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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION 

EFFECTS OF AN ANCHORED CAREER-FOCUSED CURRICULUM ON THE 

KNOWLEDGE AND ATTITUDES OF AT-RISK HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 

Students with disabilities (SWD) face an unfavorable employment future because many 
drop out of school at a disproportionate rate. The employment outlook for SWD who 
graduate from high school is also a concern because current studies show that only about 
half of them find jobs. In addition, most jobs they do find are entry level and low 
paying. One predictor of post-secondary success is career awareness. The purpose of this 
study was first to develop a curriculum especially designed for teaching career awareness 
of SWD and then to test its effects with a pretest-posttest randomized trial. Results 
indicated that the SWD who taught with the new curriculum deepened their knowledge of 
careers and developed a more positive attitude toward career planning. Implications for 
further development and research are provided.  
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CHAPTER 1.  STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Current statistics reveal an unfavorable employment future for students with 

disabilities (SWD) exiting high school. Nearly one million SWD dropped out of school 

during 2010 resulting in a loss of $337 billion due to decreased wages, productivity and 

taxes (Perry & Wallace, 2012). Similarly, nearly a quarter of SWD in each disability 

category failed to complete high school (Zablocki & Krezmien, 2013). The outcomes of 

SWD who graduate from high school are also disappointing as only 50% gained 

employment (Morningstar, Trainor, & Murray, 2015) or attempted a post-secondary 

degree (Rabren, Eaves, Dunn, & Darch, 2013). The most common jobs of SWD five 

years after graduating from high school were entry level such as food preparation, retail, 

trade jobs, cleaning, and construction (Morningstar et al., 2015). Even for the SWD who 

were employed in entry level jobs, they were more likely to earn less income than the 

general population (U.S. Department of Education, 2003). 

1.1 Predictors for Post-Secondary Transition 

These outcomes indicate that the current educational model has not adequately 

prepared SWD for future employment as promised by the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) (Gragoudas, 2014). Due to these outcomes, the 2004 

reauthorization of IDEA mandated a clearer focus on transition planning for SWD. The 

transition planning mandated by IDEA showed great potential for promoting post-

graduation success. However, most plans were not effective in helping SWD with post 

high school outcomes because of faulty design or inadequate delivery (Miller-Warren, 

2015; Morningstar et al., 2010). For example, Miller-Warren (2015) found that a majority 
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of assessed transition plans were not of good quality, adequate, or implemented to fidelity 

according to the indicator criteria of the National Secondary Transition Technical 

Assistance Center (NSTTAC). The content of the plans also lacked evidence-based 

criteria or predictors of success (Miller-Warren, 2015). 

In an effort to improve the outcome of transition plans, educators are encouraged 

to use Kohler’s predictors for transition success to help students gain positive post-

secondary job attainment and to increase transition-based fidelity (Test et al., 2009).  

Currently there are 20 known predictors that have been identified to support increased 

post-secondary success (Figure 1.3.1.1; Mazzotti et al., 2016). Specifically, research has 

shown that paid high school employment is one of the highest predictors of transition and 

graduation success (Alfred, Stephen, Robert, & Robert, 2011; Landmark, Ju, & Zhang, 

2010; Wehman et al., 2015). This could be because work placements during high school 

help to teach students workplace norms and provide students with directional clarity 

regarding future employment (Zegwaard & Coll, 2011).   

 According to Mazzotti and colleagues (2016), career awareness is another 

predictor closely associated with post-secondary success. Career awareness includes (1) 

learning about various occupational pathways, (2) choosing a career that matches the 

student’s abilities, interests, and strengths, and (3) learning about education, skills, and 

opportunities needed to succeed (Mazzotti, 2016). This included showing students how to 

search for and obtain a job. Prior to receiving paid employment (the top predictor), 

students must be exposed to career awareness skills, opportunities, and education needed 

for their career pathways of interest (Mazzotti, 2016). More specifically, a literature 

review conducted by Test and colleagues (2009) noted that in studies where students 
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learned employment skills, completion of job applications, specific employment skills, 

and self-management related to goal setting, there were moderate effects that led to 

improved outcomes. Moderate level statistical evidence was defined as either (a) group 

designs including 1 high quality study or 2 acceptable quality studies, or (b) single case 

studies including 3 acceptable or high-quality studies relating to the topic (Test et al., 

2009).   

1.1.1.1 Predictors of Post-Secondary Success 

 

[Figure 1.1.1.1 Predictors of Post-Secondary Success] 

1.2 Categories of Career Awareness 

According to Mazzotti and colleagues (2016), career awareness includes multiple 

aspects of selecting the right occupational pathway and obtaining the desired job. For this 

reason, the following topics are discussed in relation to how they support students in 

transition: (a) awareness of statistical financial outcomes (Zablocki & Krezmien, 2013), 
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(b) employment goal setting (Bangser & National High School, 2008; O'Neill, 2000; 

Peterson et al., 2013), (c) the creation of quality resumes (Akpan & Notar, 2012), and (d) 

an understanding of employer expectations during job interviews (Akpan & Notar, 2012). 

1.2.1 Awareness of the Financial Ramifications for Dropping out of High School  

According to Zablocki and Krezmien (2013), students who receive below-average 

grades, expulsion, and grade retention are more at risk for dropping out of high school. 

Students categorized ‘at-risk’ and students with learning or behavioral disorders 

(specifically students with emotional behavior disorders) are at an even greater risk of not 

completing high school. After being surveyed in the most recent National Longitudinal 

Transition Study (NLTS), it was reported that nearly a quarter of students from each 

disability category reported dropping out [Emotional Behavior Disorder (48.2%), 

Learning Disabilities (26.8%), Other Health Impairment (24.7%), and Speech-Language 

Impairments (25.2%); (Zablocki & Krezmien, 2013].Additionally, students without a 

high school diploma make an average of $182 less per week than students with a high 

school diploma and an average of $594 less per week than students with a bachelor’s 

degree (Zablocki & Krezmien, 2013). For this reason, it is crucial that students 

understand the financial ramifications of such decisions. 

1.2.2 Employment Goal Setting  

Student focused transition planning should begin early in high school. Such 

planning includes career exploration and awareness, setting short-and long-term goals, 

and monitoring progress towards future employment goals (Bangser & National High 

School, 2008). Specifically, creating SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, results-
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oriented, and time-based) goals has proven effective in the classroom setting (O'Neill, 

2000). SMART goals have additionally been recommended in the use of post-secondary 

transition goals to help students prepare for their future careers (Peterson et al., 2013). 

1.2.3 Creation of Quality Resumes 

Learning the components of a job application is important to understanding how 

to attain employment (Test et al., 2009). Prior to receiving a job interview, students must 

create a resume that captures the attention of the employer and professionally conveys 

skills, experiences, and strengths (Akpan & Notar, 2012). To accomplish this goal 

effectively, students must learn proper content, formatting, and grammar techniques 

associated with resume writing. 

1.2.4 Employer Expectations during Job Interviews 

Students must learn what employers are looking for during the interview in regard 

to dress and interactions. Employers seek individuals who have exceptional 

communication, math, reading, writing, and critical thinking skills (Akpan & Notar, 

2012). Employers also assess personal values such as honesty, integrity, tenacity, 

dependability and professionalism during the interview (Hansen, 2008), including the 

professional dress of the applicant (Carnevale & Smith, 2013). After learning to 

communicate expertise in such work-related transferable skills, students should be given 

the opportunity to practice delivering the information through a mock interview practice 

session. Mock interview results, scored by a potential employer, have typically resulted 

in a direct indication of student success in an authentic job interview setting (Hirsch, 

2017). 
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1.3 Transition Curricula 

1.3.1 A Nationwide Scan 

According to the Center for Community College Student Engagement (2016), too 

many graduates are unprepared for college despite efforts to strengthen high school 

graduation requirements (Fay, Barnett, Chavarín, & Columbia University, 2017). A 

recent national scan of transition curriculum in the United states conducted by Fay and 

colleagues (2017) sought to discover the common goals, content and delivery models 

used in these curricula. Findings showed that these programs were offered in 39 states in 

either statewide or local efforts. A majority of the transition curricula were defined as 

remedial course efforts in the areas of math, reading and science. The study also 

concluded that there is still very little that we know about transition curriculum, design 

and outcomes (Fay et al., 2017).  

1.3.2 School to Work Programs and Curriculum 

Although the primary transition focus in many school systems has been related to 

standardized testing and college readiness preparation, other transition predictors exist 

and have shown outcomes of post-secondary student success. One such predictor is 

career awareness (Mazzotti et al., 2016). Career awareness training, amongst Kohler’s 

other predictors, has shown positive moderate effects regarding post-secondary transition 

and need to be actively incorporated within the academic school day ("Predictor 

implementation school/ district self-assessment," 2013; Test et al., 2009). Although work 

placement and school-based transition programs are numerous and attempt to encompass 

these promising transition practices, the literature suggests that they lack overall 

uniformity (Wittenburg, Golden, & Fishman, 2002). According to Curry and colleagues 
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(2013), very few programs expect general educators to integrate career information into 

lectures apart from the work of a guidance counselor. Nevertheless, a few states such as 

South Carolina have required that teachers acquire the skills necessary to integrate career 

guidance into the preK-12 curriculum (Curry, Belser, & Binns, 2013). Countless school 

to work (STW) titles exist such as youth apprenticeship, (DeVos & Ryder, 2017) career-

technical education (CTE; Barba, 2015; Perry & Wallace, 2012), cooperative education 

(Stern, Finkelstein, Stone III, Latting, & Dornsife, 1994), Vocational Rehabilitation, and 

school-based enterprises (DeVos & Ryder, 2017). Many states have created their own 

individual STW programs, but a dearth of formal experimental studies exist regarding 

these programs.  

1.3.3 Existing Career Curriculum Studies 

There are few studies that focus on career awareness curriculums for high school 

students. Most of these studies were surveys, descriptors or articles describing a program. 

For example, Donlevy (2002) described a program by the United States Postal Service 

(USPS) regarding a school-to-career curriculum that included career exploration, resume 

writing, and interview skills. A formal experimental study has not been conducted 

concerning this curriculum. However, one study by Martinez and colleagues (2017) used 

a pretest-posttest quasi-experimental group design to determine the effects of a career 

awareness curriculum for high school students. The curriculum was administered by a 

guidance counselor on a 1:1 student basis. The program included eight modules with 

topics such as knowing your setting, creating SMART goals, exploring college-based 

careers, and the cost of post-secondary education. It was determined that the effects of the 

curriculum were statistically significant (Martinez, Baker, & Young, 2017). A study by 
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Hirsch (2017) found that implementing a guided curriculum regarding transferable work-

based skills has proven effective and was found to double the hiring rate in mock 

interview settings, indicating increased success in authentic interview situations. At this 

time, no known anchored instruction career curriculums, including video-based problem-

solving opportunities, have been taught by educators, created, or statistically evaluated.  

1.4 Cognitive Theory 

Cognitive theory provides curriculum designers with research-based insight 

regarding effective conceptual strategies and principles needed to guide the construction 

of lesson materials, activities and assessments. Four main principles of cognition are as 

follows: (a) prior knowledge, (b) active learning, (c) metacognition, and (d) transfer 

knowledge. Researchers must consider these strategies prior to curriculum creation and 

implementation in order to to create an effective curriculum. 

1.4.1 Activating Prior Knowledge 

A well-constructed curriculum helps guide teacher implementation (Anderson & 

Rogan, 2011). First, it is imperative that educators activate their students’ prior 

knowledge before introducing new material (Bransford, 1999; Swiderski, 2011; Wetzels, 

Kester, van Merrienboer, & Broers, 2011). Students are not empty vessels, but they bring 

many pre-existing ideas to the learning environment (Ashman & Conway, 2002). For this 

reason, curriculum developers should naturally incorporate and provide teachers with 

guiding problem-solving activities that draw out this information (Ashman & Conway, 

2002; Bransford, 1999; Wetzels et al., 2011) ”.This prior knowledge should also be used 
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to determine the starting point of instruction and to monitor changes in student ideology 

throughout the course of the unit (Bransford, 1999; Swiderski, 2011). 

1.4.2 Active Learning 

Twenty-first century classrooms should emphasize student-centered learning 

environments and active engagement (Care, Kim, Vista, Anderson, & Brookings 

Institution, 2018). Active learning and engagement should not focus solely on the project 

or experience alone, resulting in the completion of an activity that may be engaging but 

lacks connection to content knowledge attainment (Bransford, 1999; Care et al., 2018; 

Swiderski, 2011). For example, a teacher may ask students to create a bottle rocket to 

teach an engineering concept; however, when asked, the highly engaged students do not 

understand why they created the rocket (Bransford, 1999). Ideally, students should 

participate in the bottle rocket project and attain the embedded content knowledge. 

Active learning activities should ultimately lead students towards content mastery 

(Bransford, 1999; Care et al., 2018; Swiderski, 2011). 

1.4.3 Metacognition 

Students should engage in metacognitive thinking. Metacognition is defined as a 

student’s ability to predict task performance, to evaluate current levels of understanding 

and mastery, and to take steps to further knowledge (Bransford, 1999; Care et al., 2018; 

Marra, Jonassen, Palmer, & Luft, 2014; Nappi, 2017). A curriculum should provide 

students with the ability to self-assess, reflect on their work and decide what needs 

improvement to promote metacognitive abilities (Bransford, 1999; Care et al., 2018). 

Additionally, it is recommended that students receive the opportunity to assess their 
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peers’ work to engage in further reflection. Students who received these opportunities 

showed a fundamentally superior understanding regarding the given topic. This reflective 

practice has also proven effective in increasing students’ abilities to transfer content 

knowledge to applicable settings (Bransford, 1999; Nappi, 2017). 

1.4.4 Transfer Knowledge 

Transfer knowledge is the learner’s ability to gain understanding rather than 

simply attaining factual information. This understanding should be generalized within 

multiple contexts beyond the original lesson (Bransford, 1999; Care et al., 2018). First, a 

student’s ability to transfer knowledge can be increased through the mastery of the 

content area (Bransford, 1999; Topolinski & Reber, 2010). Experts gain fluency of 

information through means of deliberate practice and repetition of facts to quickly recall 

and apply information to multiple contexts. If individuals do not have a solid grasp on 

factual material, it is more difficult for them to transfer learning (Bransford, 1999). 

Similarly, experts are able to create meaningful patterns in information, chunk 

information to enhance short term memory for the purposes of transferring knowledge, 

and use existing knowledge to gain new information. Chunking  can also be used in 

classroom settings. This strategy is considered the grouping of smaller pieces of 

information into larger categories for the purposes of memory retention (Bransford, 1999; 

Swiderski, 2011). For example, 4 to 10-year-old students were shown a series of pictures 

of a cat, rose, train, hat, airplane, horse, tulip, boat, coat, among others. Students who 

noticed that the words could be placed in four categories remembered far more words 

than their peers. However, it must be noted that the individuals had to comprehend 

factual information about the words in order for chunking to occur (Best & Ornstein, 
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1986). Finally, experts learn facts in context of applicability rather than memorizing facts 

in isolation. This allows individuals to scaffold understanding and more easily transfer 

knowledge to other contexts. For this reason, a curriculum should include multiple 

opportunities for practice, and information should be placed in context and within natural 

categories to aid in chunking (Bransford, 1999). 

1.4.5 Curriculum Length and Depth of Topic 

Bransford (1999) noted “the amount of time it takes to learn material is roughly 

proportional to the amount of material being learned” (p.58). In other words, learning 

cannot be hurried. When creating a curriculum, it is important to allow enough time for 

students to grapple with new material, learn content knowledge and work on problem 

solving skills (Pashler et al., 2007). Similarly, lessons should provide many examples 

within one topic so that students can attain a solid factual foundation prior to the transfer 

and application of knowledge. Each lesson level should not be so challenging that it 

causes discouragement, but challenging enough to foster engagement (Bransford, 1999).  

1.4.6 Cognitive Theory and the 21st Century Classroom 

Students should be given the opportunity to confront pre-existing ideology and 

discuss new information prior to a lecture (Pashler et al., 2007; Wetzels, Kester, van 

Merrienboer, & Broers, 2011). Students who work through this discussion process are 

better able to transfer knowledge than students who are soley given direct instruction 

(Dös et al., 2016). For this reason, it is important that a lesson includes both content 

knowledge and problem-solving skills (Ashman & Conway, 2002). In fact, according to 

an article by Care and colleagues (2018), today’s instructional developers should include 
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metacognition and transfer knowledge to create an effective curriculum. Specifically, the 

top three 21st century transferable skills necessary for today’s students include 

“collaboration, critical thinking, and problem solving” (Care et al., 2018, p. 16). 

Regardless the curricular topic, students tend to increase in engagement when the content 

knowledge is simultaneously presented with deliberate connections to everyday life 

application (Bottge, Rueda, LaRoque, Serlin, & Kwon, 2007; Pashler et al., 2007). It is 

important for students to know that the information they are learning can affect their lives 

personally or corporately (Bransford, 1999; Care et al., 2018). 

1.5 Anchored Instruction 

Problem solving can be defined as the “application of knowledge to achieve a 

desired outcome” (Ashman & Conway, 2002, p.1). This is a key foundation of anchored 

instruction as it is designed to move students from inert knowledge to the meaningful 

application of knowledge through the use of problem-solving. Alfred North Whitehead 

first studied inert knowledge in 1929 and claimed that most information is presented for 

the purposes of knowledge attainment only without giving students opportunity to 

transfer the knowledge past the final exam. Information gathered in this way is factual 

and can be recalled; however, it is not often transferred into other contexts or 

spontaneously used for the purposes of critical thinking (Love, 2004).  Anchored 

instruction addresses the need to move past inert knowledge through the use of problem 

solving and giving instruction in meaningful contexts (Love, 2004; Nix & Spiro, 1990).  

Anchored instruction was first conceptualized by researchers at Vanderbilt 

University (Love, 2004). Anchors are video stories or scenarios meant to teach 
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knowledge in engaging and realistic contexts to promote problem solving and the transfer 

of knowledge (Love, 2004; Nix & Spiro, 1990).  Anchored instruction begins with a 

problem situation or an event that students can use to build context and understanding. 

For example, the anchor may ask students to plan a trip to Sub Sahara Africa or to 

improve the efficiency of a company. Students must solve sub goals and problems within 

the anchor. According to Nix and Spiro (1990), anchors are more effective when 

delivered in a video format rather than through text or audio. When problem solving, 

video allows students to gain rich visual information in addition to audio and text. 

Similarly, teachers can rewind and pause the video at specific frames to focus on a part of 

the video that may need more analysis (Nix & Spiro, 1990).  

Anchored instruction has proven effective in a variety of grade levels from 

elementary aged children to college students. For example, researchers have shown that a 

problem-solving anchored video was effective in improving children’s comprehension 

and problem-solving skills (Bottge, Rueda, Serlin, Hung, & Kwon, 2007; Bransford, 

1999). According to Nix and Spiro (1990), college students also benefited from anchored 

instruction and were able to transfer complex topics from inert knowledge to a level of 

understanding. Overall, students of all ages who were exposed to anchored instruction 

were more likely to remember the information they learned and used the content 

knowledge to problem solve in a variety of scenarios (Nix & Spiro, 1990).  

In the past, videos were used as lectures to teach content knowledge in the form of 

direct instruction. However, anchored videos should be realistic stories used to solve 

problems and construct active knowledge within contexts of application (Love, 2004). 

Students are natural problem solvers; therefore, anchored instruction builds on a child’s 
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natural motivation to explore, learn and understand information. According to Bransford 

(1999), students are better able to transfer knowledge when a second, similar anchored 

problem is provided after the first scenario is presented. Teachers should also foster 

“what if” discussions concerning alternative possibilities or solutions to increase 

flexibility of thought (Bransford, 1999). When engaging in such discussion, teachers can 

ask probing questions and provide instructional support as needed (Bottge et al., 2015; 

Bransford, 1999). Students also benefit from regular opportunities for reflection and 

feedback regarding progress (Bransford, 1999).  

Finally, the design of an anchored instruction curriculum should be directed by 

seven key principles (Love, 2004). (a) First, the researcher should choose an anchor that 

is appropriate for the curriculum’s goals and objectives. (b) Shared expertise should then 

be created around the anchor. Students should be allowed to watch the video anchor 

several times to understand the complexity of the information and to gain a sense of 

expertise regarding the situation. The discussion should shift from teacher-led to student 

generated through the progression of the lesson. Information should connect to the 

students’ experiences and other areas of the curriculum. (c) It is appropriate to expand the 

anchor and use more than one video to interest students and to build a deeper construct of 

knowledge. (d) Knowledge should also be used as a tool. The anchor video can be used to 

teach new content knowledge, but the information should then be used to solve problems 

and to connect concepts. Anchored instruction naturally helps students transfer 

information across contexts. (e) Instructors should teach using the anchor by referring to 

it often and connecting it to curriculum goals. As the students gain a sense of expertise 

with the anchor, they are more likely to transfer information from one context to another. 
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(f) The anchor should be used in tandem with literacy skills such as reading, writing and 

oral presentations. (g) Finally, students should be given access to view and explore the 

anchor video to further their sense of expertise (Love, 2004). Overall, it is important that 

an anchored instruction curriculum use anchored videos intentionally to provide students 

ample opportunity to become experts in the material and increase the chances of 

transferring inert knowledge to practical application. 

1.6 Best Practice in Curriculum Design and Implementation 

Curriculum can be defined as the “teaching, learning, and assessment practices 

and materials available for a specific course or program” (Anderson & Rogan, 2011, p. 

65).  The design of such curriculum should be founded on but not limited to the following 

principles of curriculum design and implementation: (a) Carefully crafted teacher 

routines, conditions and structures (Guthrie, Wigfield, & VonSecker, 2000), (b) learning 

goals tied to appropriate assessment (Anderson & Rogan, 2011), (c) spaced learning 

(Carpenter, Pashler, Cepeda et al., 2007), (d) graphic descriptions (Pashler et al., 2007), 

(e) and effective questioning techniques (Beesley, Apthorp, Mid-continent Research for, 

& Learning, 2010). Though many curricular foundations can be set to ensure a solid 

foundation, it is recommended that a curriculum not remain unchanged once it is created; 

instead, it should be revised yearly according to teacher and student feedback (Anderson 

& Rogan, 2011). 

1.6.1 Teacher Classroom Structures, Routines, and Conditions 

Teachers may use a variety of teaching styles to meet the standards of the 

curriculum. There is no sole universal teaching method. Instead, teachers should use the 
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most appropriate teaching style related to their personalities necessary to meet both 

student needs and curriculum objectives (Anderson & Rogan, 2011; Bransford, 1999). 

Regardless of teaching style, Guthrie and colleagues (2000) discussed six classroom 

structures, routines, and conditions proven to increase student motivation and 

engagement. First, it is imperative that the teacher is genuinely caring while 

simultaneously setting consistently high expectations. This can be achieved academically 

when the teacher sets clearly stated, explicit learning goals at the beginning of each 

lesson. Next, students have shown increased motivation and engagement when the 

teacher provides a variety of interesting and relatable texts, offers opportunities for 

collaboration, and allows student choice. Lastly, it is highly recommended that lesson 

materials contain clear real-world application and include opportunities for hands on 

learning. 

1.6.2 Learning Goals and Assessments 

When constructing a curriculum, one must first construct appropriate learning 

goals and objectives that will guide corresponding curriculum structure, content and 

assessments. Assessments should not only appropriately align with the original goals and 

objectives (Anderson & Rogan, 2011; Care et al., 2018), but should include both 

formative and summative assessment techniques to monitor student thinking and 

knowledge attainment (Anderson & Rogan, 2011; Bransford, 1999). Formative 

assessments are embedded throughout instruction while summative assessments occur 

post instruction (Bransford, 1999). Authentic assessments may also be collected from 

work samples, portfolios, and observations. Such authentic samples give greater 

indication regarding whether the learner can apply information to problems and real-life 
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situations (Ashman & Conway, 2002). Assessments aligned with main curriculum goals 

should guide lesson progression and should provide teachers with an opportunity to refine 

their own teaching practices (Bransford, 1999; Care et al., 2018). Instructors should 

implement “active monitoring” when giving opportunities to practice new material. This 

feedback, regarding a student’s progress, is crucial to student learning and should be 

provided frequently (Anderson & Rogan, 2011; Bransford, 1999). 

1.6.3 Spaced Learning 

Students should be exposed to main concepts at least twice in the course of 

instruction. Students retain more information if re-exposure to the material is spaced over 

the course of the unit (Pashler et al., 2007). For example, one study found that a group of 

eighth grade students was able to recall history facts at almost 100% accuracy after a 16-

week delayed review compared to those who reviewed and re-tested one week after 

initial exposure (Carpenter et al., 2007).  According to Pashler and colleagues, the 

concern of creating too much space is almost a non-issue compared to the implications of 

executing too short of a delay in review and assessment. Therefore, it is recommended 

that the length of instruction is long enough to create ample spacing prior to testing. 

Homework, quizzes, in-class reviews, and cumulative testing are strategies used to 

implement the space and re-exposure needed to support a student’s long-term memory 

and increase the transfer of knowledge (Pashler et al., 2007). 

1.6.4 Graphic Descriptions and Abstract Thinking 

Students absorb more information when written content knowledge or key 

concepts are combined with audio or visual representation. These graphic descriptions 
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should be simultaneously explicated through verbal or written text and key concepts 

should be highlighted (Pashler et al., 2007). Such visual representations help students 

grasp abstract concepts and can be portrayed through real world scenarios, problem 

solving opportunities, hands-on projects, movie clips, and stories (Bottge, Rueda, 

LaRoque, et al., 2007; Pashler et al., 2007). In fact, when students are initially taught 

using an abstract idea they may struggle more at first, but are more likely to transfer 

knowledge to different contexts than if first taught through a concrete form (Pashler et al., 

2007). Low and high achieving students have shown academic improvement when both 

abstract and concrete representation are interwoven in a given lesson (Bottge, Rueda, 

LaRoque, et al., 2007).  

1.6.5 Questioning Techniques 

Questions have been used to activate the cognitive skills of students for centuries 

beginning with the teaching of Socrates in the 5th century BCE (Dös et al., 2016). This 

technique has been considered one of the top nine effective teaching strategies (Beesley 

et al., 2010) and has been linked to improvements in learning and comprehension. 

Questions can be used to activate pre-existing beliefs by promoting deep, intensive 

reasoning (Pashler et al., 2007; Sahamid, 2016) in the context of interacting with others 

to create a framework of knowledge (Heritage & Heritage, 2013). This method can lead 

students to develop problem solving techniques, engage in critical thinking skills and 

achieve further metacognitive thinking habits (Dös et al., 2016; Nappi, 2017). Teachers 

can either ask closed-ended convergent questions or open-ended divergent questions. The 

latter is recommended to increase the likelihood of higher-order thinking and to promote 

the transfer of knowledge (Dös et al., 2016). Specifically, teachers should ask questions 
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starting with phrases such as “what caused, what if, what-if-not, how did this occur, 

compare and contrast, why is this important etc” to foster desired critical and 

metacognitive processing (Pashler et al., 2007). 

1.7 Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is essential that educators and researchers consider the 20 

predictors of post-secondary student success when creating transition curricula (Mazzotti 

et al., 2016). Creating uniform STW school curriculum and programming may present 

itself as daunting, but it is a vital requirement needed to combine academic and 

vocational needs appropriately in the school system (Gregg, 2007; Sprunger, Harvey, & 

Quick, 2018; Stern et al., 1994).  Evidenced based research and creative solutions for 

uniformed STW programming and curriculum must occur; similarly, school systems 

must be willing to change in order to remedy the dismal post-secondary outcomes faced 

by SWD (Gregg, 2007).  

When creating a curriculum within the framework of the cognition theory, it is 

important to include the following foundational principles discussed within this chapter. 

Anchored instruction is one way to foster problem-solving within student learning. 

Finally, it is important to create a curriculum using best practice strategies including the 

use of carefully crafted teacher routines (Guthrie et al., 2000), learning goals tied to 

appropriate assessment (Anderson & Rogan, 2011), spaced learning (Carpenter, Pashler, 

Cepeda et al., 2007), graphic descriptions (Pashler et al., 2007), and effective questioning 

techniques (Beesley et al., 2010).  
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1.8 Research Questions 

My research interest will lead me to future studies to address the need of a unified 

STW curriculum using anchored instruction. Prior to creating and examining an entire 

curriculum, I propose an experimental study to determine the effect of one unit of a 

career awareness transition curriculum. In light of this problem, my research question 

focused on answering the following questions:  

1. In what ways, if any, can a career-focused curriculum lead to a better 

understanding of the transition concepts for the career preparation of at-risk high 

school students? 

2. Do the attitudes of students concerning their career goals change as the result of 

successfully completing the career-focused curriculum? If so, how do they 

change? 
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CHAPTER 2. METHOD 

2.1 Participants and Settings  

The study was conducted at an alternative high school located in the southeastern 

portion of the U.S. The school offered small class sizes ranging between 5-20 students 

per class, reduced teacher-to-student ratios and a focus on school to work transition. 

Specifically, their school focused on teaching employable soft skills, taking students on 

bi-weekly field trips to local businesses and organizations, and granting students 

exposure to trade skills such as wood-working, horticulture, apiology, and media 

production. 

The school consisted of 208 students in grades 8-12, most of whom were 

considered at-risk of dropping out of high school. All students attending this school had 

to apply to attend, whether they were referred by their home school or elected to attend. 

These students were often unsuccessful behaviorally and/or academically in their 

previous school environments. In their home high school, prior to attending the 

alternative high school, students either failed most of their classes, possessed significant 

behavioral referral records or suffered from severe anxiety or depressive traits. At the 

time of the study, the alternative school’s waiting list was so long that they were able to 

make applicant-based selections rather than accept only forced placements as in the case 

of many alternative programs.  

The study included a sample of 88 students from this alternative high school and 5 

content area teachers. Figure 2.1.1.1 provides demographic information about the 

participating students and teachers. According to student disclosed information, 23% of 

students worked in paid positions and 4% of students worked in unpaid internships. 
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