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Abstract

This study has explored the perceptions of recent high school graduates in the 
United States about their levels of preparedness for post-secondary life after 
they engaged in experiential learning while in high school.  A qualitative, phe-
nomenological methodology was utilized whereby data were collected through a 
three-level interview protocol applied to a sample of participants (n = 10).  Four 
of the participants were attending a two-year community college, three were 
employed in their area of interest, and three were both employed and attending 
college. Using the analytical procedures of phenomenological reduction, constant 
comparison analysis was employed whereby ongoing data collection informed re-
cursive data analysis.  As a result of a reductive coding procedure that included 
open coding, axial code grouping, signif icant thematic identif ication, and f inal-
ly, a signif icant f inding statement with four themes emerged that included expe-
riential learning as a readiness factor, exposure to college and career experiences, 
college and career planning, skills and dispositions, and learning.  Implications 
and recommendations are offered.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a growing amount of attention in both the popular media (Gewertz, 2010) and 
research literature about college and career readiness (Darche & Stam, 2012).  Many writers 
(e.g., Mehan & Chang, 2011; Wheeler, Davis, & Evans, 2017) cited criticism from the business 
community regarding the inadequate preparation of high school graduates for the kinds of 
skills entry-level workers with a diploma were expected to have (Pianin, 2014).  Similarly, the 
higher education community (e.g., Santos & Haycock, 2016; Simons, 2015) was also critical 
of the many students who arrived on their campuses ill-equipped for the college experience.  
To illustrate, the National Center for Education Statistics data (Sparks & Malkus, 2013) 
indicated that in 2007-2008 approximately 23.3 per cent of first-year undergraduate students 
attending public institutions reported taking remedial courses (Sparks & Malkus, 2013).  The 
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preparedness outlook is worsened by the fact that "nearly half of all students who begin college 
do not graduate within six years" (US Department of Education, 2015). The changing dynamic 
of the world of work and higher education facing high school graduates reflects a profound 
shift that requires a different skill set than what was previously required that includes non-
cognitive "success skills" (Conley, 2016).  "Globalization and technological change together 
are transforming the needs of employers", and this phenomenon has changed what is expected 
of workers by business leaders (Greenberg & Nilssen, 2015).  This fluctuation in readiness 
expectations gives educators to pause and demands a rethinking of how high schools prepare 
students for the next stage of their lives (Bentley University, 2014).  Generally, students find 
themselves predominantly on their own to develop the dispositional wherewithal to transition 
successfully after high school graduation, whether in college or newly employed (Vargas, 
Hooker, & Gerwin, 2017).  

What is missing from the literature on college and career readiness is an understanding 
of the benefits of experiential learning from recent high school graduates (Esters & Retallick, 
2013) who encountered the transition from a career-oriented secondary school experience to a 
college setting or that of the workplace.  It is currently unclear how high school graduates view 
readiness and what they perceive to be the issues related to their sense of readiness relative to 
their high school hands-on learning experience (Byrd & Macdonald, 2005).  

The purpose of this research was to explore the perceptions and attitudes of young adults 
in their first year of post-secondary life regarding the phenomenon of readiness emerging from 
experiential learning in a Career and Technical Institute high school in the U.S. A potential 
benefit of this study is identifying how experiential learning in high school may enhance the 
readiness of graduates for the challenges they face as freshmen in college or first-year employees 
in the workforce. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

College and Career Readiness:

Aside from the general discontent often cited in popular media that graduates are not 
ready for post-secondary study or employment after high school, there is ample literature that 
illustrated why readiness was a topic that needed attention (ConnectEd: The California Center 
for College and Career overview, 2012).  Perry and Wallace (2012) provided an overview of 
the historical development and context about readiness and what it suggests to education 
policymakers.  Many students graduating from high school may not be ready for college study 
but what is even more troubling is that college graduates may face dim prospects for employment 
when they finish their degrees (Perry & Wallace, 2012) because other skills are necessary for 
success.  To better prepare high school graduates for what they face after graduation, some 
states have instituted programs that provide “multiple pathways to success” (Perry & Wallace, 
2012).  Exposure, college and career planning, skills and dispositions and learning are each 
considered. Figure 1 demonstrates the organization of the literature.
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Figure 1: Organization of the Literature

Exposure to Experiential Learning:

 Experiential learning enhanced participant career self-efficacy and career decision-making 
(DeLorenzo, 2000), vocational identity (Esters & Retallick, 2013), and confidence (Wee, Weber, 
& Park, 2014).  Exposure experiences through experiential learning took form in a variety 
of ways including undergraduate co-op experiences (Ambrose & Poklop, 2015), internships 
(DeLorenzo, 2000), job shadowing (McCarthy & McCarthy, 2006), and practicums (Wee, 
Weber, & Park, 2014). They led to "self-regulated learning" (Khaled, Gulikers, Biemans, & 
Mulder, 2016) and other benefits like extending classroom learning, encouraging self-directed 
learning, promoting deep and flexible learning, and increasing motivation (Ambrose & Poklop, 
2015).  The literature revealed that employers and students supported instituting a more hands-
on approach (Hart, 2006); because experiential learning supported the establishment of career 
interests, a connection between learning and a career, the development of workplace social 
skills (Lent, Hackett, & Brown, 1999) and provided a connection to the “real world” (Higgins 
& Boone, 2003; Kolb 1984).

College and Career Planning: 

Various researchers, (Ewert & Kominski, 2014; Hooker & Brand, 2010; Lent, Ireland, 
Penn, Morris, & Sappington, 2017; Radcliffe & Bos, 2013), extolled how experiential learning 
can lead to higher career self-efficacy (Lent et al., 2017).  College knowledge can also be 
facilitated through experiential learning experiences (Hooker & Brand, 2010) that take form 
in dual-enrollment programs (Hofmann, 2012) or early college programs (Edmunds, 2012; 
Hooker & Brand, 2010).  Experiential learning can lead to a practical benefit of a license or 
other alternative credential (Ewert & Kominski, 2014) that yield economic value (Carnavale & 
Rose, 2015).  Foundational planning has its place throughout the school experience, starting as 
early as grade six (Radcliffe & Bos, 2013).

Skills/Dispositions:

Soft skills (Greenberg & Nilssen, 2015) are widely recognized as being as important 
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as academic knowledge (Bokan, 2015) and lead to economic cogency (Carnavale & Rose, 
2015).  Soft skills include things like time management, (Byrd & McDonald, 2005; Conley 
& McGaughy, 2012; Light, 2001) social and academic problem-solving skills (Frey & Fisher, 
2015), persistence (Conley & McGaughy, 2012), adaptability, and the ability to work with 
others (Greenberg & Nilssen, 2015).  Productive work dispositions (ConnectEd: The California 
Center for College & Career, 2012) or "success skills" (Hoerr, 2017) like lifelong learning 
(Friedman, 2016) "adaptability and resilience" (Murphy, Blustein, Bohlig, & Platt, 2010), and 
social skills (Miller, 2015) were also discussed as they related to "positive adjustment" (Sheu & 
Lent, 2009) and "career self-efficacy" (Raelin, Bailey, Hamann, Pendleton, Raelin, Reisberg, & 
Whitman, 2011).

Learning:

Learning readiness was inculcated via choice or autonomy (Domers, 2017; McDonald & 
Farrell 2012; Toshalis, 2015) and supportive teachers or adult support (Bennett, 2007; De La 
Ossa, 2005; Gewertz, 2017).  The engagement was cultivated by giving students choice (Domers, 
2017; Toshalis, 2015), specifically by offering the ability to personalize learning (McDonald & 
Farrell, 2012).  Another factor that influenced student engagement was "social support from 
adult supervisors" (Bennett, 2007) or career coaches (Gewertz, 2017) because students thrived 
on the personal relationships that were fostered in smaller educational settings (De La Ossa, 
2005).   Study skills were recognized as an essential readiness skill (Conley, 2012; Edmunds, 
2012) alongside lifelong learning (Wingate, 2006) and are best inculcated through hands-on 
learning experiences (Brown, 2014) such as co-op experiences that extend and supplement the 
academic curriculum (Ambrose & Poklop, 2015) and lead to a deeper extension of student 
learning (Eyler, 2009).  

The literature included sections on exposure to college and career through experiential 
learning, college and career planning, and skills and dispositions as they related to soft skills as 
part of readiness for college and career. The following section addresses the method of the study. 

METHODOLOGY

Research Design:  

The research question was:  What are the perceptions of high school graduates who engaged 
in experiential learning regarding their readiness for college and career? The research was 
conducted using a phenomenological emergent design whereby phenomenological reduction 
led to the essence of the phenomenon of college and career readiness. A qualitative approach 
using phenomenological methodology was chosen because it held the most potential in 
exploring the essence of college and career readiness.  More specifically, a three-stage interview 
instrument protocol was crafted and applied to an in-depth, semi-structured initial interview 
and two follow-up interviews that progressively explored the phenomenon with participants 
who served as co-researchers.  The interview data were subsequently coded and analyzed 
using a constant comparison, emergent analysis to synthesize the data. A phenomenological 
reduction approach to data collection and analysis whereby interviews were collected, read 
multiple times, coded, and analyzed using a recursive, constant comparison process was used.  
To look at a phenomenon with a fresh mind, what the Japanese term, "shoshin" (Wictionary, 
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2017), Moustakas (1994) advised the phenomenological researcher to bracket bias through 
the epoche process.  Presuppositions and biases were bracketed through epoche journaling, 
and potential meanings were explored through imaginative variation and horizontalization 
(Moustakas, 1994). 

Setting:  

The participants were recent high school graduates from an experiential learning program 
called the Career and Technical Institute (CTI).  The participants were either in their first year 
of college, or they were in their first year of employment, or they were engaged in both.  CTI 
is in the state of New York, United States, and it is a program offered by the Dutchess County 
Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES). This agency serves 13 school districts in 
the county and provides a limited number of students with a work-based learning experience 
in a field or career.  For example, students could enrol in programs that focus on Cosmetology, 
Health Sciences, Early Childhood Education, and so forth.   

Sampling:  

The sample was drawn from a population of 237 CTI graduates in the class of 2013.  
Purposeful sampling using three criteria, (a) participants who engaged in experiential learning; 
(b) participants who were studying their field of interest in college or working in their field 
of interest; (c) participants who were working or studying in varied fields of interest, and was 
employed to identify participants who would provide insight about the relationship between 
experiential learning and readiness for college and career.  We sought a balance between 
participants who were pursuing college study and those who had ventured directly into the 
working world after high school.  “Maximum variation sampling” (Merriam, 2009, p. 78) 
established a sample with adequate density.

Since this qualitative research aimed to establish the essence of college and career readiness 
vis-à-vis high school experiential learning, a purposeful sample was sought.  In this case, a 
purposeful sample was used to explore the phenomenon of experiential learning as it impacted 
the participants' sense of post-secondary readiness for work or college.  With the assistance 
of the CTI administrator, a pool of potential subjects was identified from which a sample 
was drawn.  A demographic survey was sent to all 237 CTI graduates who were in their first 
year of post-secondary life.  The results of the survey were used to narrow the sample to 10 
individuals— five individuals who followed a post-secondary path of college and five who 
entered the workforce directly.  

Participants: 

There were 10 participants in the research study (n = 10) whom all completed the CTI 
program in 2013, and all but one participant also earned a diploma from their home public 
high schools.  The participants represented a variety of experiential learning programs, 
including culinary arts, cosmetology, nursing, early childhood education, and auto body repair.  
Four participants (n = 4) attended a two-year community college; three participants (n = 3) 
were employed in the specialization they studied at CTI, and three participants (n = 3) were 
both attending community college and employed in their area of interest. An overview of the 
results of the demographic survey can be seen in Table 1, Study Participant Demographics.  As 
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illustrated in Table 1, participants included five CTI graduates in their first year of college and 
five graduates who have pursued work in a career right after graduating from high school and 
CTI.  Three graduates were working in a career field and attending college at the same time.  
The variety of focus areas is listed, and if an individual participant was working, an indication 
of whether the work is related to the participant’s area of study at CTI is made with a yes or a 
no.  Finally, an X marks the completion of the instruments by each participant. All participant 
names are pseudonyms.
Table 1: Study Participant Demographics

Pseudonym and 
Code

Enrollment Focus Related 
Work  

Focus?

Survey Int-1 Int-2 Int-3 

1. Adam (CA-4) Workforce* Culinary Yes X X X X
2. Becky (CO-6) 2-yr college & working Cosmetology Yes X X
3. Carrie (CO-7) 2-yr college & working Nursing Yes X X X X
4. Didi (CA-5) Workforce Cosmetology Yes X X X X
5. Eileen (CA-2) Workforce Culinary No X X X
6. Fran (CO-4) 2-yr college Early  

Childhood
No X X X X

7. Gina (CO-1) 2-yr college & working Nursing Yes X X X
8. Heidi (CO-3) 2-yr college Cosmetology No X X X
9. Isaac (CO-5) 2-yr college Auto Body No X X X X

10. June (CO-8) 2-yr college Early  
Childhood

No X X X

Data Collection:  

Demographic Survey  

The researcher-created survey was used to identify a sample of the population (n = 10) 
that had the highest potential for generating useable data relative to experiential learning as 
preparation for the post-secondary experience.  The participants met three criteria (a) participants 
who had engaged in experiential learning; (b) participants who were either working or studying 
in their fields of interest; and (c) participants who had experienced a variety of areas of focus.  
Participants who met the criteria and who agreed to participate were chosen to be interviewed.  
Thus, the sample met the requirements for the phenomenological design. 

Interviews

Initial interviews were conducted between February through June 2017; follow-up semi-
structured interviews were conducted with key participants in April through June 2017;  final 
follow-up semi-structured interviews occurred in June 2017.

First Round of Interviews  

The Interview Instrument I consisted of a list of 15 researcher-developed questions informed 
by the literature designed to maximize the collection of data to answer the research question.  In 
semi-structured interviews “what is needed is an adequate number of participants…to answer 
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the question posed at the beginning of the study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 80).  Semi-structured 
interviews where the researcher assumed that “individual respondents could define the world 
in unique ways” (Merriam, 2009, p. 90), in this case, the world of college and career readiness, 
following a shared experience in an experiential learning environment.  

Second Round of Interviews  

In the second round of interviews, the Interview Instrument II added more questions – 19 
total – that were designed to delve deeper into the phenomenon with participants.  

Third Round of Interviews 

Finally, participants from the sample who were willing to be interviewed a third time 
(n = 6) participated in a follow-up, in-depth, interview using Interview Instrument III. This 
instrument contained fewer questions, a total of three, which were concentrated on the essential 
essences of the high school experience relative to post-secondary readiness.  The three levels 
of interview protocols were designed to effectuate a robust body of data that could be used to 
construct a rich, thick description of the phenomenon of college and career readiness.  Data 
collection ceased once a point of theoretical data saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 2012) was 
reached.

Data Analysis:  

A phenomenological reduction (Moustakas, 1994) coding procedure was utilized whereby 
open codes emerged through careful reading of the transcripts, which were then combined into 
axial coding groups.  Figure 2 demonstrates an illustration of the analysis process from raw 
data to open codes, to code categories, to themes and the major finding statement with four 
sub-finding statements.

Figure 2: Data analysis process
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After an initial reading of the transcripts to identify possible topics and essential phrases, a 
line by line review of the transcripts occurred "to start the formal coding systematically" (Patton, 
2002, p. 463), and with the aid of HyperResearch software (Researchware Inc., 1997-2016) 
open coding of the transcripts was conducted by further identifying keywords and phrases and 
creating corresponding codes that eventually amounted to a codebook of 251 different codes. 
Initial coding through HyperResearch led to 251 codes that were later grouped into 16 code 
groups to reduce better and create useful categories.  After subsequent, line-by-line readings, 
themes developed over time through constant comparative data analysis. Through the thematic 
reduction of the categories, the emergent process led to a significant finding statement and four 
sub findings that formed the structure for a detailed, thick description of the phenomenon.  
Reflexive journaling occurred throughout the process to bracket personal bias and to engage in 
the Moustakasian epoche process.  

FINDINGS

The major finding statement was:  Participants in a hands-on learning experience perceived 
themselves as being more ready for college and/or careers than if they had remained exclusively 
in a traditional high school setting.  

Participants found that their hands-on learning experiences through the Career and 
Technical Institute were beneficial in developing their readiness for their lives after high school, 
be that in a workplace setting, a college setting, or in some cases both settings.  A significant 
benefit for participants was that hands-on learning they received matched what they perceived 
to be their learning styles.  They viewed their ability to retain information as more apt to 
happen when learning included a hands-on component than if they were learning abstractly 
from a book or a lecture. The data suggested that participants placed value on experiential 
learning that they felt was unique to CTI and contrasted with their home high schools.  Four 
themes supported the finding: exposure, college and career planning, skills and dispositions, 
and learning.

Exposure

Participants perceived an enhanced level of readiness as a result of the exposure they 
encountered that gave them familiarity with their focus area, resulting in confidence and 
an engendered sense of purpose. Participants credited their readiness to the exposure to the 
environs and skills associated with their career paths.  Theme one was validated in the words 
of participants who perceived that they received valuable exposure to their actual career fields 
by working.  The experiences themselves that gave participants exposure to the demands of the 
workplace and/or college tended to give them the confidence and a sense of purpose necessary 
for them to find success in their new post-secondary lives.  For example, in her second interview, 
June revealed that during her CTI experience she had an opportunity to intern in a special 
education setting and she credited this new experience with helping her, in June’s words, “get 
out of [my] comfort zone.”  Even though Isaac studied auto body at BOCES, he switched to 
communications when he got to college and pinpointed a pre-exposure experience back to high 
school that “kind of got my interest a little bit about the communication field.”  He related a 
similar exposure experience during his CTI years where a company came and demonstrated 
windshield replacement and talked to students about the benefits of working for their company 
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and this caused him to start “thinking this could be a good career for me.”

Participants learned what work was all about, namely, that there were specific social 
interactions with the public, for example, that required patience, friendliness, and even self-
control.  They found that internships gifted them with a sense of what the work entailed and 
prepared them for first jobs.  Participants also perceived that their pre-exposure to content in 
their college major gave them a boost that put them slightly ahead of their peers who had little 
or no exposure.  Pre-exposure gave them confidence in their college coursework because it lent 
familiarity with the skills and knowledge demanded in their new venues.  

Exposure to career fieldwork gave participants a sense of the proverbial real world and 
helped them confirm what they wanted to be or do, also known as the code "learning what one 
wants to do."  By contrast, in some cases, exposure to career fieldwork led participants to decide 
that what they did not want to do, a valuable realization to make before committing to a job 
in the field or a college course of study.  Participants identified hands-on coursework as most 
useful because it created lasting learning – talked about more extensively in theme four – and 
because it appealed to their learning styles. 

College and Career Planning

Participants perceived that their hands-on learning experience facilitated college and 
career planning, confirmed college and career choices and decisions, and led to confidence 
in college and career paths. The fact that BOCES coursework had a particular focus, like a 
college department or discipline, created a natural concentrated focus on a career path and this 
organically facilitated college and career planning.

Participants were quite overt with the recognition that BOCES was the linchpin that 
connected their career exploration in high school with their actual career path or college major 
field.  As students, they liked having an emphasis because it gave them what June called a “push” 
– a word she mentioned eight times in her first interview – into their major fields of interest.  
She continued. “BOCES told me what I wanted to do. ., really put a big emphasis on actually 
what I was doing and how I wanted to connect that to my future.”  In the end, the specific 
area of focus such as cosmetology, early education, or nursing elicited a sense of purpose in 
participants that are not typically matched in the traditional high school where the program of 
study is generalized.

Adam found that "[BOCES] kind of helped me decide if that is the right career to go 
in." Participants used words like "path" and "future" to indicate that career planning was a 
significant part of the BOCES experience such as Fran who pointed out that "BOCES teaches 
you a lot and it helps you figure out what you want to do in your path."  The same principle 
applied to college major choices with some participants who credited BOCES, commenting 
like Carrie who said, “CTI helped me, well allowed me to know what I wanted to be when I 
went to college” or Fran, who said, “I would say they more or less helped you figure out what 
you wanted to do.”  June expressed a similar sentiment finding that her internship experience 
and her fieldwork "really helped me learn more about my career.”

Participants recognized that career planning was sparse in their home high schools. 
However, it should be noted that the BOCES course of study generally happened in junior and 
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senior year, the years that home high schools are typically guiding students in their thinking 
about careers.  Still, most participants spend half of their days at their home high schools, 
so this opportunity was not entirely lost.  There was some recognition that career planning 
discussions were had at BOCES, but it was unclear from the data how formalized this was 
or how frequent.  However, participants did note that their advice to high schools and high 
school students was that they should take an actual course in career planning or at least seek 
out experiences in their fields of interest.  

All the participants who were attending college were enrolled in a two-year community 
college, and most of them had ambitions to attend a four-year school after two years.  One 
participant had even tried to attend a four-year school but ended up leaving homesick after 
two weeks.  Whether they were attending college or not, participants who were able to earn a 
license as part of their CTI experience viewed this as advantageous because it enabled them 
to land a good job right out of high school and gave them the confidence to not only seek 
out those jobs but to perform well in them.  Overall, preparation as a code was mentioned 
prominently because participants viewed their BOCES experience as having a positive impact 
on their preparation for both college and career.  Their answers reflected a positive attitude that 
BOCES significantly prepared them for their college experiences and gave them confidence in 
their career paths. 

Work Dispositions

Participants perceived that they developed valuable work dispositions that applied to college 
and career experiences like social skills, time management, and an ability to make friends.  The 
thrust of theme three was that attending college or starting a job in one’s career path required 
certain skills and dispositions in order to be successful.  

  Respondents, in general, felt that time management was an essential skill because what 
they had not encountered before starting a college experience or a work experience (or both) 
was that they had discretionary time for the first time.  In many instances, participants had 
to juggle multiple responsibilities like working, classes, and social lives. Fran’s experience 
was that “working full time and going to school that was a challenge for me at first because 
managing work, school, and just regular life, it is kind of complicated.”  She also learned that 
in college “you cannot slack off [and] wait until the last minute to do things.”  Participants 
felt that there should be training in time management in high school because of its role in 
being able to function where time is not regimented anymore.  At the same time, there was the 
acknowledgement that CTI did provide training in time management that gave participants 
the ability to find balance.

Like any first-time employee, participants discovered that certain work dispositions 
were necessary for being successful in employment such as professionalism, courteousness, 
appropriate dress, getting along with others.  Carrie learned how to interact with geriatric 
patients in her employment in a nursing home where “you have to interact with many patients 
and families, and you have to learn to talk to them in a certain way or certain manner.” Heidi 
pointed out that she had to learn to deal with customers who were not always kind saying, “I 
do not get like mean back to them; I just stay smart.”  She continued, “If I took my anger out 
on them, I would probably get fired.”  Participants pointed out that they were exposed to and 
learned about these dispositions in their programs which helped them be successful once they 
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had exited the program.  Their training at CTI, they reported, included learning about work 
dispositions. In some cases, participants learned this directly in jobs they held in high school 
and after.  Similarly, participants identified dispositions necessary for success in the college 
classroom that had a crossover with work dispositions.  For example, doing group projects 
requiring an ability to work with others by suppressing personal discomfort or annoyance for 
the good of the group (or customer).  Both domains require a certain work ethic that was 
cultured at BOCES, and that included things like responsibility and working hard.

Skills that participants discussed were social skills, something that has a crossover between 
college and the workplace.  Some participants found that they learned about this in the workplace 
directly because they were forced to learn it in order to keep their jobs.  Didi spoke extensively 
about the importance of customer relations and suggested that her social experiences in her 
BOCES coursework helped her “get a lot more confident” because she pointed out that, “I was 
not a social butterfly.  Still, others found that the social exposure gained by attending classes 
in a different place, at BOCES, fostered an ability to develop new friendships and social skills.  
In her program, the classes’ simulated college classes for Heidi because “it was like different 
people from different school districts . . . so maybe that helped me open up a little when I 
came to college.”  Several participants identified themselves as being shy before their BOCES 
experience and that it helped them to overcome that shyness and develop an ability to be social 
with practically anyone.

Learning

Participants perceived that the non-traditional experiential nature of hands-on learning, 
coupled with supportive teachers, led to readiness skills such as useful study habits that could be 
applied to their new college and/or career settings.  The readiness of participants was impacted 
by their learning, their ability to choose, by supportive teachers and other adults, and by their 
grasp of study skills.

Participants were encouraged by their ability to make a choice to be in a BOCES program 
that focused on career interest.  Having the ability to choose gave them a sense of ownership 
over their chosen career path, and this led to a sense of purpose.  Participants looked forward 
to when they could choose their courses in college, having received a taste of the ability to 
choose.  What is more, some respondents asserted that students should be given a choice 
between hands-on learning and classroom learning because each one appealed to different 
learning styles or preferences.  Eileen pointed out the distinction between hands-on learning 
and classroom learning.  "I do not like learning in a classroom; I would rather be out there 
experiencing it myself . . ..  I want to experience it, I want to see it, I want to say, 'Oh, I did this."  
Eileen discussed the conflict she felt about the expectation that she attend a four-year college 
and her desire for hands-on learning.  Either way, she said, "The learning is still going to be the 
same for me; I would rather be hands-on than in a classroom."

A significant influence on participant readiness that was often referred to was that of 
teachers and other adult supporters.  They related how they were fortunate to attend BOCES, 
where they found teachers to be understanding of who they were.  Participants valued the 
relationships they built with their CTI teachers who were described as caring and understanding.  
Isaac credited a teacher with realizing that “not every one of your bosses is going to be the 
nicest person” because “if you got something wrong, he would let you know you did it wrong.  
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So, that kind of opened my eyes that not everyone is going to sugar coat everything for you.”  
In a similar fashion, participants related how other adult influences like parents and other 
adult family members contributed to inspiring them.  For example, they talked about family 
members who were successful in business or who were established in a field of interest.

Another topic of focus was study skills which participants reported they learned about 
at their program.  As a result, they felt ready for college courses where study skills and study 
discipline are necessary for success.  There was quite a bit of talk amongst participants about 
learning style and how it led to greater readiness because they found that their hands-on 
learning experience at BOCES supported their learning styles and led to deeper learning.  June 
credited her high school teachers with teaching her study skills – something that made her feel 
ready – something that she could transfer to her college experience:

I felt pretty ready.  When I first started thinking about a college, I was pretty nervous, 
but throughout high school, I did well.  I had excellent teachers, they helped me prepare for 
college, they like my resource room teacher he always helped me prepare, he would like when I 
started looking up colleges and like started getting ready to apply for college he helped me with 
financial aid, like what I had to do and how I could get that done.  I also felt like they taught 
me new study methods that have helped me like succeed. 

Participants perceived readiness because of the robust learning they experienced as a result 
of hands-on learning experiences.  Consequently, they entered college, the workforce, or both 
with the perception of greater confidence and a sense of purpose than if they had attended a 
purely traditional high school program.

Figure 3 presents a graphic of the findings of the components of  College and Career 
Readiness from Experiential Learning.

Figure 3:  College and Career Readiness from Experiential Learning

The illustration signifies the continuous, generative nature of experience and learning.  There 
is a continual flow from the exposure that leads to learning that leads to skills and dispositions 
necessary for success on the job or in college that becomes part of purposeful college and career 
planning.  This flow could initiate at any one of the four themes.  For example, a young person’s 
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college or career planning efforts could lead to his/her seeking out exposure to college, and 
career experiences or he/she could seek out more knowledge— learning—about a career field 
or college major.  

Trustworthiness and Limitations

Several trustworthiness measures were employed to minimize the influence of bias 
in the study using the four areas commonly adopted by qualitative researchers:  credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and objectivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Credibility was also 
upheld through “peer debriefing,” a technique whereby a colleague reviewed the analyses for any 
implicit bias and examined where the researcher tried to test and defend emergent hypotheses 
and see if they seemed reasonable and plausible to a disinterested debriefer (Cohen & Crabtree, 
2006). Member checking is one method of establishing validity.  Validity can be confirmed by 
having the respondents who were interviewed review the findings to confirm whether they 
represent what the respondents saw as the truth.  

Qualitative research places value on a "range of experience rather than the average 
experience" [so that the] "boundaries of experience or phenomenon" can be fleshed out fully 
(Krefting, 1991, p. 216).  This range of experience was identified and explored in interview 
questioning through three levels of interviews.  Last, the methodology was made explicit and 
transparently described as one that investigated ways to make the high school experience better, 
stronger, and one that will lead to greater success in the next stage of academic or workplace 
pursuit. Limitations to the study include that the sample size was small, and the data relies on 
self-reported perceptions of participants.  Generalizations are user-specific.

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Participants in the current study perceived that they were better prepared for college and 
careers as a result of their experiential learning experience at CTI.  This outcome may be 
a result of the Career and Technical Education (CTE) thrust of the program where it has 
been found that feelings of readiness result from higher engagement (Gentry, Peters, & Mann, 
2007).  Public support for combining college and career pathway preparation for secondary 
students is evident (Phi Delta Kappa International, 2017).  While infusing a more rigorous and 
systematic college and career planning regimen might seem daunting to school leaders on the 
macro level, it has been suggested that teachers and guidance counsellors can introduce micro-
level classroom activities and learning experiences that challenge young people to think about 
continually and set goals for college and careers starting in elementary school (Lent, 2013).  
The data presented in the current study and the perceptions of business leaders and academics 
reflected in survey data (e.g., Phi Delta Kappa International, 2017) would suggest that it is 
beneficial to provide students with experiential learning opportunities that supplement and 
complement college and career planning across the grades (Lent, 2013).  

The findings indicate serendipity between participants’ positive perceptions of the impact 
of experiential learning on their growth and development and the preponderance of research 
(Gentry, Peters, & Mann, 2007; Lent, 2013; Phi Delta Kappa International, 2017; Southern 
Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges, 2013).  Educators, policymakers, 
politicians and indeed researchers might take an interest in researching why so many college-
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bound students do not finish their degrees.  Part of the answer lies in the data presented herein 
that reflects the perceptions of the young people themselves as to how experiential learning has 
merit in better preparing them for the transitions they will encounter after high school.  Thus, 
college and career experiences created the ideal conditions for engagement that lead to feelings 
of readiness (Gentry, Peters, & Mann 2007).

Hands-on learning appealed to participants’ sense of their learning styles.  Participants 
frequently reported that they viewed themselves as learning better through authentic activities 
where they could apply knowledge rather than the traditional classroom learning that involved 
academic activities such as note-taking and reading from a book.  As a result, participants were 
more engaged in their programs of study because they believed that the program was a good 
fit for them personally, particularly in how they viewed the most effective conditions for their 
learning.  The only danger to participants perceiving their learning styles as matching the kind 
of learning going on at CTI is that if they chose to go to college, they would need to adjust their 
learning styles somewhat if they were going to be successful in college.  

Participant perceptions of their preferences for hands-on learning suggested that they had 
encountered difficulty during their high school careers with traditional instructional methods.  
Consequently, college and career planning might include participant discovery of learning 
styles.  Moreover, it would be beneficial for all teachers to infuse both experiential learning 
experiences and career planning discussions into their curricula and for school systems to 
consider experiential learning to be part of college and career program development for all 
students.  Overall, we recommended that schools actively look for ways to provide students 
with opportunities to apply 21st-century skills through experiential learning.

What emerged from the data was that participants felt that they had an advantage over 
non-experiential learning students because they had been exposed to concepts related to their 
field of interest.  Exposure boosted their confidence because they felt a familiarity with the 
subject matter before commencing their college coursework.  Previous research highlighted the 
benefits of co-op experiences (Ambrose & Poklop, 2015), dual-enrollment (Vargas, Hooker, 
& Gerwin, 2017), job shadowing (McCarthy & McCarthy, 2006), and internships (Darche & 
Stam, 2012) that all infused exposure to the realities of the workplace or the college setting.  
Another aspect of exposure that participants found useful was that their experiences in the 
field gave them confidence later when they encountered similar experiences in their college 
coursework, in an internship in the same field, or in a job in the same area that was their focus at 
CTI.  Participants reported that they felt they had an advantage over other students and that this 
pre-exposure made them feel knowledgeable and confident in tackling the new challenges they 
faced that demanded their pre-loaded skills and knowledge.  This phenomenon is consistent 
with Bandura’s (1986) theory about self-efficacy.  Ambrose and Poklop (2015) illustrated the 
increase in confidence that neophytes felt when they were able to conjoin coursework with 
authentic, real-world experiences that were an essential component of internship experiences.  
Participants in practicum experiences also generally demonstrated an increase in confidence 
(Wee, Weber, & Park, 2014).  Thus, one recommendation for high schools is to introduce 
experiential learning systematically in the curriculum.

While there was work exposure that was part of their program, there was less emphasis 
on giving participants exposure to college environs such as the early college idea described by 
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Edmunds (2012) and Hooker and Brand (2010).  However, participants in the current study 
felt a familiarity with college coursework in their majors as a result of their experiences because 
their program had given them a content preview that their new college classmates had not 
received.  While coursework content was entirely new for most freshman college students, 
its familiarity with the participants gave them confidence.  At the same time, they gained 
skills like perseverance and grit that were essential in their new-found independent lives, and 
they developed “college knowledge” and “a college-going identity” (Hooker & Brand, 2010, p. 
77).  For participants who pursued work right after high school, they reported confidence in 
applying and interviewing for jobs because they had gained experience at CTI and in some 
cases had earned a license to validate their training.  Confidence was an intangible benefit of 
experiential learning that was girded by the tangible licenses that some participants earned.  
Thus, participants benefitted from earning alternate credentials, like the benefits reported by 
Ewert and Kominski (2014).  Another benefit identified by participants in the current study 
is what was termed in the literature, “career self-efficacy” (Lent, Ireland, Penn, Morris, & 
Sappington, 2017, p. 107) which was enhanced by the experiential learning experiences at CTI.  
Participants encountered career exploration exposure as a result of their CTI program, and this 
benefitted them in terms of their career self-efficacy and career decision-making. 

Two years of a structured program at CTI helped students to develop a vision of their 
career trajectory.  While participant feedback was mostly positive as it related to the career and 
college planning that resulted from their CTI experience, it appeared to be a rather unplanned 
byproduct. It suggested that more could be done programmatically to prepare students for a 
four-year college experience.  The same principle that emerged about the benefit of experiential 
learning as a mechanism for readiness applies to young people planning to attend college.  
They would be better prepared from exposure experiences such as the early college initiative 
described by Edmunds (2012).

Participants in the current study benefitted from applying goals and strategies for college 
and career planning at CTI.  One recommendation is that more systematic and comprehensive 
planning should start earlier than high school, as suggested by Radcliffe and Bos (2013).  
Despite the preponderance of research (Ewert & Kominski, 2014; Hooker & Brand, 2010; Lent 
et al., 2017; Radcliffe & Bos, 2013) about the benefits of hands-on learning for all students as 
a mechanism for preparing them for successful, productive lives after high school, generally, 
there seems to be a lack of will on the part of education leaders to effectuate more experiential 
opportunities for young people.  

Participants in the current study found that the most challenging aspect of their new 
independent lives was finding balance and managing time effectively.  Time management was 
also a theme identified by participants in the Byrd and MacDonald (2005) phenomenological 
study.  Ironically, Light (2001) discovered that college students benefited from involvement 
in extra-curricular activities rather than solely focusing on academic pursuits because it helps 
them learn to manage their time.  Whatever the extent to which individual teachers paid 
attention to time management training at CTI, it appeared that all participants would have 
benefitted from the inclusion of planned instruction about how to manage time effectively.  
Thus, it is recommended that schools incorporate opportunities for high school students to 
learn about time management and apply them in authentic ways.  In general, schools would 
be wise to identify places where soft skills, like time management, might be developed and 
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nurtured in high school students to enhance their readiness.

Student engagement was evident in the current study through student choice and investment 
in their programs of study because it gave them a sense of ownership (Barton, Hodara, & 
Ostler, 2015).  Other terms that suggest ownership are "career decision-making" and "career 
self-efficacy" (DeLorenzo 2000, p. 16).  The opportunity to engage in a chosen hands-on 
learning experience is atypical and available only to a small percentage of students in Dutchess 
County, New York.  However, the findings in the current study agree with the literature (Barton, 
Hodara, & Ostler, 2015; DeLorenzo, 2000; Toshalis, 2015) concerning how choice gave young 
people ownership of their pathways.  Public school districts might incorporate more programs 
that allow students to personalize their academic mission to enhance the non-academic skills 
that lead to readiness.  The most direct way to include personalization and choice is to establish 
scheduling practices that allow students to map out a personalized pathway that leads to 
confident decisions about college and career pathways.  

CONCLUSION

This study explored the perspectives of young people in their first year of post-secondary 
life –either enrolled in a college program of study, working in the field, or doing both—and how 
their hands-on learning experiences may have impacted their readiness and ability to transition 
to the next stage of their lives.  Participants were praiseworthy of their experiential learning 
experiences overall and found them to be a positive contributor to their readiness for post-high 
school life.  Experiential learning holds promise to prepare more high school students for what 
they will face after high school either in college or career as a supplement to the traditional 
model.  This work may contribute to the overall body of knowledge about college and career 
readiness that will hopefully influence public school leaders to infuse more experiential learning 
into their programs of study as a preparedness tool.  
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