moderately 

Well 

 

Slightly 

Well 

 

Not Well 

at All 

No - 1 (14%) - 1 (14%) 5 (71%) 

Yes, GED 1 (4%) 1 (1%) 10 (42%) 4 (17%) 8 (33%) 

Yes, Graduated 11 (8%) 22 (17%) 41(31%) 29 (22%) 29 (22%) 

Total Response 162 12 (7%) 24 (15%) 50 (31%) 34 (21%) 42 (26%) 

 

While 78% of the survey takers who answered the question of their high school 

completion status, responded that their high school experience prepared them 
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“Moderately Well,” “Slightly Well,” or “Not Well at All,” of those who completed their 

high school with a GED was most interesting.  Ninety-eight percent of those who 

completed high school with a GED said their high school experience prepared them 

“Moderately Well,” “Slightly Well,” or “Not Well at All.’  There were a small number of 

responses, seven in total, who did not complete high school.  Yet the overall response to 

the question was significant enough at 4% of the responses to the question for an overall 

determinate.  Breaking down that sample of seven creates too small of samples to draw 

any further reliable conclusions.  With 78% of the overall responses being “Moderately 

Well” or less, workers surveyed viewed their high school preparedness for their current 

career less than favorable.  Clearly, most of the workers surveyed do not think their high 

school education helped them prepare for success in this field. 

Table 4.16  

Phase I survey responses’, the effectiveness of their high school education, by state. 

Location 

Finished HS 

Extremely 

Well 

Very Well Moderately 

Well 

Slightly 

Well 

Not Well 

at All 

Illinois 4 (6%) 10 (15%) 21 (31%) 15 (22%) 18 (27%) 

Missouri 3 (6%) 6 (12%) 17 (35%) 10 (20%) 13 (27%) 

Wisconsin 2 (20%) 3 (30%) 3 (30%) - 2 (20%) 

Total 

Responses 127 

9 (7%) 19 (15%) 41 (32%) 25 (20%) 33 (26%) 
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The clear majority of the survey responses from both Illinois, 80%, and Missouri, 

82%, felt that their high school prepared themselves for success only “Moderately Well,” 

“Slightly Well,” or “Not Well at All.”  That is in contrast with the results from 

Wisconsin, which was only 50% for the same responses.  It is interesting to note that of 

the only three states with survey responses that were in the double digits, two of those 

states’ demographics so closely aligned resulting in the third states’ results really stand 

out.  Future research should put an emphasis on acquiring larger data sets from more 

comparable states to better compare outcomes between an even larger number of states. 

Table 4.17 

 

Phase I survey responses’, the effectiveness of their high school education, by generation. 

 

Generation Extremely 

Well 

Very 

Well 

Moderately 

Well 

Slightly 

Well 

Not Well 

at All 

Gen Z, iGen, or 

Centennials 

Born 

1996 – present 

 

- 

 

6 (24%) 

 

6 (24%) 

 

6 (24%) 

 

7 (28%) 

Millennials or Gen Y 

1977 – 1995 

5 (6%) 9 (11%) 24 (30%) 19 (24%) 22 (28%) 

Generation X 

1965- 1976 

1 (3%) 5 (16%) 12 (38%) 5 (16%) 9 (28%) 

Baby Boomers 

1946 – 1964 

4 (17%) 3 (13%) 9 (39%) 3 (13%) 4 (17%) 

Traditionalists or 

Silent Generation 

Born 1945 or before 

  

- 

  

- 

  

- 

  

- 

  

- 

Total responses 159 10 (6%) 23 (15%) 51 (32%) 33 (21%) 42 (26%) 
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More Millennials, or Gen Y, workers answered this question than any other 

generation, with 79 of 159 or 50% of the survey responses to this question where ages 

were also provided.  That was followed by Generation X with 32 of 159, 20%, of the 

responses.  Both the Millennial and Generation X rated their high school experience as 

preparing them “Extremely Well” or “Very Well” 17% and 19%, respectively for the 

careers in construction.  That contrasts with Gen Z and Baby Boomer generations, 24 % 

and 30%, responses to the same question.  It is an interesting anomaly to note, but this 

author is not sure the results are significantly important. 

The next one of the questions taken up from the principal charge of the survey 

was: 

• determine if new entrances to the construction field, more recent high school 

graduates, are better or worse prepared for success. 

By first asking the survey respondents to assess their high school educations, with 

respect to how well it prepared them for success in their careers in the construction 

industry, we provided not only an opportunity to learn about their high school education, 

but the question also created a benchmark for them to compare other responses 

too.  Having just thought about their high school experience, that gave them a point of 

reference to compare the question of “Do you feel that the workers entering the 

workforce today have the same skill(s) needed to be successful as you and your 

generation did when you entered the workforce?”  We examined the response to this 

question against basic demographics to not only learn how well people in the 

construction industry feel high schools are preparing future workers for success, but we 

also looked to see if those opinions varied by demographic. 
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The unfiltered response was overwhelming that the current workers believe new 

entrances to the workforce have less of the skills needed to be successful than when they 

had entered the workforce. 

Graph 4.18 

 

Phase I the number of survey question response to: Do you feel that the workers entering 

the workforce today have the same skill(s) needed to be successful as you and your 

generation did when you entered the workforce? Please complete the following sentence 

that best describes your views. 

 

 
 

Many of the workers who answered this question did provide additional 

comments.  Those comments are found in Appendix H.  This was the second most 

popular question commented on.  Two of those comments include “A lot of newer people  
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coming into my workforce stand around to be told what to do instead of asking or know 

from the previous day,” and “They are lacking discipline, Focus, Problem-solving skills, 

lack communication skills, lack understanding, discretion, and discernment.” 

This question was examined across several different demographics to determine 

what, if any, patterns emerged.  Once again looking at the responses to this question by 

sorting and tabulating the responses against different standard demographics.  The total 

for the different cross-tabulations varies due to the survey not requiring respondents to 

answer every question.  For example, the number of responses to the question about the 

skills of current entrances into the workforce will remain the same, but the outcome may 

differ if demographic questions are not answered, such as race or gender. 
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Table 4.19 

Phase I survey responses’, does the new workforce have the same skills you had, by race. 

Do you feel that the workers entering the 

workforce today have the same skill(s) needed to be successful as you and your 

generation did when you entered the workforce? 

Race A great 

deal 

more 

skills 

Some 

additional 

skills 

Have the 

same 

skills I 

had 

Fewer 

skills 

Substantially 

fewer skills 

No race given 
   

1 (100%) 
 

American 

Indian or 

Alaska Native 

1 (50%) 
   

1 (50%) 

Asian 1 (100%) 
    

Black or 

African 

American 

1 (25%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 
 

Native 

Hawaiian or 

another Pacific 

Islander  

 
1 (100%) 

   

Other 1 (100%) 
    

Two or More 

Races 

   
1 (50%) 1 (50%) 

White 9 (7%) 23 (18%) 34 (26%) 45 (34%) 20 (15%) 

Totals  143 13 (9%) 25 (18%) 35 (25%) 48 (34%) 22 (15%) 
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The low number of responses from non-White workers to both this question, as 

well as the question of what race they identify as, rendered making any assumptions that 

would normally be drawn mute.  The question of whether there are any differences in 

responses to this question due to race is unanswerable and merits further study. 

Table 4.20 

Phase I survey responses’, the effectiveness of their high school education, by race 

comparing White male responses to all other responses.   

How well do you feel your high school education  

prepared you to be successful in your career? 

 
Extremely 

Well 

Very 

Well 

Moderately 

Well 

Slightly 

Well 

Not Well 

at All 

White Male 139 7 (5%) 20 (14%) 48 (35%) 29 (21%) 35 (25%) 

Non-White Male 

Responses 22 

4 (18%) 4 (18%) 3 (14%) 5 (23%) 6 (27%) 

Total 161 11 (7%) 24 (15%) 51 (32%) 34 (21%) 41 (26%) 

           

However, when looking at the White male responses versus all of the non-White 

male responses, while the same size of the non-White male is still small it is significant 

enough to draw some comparisons.  The White male responses (139) vs an aggregate of 

non-White male responses (22) found White male responding 81% that high school 

prepared them ‘moderately well’, ‘slightly well’ and ‘not well at all’ versus a 66% by the 

non-White male responses in the same category to the same question.  It is not clear why 

non-White-male workers have a more favorable view of their high school 

experience.  Additional research would be required to answer that question. 

 



BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY SUCCESS 143 

 

Table 4.21 

Phase I survey responses’, does the new workforce have the same skills you had, by 

ethnicity. 

Ethnicity A Great 

Deal More 

Skills 

Some 

Additional 

Skills 

Have the 

Same 

Skills I 

Had 

Fewer 

Skills 

Substantially  

Fewer Skills 

Latinx/Hispanic 2 (20%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 
  

Non-

Latinx/Hispanic 

7 (6%) 23 (20%) 30 (26%) 35 (31%) 20 (17%) 

Total Responses 

119 

9 (8%) 24 (20%) 31 (26%) 35 (29%) 20 (17%) 

 

Only 3.4% of the survey responses answered this question and identified as 

Latinx/Hispanic, slightly down from the 4% who identified as Latinx/Hispanic who took 

the survey.  While the raw number of responses, 4, to this question by Latinx/Hispanic 

workers may seem low, it is representative of the overall responses from workers who 

identified as Latinx/Hispanic in the survey.  It is notable that 100% of the 

Latinx/Hispanic responses felt that new workers coming into the construction industry 

have “A Great Deal Or More Skills,” “Some Additional Skills,” or “The Same Skills” 

that they had when they entered the workforce.  That is in sharp contrast to the 54% of 

the non-Latinx/Hispanic who answered this question the same way.  The small sample 

size calls into question whether a larger sample would produce a different outcome.  This 

question, with these demographics merits further study, but due to the nature of how the 

blind sample was gathered, the outcome, and the stark contrast of these results, this 

author finds them acceptable. 
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Table 4.22 

Phase I survey responses’, does the new workforce have the same skills you had, by 

gender. 

Gender A Great 

Deal More 

Skills 

Some 

Additional 

Skills 

Have the 

Same Skills I 

Had 

Fewer 

Skills 

Substantially 

Fewer Skills 

Female 3 (43%) 
 

3 (43%) 1 (14%) 
 

Male 10 (7%) 25 (18%) 32 (24%) 47 (35%) 22 (16%) 

Total Responses 

143 

13 (9%) 25 (18%) 35 (25%) 48 (34%) 22 (15%) 

 

Females responded that the new entrances to the workforce possess “A Great 

Deal of More Skills,” “Some Additional Skills,” or “Have the Same Skills,” 83% of the 

time to males responding the same way only 49% of the time.  This was a small sample 

size. Yet, 6 of the 7 female construction workers who took the survey, responded 

consistently and that fact cannot be overlooked.  This question with these demographics 

would benefit from a larger study to see if this outcome is replicated with a larger 

sample.  Until then, the outcomes and results of this study speak for themselves. 
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Table 4.23  

Phase I survey responses’, does the new workforce have the same skills you had, by the 

length of time in their career. 

Length of Time 

in the Current 

Career 

A Great 

Deal 

More 

Skills 

Some 

Additional 

Skills 

Have the 

Same 

Skills I 

Had 

Fewer 

Skills 

Substantially 

Fewer Skills 

0 – 2 years 3 (7%) 8 (19%) 19 (44%) 11 (26%) 2 (5%) 

3 – 5 years 4 (13%) 5 (16%) 6 (19%) 13 (42%) 3 (10%) 

6 – 8 years 
 

1 (17%) 
 

4 (67%) 1 (17%) 

9 – 10 years 
 

1 (25%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 

10 – 15 years 2 (22%) 1 (11%) 1 (11%) 2 (22%) 3 (33%) 

15 – 20 years 2 (18%) 1 (9%) 1 (9%) 5 (46%) 2 (18%) 

More than 

20years 

2 (5%) 8 (21%) 7 (18%) 12 (31%) 10 (26%) 

Total Responses 

143 

13 (9%) 25 (18%) 35 (25%) 48 (34%) 22 (15%) 

 

Here we find the overwhelming majority, 89%, of the workers with 0 – 2 years’ 

experience in their current careers responded that they feel new entrances to the 

workforce have “Some Additional Skills,” “The Same Skills,” or “Fewer Skills.”  With 

43, or 30%, of the responses, they also constitute most of the total responses to this 

question.  Contrast that to the 10 – 15 year and the 15 – 20-year groups who responded, 

44% and 64%, respectively with the same answers to the question.  Workers with 6 – 8 

years’ experience responded 84% of the time that they felt new workers possess “Fewer 

Skills” or “Substantially Fewer Skills.” 
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Table 4.24 shows that when we contrast and compare the responses to “Some 

Additional Skills,” “Same Skills,” and “Fewer Skills” by length of time in the workforce, 

except for workers with 10 – 15 years of experience, we see a steady decline in positive 

responses, with only a mild uptick between the last two generations. 

Table 4.24  

Phase I survey responses’, does the new workforce have the same skills you had, by the 

length of time in their career, aggregated responses. 

Do you feel that the workers entering the workforce today  

have the same skill(s) needed to be successful as you and your  

generation did when you entered the workforce?  

Years in the Current 

Career 

Responded: New Workers Possess Some Additional Skills, 

Same Skills, and Fewer Skills 

0 – 2 89% 

3 – 5 77% 

6 – 8 67% 

9 – 10 75% 

10 – 15 44% 

15 – 20 64% 

20+ 70% 

 

Apart from the 10 – 15-year outlier, the other responses to the research questions 

may be a result of time dimming memories of high school.  It may also point to overtime 

skills needed for success in this career field are being offered less and less in high 

schools.  Phase II of the research would try to determine which it is. 
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Table 4.25  

Phase I survey responses’, does the new workforce have the same skills you had, based 

on high school completion. 

Completed High 

School 

A Great 

Deal 

More 

Skills 

Some 

Additional 

Skills 

Have the 

Same 

Skills I 

Had 

Fewer 

Skills 

Substantially 

Fewer  

Skills 

No 1 (20%) 
 

1 (20%) 
 

3 (60%) 

Yes, GED 2 (10%) 3 (14%) 5 (24%) 7 (33%) 4 (19%) 

Yes, Graduated 10 (9%) 22 (19%) 27 (24%) 41 (36%) 15 (13%) 

Total Responses 

141 

13 (9%) 25 (18%) 33 (23%) 48 (34%) 22 (16%) 

 

Other than those who did not graduate from high school, who responded 80% of 

the time that new workers have “Substantially Fewer skills,” the demographics are 

consistent with the aggregate results on this question.   The majority, 57%, of the workers 

responding to this question feel that new workers entering the construction trade possess 

the “Same Skills” or “Fewer Skills” as when the respondents started their career.  Again, 

we are seeing that most of the workers surveyed do not think their high school education 

helped them prepare for success in this field. 
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Table 4.26 

Phase I survey responses’, does the new workforce have the same skills you had, by state. 

Location 

Finished High 

School 

A Great 

Deal 

More 

Skills 

Some 

Additional 

Skills 

Have the 

Same 

Skills I 

Had 

Fewer 

Skills 

Substantially 

Fewer Skills 

Illinois 5 (8%) 10 (15%) 26 (39%) 20 (30%) 5 (8%) 

Missouri 6 (15%) 5 (13%) 5 (13%) 15 (39%) 8 (21%) 

Wisconsin 
 

1 (11%) 1 (11%) 5 (56%) 2 (22%) 

Total Responses 

114 

11 (10%) 16 (14%) 32 (28%) 40 (35%) 15 (13%) 

 

Of 175 survey responses, only three states Illinois, Missouri, and Wisconsin had 

responses in the double digits. Of those three states, the responses to this question totaled 

114.    Wisconsin had 78% of their responses feel that new workers possess “Fewer 

Skills” to “Substantially Fewer Skills.”  That is slightly higher than Missouri, 60%, and 

more than twice as high as Illinois, with 38%. 

Contrast those results to the more favorable new workers comments of “A Great 

Deal Or More Skills” and “Some Additional Skills” that we see from Missouri workers, 

28% of the time.  Illinois followed closely with 23%, and Wisconsin only responded 

favorably 11% of the time. 

From these results, we learn that workers in Illinois are most inclined to have 

more favorable views of new workers entering the construction field, followed by 

workers in Missouri with workers in Wisconsin least likely to see new workers as having 

the skills needed to be successful. 
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Table 4.27 

Phase I survey responses’, does the new workforce have the same skills you had, by 

generations. 

Generation A Great 

Deal More 

Skills 

Some 

Additional 

Skills 

Have the 

Same 

Skills I 

Had 

Fewer 

Skills 

Substantially 

Fewer Skills 

Gen Z, iGen, or 

Centennials 

Born 

1996 – Present 

 

 

1 (4%) 

 

 

6 (24%) 

 

 

10 (40%) 

 

 

6 (24%) 

 

 

2 (8%) 

Millennials or Gen 

Y 

1977 – 1995 

 

7 (11%) 

 

9 (13%) 

 

19 (28%) 

 

22 (33%) 

 

10 (15%) 

Generation X 

1965- 1976 

 

1 (4%) 

 

5 (17%) 

 

4 (14%) 

 

14 (48%) 

 

5 (17%) 

Baby Boomers 

1946 – 1964 

 

2 (11%) 

 

4 (21%) 

 

3 (16%) 

 

5 (26%) 

 

5 (26%) 

Traditionalists or 

Silent Generation 

Born 1945 or 

Before 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

Total Responses 

140 

11 (8%) 24 (17%) 36 (26%) 47 (34%) 22 (16%) 

 

Millennials, or Gen Y, workers answered this question in a higher number than 

any other generation with 67 responses.  The responses from Gen Z, Gen X, and Baby 

Boomers were consistent at 25, 29, and 19, respectively.   Here, we see the younger 

workers, Gen Z, responding 32% of the time that new workers entering the workforce 

have “Fewer Skills” or “Substantially Fewer Skills” than when they did.  That is 

significantly different than the responses from Gen Y, Gen X, and the Baby Boomer 
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generations who responded 48%, 65%, and 52%, respectively.  Gen Z’s deviation from 

the other generation may be attributed to their being the youngest generation in the 

workforce.  Regardless, a clear 50% of all the workers who answered this question, feel 

that new workers are entering the trade with “Fewer Skill” or “Substantially Fewer 

Skills” than they did. 

A follow up to the question ‘Do you feel that the workers entering the workforce 

today have the same skill(s) needed to be successful as you and your generation did when 

you entered the workforce?’.  The follow-up question was asked: ‘What skills do you 

believe the current new members of the workforce are lacking to be successful?  The 

graph below shows the results of that question. 

Graph 4.28 

 

Phase I the number of survey response to question: what skills you believe the current 

new members of the workforce are lacking to be successful. 
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There were 131 responses to the follow-up question.  Of them, 57 responded that 

“More Industrial Arts Skills” are needed, 23 felt that “More People Skills” are needed as 

well, and 23 felt “More Technical Skills” are needed.  An additional 28 responded.  

Appendix I contains comments, suggestions, and recommendations related to these two 

questions.  Examples of those comments are “I believe today’s generation lacks 

Industrial Art Skills and People skills, too much technology isn't always a good thing”, 

and “I think those entering the workforce today have less ambition, most can’t even read 

a tape measure or use a shovel.”   The question ‘what skills do you believe the current 

entry-level workforce lack in order for them to be successful in today’s workforce’ was 

also asked.  Results of that question are in Appendix J and produced results like “This 

country needs more Vocational-Technical Schools. Parents need to be educated about 

industrial arts and the trades. School counselors need to be educated”, and “many of the 

entry-level workers I meet do not possess these basic skills and seem to have no drive or 

motivation to obtain them. They simply want to exist in the workforce and receive a 

paycheck.” 

The third part of the principal charge of this research project was to determine 

what, if anything, high schools can do to better prepare students going into the  
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construction field and be better prepared for success.  To begin to assess that question, 

we included the following question in the survey: 

“Think about how much the skills needed to be successful in your job have 

changed or have not changed over the past 5 - 10 years.   Taking into 

consideration the skills you observe in current entry-level workers, do you 

think workers entering the workforce 5 - 10 years from now will possess the 

skills needed to be successful in your trade?” 

Graph 4.29 

 

Phase I the number of responses to survey question:  Will workers in the future have the 

skills needed to be successful in this trade? 

 
 

Of the 175 responses to the survey 143, 82%, answered this question.  Of those 

responses, 49 said no they would not, 48 responded that yes, they would, while 46 did not 

know.  Two-thirds of the workers who responded to this question do not believe that they 
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are confident that future high school graduates will possess the skills needed to be 

successful in the field of construction.  That does not bode well for the future of this 

industry. 

Next, we asked the workers responding to the survey, what skills future workers 

will need more of.  Their opinions are reflective of their experiences as both workers and 

in many cases trainers of the newer entrants to the workforce. 

Graph 4.30  

Phase I number of responses to the survey question: what skills do you believe the 

current entry-level workforce lacks for them to be successful in today's workforce? 
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The majority, 59, responded that more industrial arts skills or training are 

needed.  Just over half that, 30 responses, felt that additional people skills are 

needed.  Only 6 responded that more screen skills are needed for future workers to be 

successful in this industry. 

Why this is important to the study is that the focus on the study is how well 

construction workers are prepared for success in their chosen fields.  Up to this point, the 

study has focused on how well high schools are preparing students for this career 

field.  During the in-person discussions, several people commented that during their high 

school days, students seeking out industrial arts classes were often seen as trying to avoid 

‘learning.’ implying that the industrial arts courses are easy and only students who 

wanted to escape real classes would take them.  The online survey provided an 

opportunity to ask about post-high school education in their chosen fields. The point was 

to see how they pursued post-high school education and training that was career-specific, 

and how and what they felt about the career training and education. 

One of the reasons this industry was selected for this study was driven by the fact 

that nearly all the different construction skilled trades have some form of an 

apprenticeship program.  In the construction industry, any of those programs are run by 

Joint Apprenticeship and Training Committees (JATCs), which are collaborations 

between labor unions and construction companies.   Most of these apprenticeship 

programs are at little cost to the apprentice workers.  Not all of the construction industry 

is unionized, so apprenticeship programs that are not run by JATCs may have other costs 

associated with them.  Apprentice programs are often referred to as ‘earn as you learn’ 

programs. 
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JATCs apprenticeship programs run by unions and their management 

counterparts are certified by the U.S. Department of Labor.  As such they are industry-

recognized, as opposed to employer-specific certifications.  This provide workers 

industry wide recognized credentials that are portable, even across state lines.  These 

programs are a combination of classroom education and hands-on skills proficiency 

training.  One hundred forty-eight workers responded to this question: the overwhelming 

majority, 126, 85%, responded that this was the training they took.  Only 4%, 6, did not 

with 11%, 16 not recalling. 

Of the 175 survey responses, 158 acknowledged that their career paths had an 

apprenticeship program.  Four percent, 6, did not.  Two, or 1% did not recall.  An 

overwhelming 95%, 150 responses, said that their careers have a training or 

apprenticeship program. 

Of the 146 workers who responded to this question, 94% responded that the 

training/apprenticeship program takes 3 – 5 years to complete.  When you also consider 

that 54% of the respondents have more than five years’ experience in their industry, we 

see that the majority of the survey responses were from people who had completed 

training or apprenticeship programs that were likely 3 – 5 years in length.   Leading us to 

conclude that most of these workers sought out post-secondary education and 

training.  The problems they may have with their high school education did not transfer 

over and prejudice their post-secondary opportunities. 

Phase II:  Interviews’ Outcomes 

A total of twelve individuals were interviewed for this phase of the research.  

Each was contacted by the researcher through the course of his work as a State Specialist 
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in Labor and Workforce Development with the University of Missouri Extension 

Department of Workforce Development and, or his work as the Labor Studies Certificate 

Coordinator with the University of Missouri Saint Louis. Having met the basic criteria 

for the study, being in the construction field, or have been in the construction field, the 

participants were asked if they would be interested in being interviewed for the 

study.  The randomness of these contacts provided a sampling that could not be scripted 

or predicted. 

The individuals surveyed were all male.  One was Latinx, four were African 

Americans, and seven were Caucasian.  They all graduated from High School, between 

1977 and 2012 and have worked in the construction field for between 3 ½ years and 40 

years.  The specifics of what year they graduated and how long they have worked in the 

construction field is as follows: 

Table 4.26 

 

Phase II, subjects by race. 

Gender Number of Interviewees % 

Black 4 33.3 

Latinx 1 8.3 

White 7 58.3 

 

Table 4.27 

Phase II, subjects by year graduated from high school. 

Year of Graduation 

1977, 1985, 1989, 1992, 1994(3), 1996, 1998, 

2000, 2002 and 2012 

The Average Being in 1994, or 26 

Years Ago 
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Table 4.28 

Phase II, subjects by years of experience in the construction field.    

Number of Years in the Construction Field 

3½, 7, 10, 17, 18, 21, 26, 28, 29, 35 and 40 

(one did not answer this question) 

An Average of 21.3 Years of 

Construction Work Experience 

 

Table 4.29 

Phase II, subjects by gender. 

Race Number of Interviewees % 

Male 12 100 

Female  0 0 

 

On the surface, the gender mix, more specifically the lack of gender diversity, 

created by this random sample was less than ideal.  Yet, according to The National 

Association of Women in Construction (NAWIC), in 2018 women made up one and one-

half percent of the construction industry (NAWIC, 2020).  This sample, twelve 

interviews, may have been too small to generate a more diverse gender mix. 

Other than the lack of gender diversity, the random sample provided responses 

that had only a slight, 1.3 years, a higher number of years of construction experience than 

the ideal target of 20 years’ experience. 

There was a slightly older, by six years, average higher age than the targeted 

subjects’ ages.  This was still well within the generational parameters.  The target goal 

for the interviews was workers who had been both out of high school and in the 

construction field for approximately 20 years with a representative social mix. 
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There was not a targeted goal of responses by race. The responses of 58% White, 

33% black, and 8% Latinx was lower than expected for Latinx.  Due to the randomness 

of the sample and the small size of the sample, 12, this outcome was otherwise 

acceptable. 

Taken as a whole, this random sample was very satisfactory for the purposes of 

this study.  Several themes emerged from these discussions. 

Phase II, question “Did High School Prepare you for Success in the Field of 

Construction” 

Only one of the persons interviewed answered this question in the affirmative.  In 

this case, the person took shop classes learning basic tool skills and enough about 

electronics that along with their history and math classes, he was successful in the 

military.  That military experience became the foundation for his success in the 

construction field.  One other respondent did feel that his math and science education 

helped him, but he did not have enough access to industrial arts, or shop classes, to really 

enter the field well prepared.  Another one did mention that the drafting class that he had 

taken in high school assisted him by being able to read construction plans easier when 

first entering the field.   One interviewee summarized their high school experience this 

way, “I got a good high school education.  I learned a lot.  I mean, I feel like I grew up 

pretty well rounded, but they just never prepared me to go to work.”  Another one 

summed their high school experience this way, “Well, to be honest with you, I think, 

high school didn't prepare me at all for what I was going to be doing, but at the same 

time, I really didn't know what I was going to get into.” 
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From the interviews, there was a sense that the interviewees felt that high schools 

could do more to promote careers, like those in construction, that do not require a college 

education.  The majority felt that too much pressure had been put on them to go to 

college and figure out a career afterward instead of going into careers working with their 

hands directly out of high school. 

Phase II, question “What High Schools Are Doing Well” 

After the discussions that resulted from asking the interviewees ‘Did high school 

Prepare you for Success in the Field of Construction’ the interviews did segue into a 

discussion of the positive outcomes from the current high schools, i.e., what are high 

schools getting right with workers leaving high school these days?  The ensuing 

discussion of the positive skills the current entrances to the construction workforce 

possess, along with the earlier question of how well high school had prepared them 

personally, helped to bracket the remaining discussions.  While the first question, 

remembering their high school experience, established a benchmark for comparison. The 

second question, current new workers skills, gave the interviewees the opportunity to 

conclude if high schools are better preparing, or not, today’s students.  This set up the 

discussions of what high schools should be doing differently. 

While a great deal of the information learned from the interviews may appear 

negative or critical of high schools, it is important to note that the tone of the 

conversations was not overwhelmingly condemning of the education system.  Several 

positive attributes that new high school graduates possess were discussed.  Highlights of  
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those comments include “New workers are quick to pick up on the newer tech 

skills/screen skills.”  Other comments can be found in Appendix K.  This was the least 

commented upon the question of those where comments were allowed. 

New workers are better positioned to work the newer more technologically 

advanced equipment on construction projects, which puts them at a distinct advantage 

over the older workers with the newer equipment.  It was felt that they could enhance 

those tech skills by learning how to do the task without the tech so that when the 

equipment stops working, they do not. 

Phase II, recommendation “What High Schools Need to Start Doing or Do 

Differently?” 

The third part of the interview was to talk about the future.  Will those workers 

entering the construction industry in 10 years be better or worse prepared for success in 

this field?  This part of the ensuing discussions did require the interviewees to speculate, 

drawing on their high school experience and their experiences more importantly in 

training and mentoring current new entrances into their chosen fields.  These 

conversations could not take place without looking at what high schools are doing, could 

be doing, or perhaps doing differently.  The general tone of the conversations was not 

critical of the education system but more, if I could change things I would change, it 

would be.  A few of their specific comments from those conversations can be found in 

Appendix L.  An example of which is “They are not prepping you to work, they were 

prepping us for college, in which I did not go because I had to have a job to get by. I 

didn’t know how to fill out insurance papers, w2, w4, and had no knowledge of anything 

work force related,” “There is a need to teach skills for working with older workers.  It is 



BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY SUCCESS 161 

 

not like being in school or dealing with your friends.  Those older workers may come off 

as being gruff but mean well, and there is a lot that can be learned from them if you talk 

with them,” and “There has been a shaming of working in the building trades.  That 

needs to be reversed.” 

One of the attitudes of the interviews that emerged could best be described as, 

educators do not understand the construction industry, how it operates, and the kinds of 

careers and career paths that exist.  Because of that disconnect, the educational system 

does not provide a similar amount of support for industrial arts-based careers as post-

secondary education receives. 

A solid foundation in math is still very important.  It is more important for 

students to be able to function without the need for calculators, computers, and 

smartphones to do the basic things.  Incorporating problem-solving skills into course 

curriculum(s) would also help students develop confidence in their problem-solving 

skills.  Learning the skills needed to work in multi-generational workforces, as opposed 

to just being in class with people their age, would also strongly benefit a student’s ability 

to acclimate to the workforce. 

These generalized discussions of their experience with their high school, the job 

skills possessed by the current entrances to the workforce, and their thoughts on the 

future of work skills were further broken down into more detail.   This area of discussion 

was pivotal to the goals of this research, meriting drilling down into the discussions 

more.  In doing so additional themes emerged from the further scrutiny. 
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Phase II, observation “The Stigma of Working with Your Hands, vs. Everyone 

Needs to Go to College” 

One hundred percent of the interviewees spoke to the fact that there is a negative 

perception of those who work with their hands.  Their common belief is that both 

societies, as well as educators, do not value career tracks that result in students working 

with their hands, ‘getting dirty’, as opposed to careers that require college first.   Most of 

them recall that just a generation ago where students could enter the workforce with high 

school education and be successful. 

This research did not focus on distinguishing between the union and non-union 

workers. Yet, many of the interviewees commented about their having come through 

apprentice training programs.  Training programs like those mentioned are often run by 

labor unions, at little or no cost to the trainees.  Trainees in apprenticeship programs 

work while they learn or as they say, earn as you learn.  The inequity of paying for an 

education, without the promise of a job vs. being paid to learn a skill was not lost in these 

discussions.  Yet it was felt that the social stigma appears to still linger over skill 

trades.  Specific comments from the interviewees summarizing this point are located in 

Appendix M.  A couple of examples of those comments are “When I attended high 

school shop classes were thought to be for dumb kids when in reality, they teach you 

fundamental life skills and common-sense ways to problem solve. There is way too much 

focus on how well someone can take a test and not”, and “They only considered those 

that were going to college would be successful. My career gave me the opportunity to  
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become an instructor, apprenticeship coordinator and now I am the Executive Director of 

the Roofers & Waterproofers Research and Education Trust Fund for our International 

Union in Washington, DC.” 

Whether by intent or by accident, it is felt that high schools are steering all 

students to college as a default.  If you are not interested, or capable of, going to college 

you are looked down upon while in high school.  This adds to or has created the social 

stigma that casts a negative perspective on those individuals who work with their hands. 

Society glorifies scientists and engineers who do the designing of projects but not 

the men and women who build them, maintain them, and make them work. 

High schools could be the change agents in reversing this trend by focusing on the 

positives that come from being a skilled worker. 

Phase II Study Thoughts on the Need for Industrial Arts Programs (Shop Class) 

Three-quarters of the respondents, nine of the twelve people interviewed, talked 

specifically about the need for industrial arts programs, shop classes, in high schools, 

and, or, how to improve those programs where they still exist.  As one of the interviews 

commented, “High school is not typically trade-oriented.”  Real or perceived the 

perception is that industrial arts programs have been cut or eliminated due to budget 

reasons over time.  Additionally, the perception is that not all schools have equal access 

to these more costly programs.  As one interviewee said, “If you’re in the 'hood' they 

don't teach skill trades like construction.  If I am from the country, they teach these things 

there.”  Another commented that “I had no idea what skilled trades were until I met a 

friend when I was 27. If I knew about skilled trades such as a Millwright, I would have 
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never tried college I knew it wasn't for me, but I was pushed to try and I did and I 

dropped out and started working.”  Additional comments are in Appendix N. 

It was felt that too few school systems offer industrial arts classes.  Even when 

there are industrial arts classes offered it was felt that space in them is limited.  In some 

cases, it was felt that where there are programs, they do not go into either enough detail 

and/or do not go into enough, if any, real-life experience, or skills development. 

In conducting these interviews there was an overwhelming sense that high 

schools without industrial arts programs are not able to introduce students to the kinds of 

careers that often would lead them to the construction industry.  Without being exposed 

to these kinds of skills in high school, it was felt that except for having personal 

knowledge of someone in the construction field students would not know about the 

options these kinds of careers provide, including that many times these careers have 

apprenticeship programs that allow workers to earn-as-they-learn. 

Because students do not get exposed to these kinds of skills, careers, in high 

school most of the workers interviewed felt that students are left feeling that their only 

option is to go to college, incurring debt in doing so, with the understanding that it will 

improve their chances of finding meaningful and better-paying employment, but not a 

direct pathway to a job.  One of the interviews noted that “I believe that shop classes are 

needed in high schools, to promote building trades. We must understand that not all kids 

will go to college or can afford to go. Apprentice programs allow them to work in the 

field of their choice, and earn a good wage, with good benefits while attending a 3 to 5-

year program, graduate with no debt.” 
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Phase II, Observations that “Students Need to Learn How to Work Their Way Out 

of Problems” 

Universally, the workers interviewed talked about how students going into the 

construction field need to be better prepared to work their way out of problems.  Most 

often they elaborated that these skills are valuable skills for any profession, not just those 

engaged in the construction industry.  It was felt that too much time was spent on 

computer-based theoretical skills and not enough time on hands-on and real-life 

examples.  Not that computer skills are not important, but that focusing primarily on how 

things should work using a computer model does not prepare future workers for what to 

do when faced with the need to adjust to fit field conditions.  Few workers spend their 

entire lives building only new projects.  Most spend most of their careers putting on 

additions, repairing, and remodeling projects that require a considerable amount of time, 

and skill, to adapt plans to meet field conditions. 

It was felt that high schools more often are spending a disproportionate amount of 

time on computer skills at the expense of hands-on or real-life experiences to prepare 

students for having this education and these skills enhanced, later in college.  This 

assumption that high school educations are providing a foundation for college educators 

to expand upon creates a hole in the skills students takes into the workforce who have not 

gone on to college.  That hole that the workers interviewed talked about came to be 

defined as the skills needed to adapt and work their way out of problems encountered, or 

of their own making. 

A subset of this discussion was the observations made that new workers coming 

into the construction workforce often seem to lack the sense that learning is an ongoing, 
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lifelong endeavor.  It was felt that high schools could do more to provide life skills for 

students that include the understanding that having the education and skills get you in the 

door but that does not mean it is the end of your journey or learning.  Key comments on 

this topic made by the interviewees are found in Appendix O, such as: “If you can't 

problem-solve, it is going to be tough on you to be successful in this field”, “we need 

more bright people; we need people to the problem to solve on the fly”, and “current 

entrances to the trade are not as well prepared.  Newer workers will go to the computer 

(or smartphone) and google a question, then assume it’s correct, instead of talking to a 

person with experience.” 

Regardless of the career path taken it was felt by the interviews that all students 

would benefit from a more comprehensive life skills training program.  Being problem 

solvers, self-starters, even willing to make mistakes, and try again.  While in the 

construction industry mistakes can be costly, even deadly, the fear of failure can damage 

production.  A balance is needed.  That balance is most often achieved through education 

and experience. 

The most successful people in this industry possess the ability to solve 

problems.  That comes from a combination of taught skills and confidence.  It was felt 

that high schools could do a better job of building these skills and the confidence in 

students.  This can be done by incorporating problem-solving skills and personal 

development problems rooted in real life and building problems in the science and math 

classes. 

Another topic that emerged from the conversations around industrial arts classes 

and learning to work through problems was the recurring theme that job skills training is 



BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY SUCCESS 167 

 

missing from the current entrances to the workforce.  Much of these discussions were 

centered around basic skills all workers would benefit from regardless of the industry 

they go into.  These were often spirited conversations with frank, blunt talk about the 

experiences the interviewees are having with the current crop of entrances to the 

workforce.  A great deal of these conversations was forward focused on what future 

workers need to be better prepared for success.  I did not detect anything that would 

make me believe that these conversations were mean spirited in any way but genuinely 

intended to be helpful.  Additional comments are in Appendix P.  A couple of those 

comments are “These days I hear it more and more from the foreman out in the field and 

from the contractors that they need somebody that is reliable, that gets up every day, no 

matter what the issue is, and goes to work,” and “Getting your butt out of bed in the 

morning, that should not be difficult for a lot of the kids and that’s just the basics for 

everything.  Instead of so much focus on being good test takers and what college are you 

going to get into, can you just give them the life skills that they need to get out on their 

own and to do well to succeed?” 

All the workers interviewed talked at some length about the need for work skills 

training for current high school students.  These are skills that the current new workers 

are mostly missing.  Too often current new workers were felt to be lacking both the 

confidence to talk with more senior workers about how to do their jobs safely and 

effectively as well as the respect for paying their dues and working their way up the 

ladder. 

Several talked specifically about new workers spending too much time on their 

cellphones while working.  Most of the jobs are dangerous and being distracted by a cell 
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phone puts them at risk as well as those around them.  The excuse most often given of 

listening to music comes across as disrespectful to the need for safety.  Another common 

excuse is that they were looking up how to do the task at hand on YouTube, instead of 

talking to their lead worker on the job.  This not only puts the new worker in an 

unfavorable light due to using their phone, but it also demonstrates an unwillingness to 

follow proper normal job site protocols. 

It was felt that new workers are too complacent with regards to showing up to 

work on time and even being available to work overtime when needed.  Some of this was 

believed to be learned behavior from having been allowed to arrive at school, or class, 

late with little or no consequences, or being able to turn in assignments late without 

consequences. 

The conversations did try to focus on what basic, uniform, work skills high 

schools could teach even if they lacked industrial arts programs.  They lacked basic life 

skills like packing your lunch the night before and fueling your vehicle on the way home 

from work instead of on the way to work.  Still, these are no substitution for having the 

motivation for getting out of bed in the morning, every morning and showing up. 

Criticisms aside, it was felt by some of those interviewed that most of these new 

workers do not know what they are capable of.  Either they have not been challenged in 

their life, or they have always received participation trophies for just showing up. 

Phase II, the Observation that Schools Need to “Teach the History of Work and 

Working” 

A subset of the discussion on the need for working skills was a discussion of the 

need for a better understanding of the history of work and working in the United 
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States.  These conversations were rooted in students, now workers, not understanding the 

basics of work and working culture and why the rules are what they are.  An 

understanding of why work laws, rules, practices, and customs are what they are would 

better prepare new entrances into the workforce with a clearer understanding of both 

expectations of what is expected of them, as well as what they can expect in return. 

Most of the interviewees found that few new workers possess a basic 

understanding of the history of work and working in the U.S., let alone what workplace 

culture, policies, and practices.  This basic lacking puts any worker at a disadvantage 

with regards to being successful before they even begin their careers.  Supplementing 

history, social studies, or other curriculums with workplace history would help students 

better enter the workplace prepared to succeed.  One interviewee commented “We do not 

have any paid holidays.  When you are off you collect unemployment, that is what it's 

there for.  Save your money.  We get paid a good wage.  We get paid well and I tell it to 

the young people all the time.  Put money away for a rainy day.  That is why we get paid 

the good wage that we do, it is not so you can go get a lake house and all that other 

stuff.  It is to save your money for a rainy day”, as an example of the lessons learned on 

the job.  More detailed comments from the interviews are found in Appendix Q. 

Phase II, comments that “Workers Need to be More Self-Reliant” 

Nearly all the workers interviewed were either formally responsible for 

overseeing the training, providing training, or informally mentoring new workers 

entering their construction craft.  While construction workers generally work on crews, 

large and small, the work that they perform is often independent and on-their-

own.  Independent and often on their own they need to complete a task.  While the 
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discussion was wide-ranging two themes did occur; students entering the field need to be 

more self-reliant and able to solve their own problems as well as take responsibility for 

their work and their actions.  The perspectives of the interviewees on current workers 

entering their craft may be indicative of new entrants to the workforce in other industries 

as well.  Comments regarding this theme can be found in Appendix R and include “Do 

not do everything for them (students).  Let them work their way out of a problem”, and 

“Future students who want to go into the trades would be better served with programs 

and classes that teach individuals technical problem-solving skills, like how to work 

solutions by deconstructing the problem and creating options that will allow them to 

achieve their desired outcome.” 

High schools need to do more to help students become more self-reliant before 

they embark upon their professional careers.  Regardless of that career.  This was one of 

the most consistent themes of the interviews.  Workers need to be responsible.  Show up, 

on time, and every day.  This is not just unique to the construction industry.  The same 

can be said for every industry.  What is somewhat unique to the construction industry is 

that workers need to come prepared to work with what they can carry with them.  On 

some projects, they may be able to return to their vehicles to retrieve something that they 

need, but that is not always the case.  In general, you show up and work with what tools, 

and skills you bring to the game.  There is no phoning a friend.  There are no do-

overs.  You need to be ready.  
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CHAPTER V:  CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions and Recommendations:  The American Dream: For Latinx in the 

United States 

  The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify the most common barriers to 

higher education encountered by Latinx students in Saint Louis, Missouri, and to 

ascertain whether those barriers are comparable to those experienced by Latinx students 

in other parts of the United States, in particular, Plano, Texas.  This chapter discusses the 

major findings related to the role that family, friends, teachers, and counselors play in the 

post-secondary academic pursuits and general living situation of Latinx students.  The 

findings are compared to those from previously published literature.  Other major factors 

discussed include immigration status, language, and cultural assimilation, and most 

importantly, economics.  Included in this chapter are considerations of the study’s 

limitations, a summary of the major findings, and an identification of areas that need 

further research. 

The academic advancement of Latinx students after high school are 

multidimensional and intertwined with the following five factors:  a) the role of family on 

post-secondary decision making, b) language acquisition and language barriers, c) second 

culture assimilation and legal status, d) academic tracking and advising, and e) finances 

and economics.  Each one of these factors can create an impediment to a Latinx’s pursuit 

of higher education, but not all factors affect every Latinx student equally and the relative 

impact of these five factors varies from student to student.  Additionally, I found that 

many of the participants in this study went back to school at a later time when they felt  
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that their economic situation was more stable, and they did not depend on their parents' 

financial support.  To exemplify this finding, I would like to include the story of one of 

my former students. 

A Cry for Help! 

A few months ago, I received a letter from a recent Latinx student that I had the 

opportunity to teach for two years.  The student was seeking advice, because she realized 

that the rewards and opportunities that should have resulted from the academic success, 

she had worked so hard to achieve during high school were now slipping away with each 

passing year.  She worked hard to learn English and studied hard to earn good grades 

despite the limitations associated with being an undocumented immigrant.  She had come 

to this country at a very young age with her parents and had learned to speak English 

through the program provided by the school district where I work.  She worked very hard 

to obtain good grades, to learn the educational system of this country, to assimilate to the 

American culture, but most importantly, to obtain good grades so that she could go to a 

community college, and later to a university.  Her goal was to become a professional and 

to find a professional job so that her future would be more stable than the one she is 

living at the present moment.  I decided to include this letter as part of my research 

because it highlights some of the factors that I was investigating and analyzing.  The 

letter itself answers some of the questions that I asked in my surveys and in the interview 

that I did with my students.  The letter, written in Spanish, is found in Appendix D. 

In her letter, the student is seeking help. She is undocumented, and because she 

graduated with good grades, she obtained a small monetary scholarship offered from a 

local program in the community where she studied.  The amount of the scholarship was 
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sufficient to pay for one semester at a local community college.  She wanted to attend a 

local community college in the city where she lives, because it is less expensive.  She 

would not have to move to another location, and it is what she can afford at the moment.  

However, her parents suggested that it would be better for her to join them in the 

workforce.  They told her that even if she graduates with an associate degree from the 

community college, she will not get a job in her profession, because she is 

undocumented.  It is an emotionally difficult situation, because the student has a younger 

sibling that was born in the United States; therefore, his situation is very different from 

hers.  He will not face the same legal barriers to higher education that my former student 

faces. 

The letter from this young Latinx person clearly demonstrates two facts about her 

character.  First, she has a strong work ethic and wants to be a productive member of 

society, and second, she has the ambition to pursue higher education and to achieve a 

higher level of professionalism.  She wants a college degree and the financial rewards 

associated with a profession rather than a job.  Her success in her current job has made 

her realize she has the talent and ability to pursue higher education and that other people 

also recognize that ability within her.  The problem is, she is only 18 years old and lives 

with her parents.  This means that she is constantly reminded of the obligations she has to 

her family.  She does not have the money to pay for school, and she has no support from 

her family.  She also feels that in the last few months she has been put in a difficult and 

dangerous situation.  She is working face-to-face in a restaurant as a server.  Because of  
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the present pandemic situation, she does not feel that her patron really protects the 

employees, and she is constantly at risk from customers that do not wear masks.  Also, 

the restaurant sometimes serves the maximum capacity of customers. 

This letter was important for my discussion of barriers to higher education for 

multiple reasons.  First, I know the student very well.  She works very hard and sets goals 

for herself, and therefore, I feel it is a great injustice that she does not have the same 

opportunities as other students due to decisions made by her parents when she was still a 

small child.  Secondly, I know that her parents are correct when they say that she will 

have a difficult time obtaining a professional job if she is undocumented.  Without 

documentation, there is very little help that she can get in reference to money and 

academic support from many schools. 

This former student is not alone in her cry for help.  Other Latinx students have 

similar barriers, although each student’s unique situation creates different versions of the 

impediments to higher education.  One of the Latinx students I interviewed for my 

research graduated from high school in the spring of 2019.  He has no legal barrier to 

pursuing a college education, because his family legally immigrated to the United 

States.  However, they did so when he was already in high school, and unlike the 

previous undocumented student, he had to learn English as a young adult.  And this 

created a language and comprehension barrier.  But even that barrier was not his greatest 

impediment to pursuing a college education.  He told me that he is working to help 

financially support the family.  Like so many other Latinx immigrants that come to the 

USA, he works in the landscaping industry with his father.  They work long and 

physically demanding hours from March to November, because from December to the 
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end of February they do not have work.  They have to save money during their working 

months in order to have sufficient money for food, housing and other amenities that they 

need to survive during the winter months.  He has put off college for a later time.  At the 

moment, the money he is earning is good, he is making much more than what he was 

making while he was a junior and senior in high school.  This is one of the reasons why 

he is postponing his pursuit of higher education at the moment.  The immediate needs of 

the family can make it difficult, or even impossible, to make the financial sacrifices 

needed to pursue a college degree.  Nevertheless, the idea of attending a community 

college or university is in his plan for the future. 

Interpreting the Findings 

Each individual participant in my study has taken a different path to get to where 

they are in 2021.  However, each of the five common themes that I investigated were 

prominent factors in determining the current situation of each Latinx interviewed for this 

study.  These themes have a dynamic dimension to them in the sense that what is 

important or relevant to the individual changes over time.  Each theme is described in 

detail in the following sections. 

The Role of Family on Deciding Post-Secondary Path 

A significant finding from this study was that nearly all of the Latinx students 

who completed the surveys had the intention, while still in high school, to continue their 

education after graduation.  This clearly demonstrates that the desire was there, but there 

were barriers that prevented them from doing so, or at the very least, that created 

obstacles in their path.  Although the majority of the parents of these Latinx students 

wanted their child to pursue higher education, their commitment to that goal was related 
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to their own academic background.  Those Latinx students who did not receive 

encouragement or help to pursue a college degree were more likely to have parents who 

had completed only elementary school or some high school.  This factor is influential, 

because a lot of those poorly educated parents hold many jobs and simply do not have the 

time to be significantly involved in their child’s day-to-day educational experiences.  

Many cannot help their children with homework and assignments at home, even if they 

have the time and inclination, because they lack the knowledge to do so.  Parental and 

family involvement in their child’s education is a major predictor of achievement.  Parent 

engagement plays one of the most significant roles in increased achievement for Latinx 

children (Carpenter et al., 2006). 

Language Acquisition and Language Barriers 

Language barriers played a role in the academic success of all four students who 

were interviewed for this study.  All of them had to learn English in the United States and 

learn how to engage and participate in class.  Two Latinx talked about how discouraged 

they were, because they spoke with an accent and internally, they felt embarrassed to 

make mistakes in front of their peers.  One of them admitted that keeping up with English 

was a struggle, especially during the beginning days after they were mainstreamed into 

regular classes from their ESL classes.  Students who needed to learn English also 

noticed that professors in courses other than English seemed to be bound by a time-

sensitive curriculum and did not always thoroughly explain concepts or offer to help 

before moving on to the next topic (Barbosa, 2012). 

An important factor was the pace of the classroom.  It was common for Latinx 

students to feel that they were constantly trying to keep up with the native English-
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speaking students in their classes.  They always felt they were behind other students in 

mastering the subject material, because they struggled with in-class comprehension.  

Although they were able to speak English, the interpretation of reading and auditory 

material was difficult and required more time than they were permitted. 

Culture Assimilation and Legal Status 

Although many of the participants in this study were born in the United States, 

three of the four that were interviewed were born in other Spanish speaking 

countries.  The fourth student was born in the United States to Mexican citizens, but she 

was raised in Mexico from the time she was one year of age until she returned to the  

United States during elementary school.  For her, English was a second language that she 

had to learn in elementary school.  It is difficult to master English when Spanish remains 

your home language. 

Along with the language barrier is the challenge to assimilate into a second 

culture. Latinx students who immigrate to the United States typically spend the first few 

years of their education with other students who are in similar situations.  The four 

students interviewed for this research interacted mostly with other Latinx students while 

attending high school and therefore, they did not significantly intermingle with non-

Latinx students.  Since a major part of knowledge acquisition comes through interaction 

with peers, many Latinx students did not adequately benefit from that natural process.  In 

other words, students learn from each other.  This interaction is especially important 

during the last two years of high school when students are taking entrance exams and  
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applying for college.  Immigrant Latinx students are at a serious disadvantage in this 

process.  As one interviewee said, “My friends did not know how to apply for college, we 

did not know how to help each other.” 

Academic Tracking and Advising 

Three of the interviewed students took AP Spanish Language and Culture classes 

in high school but did not take any advanced placement classes in any other subject.  Nor 

were they part of any program that helped them prepare for the ACT or SAT 

exams.  These Latinx students felt that counselors enrolled them in the AP class only 

because they already knew Spanish.  Two of them said that they took only basic 

mathematics classes.  One of the students that went to a community college after high 

school said that he failed College Algebra, because he had only taken basic mathematics 

classes in High School.  It is common for academic advisors to place Latinx students into 

less rigorous educational tracks because of implicit biases and misconceptions about their 

learning ability (Meier & Stewart, 1991). 

None of the four students interviewed recalled having any interaction with a 

career counselor at their high school, let alone visiting a college campus.  One admitted 

that he never sought the help of a counselor because of the language barrier, and that the 

counselor never invited him to talk as he did with other students in the class.  Another 

Latinx student said she wanted to meet with a college and career counselor, like most of 

the students in her class.  However, she did not know how to initiate the communication 

and the counselor did not demonstrate an interest in learning about her or her interest in 

academics.  Many times, stereotypes threaten or impede the academic success of pre-

college Latinx students (Crisp et al., 2015).  This research did not address the actions of 
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high school counselors and academic advisors, and the experiences described by the 

Latinx students interviewed for this study were solely from their own perspective.  

However, it demonstrates that whether intentional or not, lack of academic advising is a 

barrier for immigrant Latinx students. 

 Finances and Economic 

Lack of funds to pay for college is not unique to Latinx students, but the problem 

is more serious for Latinx and African Americans students, because their families have 

much less access to wealth than do White Americans in the United States (Bhutta et al., 

2020).  The four Latinx students interviewed for this research indicated that lack of funds 

to pay tuition and expenses was their biggest barrier to attending college.  They all stated 

that they felt pressure to seek employment after graduating from high school in order to 

help support their families.  It is common for high school students to seek employment 

during high school, although not all students are expected to contribute part or all of their 

earnings towards supporting the family unit.  Their experiences entering the workforce 

with only a high school degree has reinforced the knowledge that their future earning 

potential will be limited without some post-high school education.  Two of the students 

have had the opportunity to continue studying in a community college and will graduate 

in spring 2021.  Those two have been accepted to a university where they intend to finish 

their bachelor's degree.  They both have received indications that they will be able to 

vertically advance in their places of work.  Even for the Latinx undocumented student, 

the lack of money is not stopping her from finding a lawyer that can help her with  
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processing legal documentation.  She is hopeful, especially with the 2021 change in 

leadership in the United States, that she might be able to apply for admittance to a 

university and apply for scholarships. 

Recommendations for Future Studies 

The idea for this study originated in my mind many years ago when I noticed that 

many of my former Latinx students were not advancing in their post-high school careers, 

even though I knew most of them had done well in high school and had dreams of 

pursuing professional careers.  Upon completion of the surveys and interviews conducted 

for this research project, it was clear to me that more in-depth case studies are needed to 

better understand the various pathways that Latinx youth follow after their graduation 

from high school.  A more in-depth study would require institutional or programmatic 

histories, document analyses, participant interviews and measures of change over time.  

Classroom observations combined with post-graduation tracking of Latinx high school 

juniors and seniors would create a more thorough understanding of the variables that lead 

to their academic success, or conversely, to additional educational barriers.  Classrooms 

in the United States will continue to have increasing numbers of Latinx students for the 

foreseeable future (Krogstad, 2020) so classroom teachers and academic counselors will 

need training and tools to help them recognize the academic potential of Latinx students 

and to break down or bypass those academic barriers that result in unfulfilled potential of 

many Latinx youth. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations:  College Preparation Programs and 

Intervention 

From the data collected, it can be concluded that of the high school graduates that 

completed the survey, all of them perceived that college preparation programs are useful 

and effective when preparing students for college.  Based on the qualitative data gathered 

from the survey conducted for this study, high school graduates preferred college 

preparation programs.  Through their perspectives, researchers were able to conclude 

from a sample that these graduates viewed college preparation programs beneficial for 

the transition to and through college. 

What Went Well with the Sampling 

  Researchers believe the number of students gathered to complete surveys was the 

perfect amount.  The amount was very manageable and easy to work with, without 

becoming overwhelming.  Researchers also believe the number and structure of questions 

were simple and easy to understand which in-return probably helped with the successful 

turn out for all selected student participants completing their surveys.  All surveys were  

returned in a timely manner and all answers were completed thoroughly and provided a 

lot of content and context for researchers to fully understand participant’s thoughts and 

perceptions. 

Recommendations on Future Sampling 

  As far as future sampling, because this was a pilot study the only recommendation 

that researchers would have when expanding this work would be reaching more students.  

Researchers would like to gather an array of perspectives from inner-city graduates from 

all over the United States.  Capturing this data will help to amplify and expose the lack of 
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preparation that these students are facing as they transition to college.  It is important for 

samples to be greater in numbers to reveal the common theme of the problem that inner-

city high schools filled with minority students are facing. 

Implications 

  The result of this study can help in a school district for high school students.  

Implementing more of the college preparation programs can potentially elevate the 

number of high school graduates that go on to and through college to receive degrees.  

Ultimately this study can open up many new doors and avenues for ensuring that more 

minority high school students become successful post-secondary.  These programs will 

help to break down barriers standing in between the success for minority students after 

high school graduation.  The literature review compared graduation and drop-out rates 

among students who were prepared and participated in preparation programs and students 

who had not.  From the review statistics showed that a student’s academic preparation in 

high school is one of the strongest predictors of college degree attainment (Chingos, 

2018).  The National College Access Network captured data from students of the class of 

2010 who participated in college access and preparation programs.  They found that these 

students had a 49.6 completion rate for obtaining a degree and outperformed their peers 

who had not participated.  If we use this study to break down those barriers holding high 

school students back from attending and successfully completing college, we can change 

the data and performance of many inner-city minority high school graduates.  This study 

can also shed light on a high school counselors’ day-to-day duties helping school 

administration and officials to prioritize the counselor’s duties, and they can begin to help  
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students in the college preparation process as well. This study can imply that a better 

structure for high school students regarding transitioning to and through college needs to 

be implemented within the curriculum in high schools. 

Recommendations 

  I would recommend that more area high schools take time out to start discussing 

the topic of how to successfully add these college preparation programs to their schools.  

I would also recommend that high schools make these programs more accessible to all 

high school students including inner-city minority students.  These programs are 

beneficial for all students.  During the literature review portion of this study, researchers 

wrote about how high school students often face a ton of complicated experiences, while 

also lacking the appropriate support needed to motivate and encourage them to continue 

on to and thorough college.  College preparation programs will not only help to prepare 

students for college but will also help to support students and their families along their 

journey.  These programs will ultimately work as a collaborative effort with the schools.  

Prep programs can also be beneficial to schools helping to add rigor to their curriculum 

and also helping with successful completion rates.  Adding college preparation programs 

will help high schools with graduate rates which most schools rely on for accreditation 

and state requirement purposes.  The implementation of these programs in schools have 

the ability to change and correct a failed system to level out the playing field for all high 

school students, and not just one fortunate population. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations:  The Workers’ Perspective on Their 

Postsecondary Success Opportunities 

Three decades involved with labor unions as a worker advocate taught this author 

a lot.  It was that experience that taught me workers, in general, do not believe their 

views are taken into consideration very often, if ever.  The lower the organization chart of 

a company the less they feel that their input is either sought out or valued when 

given.  The literature review found no material evaluation of secondary educations in the 

context of how workers felt that education prepared workers for success.  It is the 

workers who are the end-users of education, not the employers or the educational 

systems.  It is their opinions that should matter most. 

The need to work to provide for ourselves and our loved ones is a universal 

truism.  Very few people do not face this struggle.  The need to work creates a portal of 

the intersectionality of sexism, racism, and classism creating barriers as students move 

from the world of education to the workplace.  The interest convergence of all workers, 

regardless of sex, race, or class, begins with how future workers are prepared for success 

when entering the workforce.  The desire for family supportable jobs, jobs with dignity, 

unit people across the isms. 

The construction industry was selected in part because it is often seen as a non-

post-secondary education career path.  It was also selected because the industry has 

apprenticeship education and training programs.  While not required for all workers, 

many workers find their way into the industry through these apprenticeship programs.  It  
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was thought that workers’ view of their post-secondary education and training afforded 

through their apprenticeship training could be used to evaluate the workers’ thoughts on 

post-secondary schooling that was not college-bound oriented. 

What Went Well with The Sampling 

The online survey had 175 responses, exceeding expectations.  Of the 175 

workers who participated in Phase I, the online survey, 95% (166) responded to the 

question regarding their completion of high school.  Of the 96% (159) completed high 

school, with 81% (134) had graduated, the remaining (25) having earned GED’s.  Their 

high school experience ranged across 25 states, and two foreign countries also exceeded 

planned expectations.  Illinois, Wisconsin, and Missouri were the only three states with 

responses in the double digits, allowing for comparisons in education between 

states.   Illinois and Missouri’s outcomes aligned very closely.  With 166 of the 175 

responses to the survey (95%), providing their age we found a very satisfactory 

disbursement of responses from workers with zero to two years’ experience (28%) to 

workers with over 20 years’ experience (27%). 

What Did Not Go Well with The Sampling 

Distributing the link for the Phase I online survey via ‘snowballing’ methodology 

successfully prevented the researcher from skewing the outcomes by determining who 

received the survey link.  It did not however provide the robust number of responses from 

women, Latinize/Hispanic, and minorities in the construction industry that would have 

been preferred for providing more well-rounded comparisons by race, gender, or 

ethnicity.  In addition, the randomness of selecting workers for the Phase II interviewed, 

workers in the construction field who contacted the researcher in the course of his work 
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as Labor and Workforce Development Specialist for the University of Missouri 

Extension and as the Labor Studies Program Coordinator for the University of Missouri-

St. Louis, also did not provide a representative sample of workers from the sample 

industry. 

Recommendations on Future Sampling 

The benefit of the randomness of the sample would support using a similar 

methodology for distributing future surveys.  However future projects should cap the 

number of responses with specific caps by race, gender, or ethnicities.  For example, cap 

the responses at 100 for White workers, closing the survey when that number of 

responses in that demographic have been received but continue to take responses from 

minorities to pursue a more representative sample.  Additional follow up interviews 

should be directed to create a sample representative of the industry’s race, gender, and 

ethnicity. 

A sampling of additional careers should be undertaken.   For example, sampling 

from manufacturing, agriculture, white-collar, and the medical fields to build a more 

multi-dimensional view of education from the perspective of different career paths. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Most of the workers surveyed did not think their high school educations helped 

them prepare for success in this field.  The overwhelming majority felt that current new 

entrances to the workforce have less of the skills needed to be successful than when the 

survey responders entered the workforce.  Clearly, 50% of all the workers responding to 

the question felt that new workers are entering the trade today with “Fewer Skill” or 

“Substantially Fewer Skills” than they did.  Furthermore, we learn that two-thirds of the 



BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY SUCCESS 187 

 

workers who responded to the question are not confident that future high school 

graduates will possess the skills needed to be successful in the field of construction.  That 

does not bode well for the future of this industry. 

One hundred percent of the interviewees spoke of the negative perception they 

experienced in high school of those who work with their hands.  Most of them recall that 

just a generation ago where students could enter the workforce with a high school 

education and be successful.   From the interviews, we learned that the interviewees felt 

that high schools could do more to promote careers, like those in construction, that do not 

require a college education.  Because of that disconnect, the educational system does not 

provide a similar amount of support for industrial arts-based careers as post-secondary 

education receives.  Whether by intent or by accident, it is felt that high schools are 

steering all students to college as a default. 

Both the survey and interviews supported that incorporating more problem-

solving skills into course curriculum(s) would also help students develop the confidence 

and problem-solving skills needed.  Learning the skills needed to work in multi-

generational workforces, as opposed to just being in class with people their age, would 

also strongly benefit a student’s ability to acclimate into the workforce.  We also learned 

that new workers coming into the construction workforce today seem to lack the 

understanding that learning is an ongoing, lifelong endeavor and that regardless of the  

career path taken it was felt by the interviewees that all students would benefit from more 

comprehensive life skills training program.  Being problem-solvers, self-starters, even 

willing to make mistakes needed to be taught. 
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Students entering the field need to be more self-reliant and able to solve their own 

problems, as well as take responsibility for their work and their actions.  Criticisms aside, 

it was felt by some new workers do not know what they are capable of accomplishing.  

Either that or they have not been challenged enough in their life.  High schools need to do 

more to help students become more self-reliant before they embark upon their 

professional careers, regardless of what that career is. 

Final Thoughts 

Real or perceived, construction workers do not believe high schools understand 

the skills needed for workers to work in their industry or how to explain the benefits of a 

career in those industries.  Culture change does not happen quickly.  High schools are 

poised to have the greatest impact in influencing the culture changes needed to reverse 

this real or perceived opinion.  Yet high schools cannot change the culture by themselves. 

High schools were found to be failing students going into the construction 

industry.  Like most problems there is not one solution for that.  Multiple approaches will 

need to be taken.  More immediate than waiting for culture to change on its own, a 

coalition of secondary educational institutions, construction companies, trade 

organizations and apprentice training programs that prepare workers for careers in this 

industry should be convened to address how to break the stigma that steers workers away 

from the construction industry.  Several approaches should be pursued, not in opposition  
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with one another but in search of multiple ways to address the challenges facing the 

industry.  A good starting point would be to:   

• Convene listening sessions with school career counselors and industry 

representatives to discuss how to talk about jobs in this career and the types of 

materials that would help the counselors talk with students about careers in the 

industry. 

• Convene listening sessions with groups of high school sophomores and juniors 

who have decided that they do not want to pursue careers that would require 

going to college to understand what kinds of careers they are considering and 

why.  Asking them if they have considered careers in the construction industry.  If 

so, why and if not, why not. 

• Convene listening sessions with groups of high school sophomores and juniors 

who have decided that they want to go to college but have not decided what 

career they expect to get into after graduating from college in order to learn and 

understand why they have chosen this path.  Also, to find out if they considered 

careers in construction. 

• Convene listening sessions with groups of third- and fourth-year apprentices from 

assorted programs training workers for the construction industry to learn how they 

chose to enter the apprenticeship.  What their career and education path was 

before entering the apprentice program.  What was the motivation that led them to 

the chosen career? 
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• Convene listening sessions that would include construction company foreman and 

apprenticeship coordinators to discuss the skills new entrances into the industry 

possess that will help them succeed.  As well as the skills needed that they do not 

possess, and what is needed to get the new hires to the point where they can be 

successful. 

By examining perspectives from the position of early secondary students, late 

secondary students, recent secondary education graduates, school counselors, school 

educators in the industrial arts fields, apprentice coordinators who are training former 

students as well as from construction company executives and project managers a true 

multi view perspective is created.  From that perspective not only is insight created, but 

collaborations are formed. 

A neutral convener, like the University of Missouri Extension, or a non-profit, 

like FOCUS St. Louis, should facilitate the meetings for the parties to remain objective.  

Compiling the outcomes of these discussions can provide perspective on a pathway to 

post-secondary success in the construction industry.  It would be expected that school 

counselors, construction companies and apprenticeship training coordinators would both 

contribute to as well as benefit from the collaborations.  Having a neutral, like the 

Extension, conducting the research would also insulate the parties from influencing, or 

the perception of influencing, the outcomes of the analysis. 

The end goal is to effect change in the narrative and stigma of how these kinds of 

careers are discussed and perceived.  As noted in so many of the interviews and by many 

of the survey responses, college is not for everyone.  All students should not be steered  
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toward college when there are jobs in the construction industry, for example, that can 

provide a good family supportable income for those who have the skills needed to be 

successful, and workers are in demand. 
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Epilogue 

“If people can learn to hate they can be taught to love. For love comes more 

naturally to the human heart than its opposite.” 

Nelson Mandela, Former President of South Africa (Mandela, 1994) 

 

 Individually each of our research has demonstrated different barriers to the post-

secondary success of our students.  Nevertheless, to say that they constitute the only 

barriers to the success of the students after high school.  It is in the sum total of looking at 

the three different examinations of post-secondary success that the greatest impact is 

seen.  Individually and collectively, by examining of Latinx, college preparation, and 

workers 20 years removed from high school perspectives we see the intersectionality of 

three different barriers to students’ success.  In each case, we see impediments that can 

overlap and compound their impact.  Race, ethnicity, and class should not be used to 

create a means for separation as that only enhances and creates more impediments to 

success.  Instead, the construct of race, ethnicity, and class should be deconstructed to 

eliminate barriers, creating greater pathways for success.   

There is not one barrier to success.  We used three unique and different 

frameworks and perspectives to examine impediments of success for our students to 

demonstrate that there is no one barrier in particular.  That access to success should be 

examined and tested from various perspectives.  Each of these examinations into 

students’ access to success should continue to be examined, however not at the expense 

of looking at other ways and means that prevent students of all races, classes, and 

cultures from leading meaningful and successful lives.   
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A 

How do the regional identities and social- economic backgrounds of Latinx  

immigrant students determine their future higher educational advancement? 

 

Questions: 

 

1. What is your gender? 

Male 

Female 

Other 

 

2. With what region of the Spanish speaking world do you identify? 

North American-Mexican 

Central American 

Caribbean Spanish speaking country 

South America Spanish speaking country 

 

3. Do you speak Spanish? 

Yes 

No 

 

4. What is your degree of comfort when using Spanish? 

Primary language 

Secondary Language 

Understand the language but I can’t speak 

Unable to understand or speak Spanish 

 

5. What is your immigration status in the United States? 

U.S. Citizen 

Naturalized citizen 

Undocumented 

Refugee 

Permanent resident (Green card) 

 

6. What is your family’s socioeconomic status? 

Upper 

Upper-middle 

Middle 

Lower 

 

7. What academic preparation have you received in your high school? 
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Remedial classes 

Regular classes 

Honor classes 

AP classes 

 

8. Did you seek additional academic support from your teacher(s) or counselor when 

struggling with a subject? 

Yes 

No 

 

9. Has (did) an academic counselor guide you in choosing what classes to take in order 

to be on track with meeting all graduation requirements? 

Yes 

No 

  

10.  What level of education did your parents complete? 

Elementary school diploma 

Some high school 

High school diploma 

Bachelor’s degree 

Graduate degree 

 

11.  Did you receive encouragement and motivation from parents or guardians to continue 

with studies beyond high school? 

Yes 

No 
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Appendix B 

Questions posed to Latinx students in the follow-up online survey: 

Questions: 

a.1.  While you were in high school, did you have the intention to continue your education after 

graduation? 

 

__No  

__Yes 

a.2. Did you apply to a trade school, community college or 4-year college/university while in 

high school? 

 

  __No   → Continue to question a.3. 

  __Yes  → Jump to question b.1. 

a.3.  Which activity best describes your first year after high school? 

__Part-time employment 

__Full time employment 

__Unemployed 

__Other: ______________ 

a.4.  Do you think you will attend a community college or a 4-year college at some point in the 

future? 

 

 __No  

 __Yes 
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a.5.  What are the barriers that are keeping you from attending college? Select all that apply. 

  __I don’t think I am prepared for college 

  __I don’t have enough money to pay for college 

  __My family doesn’t want me to go to college 

  __College is too far away from my home 

  __Other: ____________________ 

[Stop here] 

b.1.  Select the option that best describes your situation. 

  __Attended the college of my first choice 

  __Attended a college of secondary choice 

  __Not accepted into any college where I applied. 

b.2.  How are you paying for your college tuition? Select all that apply. 

  __ Savings 

  __ Student Loans 

  __ Parents or other family members are contributing. 

  __ Full-time or part-time employment 

  __ Scholarships 

 

 

 

 

 

 



BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY SUCCESS 213 

 

b.3.  What were the barriers you had to overcome in order to attend college? Select all that 

apply. 

  __ I didn’t know how to complete the college application or who to ask for help. 

  __ I had to convince my parents to let me apply to college. 

  __ I didn’t have the money to attend college. 

  __ My high school grades were not very good. 

  __ English is not my first language. 

  __ I didn’t have any serious barriers preventing me from attending college. 
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Appendix C 

Thank you so much for agreeing to have this interview with me today. For this face-to-

face (via Zoom) interview I am going to ask you the following questions. If you feel 

uncomfortable answering these questions, you don’t have to answer them. I will record the 

answers, and I will keep my files in order to use them as part of my research. I will destroy the 

recording as soon as I am done with the project. 

1. When did you graduate from high school and what did you do after graduation? Can you 

please talk about your high school experience as well? 

 

 

2. What were barriers that you felt you have had in order to continue studying after 

graduation from high school? 

 

 

3. What are you doing at the moment and what are your future academic plans? 

 

 



 

Appendix D 

A Cry for Help:  This is a letter to Señora Sloan from a former student seeking advice about post-

secondary pathways to a higher education. 

 

Hola señora Sloan , 

       Espero que se encuentre bien y con buena salud. Yo se que no soy su estudiante pero pensé que 

talvez usted tendría una opinión que me ayudaría más para saber que hacer en la situación que me 

encuentro en ahorita.  Este semestre no empece mis estudios en el community college porque tenía 

solamente suficiente para un semestre con la beca y dinero ,que he ahorrado para estudiar.  Mis 

padres piensan que talvez es mejor que solamente trabaje por lo que me va a costar y porque no es 

seguro que me den la oportunidad de después trabajar en la carrera que quiero estudiar. Pero antes 

de dejar unos de mis sueños más grandes que tenía en mi vida le quería preguntar a alguien por su 

opinión que me podría entender más o menos. Si, yo pago mis estudios y pongo todo el esfuerzo 

usted piensa que habrá forma en que yo pueda trabajar en la carrera que yo quiera estudiar en el 

futuro? Aunque mi estatus aquí en los Estados Unidos no cambie?  La verdad es que no sabía a 

quien más preguntarle o quien me pueda entender.  Nose si usted pueda en verdad contestar mi 

pregunta pero también me ayudaría mucho su opinión. Yo a usted, la admiro muchísimo porque ha 

hecho y alcanzado muchas cosas grandes . Algo que yo espero lograr un día pero ahorita me siento 

un poco perdida y nose si sería buena idea dejar de estudiar y solamente trabajar. Espero que usted 

esté bien,  la extraño mucho a usted y sus clases de español. También le quería dar las gracias por 

todo lo que hizo por tratar de ayudarme desde mi corazón.   
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Appendix E 

Phase I respondents to phase one online-survey asking respondents to provide their current career or 

job title information.  Not all respondents responded to each of the questions. 

Job Title Number of 

Responses 

Apprentice Coordinator 1 

Apprenticeship Coordinator 1 

Associate Scientist 1 

Carpenter 35 

Carpenter Apprentice 4 

Carpenter Apprentice, Union 3 

Carpenters Union 20 

Concrete 1 

Concrete finisher 1 

Construction 1 

Construction worker 1 

Construction/Land development 1 

Coordinator 1 

Director of Apprenticeship Program 1 



BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY SUCCESS     217 

Elected Official of Teamster Union 1 

Electrician 3 

Extension 1 

General Laborer 1 

Health and Safety Specialist 1 

Industrial Electrician 1 

Instructor for Roofers and Waterproofers 1 

Insulators Union 1 

Ironworker 2 

Journeyman Painter in Painters Union 1 

Labor 3 

Labor Rights Program Director (answering all questions based on previous 

experience as a crane operator) 

1 

Labor Union Leader 3 

Labor/Oilfield 1 

Laborer in Laborers Union 9 

Male stripper 1 

Mechanic 1 
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Millwright 1 

Minor 1 

Operating Engineer 1 

Regional Manager Carpenters Union 1 

Retire in 2017 from the Roofers Union 1 

Retired Senior Electrical Designer 1 

Roofer 8 

Roofer Retired 1 

Roofing Foreman 1 

Skilled laborer 2 

Surface Mining 1 

Tile setter 1 

Trade School Instructor 1 

Training Coordinator for Plumbers and Gasfitters 1 

Training Director 1 

Union Business Manager 6 

Union Business Representative 4 

Union Construction 1 
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Union Electrician, Currently the Assistant Business Manager 1 

Union laborer 8 

Union Laborer and Local Union Executive Board Member 1 

Union Operating Engineer 1 

Union Organizer 1 

Union Roofer 2 

Union Roofer & Waterproofer 3 

Union Roofer/Waterproofers Apprenticeship Coordinator 1 

Blank response 1 
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Appendix F 

Phase I, states where respondents finished high school. 

State Number of Responses % 

Alaska 1 0.60 

Florida 1 0.60 

Idaho 1 0.60 

Illinois 70 42.17 

Indiana 3 1.81 

Iowa 2 1.20 

Kansas 3 1.81 

Louisiana 1 0.60 

Massachusetts 2 1.20 

Michigan 1 0.60 

Minnesota 1 0.60 

Missouri 51 30.72 

New Jersey 3 1.81 

New York 3 1.81 

Ohio 1 0.60 

Oklahoma 1 0.60 

Oregon 1 0.60 

Pennsylvania 3 1.81 

Tennessee 1 0.60 

Texas 1 0.60 

Virginia 1 0.60 
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Washington 1 .060 

West Virginia 1 0.60 

West Virginia 1 0.60 

Wisconsin 10 6.02 

Other Mexico (1), Jamaica (1) 1.20 
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Appendix G 

Phase I Survey responses to the question, “How well do you feel your high school education 

prepared you to be successful in your career?” Additional comments. 

• Everyone needs an education!! 

• In the late 70's, the courses during my high school years were geared towards "hands on" 

applications, not electronic interactions. 

• Carpentry does not require that much academic schooling. The math I did in High School 

is sufficient to help me with the math in my career. Everything else can be learned on the 

job. Although my High School did have a woodworking class as well. 

• Things like shop class, basic computer skill class, math, gym, drafting/architectural 

drawing. 

• When I attended high school shop classes were thought to be for dumb kids when in 

reality, they teach you fundamental life skills and common-sense ways to problem solve. 

There is way too much focus on how well someone can take a test and not 

enough on preparing young adults what you experience in a real work environment. 

• I did learn some useful skills; however, my high school did not teach about trade school 

and honestly after being in the trades for a year it is better than college. 

• College is pushed by several of the teachers. They acted like that was the only way to be 

successful. Although there are a lot who push for college, some of the teachers I know are 

and would be very supportive, they just didn't do much to prepare me. 

• My high school offered a building trades class. 
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• My high school had nice technical education classes such as building trades where we built 

a customer a house. We had different levels of classes depending what grade you're in. But 

being a union carpenter, you don't do a lot of the residential work. So, when I got into the 

union, all the commercial stuff was new to me, but I knew the basic concepts of 

construction. 

• My high school had a very well put together industrial arts program that I spent the 

majority of my electives in. that type of program in my opinion was a major reason I chose 

and have done well in my field of work today. 

• To prepare me for a job in construction, high school did a reasonable job in terms of math 

and critical thinking.  I did not learn any mechanical skills in high school, though there 

were "shop" classes offered that likely would have helped had I taken them.  One major 

deficiency was not enough foreign language courses.  Being fluent in Spanish would be an 

asset on most any major construction site (at least in Texas/Louisiana). 

• I am in a scientific field and use the metric system often that would have been helpful to 

learn at an early age.  I also feel like some of the life sciences and other sciences that are 

used in research and lab settings are never explained or the need explained for even natural 

resources. 

• Fractions, algebra, geometry, and personal finance could all be covered in more detail. 

• My original direction out of school was to be in artistic field but with advent of a child 

coming I stepped into the career field I currently reside to provide better for my child. 

Healthcare insurance, pension, and higher pay was my reason to switch trades. 

• College in Columbia made the different in getting the best jobs and having a future. 
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• Too many students in the classrooms. 

• Didn't try. High School never kept my interest, boring. 

• There was no hands-on component at my high school for being a trades worker. 

• Life’s lessons prepared me for my career far more than high school could have. 

• It was the trade classes that I took in Middle school that I found to be my best class. 

• More information about other options than college, Financial literacy classes, More 

communication skills. 

• Luckily, my school had wood, metal and auto shops. 

• I learn hands on sitting in a classroom all day was not helpful to me. 

• I needed a lot of algebra to get through my apprenticeship. 

• I took many shop classes including electronics. These classes taught me how to use 

various tools and meters. 

• At the time I was in high school I was horrible at math. Obviously as a carpenter all I do is 

math. I think schools could prepare students better by teaching to a wider range of 

learners. Not just sit behind a desk, learn a formula, type learning but also visual learners 

like me. 

• I had no idea what skilled trades were until I met a friend when I was 27. If I knew about 

skilled trades such as a Millwright, I would have never tried college I knew it wasn't for 

me but I was pushed to try and I did and I dropped out and started working. 

• No shop or woodworking classes available. 

• I don't read books ever. math is easier in real life then school. there’s no science in the 

field. 
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• High school pushes towards college, not skilled trades. 

• They wanted me to attend college instead. 

• I do not think that my mechanical abilities were encouraged. Too much emphasis is put on 

going to college. 

• I was pushed through. Nobody really cared if I knew the lesson. 

• I was an athlete in school and didn’t truly have a support system that was financially stable 

to attend a better or higher education. 

• They only considered those that were going to college would be successful. My career 

gave me the opportunity to become an instructor, apprenticeship coordinator and now I am 

the Executive Director of the Roofers & Waterproofers Research and Education Trust 

Fund for our International Union in Washington, DC. 

• My profession requires specific training that wasn't provided during my time in high 

school. I don't believe even trade/vocational schools associated with high schools don't 

offer the type of training that is required to be an operating engineer. 

• When I went to High School, if there were any suggestions for us at a career, it was to go 

to college. Nothing at all about a career in the Building trades. 

• They only taught you classes that would prepare you for college and not for the trades. 

• I believe that shop classes are needed in high schools, to promote building trades. We have 

to understand that not all kids will go to college or can afford to go. Apprentice programs 

allow them to work in the field of their chose, and earn a good wage, with good benefits 

while attending a 3 to 5-year program, graduate with no debt. 
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• There are no workforce training programs at the high-school level other than Boces, which 

is not available to everyone. 

• They prepared you for College. 

• They are not prepping you to work, they were prepping us for college, in which I did not 

go because I had to have a job to get by. I didn’t know how to fill out insurance papers, 

w2, w4, had no knowledge of anything work force related. 

• All you need to know is math. 

• I don’t believe high school prepares kids for the actual workforce or general life 

experiences. Most grads don't understand how to balance a checkbook or the difference 

between credit and debit. Most construction-based jobs are learned in tech schools instead 

of the high school. 

• There were no classes on construction. We had shop and wood class. We learned a little 

about working with materials but not about specific industry. Training could have been 

broader about how vast the construction industry is. 

• No Hands-On Learning. 

• None. 

• Awful. Inadequate. Schooling needs massive reform. 

• The only useful thing that transfers to my career is high school math. 

• School did not prepare me for my job, I did not attend high school. I started working 

construction at the age of 13 with friends, I have now been working in construction 27 

years. Books are not for everyone; some are better at hands on learning than reading from 

a book. I got a diploma in 2018, when I was 38 years of age. The only reason I got the 
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diploma is because I was pressured into having it or never progressing forward in my 

career. It is disappointing that jobs will choose someone with a better education who really 

cannot do the hands-on part of the job over someone less educated who can do the job very 

well. Looking at a person’s degree does not make them capable of picking up a tool belt 

and getting the job done. 

• The only classes that helped towards any construction at all were my wood shop classes I 

took throughout high school, math wasn't like shown in a construction sense, so it didn't do 

much for me then. 

• High school is not typically trade oriented. 

• The School push that everyone should go to college. there was not very much talk about 

trades and going straight into the workplace. 

• Algebra. 

• I was preparing for secondary schooling during high school but found later on that most 

colleges did not have degrees that suited my personal goals. Not to mention most high 

school programs only cater to white-collar careers. 

• Very little of what I was exposed to in high school could be considered as preparation for 

my current career choice. I would say about my only take away from high school that I 

could consider as preparation for my current career or any career was the social aspect. 

High school (public school) gives people a chance to be exposed to a cross section of 

people from all walks of life. 

• I believe there should be more shop classes and real-life learning such as reading a tape 

measure in high school. 



BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY SUCCESS     228 

• I am not sure if high school could prepare me for my career, however high school did 

provide me with basic math, English skills. 

• High school teaches very basic skills or knowledge. 

• I went to a private school called Church On the Rock Christian School who use the 

Abecka and switched to the PACE program, it was more of a lower income school, the 

teachers were not the best on making sure you were grasping, I was once told by my math 

teach that some students have the mental capacity to understand and they’re some that 

don’t..... you so happen to be one of those who don’t, so from that point i didn’t believe in 

myself nor the teachers. 

• Math I believe was the biggest help for the real world along with woodshop and metal 

shop. Other things that helped may have been electives like Spanish or building trades. 

• Public school, I wasn't a good student and could have received a better education if I 

desired but chose to take the easiest classes I could sign-up for. In 1975 we didn't need as 

many credits to graduate and if you didn't care about your future there was no system in 

place to oversee the class choices you made. 

• I took as many shop and vocational classes as I was able to. They all have had some 

impact in my construction career (worked for general contractor(s) before roofing). It is a 

shame that this country is forcing states to remove these classes (many I took are no longer 

in existence) as they prepared me more than many other mandatory classes. 

• I was an athlete through tout school, but I wasn’t that motived through school. Did the cool 

kids thing and I regret it know it wasn’t very beneficial because my support system wasn’t 

very supportive. 
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• There seemed to be a push for college or military then anything at that time. I remember 

them coming in during a lunch period to offer 4 years of free college for 1 term in the 

military. 

• Had option of trade school. 

• My answer is twofold.  First in high school, I chose to have fun instead of learning.  On the 

other hand, the courses offered where not life skill classes. 

• I absolutely thing high school prepared me. 

• I was fortunate that shop classes still existed when I was in High School. I was bored with 

school, so they sent me to shop classes. It was probably not their intent to prepare me for 

life, but I had exceptional shop teachers who I responded to very well.  

• The education received at home and in social settings best prepares one for success in life. 

• I was going to college after high school.  So, during my 4 years I was taking courses that 

met or exceeded the minimum needed to apply for college.  By doing so I feel that helped 

me with my current career. 
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Appendix H 

Phase I Survey responses to the question, “Do you feel that the workers entering the workforce 

today have the same skill(s) needed to be successful as you and your generation did when you 

entered the workforce?” Additional comments. 

• The will and desire to get up and go to work. 

• A lot of newer people coming into my work force stand around to be told what to do instead 

of asking or know from the previous day. 

• There is a noticeable diminishing of work ethic in the younger generation. 

• General math skills are lacking with new members. 

• I think people need to be more well-rounded before choosing a career. I think we should stop 

pushing trades for people who "aren't good/smart enough for college." I also think that 

people shouldn't be pushed into college or university settings. 

• Work ethic and dedication and focus. 

• The new generation has no idea what work is. 

• The younger generation has difficulty taking instruction from people in higher positions. 

• It’s vital in my opinion when groups of people work together to achieve a common task that 

they are able to communicate with others. 

• Good work ethic. 

• Good Work Ethics, dedication, motivation and willingness to continue learning for the future 

and betterment of themselves. 

• They lack the drive to actually do physical work. 

• Good work ethic. 
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• I think those entering the workforce today have less ambition, most can't even read a tape 

measure or use a shovel. I don’t believe they have the backbone for the world they are 

choosing to do. I think to many get higher positions according to who they know in the field 

or office. 

• Technical skills meaning computer technology if one hasn’t Been taught or shown how 

certain modern technology is used then an individual may lack common ground to establish 

a mindset to advance in the workforce. 

• Work ethic. 

• The generation today, to me, they are lacking a good work ethic. It seems that they are owed 

a job and paycheck, but don't put in as much effort or show up on time. Not necessarily all, 

but a lot of them. 

• I believe today’s generation lacks Industrial Art Skills and People skills, too much 

technology isn't always a good thing. 

• No work ethic. 

• The roofing trade draws many people who are somehow related to it. The kids who enter that 

have never seen it, need to be made aware of the conditions, hours, lack of work due to 

weather if they are going to be successful. 

• Work ethic. 

• People now lack overall smarts. 

• Working skills. 

• I think a lot of people in all industries should seek therapy. Some people just don't know how 

to work well with others and clearly have some issues they need to work out. 

• I guess this could be considered more people skills. 
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• They are lacking discipline, Focus, Problem solving skills, lack communication skills, lack 

understanding, discretion and discernment. 

• I would have picked all of the above if that was an option. 

• Attitude is the biggest factor in the workforce in my industry. If you have the wrong attitude, 

you won't make it far. 

• All around knowledge of the trade! 
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Appendix I 

Phase I Survey responses to the question “What skills do you believe the current new members of 

the workforce are lacking in order to be successful?” Additional comments. 

• I think people need to be more well-rounded before choosing a career. I think we should stop 

pushing trades for people who "aren't good/smart enough for college." I also think that 

people shouldn't be pushed into college or university settings. 

• Working skills. 

• A lot of newer people coming into my work force stand around to be told what to do instead 

of asking or know from the previous day. 

• I think a lot of people in all industries should seek therapy. Some people just don't know how 

to work well with others and clearly have some issues they need to work out. I guess this 

could be considered more people skills. 

• The generation today, to me, they are lacking a good work ethic. It seems that they are owed 

a job and paycheck, but don't put in as much effort or show up on time. Not necessarily all, 

but a lot of them. 

• It’s vital in my opinion when groups of people work together to achieve a common task that 

they are able to communicate with others. 

• Good work ethic. 

• Work ethic. 

• The younger generation has difficulty taking instruction from people in higher positions. 

• Work ethic and dedication and focus. 

• All around knowledge of the trade! 

• There is a noticeable diminishing of work ethic in the younger generation. 
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• I think those entering the workforce today have less ambition, most can’t even read a tape 

measure or use a shovel.  I don’t believe they have the backbone for the work they are 

choosing to do.  I think to many get higher position according to who they know in the field 

or office. 

• Work ethic. 

• The new generation has no idea what work is. 

• All the above. 

• Good Work Ethics, dedication, motivation and willingness to continue learning for the future 

and betterment of themselves. 

• I believe today’s generation lacks Industrial Art Skills and People skills, too much 

technology isn't always a good thing. 

• I would have picked all of the above if that was an option. 

• Attitude is the biggest factor in the workforce in my industry. If you have the wrong attitude, 

you won't make it far. 

• They lack the drive to actually do physical work. 

• The roofing trade draws many people who are somehow related to it. The kids who enter that 

have never seen it, need to be made aware of the conditions, hours, lack of work due to 

weather if they are going to be successful. 

• No work ethic. 
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Appendix J 

Phase I Survey responses to the question, “What skills do you believe the current entry-level 

workforce lacks in order for them to be successful in today's workforce?” Additional comments. 

• Due to both parents working or single parent households, children have lost a lot of 

industrial art skills and people skills due to parents not being there, too much reliance on the 

instant babysitter i.e., the computer, video games, cell phone, and TV, they tend to hide 

behind their devices thus eliminating the necessary people skills needed in the workplace 

today. 

• As stated above, having the right attitude is key for construction. We work in adverse 

conditions and sometimes that takes the right mindset. Showing up on time and being ready 

to face the day with the right attitude, no matter the conditions, is the key to success. That 

said, over the year’s construction has become a lot more technical with advancements of 

computers & technology. In my trade, you must constantly evolve and learn. 

• The job focus with the entry-level employees at this time is not on the physical blue-collar 

jobs as what I do. This will leave us with a gap of entry-level employees that have a lack of 

drive and determination. 

• This country needs more Vocational Technical Schools. Parents need to be educated about 

industrial arts and the trades. School counselors need to be educated. 

• Knowledge of how the construction industry works. You can teach someone how to work 

with the tools in construction. It is hard to teach the conditions you work in. there can be 

hazing, unemployment, racial discrimination and unsafe working conditions at times. These 

things should be discussed with the new people entering the industry. 
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• They need to know how to get up in the morning and go to work also need the desire to learn 

whatever trade they join. 

• Those starting out need progress on their own by their work ethics and not by hand ups from 

family members or being pushed through to get them placed over those who have been 

breaking their backs for companies their whole lives. 

• The desire to go to work and personal accountability are fading fast. 

• Lack of knowing what it means to work. 

• They also are lacking people skills. Our job consists of a lot of communicating within the 

company, customers, and the people you work with. 

• Need to know the importance of showing up every day, on time, and put the phone down. 

• Self-Reliance: I think a lot of the Entry level workers have issues withstanding on their own 

two feet and being responsible for their own actions. 

• To be successful in any workforce no matter the direction of your trade, you need to be 

present, and you need to plan for the future. You can’t just enter a career field and not have a 

plan, you need a goal, something to shoot for. 

• When you have a goal, you tend to work extra hard to meet it. By that I mean, you gas up the 

night before, you pack your lunch. You leave 15-30 minutes early so your never late. You 

study and practice your work. If you don't know how to do something or don't understand 

you learn it. You take pride in what you do, and you take the necessary steps to become an 

expert in the subject matter. 

• It takes all of these skills to be successful in any field. It's what makes you a desirable 

employee to employers and helps you stand out among the crowd. 
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• Many of the entry level workers I meet do not possess these basic skills and seem to have no 

drive or motivation to obtain them. They simply want to exist in the workforce and receive a 

paycheck. 

• Being able to have the availability to grow as a individual and strongly desire ability to make 

a difference in the said industry as a successful person. Majority of the people in 

construction come from broken homes and usually end up in dead in jobs and don’t have any 

income they end up locked up and out hustling to make ends meet and truthfully their 

unfortunate. Because they are the ones that are the most loyal but always struggling to get 

their feet above water. So, if that individual heart is truly in the field, they love the yes, they 

should be shown the right technology techniques and have the right mindset and be 

surrounded by positive influences. 

• The will to work. 

• General smarts and humbleness. 

• Mixing of two generations has proven to be difficult.  With gen z coming into the workforce 

soon I think that communication skills will be important as well as practical math. 

• Scientific. 

• This trait is very broad between building interior systems, welding, exterior paneling, 

decking, and a lot more in the commercial side and a lot on the residential side. 

• The younger generation today don't think they need to work for anything, it should be given 

to them. 

• Basic shop skills. Read a tape measure, use basic hand and power tools. Common sense and 

work ethic should be taught as well!  However, I personally think common sense (some) 

comes with age while a strong work ethic is instilled in you. Parents need to do MUCH 
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better instilling accountability and responsibility. I personally have found 2 interesting tidbits 

of info...1. Sports or athletic background, military and even in several cases jail/correctional 

facilities seem to produce the work ethic/hustle. 2. Family background- bad family/strict old 

school parents ethic. 

• Everything that involves the building trades. 

• Seems to be a disconnect in working with your hands and putting things together. Getting 

your hands dirty seems to be going away. Lacking people skills is a close second as the 

apprentices I teach seem to not be able to communicate as well as apprentices in the past. 

• Shop skills ex: basic tools, math, intro to blueprint, and communication would help. 

• Kids are lazy and don't want to work. 

• I think all skills are important, but I feel there are a lot of kids missing out when they 

removed the Industrial Arts from schools. 

• Know how to work together in a physical work force. teamwork matching the pace of others. 

• In the roofing trade you need to wake up early and be on the job site on time. Be respectful 

to others and willing to work hard and learn the trade. 

• Our schools have dropped the industrial arts for computer related training, causing a loss of 

graduates being able to work hands on in a social fueled work environment. 

• The vocational programs in high school in my area have been removed. You used to be able 

to try a few different work force related programs to see what fits you. 

• Industrial classes that require a fee can lead to a student unable to participate. there should be 

no added fees for classes. 

• They actually need more of both industrial art skills and people skills. 

• There needs to be more hands-on activities in school.  
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Appendix K 

Phase II interviews comment on the positive attributes that new high school graduates possess 

coming into the current construction workforce includes: 

• One of the companies we work with a lot now does their punch list (a final inspection list of 

final touch up items that need to be addressed after a project has concluded and inspected) on 

a tablet or iPad. You used to receive a letter with a list of items to address.  Now, they just 

email you the PDF of the whole list with photos attached.  You go through and you mark off 

or check a box when it is done with supporting documentation and attach photos to return 

it.  These kids who have grown up with a smartphone will know how to operate all these 

operating systems out there. 

• These new workers can probably operate any computer program-based equipment that they 

run into with only a few minutes of messing with it. 

• New workers are quick to pick up on the newer tech skills/screen skills. 

• The newer workers are better position to do the newer tech jobs.  They learn them 

quicker.  They do not write an algebraic equation to figure out ‘a cut’ for conduit, they use 

an app instead.  Is it wrong?  No, but they should learn how to write the formula as a 

backup.  I do not care how they learned, only that they learn to do it right. 
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Appendix L 

Interviewees comments in response to the question, “Will the workers entering the construction 

industry in 10 years be better or worse prepared for success in this field?” Or, if I could change 

things I would change … 

• To be successful you need a strong foundation in math, decimals, fractions, simple 

geometry.  Consider integrating construction problems into math and science classes so 

students can conceptualize how to use the lessons being learned. 

• You need to be able to do some of this math (fractions for example) etc. in your head and not 

relying on a calculator, computer, or smartphone.  Learn the skill before learning to relay on 

the machines. 

• There has been a shaming of working in the building trades.  That needs to be reversed. 

• There is a need to teach skills for working with older workers.  It is not like being in school 

or dealing with your friends.  Those older workers may come off as being gruff but mean 

well, and there is a lot that can be learned from them if you talk with them. 

• They need to know how to frame the math problem in their heads so that they can figure it 

out on the fly. 

• The shop class that I had did not go into any detail and did not prepare you for working in 

the field. More real-life experience is needed. 

• General problem-solving skills are critical.  

• My high school was very college prep oriented and did not want to focus on the trades 

(building trades) and teaching for the trades.  Schools today should broaden their career 

offerings. 

• High Schools are still very focused on college as the only way to become successful in life. 
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• High Schools focus a lot on computers skills but there's still good paying jobs that you do 

not need computers skills for. 

• At one time person could graduate with an actual trade skill, like plumbing, laboring, or 

carpentry.  Now, the assumption is that you must continue to keep going to school before 

going to work. 

• They get no hands-on training in school, spend too much time on computers. 

• Not everyone is going to want to go to, or needs to, go to college.  Too much emphasis is put 

on college preparedness. 

• Students today are way worse off than when he entered the workforce.  No shop classes. 

• Don’t’ even have home economics classes.  Both parents work so they do not have time to 

teach their kids how to do the things we use to learn at home. 
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Appendix M 

Comments from the interviewees that best summarize how they feel that a negative social stigma 

appears to linger over skill trades, and the workers in them. 

• High schools need to teach an actual trade so than an educated choice can be made, as 

opposed to seeing college as the only option. 

• Guidance counselors do not ever show you a curriculum that encourages people to go to 

work with their hands and do any kind of physical labor. It is almost like they are seen as 

shameful careers. If you went to a counselor to talk about shop classes, you would almost 

feel like the guidance counselor thought you were trying to escape by not actually learning a 

real skill. 

• They never told you that there was an opportunity to graduate high school, join an 

apprenticeship program and start making money right away, instead of starting out 

accumulating debt. 

• There were guys that think ‘I'm not going to be a blue-collar worker, working with my 

hands, I'm going to college’ without an idea of what they were going to do afterwards.  I 

kind of think that if you know they had some opportunities to show people like hey look, you 

can make a decent living at doing this other stuff people would think differently about these 

jobs. 

• My older sister, she is a successful woman, but she went through college. She is still paying 

on college debt and she graduated two years before me. I have never paid one cent of college 

debt.  I do not understand why our school systems think that's a successful way to move into 

your adulthood. I think apprenticeship programs can be applied almost unilaterally across the 

board with other skills as well. 
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• High schools need to stop pushing college as the end all of everyone.  Support the apprentice 

programs. 
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Appendix N 

Comments made in support of the need for ‘Industrial Arts Programs (Shop Classes).’ 

• I think current students are less prepared than I was.  They get no hands-on training in 

schools these days, they spend too much time on computers. 

• Not everyone is going to want to go to or needs to go to college.  Too much emphasis is put 

on college preparedness.  If you are not going to college, what are your options? 

• Bring back shop class and bring in someone with construction experience and background to 

teach the classes who can provide experience, context, and actual examples of what you 

might see in the field. 

• Teach basic electronics and shop classes in conjunction with math and science classes. 

• Future students who want to go into the trades would be better served with hands on shop 

classes.  Learning basics about working with tools.  Mathematical theory of construction 

projects.  Working solutions from ‘if we want to do this, how to we deconstruct the process 

of achieving that goal’ type of planning and thinking.  Technical problem solving. 

• What really helped me a lot getting into the industry was the work ethic.  That and you 

needed to know the basics of reading a tape measure and all those things that have helped me 

along the way that basic shop classes should teach. 

• Teach the simple stuff, it is not like they are going to be going out and start wiring a house 

right away, but they will know enough about the basics to know if they like that kind of 

work. 

• Expose the children to the building trades/skills, so they know what the different crafts do. 
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Appendix O 

Interview comments made that indicate, ‘Students Need to Learn How to Work Their Way Out of 

Problems.’ 

• Future students who want to go into the trades would be better served with hands on shop 

classes.  Learning basics about working with tools.  Mathematical theory of construction 

projects.  Working solutions from ‘if we want to do this, how to we deconstruct the project 

and build a process to achieve the desired goal.’  Technical problem-solving planning and 

thinking skills. 

• Current entrances to the trade are not as well prepared.  Newer workers will go to the 

computer (or smart phone) and google a question, then assume its correct, instead of talking 

to a person with experience. 

• Younger workers lack the desire or initiative to self-start on a problem, instead sitting down 

and waiting for someone to come along who can solve the problem encountered for them. 

• Stop helicopter parenting kids.  Do not do everything for them, let them work their way out 

of a problem.  By never allowing them (the kids) to have their feelings hurt and always 

giving them participation trophies for everything you are not teaching them how to solve 

problems. 

• I have had apprentices in their late 20’s whose parents would call in here and talk to me 

about what their child needs, you know, some scheduling changes etc.  What is going on 

here? Why are the parents even involved in this? 

• If you can't problem solve, it is going to be tough on you to be successful in this field. 

• We need more bright people; we need people to problem solve on the fly. 
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• There is a heck of a lot of technological advancements going on these days, more than what I 

had to deal with.  They will probably adapt to the technological changes better than I did, but 

I just worry about their work ethics and their being so sensitive about everything all the time. 

• There is a lot to be done out there and we need people that are willing to do it and it is harder 

and harder to find them. 
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Appendix P 

Comments made during the interviews that draw the conclusion that there is a ‘Need for Work Skills 

Training’ include: 

• By teaching an actual trade, union etiquette should be taught so than an educated choice can 

be made, as opposed to college as the only option. 

• Stay off your phone because the boss or your foreman sees you on it once, twice, three times 

the next thing you know they think you are on that thing all day.  Saying that you are on 

YouTube to see how to do something instead of asking the foreman isn’t how it works. 

• You have got to start down here, and you work your way up to here. It is almost like some of 

these kids want to be making the big bucks right away.  They will but you got to be 

patient.  For lack of a better term or understand paying your dues. 

• There's respect and then there's respect you know on the job.  Respect is earned.  They say, 

‘look, I showed up for work today’, and it is like, Oh, congratulations, that is a basic one, it’s 

kind of what's expected.  There is a disconnect there. 

• I feel like there is a sense of complacency right now.  Like, it is okay because you know they 

do not get the assignment done today. There is always tomorrow. Well, the rules are the 

rules, you should follow them, and they should be applied.  I just do not think it's preparing 

kids because on job sites punctuality is extremely important. You must be accountable.  It is 

extremely important, everybody else on that job sites relying on you to do what you are 

supposed to do in a safe productive manner. Because if you're not accountable. You are 

going to end up costing somebody somewhere down the line. Maybe not physically but you 

just do not know. 



BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY SUCCESS     248 

• Some newer apprentices that we are getting even at this time would never want to show up 

on time, they always had an excuse, like their ‘mom didn't get them out of bed’.  Or ‘oh, its 

Saturday, I can't work the overtime’. You know, things like that.  I don't know if it doesn't 

compute. They do not care. I do not know where the disconnection is. 

• I think that a big thing is that kids need to be exposed to what they are capable of and what 

they can do with their hands and a good education.  The funny part is that we will glorify a 

scientist that works with his hands every day, but we do not do the same thing for the people 

in the trades that are basically doing the same thing. They are just putting the building 

components together. 

• Something that we (apprentice training coordinators) cannot teach a kid is to show up a half 

an hour early to work, or pack their lunch the night before, to fill your fuel tank on the way 

home instead of the way to work, or basically how to prepare themself daily to be 

successful.  Everyone must make those decisions on their own. 

• I do not know what it is that must happen in their lives for them to get that motivation behind 

them to get them up and get them going.  I wish it were a teachable skill, but no two people 

are the same when it comes to that kind of stuff. 

• These days I hear it more and more from the foreman out in the field and from the 

contractors that they need somebody that is reliable, that gets up every day, no matter what 

the issue is, and goes to work. 

• It is just kind of nice if they can teach them a little bit about taking care of their cars or how 

to do some basic measurements and that sort of stuff.  The basic life skills that most of us 

lack when we get out of college or get out of high school are the things that I would like to  
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see them teach more of.  I would like to have had them teach us some real-life skills like how 

to do their taxes and balance a checkbook and that sort of stuff, the basic things that we all 

need to do. 

• It is the small things like that, they are small, but they grow to be large things in our 

life.  Basic life skills that all of us need. 

• Getting your butt out of bed in the morning, that should not be difficult for a lot of the kids 

and that’s just the basics for everything.  Instead of so much focus on being good test takers 

and what college are you going to get into, can you just give them the life skills that they 

need to get out on their own and to do well to succeed? 

• Current entrances to the trade are not as well prepared.  Googling a problem on your smart 

phone is not the same as knowing how to talk to a person with experience who can teach you 

something. 

• Teach them the skills to deal with older workers.  Newer workers need to understand that 

those old guys are gruff but mean well and there is a lot that can be learned from them if you 

talk with them.  A job site is not like being at school with your friends. 
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Appendix Q 

Interview comments that indicate high schools need to ‘Teach the History of Work and Working’ 

include: 

• We do not have any paid holidays. When you are off you collect unemployment, that is what 

it's there for.  Save your money.  We get paid a good wage.  We get paid well and I tell it to 

the young people all the time.  Put money away for a rainy day.  That is why we get paid the 

good wage that we do, it is not so you can go get a lake house and all that other stuff.  It is to 

save your money for a rainy day. 

• When it comes to hiring someone when you're at the job fair and you find that young mind 

that's interested in the trades. Their like “Oh, how do I get a job”. Well, I got to tell them that 

the hall may have to call 50 people to see which one the contractor is going to hire.  If you 

do not go out on the job, then you need to wait until the next contractor needs help. 

• People are 'I need a job.’ It is not like ‘can I work my way towards that dream in that 

career?’ Along the way they may decide to change that dream.  We keep trying to educate 

them on the fact that the end all can be either a labor job or that there is more.  I tell them all 

the time, there is as much room to move up and the construction industry as there is in a 

fortune 500 company.  These contractors are dying for people to come up through the ranks 

that have done the trade out in the field and take over management positions.  The 

unfortunate part is, it is hard to find somebody that is reliable enough to do that and take on a 

management role and represent a company.  You know, being an estimator a business owner, 

any of those different fields are open to them if they're willing to put in the hard work just 

becoming a journeyman, or a foreman or supervisor of some sort. 
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• There is so much more you can do.  Then you have the Union side to move into as well if 

you want. 

• You know, these are the steps you need to take to keep advancing and not just get stuck into 

that five by nine cubicle and work 30 years. 

• There is a certain freedom that comes along with a construction career, moving job sites 

every couple of days. Never doing the same thing over and over. 
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Appendix R 

Comments made in the interviews leading to a conclusion of ‘Workers Need to be More Self-

Reliant’ include: 

• Do not do everything for them (students).  Let them work their way out of a problem. 

• When encountering a problem younger worker’s lack the desire or initiative to self-start to 

solve the problem.  They will more often sit down and wait for someone to come along who 

can solve the problem for them instead of trying to work it out or seek out the lead worker 

for help. 

• Helicopter parenting has not taught them how to solve problems or how to stand on their 

own. 

• Future students who want to go into the trades would be better served with programs and 

classes that teach individuals technical problem-solving skills, like how to work solutions by 

deconstructing the problem and creating options that will allow them to achieve their desired 

outcome. 

• Newer workers will go to the computer (or smart phone) and google a question, then assume 

its correct, instead of talking to a person with experience and learning how to deal with the 

situation. 

• They need basic math, without a computer, without a phone, and even without a calculator in 

some cases.  They need to not be completely dependent on technology.  They need to know 

how to frame the math problem in their heads so that they can figure it out.  That and general 

problem-solving skills. 
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• It may sound simple, but we are making kids unaccountable when they get a second chance 

to turn in assignments or not having consequences for being late for school instead of giving 

them a zero for the day. 

• Punctuality is one of those things that is important in our field.  Everything we do every day, 

if we are not on time and not accounted for it affects everybody else. 

• In my high school days, my job was to push carts at Walmart.  I worked the cash registers, 

things like that.  You start to learn those skills like it is important that I come to work on 

time. It is important. It is your responsibilities.  Well, those are the places where a lot of 

those jobs are being replaced.  Auto checkout or self-checkouts things like that where it 

seems like the basic entry level jobs are disappearing.  Maybe that has something to do with 

it. 

  



BARRIERS TO POST-SECONDARY SUCCESS     254 

Appendix S 

Phase I, the worker, on-line-survey questions. 

Q1 – You are invited to participate in a research study being conducted by Douglas J. Swanson with 

Dr. Matthew Davis.  The purpose of this research is to answer the question, ‘how well do 

construction workers believe a high school education prepared student for success in the workforce’ 

and will take about 10 minutes.   

  

Participation in the study is voluntary.  You may withdraw from of the study at any time without 

penalty.  Participants are encouraged to answer all of the questions but are under no obligation and 

may not answer individual questions. 

  

Participants with questions, comments and concerns regarding this study, or if any problems arise 

from the study can be directed to Investigator by calling Douglas Swanson, 314/516-6698 or the 

Faculty Advisor Dr. Matthew Davis, 314/516-5953. 

 

Taking the survey constitutes your consent and acknowledges your opportunity to ask questions. 

 

Q2 - What is your current age? 

Q3 - What is your gender? 

Q4 - What is your race? 

Q5 - What ethnicity do you identify as? 

Q6 - What year did you last attend high school? 

Q7 - Did you complete high school? 

Q8 - What is your current career? 

Q9 - How long have you been in your current career? 

Q10 - In what state did you attend high school? (If you went to high school in more than 1 state, 

choose the state where you spent the majority of those years). 
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Q11 - How well do you feel your high school education prepared you to be successful in your 

career? 

Q12 - When you were in high school, do you feel you were being prepared to go: 

Q13 - For the next several questions, we will use the terms like ‘Industrial Arts’, ‘Technical 

Skills’ and ‘People Skills’.  For these questions, use the following definitions: 

An Industrial Arts educational could include: 

• Fabrication of objects in wood, metal, plastics or composites; 

• Use of a variety of hand, power or machine tools; 

• Electrical or electronics systems installation or repairs; 

• Small engine repair; and 

• Automobile maintenance and repair.   

 

Example of Industrial Arts careers would include: 

• Construction industry jobs; 

• Mechanics; and 

• Tool and die makers.  

 

Industrial Arts jobs are sometimes referred to as jobs where you are ‘working with your 

hands.’ 

   

Technical Skills education could include: 

• Skills utilized in operating computers and tablets run machines, 

• Installing programs and up-keeping systems that are necessary to operate equipment, machinery 

and/or to input data for the equipment and machinery to operate.  

• Skills needed in operating programs and applications that are accessible through 

touchscreens.  These jobs do not rely on basic office skills (word-processing, spreadsheets and 

PowerPoint) computer skills but some data entry may be used.  

  

Examples of Technical Skill job include: 

• 3D printer operator; 

• Machinist; and 

• Machine operator (i.e., lathe, punch press, etc.) 

 

Technical Skills jobs are sometimes referred to as jobs that require workers to operate or use 

‘screens’ to access equipment and/or programs or spend a lot of ‘screen time’ during their work 

shift. 

   

People Skills: is a broad umbrella term for skills intended to improve a person’s interaction, 

intercession and personal effectiveness skills when working with other people.  People skills jobs 

often require one to develop teamwork, problem-solving, and emotional intelligence skills. 
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Examples of People Skills jobs would include: 

• Customer service 

• Sales and 

• Jobs in the service sector 

  

People Skills job educational programming may have focused on skills like: 

• Speech / Oral Communications 

• Psychology and 

• Human relations 

 

Q14 - Did the high school that you attended for the longest part of your high school tenure offer an 

industrial arts program? 

Q15 - Did you enroll in any industrial arts courses? 

Q16 – did the industrial arts courses that you took in high school help you to prepare to be 

successful when you entered the workforce?  

Q17 - Did the high school that you attended for the longest part of your high school tenure have 

courses that helped you with computer/screen skills that you utilize in your work today? 

Q18 - If yes, did you enroll in any technical skills courses? 

Q19 - Did the technical skills courses that you took in high school help you to prepare to be 

successful when you entered the workforce? 

Q20 - Did the high school that you attended for the longest part of your high school tenure have a 

program that provided you the skills that you need to work well in industries that demanded good 

‘people skills?’ 

Q21 - Did you enroll in any people skills courses? 

Q22 - Do you think the people skills courses helped to prepare you to be successful when you 

entered the workforce? 

Q23 - Today, can someone with only a high school education be successful in an entry-level 

position in your profession? 
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Q24 - Does your current career have a training or apprenticeship program? 

Q25 - Is there a fee required to enter the training or apprenticeship program? 

Q26 - Once you entered the training or apprenticeship program was there a cost to continue in the 

program? 

Q27 - In total, how much did the training cost you? 

Q28 - Is the training/apprenticeship program industry recognized and transferable to other states (or 

countries)? 

Q29 - If you answered yes, your craft/profession has a training/apprenticeship program, is it able to 

attract all of the new workers to its training/apprenticeship program that it needs to meet current 

demand? 

Q30 - As your industry is changing, do you believe your current craft/profession 

training/apprenticeship program is going to be able to attract enough new members to meet the 

future demands for workers? 

Q31 - Typically, how long does it take someone to complete the training/apprenticeship program? 

Q32 - Regarding the knowledge it takes to be successful in your trade, do you think your job is more 

or less complicated or complex than when you started in your current career? 

Q34 - Do you feel that the workers entering the workforce today have the same skill(s) needed to be 

successful as you and your generation did when you entered the workforce?   Please complete the 

following sentence that best describes your views. 

Q35 - What skills do you believe the current new members of the workforce are lacking in order for 

them to be successful? 
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Q36 - Think about how much the skills needed to be successful in your job have changed or have 

not changed over the past 5 - 10 years.   Taking into consideration the skills you observe in current 

entry-level workers, do you think workers entering the workforce 5 - 10 years from now will 

possess the skills needed to be successful in your trade? 

Q37 - What skills do you believe the current entry-level workforce lacks in order for them to be 

successful in today's workforce? 
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Appendix T 

Phase II, the worker, in person, via Zoom, interview questions include: 

What year did you last attend high school? 

Making you what age currently? 

Did you complete high school? 

If yes, graduated or with a GED? 

What state did you spend most of your high school years in? 

What ethnicity do you identify as? 

Reflecting on your high school education and the time since high school, do you feel that your high 

school education prepared you for success in your current field? 

Looking at the workers, more recent high school students, entering the workforce now do you think 

they are better or worse prepared for success in your industry then your generation was when you 

entered the field? 

Again, reflecting upon your entrance into your industry and seeing the skills current new workers 

bring to your industry, projecting 10 years from now, how well do you think those new workers 

entering your field will be prepared for success?  What, if anything, should schools be doing 

differently? 
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Collective Epilogue 

“If people can learn to hate they can be taught to love. For love comes more naturally to the 

human heart than its opposite.” 

Nelson Mandela, Former President of South Africa 

 Individually each of our research has demonstrated different barriers to the post-secondary 

success of our students.  Nevertheless, to say that they constitute the only barriers to the success of 

the students after high school.  It is in the sum total of looking at the three different examinations of 

post-secondary success that the greatest impact is seen.  Individually and collectively, by our 

examining of Latinx, college preparation, and workers 20 years removed from high schools’ 

perspectives we see the intersectionality of three different barriers to students’ success.  In each 

case, we see impediments, that can overlap and compound their impact.  Race, ethnicity, and class 

should not be used to create a means for separation as that only enhances and creates more 

impediments to success.  Instead, the construct of race, ethnicity, and class should be deconstructed 

to eliminate barriers, creating greater pathways for success. 

There is not one barrier to success.  We used three unique and different frameworks and 

perspectives to examine barriers of success for our students to demonstrate that there is no one 

barrier.  That access to success should be examined and tested from a multitude of 

perspectives.  Each of these examinations into students’ access to success should continue to be 

examined, but not at the expense of looking at other ways and means that prevent students of all 

races, classes, and cultures are prevented from leading meaningful and successful lives. 


