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ABSTRACT

In the United States, as in other nations, work-based learning is a key strategy 
for preparing young people for careers. U.S. secondary schools offer career and 
technical education (CTE) programs that aim to develop the knowledge, skills, and 
competencies that young people need to obtain meaningful work. CTE programs 
support academic attainment and the development of transferable skills, such as 
teamwork and collaboration skills. New standards also stress “college and career 
readiness.” However, there is evidence that the U.S. lags behind other developed 
nations in providing work-based learning experiences that could signal readiness for 
employment. Thus, introducing young people to the workforce or preparing them for 
the world of work, before they leave secondary school, is a critical endeavor. In this 
chapter, the authors highlight exemplary work-based learning models in secondary 
schools in the United States. The goal of the chapter is to provide rich descriptions 
of work-based learning models that integrate academics with career preparation, 
and that thereby provide meaningful and purposeful introductions to working life.
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INTRODUCTION

In the United States, the need to prepare all young people for college and careers is 
the focus of current discourse and educational policies. For example, although the 
United States does not have national educational standards or a national curriculum, 
42 states and the District of Columbia have fully adopted the Common Core State 
Standards,1 which represent real-world learning goals that ensure all students 
graduate from high school prepared for college, career, and life. Regardless of 
whether students enter the workforce directly after graduating from secondary 
school or after earning postsecondary credentials or degrees, educators, parents, 
and policymakers agree that preparedness for postsecondary education, training, 
and/or employment is a critical goal of K-12 education. Therefore, there is a lost 
opportunity when secondary schools do not provide young people with powerful, 
explicit introductions to viable and meaningful careers and young people miss the 
connection that preparation for work is essential for preparation for life after high 
school. In other countries, such as Australia, Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Norway, and Switzerland, to name a few, preparation for “working life” is provided 
to young people as part of vocational education and training (VET) systems, which 
ensures successful transitions to productive adulthood and work (Hoffman, 2011). 
In comparison, U.S. secondary schools offer career and technical education (CTE) 
programs that aim to develop the knowledge, skills, and competencies that young 
people need to obtain meaningful work. Specifically, CTE programs support 
academic attainment and the development of transferable skills, such as teamwork 
and collaboration skills, but they fall short in bridging the gap between school and 
work like the VET systems in other countries do. The Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development estimates that in the U.S., only “ten percent of 
18-22 year-old employees receive job-related training, compared with over 15% 
in Sweden, Belgium, Switzerland, and Norway, and over 20% in Austria, France, 
and the Slovak Republic” (OECD, 2009 cited in Kuczera & Field, 2013, p. 25). 
Furthermore, from the employers perspective, a study that investigated how employers 
discerned readiness for employment when reviewing resumes showed that previous 
work experience was a stronger determinant in signaling suitability for employment, 
more so than educational qualifications (Bartlett, 2004). Thus, introducing young 
people to the workforce or preparing them for the world of work, before American 
youth leave secondary school, is a critical endeavor. U.S. secondary schools can (and 
some do) provide the purposeful introductions to work and significant experiences 
in the workplace through work-based learning experiences.
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WHAT IS WORK-BASED LEARNING?

Work-based learning can be defined as “an educational strategy that offers students 
an opportunity to reinforce and deepen their classroom learning, explore future 
career fields, and demonstrate their skills in an authentic setting” (Advance CTE, 
2016, p. 2). Work-based learning provides students with exposure to careers and 
facilitates the development of technical skills as well as the application of academic 
knowledge through interactions with industry professionals and involvement in 
authentic work tasks. The central idea is that students learn through work (European 
Training Foundation, 2013). As such, work-based learning is viewed as a “powerful 
means of learning soft and hard skills, of guiding career choice, and negotiating 
career entry by introducing employers and potential recruits” (OECD, 2010a cited 
in Kuczera & Field, 2013, p. 28).

Work-based learning encompasses a continuum of activities where students’ 
engagement with the workplace and work-based tasks, required of a given occupation, 
deepens and intensifies over time (Darche, Nayar, & Bracco, 2009a; Linked Learning, 
2012). Work-based learning activities can be categorized into four stages of work-
based learning: career awareness, career exploration, career preparation, and career 
training (Linked Learning, 2012). Work-based learning experiences that are focused 
on career awareness strive to inform students about careers and work and begin to 
identify students’ areas of interest. These career awareness-focused work-based 
learning activities may include career speakers at the school, a career fair, or workplace 
tours in the community and these experiences can begin as early as in elementary 
school. The next stage of work-based learning, career exploration, focuses on 
exploring career options with the intent to motivate students for learning and to inform 
their decision-making about career and educational options in the future (Linked 
Learning, 2012). These career exploration-focused work-based learning experiences 
may include job shadowing or participating in an informational interview and they 
can begin in middle school. The career preparation stage of work-based learning 
activities are designed to provide students with sustained and authentic experiences 
with industry professionals and tasks in order to foster the development of specific 
technical skills and knowledge. In this stage, the work-based learning experience 
“prioritizes the development of transferable, applied workplace skills applicable 
to multiple career and postsecondary education options” (Linked Learning, 2012, 
p. 12). Career preparation-focused work-based learning experiences may include 
internships, school-based enterprises, and service learning and social enterprises 
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and are typically most appropriate for secondary school students. The fourth stage 
of work-based learning focuses on career training. In this stage, work-based learning 
experiences prepare students for employment through direct interactions with industry 
professionals over a substantial period of time to develop the required job skills and 
knowledge and to complete the certifications for entry into an occupation (Darche, 
Nayar, & Bracco, 2009a; Holzer & Lerman, 2014). Career training-focused work-
based learning experiences may include apprenticeships and on-the-job training and 
they are most appropriate for upper secondary and postsecondary students.

GOALS OF THIS CHAPTER

In this chapter, the authors highlight exemplary work-based learning models in 
secondary schools in the United States. The goal of the chapter is to provide rich 
descriptions of work-based learning models that integrate academics with career 
preparation and career training and that successfully provide meaningful and 
purposeful introductions to working life to American youth.

To begin, the authors draw from the learning sciences to present a theoretical 
framework for the potential benefits of employing work-based learning as a 
strategy to motivate and support learning in high school, introduce young people 
to working life, and develop the skills needed for postsecondary success. Then the 
authors summarize the research literature on the effects of work-based learning 
on student outcomes. Next, the authors estimate the prevalence of work-based 
learning experiences for secondary students in the United States in order to make 
that argument that this educational strategy is woefully underutilized. Following that 
discussion, the authors present case study descriptions of three work-based learning 
programs that are focused on career preparation. These case studies can serve as 
prime examples of how work-based learning at the secondary-level can support the 
development of multiple postsecondary options for young people. Specifically, the 
authors describe the Youth Plan Learn Act Now (Y-PLAN) program, the Big Picture 
Learning network’s Learning through Interests and Internships (LTI) approach, and 
a work-based learning program in the advanced manufacturing industry.

Theoretical Framework

The discussion of work-based learning as an effective educational strategy for helping 
students acquire and hone the academic and technical skills and knowledge needed 
for postsecondary success is informed by situated learning theory. In their seminal 
paper, Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989) propose that the notions of knowing and 
doing should not be artificially separated, but rather that knowledge is integrated with 
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the situations in which it is learned and used. The context, in which learning takes 
place, matters; thus, learning and cognition are situated, as “situations… co-produce 
knowledge through activity” (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989, p. 32). Therefore, 
they argue that learning abstract concepts independent of authentic situations ignores 
the fact that understanding is developed through sustained, situated use; a learner’s 
understanding of a concept continually evolves and deepens through use, and is 
dependent on the context of use.

Relatedly, Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of legitimate peripheral participation 
highlights the social and situated dimensions of learning. They posit that learning is 
situated activity and must be considered in conjunction with the social relations that 
shape legitimate participation in a community of practice. Therefore, “newcomers” 
to the community enter on the periphery as they begin to participate in the culture 
of practice with “old-timers,” until they assimilate the culture over a period of 
legitimate participation. Lave and Wenger (2002) observe that “newcomers’ 
legitimate peripherality provided them with more than an ‘observational’ lookout 
post: it crucially involves participation as a way of learning — of both absorbing 
and being absorbed — in the ‘culture of practice’” (p. 113). Thus, learning occurs 
through productive activity and interaction with more experienced members in a 
community of practice and knowledge. The goal of learning is to become a full 
participant in the sociocultural practices of a community.

Work-based learning can be viewed as a model of situated learning or activity 
that seeks to “enculturate students into authentic practices through activity and social 
interaction” (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989, p. 37). Students learn and acquire 
knowledge through doing, while immersed in the specific culture of a workplace. 
Students learn from more experienced others/workers who model, coach, and 
scaffold learning, and make successive approximations of mature practice to learn 
complex skills and processes. Further, by engaging in productive activity and through 
interactions with full participants of the community, students learn the skills and 
sociocultural ways of the community of practice or what it means to be a member 
of a given occupation or profession. This sense of belonging to the community has 
been found to be an important feature of positive developmental settings for youth 
(Eccles & Gootman, 2002). Therefore, work-based learning experiences have the 
power to provide meaningful insights into the activities, identities, and artifacts of 
a community of practice that can introduce and prepare young people for working 
life and adulthood. This is not achievable through traditional, classroom-based 
instruction that relies on decontextualized activities that often do not reflect the 
problems and tasks that are encountered in the workplace.
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RESEARCH ON WORK-BASED LEARNING 
IN THE UNITED STATES

The research on work-based learning provides foundational support for the importance 
of providing secondary school students with work-based learning experiences 
as preparation for postsecondary success. Most of the research, however, was 
conducted in the late 90s to early 2000s as evaluations of work-based learning 
programs established under the U.S. Department of Education and the Department 
of Labor’s School to Work Opportunities Act (STWOA) of 1994. STWOA sought 
to create greater connections between secondary and postsecondary institutions and 
the workplace as well as to increase student engagement and learning in school by 
adding meaningful context from the workplace. The legislation provided funds to 
states to design and implement a school-to-work transition system that integrated 
academic and vocational education, created links to postsecondary education, and 
provided work-based learning opportunities to all youth. The STWOA expired in 
October 2001 and fell short of its goal to provide work-based learning experiences 
to 2 million youth by the year 2000 (Symonds, Schwartz, & Ferguson, 2011).

Studies have shown positive relationships between students’ engagement in 
work-based learning experiences and work readiness (Phillips, Blustein, Jobin-Davis, 
& White, 2002; Stasz & Brewer, 1998; Stasz & Kaganoff, 1997). For example, 
Phillips and her colleagues (2002) found that work-based learning experiences 
and exploration promoted work readiness, which they defined as having acquired 
generalizable work skills and a clear and realistic plan for the transition from high 
school to work. Work-based learning has also been found to increase job-related 
skills and knowledge (Hamilton & Hamilton, 1997; Hughes, Moore, & Bailey, 1999), 
and increase school attendance and completion (Hughes, Bailey, & Mechur, 2001). 
Furthermore, work-based learning has been associated with increased earnings. Using 
data from the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002, a recent study showed that 
high school students who participated in work-based learning were more likely to 
have comparatively high earnings and less likely to have comparatively low earnings, 
relative to their peers who did not engage in work-based learning experiences 
(Wilson, 2015). Although the research literature on work-based learning has been 
criticized for lack of rigor (Wilson, 2015) or methodological limitations (Hughes, 
Bailey, & Mechur, 2001), in sum, the research suggests that participation in work-
based learning experiences has positive effects for students.
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Prevalence of Work-Based Learning Experiences 
for Secondary Students in the U.S.

Quantifying the exact number of secondary students in the United States who 
participate in work-based learning experiences is impossible because there are no 
verifiable national statistics. Instead, ballpark estimates are often made using a 
national survey of public schools. Alfeld and her colleagues reported that “about 
72% of public high schools reported offering work-based learning opportunities for 
students in 2007-2008” (NCES, 2011 cited in Alfeld, Charner, Johnson, & Watts, 
2013, p. 2). Four years later in 2011-2012, it is estimated that 56% of public schools 
with grades nine to twelve offered work-based learning to students (NCES, 2012a). 
These data show a negative trend in the percentage of public schools offering work-
based learning opportunities to students and do not provide estimates of how many 
secondary students engage in work-based learning experiences.

Data from the High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 First Follow Up Survey 
provide a different perspective. In 2012, 91% of public school students who were 
ninth graders in the fall of 2009 reported that they participated in work experience 
related to their career goals (NCES, 2012b). However, of those students, 40% 
reported engaging in any work experience related to career goals, 34% reported 
having worked or volunteered in a job related to career goals, and only 17% reported 
having participated in an internship or apprenticeship related to career goals. Based 
on these estimates, the authors contend that work-based learning is an underutilized 
educational strategy in secondary schools in the United States. As a result, many 
young people miss the opportunity to learn about, prepare for, and experience the 
workplace, jeopardizing their successful transitions into the workforce.

EXEMPLARY WORK-BASED LEARNING MODELS

Below are presented three examples of innovative approaches to work-based learning 
implementation. The first, Youth Plan Do Act Now (Y-PLAN), is a group civic 
engagement approach that leverages adolescents’ developmental need to help shape 
the world around them (UNICEF, 2011) while exposing them to future careers 
and building their civic literacy. The second is a career exploration and internship 
implementation strategy used in Big Picture Learning schools that is fully embedded 
in students’ curriculum throughout high school and serves as the focus of all learning 
and student support. The third is a paid manufacturing work-based learning program 
that has found a way to engage high school seniors (normally excluded from intensive 
manufacturaing programs), to the benefit of both the students and the employer.2
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These strategies are not innovative because the experiences themselves are unique; 
they are innovative because they all push boundaries in how they are implemented 
and offer important examplars for scaling work-based learning. They are all based 
on the premise that young people are capable of making choices and exhibiting 
competence and mastery in doing “real work”. In so doing, they all foster student 
self-efficacy and agency (Zimmerman & Cleary, 2006) and support appropriate 
development into young adulthood, in addition to providing career exposure. Further, 
they all meet criteria for high quality experiences including:

• Depth and authentic engagement with a community of practice (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991) as well as exposure to multiple functions or occupations 
within the host or client organization;

• Connection to classroom curriculum (reinforcing the value of both school 
and work), through preparatory activities, alignment to learning goals and 
standards, development of learning plans, and close supervision from both 
teachers in addition to employers;

• Opportunities for student reflection on the experiences to promote 
understanding and self-knowledge; and

• Assessement of learning, in the classroom and with active input of the 
employer or clients (Darche, Nayar, & Bracco, 2009a; Linked Learning, 
2012).

The Youth Plan, Learn, Act Now (Y-PLAN) Program

Y-PLAN (Youth – Plan, Learn, Act, Now) is a “civic-driven” work-based learning 
strategy which engages youth as genuine stakeholders in local urban planning projects 
in partnership with government agencies, private entities, and other community 
organizations. Y-PLAN creates a community of practice that provides authentic 
learning experiences for all participants, including the civic leaders as well as the 
students. The civic sector is large and offers many opportunities for students to acquire 
concepts and skills for civic engagement, empowering students from low-income 
communities of color who tend to be less involved in civic affairs. It also fosters the 
development of key college- and career-readiness skills, including personal skills 
needed for success in school, postsecondary education, and long-term careers, and 
can lead to future employment (McKoy, Stern, & Biernbaum, 2011).

Description of the Experience

Y-PLAN can be implemented through both core academic classes such as history, 
and career technical education classes such as environmental engineering, and can 
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therefore reach a wide range of students. It was developed as a methodology in 1999 
by the University of California Berkeley’s Center for Cities & Schools (CCS), as a 
“Social Enterprise for Learning” — a community-based project, student venture, 
or consultancy with a social rather than commercial focus.3

Y-PLAN partners are community-based and public entities, rather than businesses. 
Students who participate in Y-PLAN interact with a variety of civic leaders and 
agencies, including elected officials and members of city planning commissions, 
nonprofit community organizations, private and nonprofit housing developers, and 
other community members. Partners work with one another and with the Y-PLAN 
students to plan responses to community issues, creating a community of practice 
in which all participants are actively engaged.

All Y-PLAN projects follow a research-based “roadmap” that includes five steps:

1.  Start Up: Find our strengths; Identify the challenge; Meet the client; Create 
a roadmap.

2.  Making Sense of the City: Map neighborhood; Understand project site; 
Interview community; Tell the story.

3.  Into Action: Gather inspiration; Brainstorm ideas; Create a vision; Plan for 
change.

4.  Going Public: Maximize impact; Prepare a presentation: Present to public.
5.  Looking Forward and Back: Reflect on successes; Letter to client; College 

essay; Action plan.

An example of a Y-PLAN project is found in Richmond, California, which 
has served as a Y-PLAN partner for nearly a decade. In 2015, the Y-PLAN and 
Richmond High School worked with the City of Richmond to inform climate change 
policy in the city. Two hundred sixty-five (265) students from the Richmond High 
School Health Academy participated from the following classes: 9th grade English, 
10th Grade World History, 11th Grade Environmental Science, and 12th Grade 
Government and Economics. Each grade level focused on a different population 
in the community, including individuals/households, schools, the City, and small 
businesses. Students mapped the community, developed and conducted surveys, 
analyzed data and presented their findings. “Over 300 guests from the City, community 
organizations, parents and other stakeholders were in attendance to hear students’ 
findings and recommendations at the Y-PLAN Final Presentations in early May 
2015. This event marked the formal launch of this Climate Action Plan” (City of 
Richmond, 2016). Ten recommendations — ranging from biking to reduced use of 
electronics, installation of greywater systems and creation of urban gardens — were 
adopted and are featured in the plan (City of Richmond, 2016, p. iv).
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Also in Richmond, California, 10th grade students set up a Climate Action Team 
composed of teachers and administrators to address health and safety issues at the 
school. The project was implemented in the fall or 2016 in two “Public Health 
Solutions” classes in the Health Academy. Key questions to be addressed included: 
“Why is school safety a public health issue? Is Richmond High School a safe space 
for all students? How can we, as school administration, continue to make Richmond 
High a safer and healthy place for all?” (CCS, 2017). The “project client” was the 
Climate Action Team. The students’ role was to inform the committee on priorities 
and possible solutions. In their Public Health class, students learned about public 
health, safety, wellness, and equity issues and the connection of these issues to health 
and academic outcomes. They conducted a survey of 180 students, analyzed the data 
and proposed a series of short and longer-term recommendations ranging bathroom 
repairs and access to filtered water to larger building quality issues that impacted 
student safety and school pride. The students presented their recommendations to 
the Climate Action team and later at City Hall, along with other Y-PLAN teams 
(CCS, 2017). Soon thereafter, water stations and bike racks were installed, and other 
changes ensued (D. McKoy, personal communication, July 1, 2017).

At Emery High School in northern California, the Y-PLAN experience involved 
a research project related to community needs; the selection of a community project 
based on the needs assessments; investigation, site visits, and meetings with city 
officials to collect information and formulate solutions; synthesis of research and 
findings, ongoing reflection and writing; design and modeling; preparation of final 
materials and a PPT presentation; final presentation before community, parents, school 
and school district administrators, and city officials Darche, Nayar, & Bracco 2009b).

In Queens, New York, 12th grade students in an app development class mobile apps 
to encourage visitors to explore their neighborhood (CCS, 2017b). In Washington, 
DC, sixth graders addressed food equity, posing the question: “Why are SNAP 
(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) cards underutilized at farmers’ markets 
in NW Washington D.C., and what can be done to ensure SNAP recipients take 
advantage of their local farmers markets?” (CCS, 2014).

Value of This Approach to Work-Based Learning

While not a traditional form of intensive work-based learning, this approach has 
some distinct strategic advantages, particularly as a pre-requisite to individual 
internships: it is appropriate for students of all ages; addresses transportation issues 
that may pose barriers to internships and compromise equitable access; promotes the 
growth of teamwork and collaboration skills, as well as project management skills 
and entrepreneurship in ways that may not be possible in individual internships; 
intentionally expands upon classroom learning in developing students’ research, 
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critical thinking and communication skills; and aligns with school districts’ goals 
for building community and civic awareness (Darche, Nayar, & Bracco, 2009a).

A notable advantage of Y-PLAN is its scalability. In 2003, the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development’s HOPE IV office adopted the Y-PLAN model 
when they developed the “Youth Leadership by Design” initiative. Between 2003 
and 2006, the national initiative expanded into 38 cities in 16 states. Because the 
students work as a group and are not placed in outside organizations, employer 
outreach and logistical coordination are minimized.

The Y-PLAN model is particularly suited to urban areas, which may lack the 
kind of career-oriented workplace-based opportunities available to students in 
more affluent areas (Ong & Terriquez, 2007). Not only does it provide substantive, 
contextualized work with which the students can engage, the student involvement 
in the community can help change the identity of the high school from an isolated 
institution into an agency which is active in and integral to its community.

For the students, in addition to fostering critical analysis of complex problems, 
collaborative teamwork, and communication — skills needed for success in the 21st 
century economy (P21, 2009; NEA, n.d.), active participation provides motivation 
for learning, as the students see a direct link between their efforts and tangible 
results, and because the focus of those efforts is an issue they care about deeply.

This type of engagement also helps shape students’ personal identity and 
self-efficacy as informed actors in civic life, and so increases their commitment 
to active citizenship. Their strengthened sense of agency can spill over to other 
domains (Bandura, 1977) enabling youth to take leadership and behave proactively 
in multiple settings, which may have important consequences for entering college 
or seeking employment. Young people learn about urban planning processes that 
create healthy, livable communities, and have the opportunity to explore a range of 
new career opportunities, including city planner, environmental technician, social 
scientist, sanitation engineer, electrical technician, communications or multimedia 
specialist, and many others.

Students’ engagement in communities of practice situates youth as important 
resources to their communities. Positive interactions with students can lead community 
members to develop greater openness to youth voices and needs overall.

“Learning Through Interests and 
Internships” in Big Picture Schools

Internships are a central feature of the curriculum at the 65 Big Picture Learning 
schools throughout the United States. The strategy of scaffolding career exploration 
and internships into the curriculum beginning in 9th grade is called “Learning 
Through Interests and Internships” (LTIs). Based on the premise that “real world 
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learning is best accomplished in the real world, Big Picture students intern with 
experts — often twice a week for an entire school day — in their field of interest, 
completing authentic projects and gaining experience and exposure to how their 
interests intersect with the real world” (BPL, n.d.-a).

Based in Providence, Rhode Island, the mission of Big Picture Learning is 
to “catalyze vital changes in American education by generating and sustaining 
innovative, personalized schools that work in tandem with the real world of their 
greater community” (BPL, n.d.-b). Every student has a learning plan which he or 
she develops with the support of the advisor and with the participation of parents. 
Driven by students’ interests, needs and goals, and supported by curriculum in core 
content areas as well as other relevant subjects, the series of internships and related 
projects become the primary means by which students fulfill their learning plans.

Students have the opportunity to work with a single advisor over all four years 
of high school. In addition to teaching core subjects, advisors serve as the “teachers 
of record” for the LTIs. Advisors are selected for their social-emotional skills and 
their ability to model workplace behavior, in addition to their content knowledge 
and teaching skills, as described in the following description of desirable qualities 
provided by Big Picture co-founder Elliot Washor (personal communication, January 
28, 2008, from Darche, Nayar, & Bracco, 2009b).

… they must have personal experience working in communities and outside of school, 
know how to learn from mistakes, be able to admit that they have failed at things, 
and have worked to improve. They are “high performance/low maintenance.” They 
work independently and with a group and understand race/class diversity. They have 
an intuitive sense about how people learn and can make the link to academics. They 
are learners themselves — they develop their own interests and understand how to 
do it personally. …There is a lot of uncertainty in life and they know how to deal 
with it. …school is certain, life is uncertain…

Another critical feature of Big Picture schools is that many are located near 
postsecondary institutions, and, in some cases, as in San Diego, California, on a 
college campus. Alignment and colocation with postsecondary institutions enables 
students to access college resources and obtain college credits before completing 
high school. This “reifies the idea of creating a “college-going culture” at the school; 
students are not only told that they are preparing for college as well as careers, they 
are in fact already taking college courses” (Darche, Nayar, and Bracco 2009b, p. 
78). From the institutional perspective, placement near or on the college campus 
expands the school’s capacity, providing access to courses and facilities that would 
otherwise not be available, or would have to be provided at the school. This strategy 
therefore allows the school to focus its resources on LTIs and students’ individual 
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needs, while reinforcing the importance of postsecondary education as a means to 
career success.

Description of the Experience

Internships in Big Picture schools are individualized and coordinated by a work-based 
learning coordinator at each school; they are generally unpaid and often provided 
through an Independent Study program at the high school.

Students usually participate in internships two days a week, on Tuesdays and 
Thursdays, for a minimum of four hours each day and a maximum of eight hours 
on Tuesdays. The other three days, Big Picture Learning students work with their 
advisors who, in addition to working with the students in core content areas, help 
them connect their internship projects to the academic content and facilitate reflection 
on their experiences. The advisories also serve as their own communities of practice 
over four years, supporting personalization and the development of interpersonal 
and problem solving skills needed in the workplace and in life.

The Big Picture internships are carefully crafted experiences, driven by students’ 
interests. Students receive intensive preparation before entering any internship 
experience. They first conduct informational interviews and shadow a prospective 
mentor. They reflect on their talents and interests; work with their advisors to set 
goals, identify learning needs, and create learning plans; and receive extensive 
orientation to workplace issues. Internships include rigorous projects that students 
work on with their mentors and advisors; the projects become the means by which 
students enact their learning plans and meet their individual learning goals and the Big 
Picture learning goals in the following five areas: empirical reasoning, quantitative 
reasoning, communication, social reasoning, and personal qualities (BPL, n.d.-c)4. 
Internships progress in complexity over the students’ four-years in high school.

Authentic assessment is integral to the internship experience, with employers, 
advisors and the internship coordinator all contributing to the assessment process. 
Students receive a composite grade for their internship, with one portion of the grade 
given by their advisor based on their project at the worksite, and the other portion of 
their grade given to them by the internship coordinator, based on their accompanying 
in-school coursework. In the senior year students prepare a culminating presentation 
on their work, in the presence of their advisors, teachers, parents, and employer-
mentors. The presentation is assessed with a detailed rubric that scores students on 
their learning in each of their internships, as well as the quality of the reflections 
themselves, thereby fostering metacognition and self–awareness — key skills for 
workplace success (Darche & Stam, 2011). In addition, Met students complete all 
of the assessments required of every high school student their state.
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In one project, a student interned at a community action organization called Forward 
Together, whose mission is “to lead grassroots organizing and train community 
leads to create policy change and culture in ways that support individuals, familes, 
and communities…”, as described in the student’s “Project Documentation Paper” 
(BPL, 2013, p. 46). The “Project Documentation Paper” outlined the context of 
the project, defined the project, documented a project plan with specific learning 
objectives, and then provided and in-depth reflection of the experience. The student 
had worked with her mentor and a youth group at the site to support the Sex Education 
Justice campaign in Oakland, California. She contributed to the creation of draft 
surveys, conducted focus groups, entered data into the computer, transcribed notes, 
identified themes in the results and helped develop recommendations. The student’s 
reflections and self-assessment centered on key organizational tasks: being on time, 
staying organized, working with a team and staying “fully engaged”, and taking 
responsibility. She described challenges (being nervous, staying motivated when 
working with “rowdy students”) and reported:

I confided in my mentor about those issues, and she reassured me that I did a good 
job and that things aren’t always going to be easy. It meant a lot to me coming from 
Amanda because she is always calm and collected. So I took her advice, relaxed, 
and got back on track with a little pushing (BPL, 2013, p. 51). 

In a prior project the student had organized a fundraiser and public relations event 
for an organization called “The Bikery.” In her Project Proposal she had presented 
the project definition, rationale, learning objectives, beneficiaries of the project, 
products, evidence that the project has addressed the identified need, models to 
emulate, data collection strategies, and anticipated skill gains. She aimed to organize 
the event, learn and prepare new recipes, learn new marketing strategies and “work 
with a team under a lot of pressure (BPL, 2013, p. 46).”

Another student worked at San Diego Coastkeeper, a regional “clean water 
watchdog” organizations http://www.sdcoastkeeper.org/about-us/our-story. His main 
responsibilities were stocking kits for water sample collections. Volunteers then 
took these samples and tested them for E. coli bacteria. The student gathered the 
data and used Microsoft Excel to enters it into the database. Water quality analysts 
at Coastkeepers then use this data to promote cleaner water in San Diego County. 
The student also occasionally tested water samples for nutrients and/or bacteria 
using standard lab procedures. This provided supplemental data for the analysts 
(BLP, n.d.-d).

A student at the The Met’s Center for Innovation and Entrepreneurship in Rhode 
Island developed a product called “Wear Aspirin” in his entrepreneurship class. His 
aim was to produce a small container that would enable people to carry aspirin with 
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them at all times, to be able to dispense it quickly if someone near them was having 
a heart attack. The idea came to him from his personal experience — his family 
had a history of heart attacks — and research he had uncovered that showing that 
administering aspirin increases a victim’s chance of survival by 30%. His mentor, who 
had spent his career in technology start-ups, had had a similar idea and became his 
business partner. The student also sought out other mentors, both in product design 
and marketing. He developed a business plan and, at the time of his graduation was 
preparing a crowdsourcing campaign (BPL, n.d.-d; Hummel, 2014).

Other internships and projects occur in hospitals, construction firms, arts 
organizations, auto repair shops, courthouses, and fire stations, among many other 
sites.5

Value of This Approach to Work-Based Learning

The LTI approach is defined by sequences of authentic projects and internships 
designed to deepen learning and promote academic growth. LTIs are also intended 
to foster personal and social development through personalization (Hunter, Quartz, 
& Washor, 2007). Students’ internships and projects are driven by their personal 
interests and shepherded by mentors and advisors who help students reflect on 
their experiences, assess their learning and strengthen their personal and workplace 
skills; students thereby develop a sense of personal agency (Zimmerman & Cleary, 
2006) while being supported by caring adults. The projects are authentic, not only 
in responding to the students’ needs and interests, but also in addressing real needs 
of the employer-mentors. Student motivation is enhanced by the fact that the work 
has real consequences that matter to an audience beyond the student and teacher. 
Throughout, students have the opportunity to explore a wide variety of career 
options through in-depth experience and participation in onsite communities of 
practice, gaining familiarity with the culture of various industries and occupations 
and building critical relationships as they do so.

The LTI approach has yielded impressive results. Big Picture schools have 
demonstrated:

• 95% on time graduation rate.
• 89% percent acceptance rate to college.
• 70-97% of students head to college each year (with variability among school 

and years) (BPL, n.d.-e).

While the very individualized approach to internships as central to curriculum is 
unique, the principle of sequencing authentic projects over time, and the structure 
of the experiences themselves — driven by student interests, linked to learning 
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goals, carefully planned, thoughtfuly facilitated, and rigorously assessed — can 
easily be emulated.

Manufacturing Internships at VIAM Manufacturing, Inc.

Advanced manufacturing is a growing industry in the state of Tennessee, but high 
school students have often been prevented from participating in hands-on work 
experience in manufacturing due to concerns about safety and liability. One company, 
VIAM Manufacturing, Inc., which manufactures custom design floor, trunk, and 
cargo mats for the automotive industry in the United States and internationally, was 
willing to see if students younger than 18 years old could successfully work at the 
plant. The company collaborated with a local high school to develop a program for 
17-year-old high school seniors. It found that the students were not only capable, 
but, in some cases, outperformed the incumbent adult workers (Hayes, 2017). At 
the same time, the students received incentives to stay in school and keep up their 
grades to ensure that they were “career ready” and prepared to go on to some kind 
of postsecondary education or training. The program is now being used as a model 
for replication through out the state. The Tennessee Department of Education has 
been an active partner in supporting and promoting this effort, both through policy 
and implementation guidelines for educators on work-based learning overall, and 
through summits and informational materials targeted to employers. (Parker, C., 
personal communication, March 10, 2017; TAM et al., 2017).

Description of the Experience

The work-based learning program at VIAM is organized as “cooperative work 
experience” whereby students receive instruction in the school’s career technical 
education program and work at the site approximately 15 hours per week for an entire 
year. After receiving training on both production methods and safely regulations, 
students work side by side with hourly employees, manufacturing the car mats and 
performing other core production tasks for the company. Students work as a unit, 
called a “cell”, and rotate to six different jobs within the production process. In 
addition to performing manufacturing tasks, such as sewing and packaging, they 
participate in quality control processes, repair equipment as needed, and learn about 
the company. They are deeply embedded in the community of practice at the plant, 
and have the opportunity to master the vocabulary and practices of the industry; they 
have come to understand “takt times” to guide production times, process control plans, 
“FIFO” (first in, first out) in a production flow, and “Kanban” for inventory control, 
according to the Chief Operating Officer (COO) of the company (Hayes, 2017).6
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The experiences are connected to the school; students may not participate if they 
don’t keep their up their attendance and grades. They receive ongoing supervision 
and are required to reflect on their experiences and the skills they are gaining — both 
technical skills and “employability” skills, such as critical thinking, collaboration and 
communication. The work-based learning coordinator stays in close touch with the 
on-site supervisor. Students are assessed against the company’s rigorous production 
standards implemented with all the incumbent workers.

Value of This Approach to Work-Based Learning

The purpose of the experience is to provide high school seniors with direct 
experience in a workplace, to both meet employers’ needs for future employees in 
a growing sector and to meet the students’ needs to become “career ready”, that is, 
learn marketable technical skills, employability skills, and workplace knowledge; 
find motivation to stay in school and pursue further education; and address basic 
developmental social emotional needs for purpose, a sense of competence, and the 
support of adults in their community.

The program had started as something that VIAM wanted to do help the community, 
but the company soon started to see benefits for its own operations. The employer 
reported a variety of positive outcomes, which benefitted the company and built 
commitment to growing the initiative (Hayes, 2017). These included:

• Professionalism: Students arrived on time and worked diligently.
• Quality: When subjected to normal auditing procedures, no errors were 

found, much to the surprise of the employer.
• Fast Learning Curve: In measures of productivity, the students had a 

learning curve that proved to be 30% faster than that of incumbent hourly 
workers. This measure was particularly impressive because the students 
were rotating to six different work stations, whereas the adults’ learning was 
measured on the basis of mastering only one production process.

• Profits: The “cell” or unit in which the students were working together soon 
turned into a profit center for the company.

• Impeccable Behavior: The employer had expected a lot of “rule breaking”, 
which was perilous because of trucks in the aisles of the building and other 
hazards, but the company saw little or no rule breaking. (The company actually 
observed the students using a camera — standard procedure at VIAM — and 
saw that students never forgot to carry out the necessary “lockout-tagout” 
safety procedure.
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• Quality: The company found no errors in doc audit and also didn’t find 
anything to improve; the students were also asked to provide feedback on the 
work of incumbent employees, and identified a number of areas where the 
quality could have been better.

• Reduced Maintenance Costs: The maintenance staff reported lower 
maintenance costs for the cell of student workers than for the incumbent 
workers; the students had learned how to fix their own machines, unlike the 
adults in the plant who regularly asked for support from the maintenance 
crew; “they are like a sponges” the COO said, remarking on the students’ 
ability to learn quickly and solve problems (Hayes, 2017).

For students, the benefits are also numerous:

• Personal Development: “These kids are developing into young adults; 
several are taking about their future — they are developing way beyond their 
years”, the VIAM COO said. He also reported that students have told him: 
“this job is saving my life.”

• Progress Toward High School Graduation and Academic Development: 
Students are required to be in school to keep the work-based learning 
placement; if they are absent from school on a particular day, they cannot use 
that day to come to work.

• Technical Skill Development: Students learn all aspects of production.
• Career Readiness: Students meet rigorous work-based learning course 

standards, including the development of Personalized Learning Plans 
and resumes. The program is “looking to develop a career ready student”. 
According to the program director, “In the past, it might have been as college 
student or a vocational student, but what I’ve come to realize is it’s really a 
career ready student. That could mean four years of college or two years of 
college or some type of certification while they are in high school” (Luna, 
2017).

• Employment and Career Prospects: That said, the COO has offered 
positions to any of the students, should they choose to stay and if they keep 
their grades up (Hayes, 2017).
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In a video produced by the county, the COO of VIAM urges other employers to 
take the risk and ends by saying: “if you don’t want to do this, we would be happy 
take whatever you don’t want because it is sure working out for us!” (Hayes, 2017). 
Within-industry communication and replication therefore hold great promise for 
increasing student internship opportunities in the manufacturing sector.

CONCLUSION

It is estimated that an average adult will spend over 92,000 hours at work over a 
lifetime (“What Percentage of Your Life Will You Spend at Work?”, 2016). Given 
the vast amount of time that working adults spend at their jobs, it is an imperative 
that young people learn about, prepare for, and experience the workplace before 
they leave secondary schools in order to ensure successful transitions into the 
workforce and adulthood. Work-based learning opportunities can fulfill this tall order 
as they provide meaningful introductions to working life. Moreover, work-based 
learning experiences support students’ academic attainment and the development of 
transferable skills that are needed for postsecondary success. In the United States, 
however, this educational approach is underutilized when compared with the VET 
programs in other countries. In addition, because the United States does not collect 
national statistics on the rate of participation in work-based learning experiences, 
how many young people experience work-based learning opportunities is unknown.

Yet, as the case study examples of work-based learning programs demonstrate, 
meaningful introductions to working life that also promote the authentic applications 
of academic and technical skills are possible and do exist within the United States. 
The three models presented each used a unique strategy, but with common features: 
careful planning, leveraging of student interests and developmental needs, links to 
schoolwork and learning goals, close coordination between educators and employers, 
and rigorous reflection and assessment processes. Whether through civic-driven 
group experiences, individualized projects, or hands-on production work, in addition 
to supporting the development of academic and technical skills, all of the models 
support students’ self-efficacy, personal agency, and social-emotional development, 
which are critical to students’ future success in a complex, ever-changing world. 
Work-based learning programs like these, however, are not the norm and serve only 
a fraction of secondary-level students. In order for all secondary students to be fully 
prepared for college, careers, and life, young people should have the opportunity to 
experience high quality work-based education that will provide them the knowledge, 
skills, and competence needed to make informed decisions, and shape their own 
futures.
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ENDNOTES

1  The Common Core State Standards were developed by members of the 
National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the Council 
of Chief State School Officers in 2009. (see http://www.corestandards.org/
about-the-standards/development-process/)

2  Some paragraphs in the first two cases were adapted from Darche, S., Nayar, 
N., & Bracco, K. R. (2009b). Work-based learning in California: Opportunities 
and models for expansion, Technical report. Unpublished report.

3  Dr. David Stern and Dr. Deborah McKoy, in coining the term “social 
enterprises for learning” place SEfLs as learning experiences at the nexus 
of educational, social, and economic sectors, in contrast to service learning, 
which spans education and social sectors, and more traditional work-based 
learning or school-based enterprises, which span education and economic 
sectors. For more information see Stern, D. (2002). The Seventh Sector: Social 
Enterprise for Learning in the United States, in Istance, D., Schuetze, H. G., 
and Schuller, T (eds), International Perspectives on Lifelong Learning: From 
Recurrent Education to the Learning Society (pp. 91-104). Buckingham, UK: 
Open University Press.

4  For more information on the Big Picture learning 
goals, see: http://www.bigpicture.org/apps/download/
ZpD0sXp9Dnd7Grk0Bjpoavb7oEsX7yRVka4MDarQ6ILqoBIy.jpg/
LearningGoals.jpg

5  For a list of partner organizations that have partnered with The Met in Rhode 
Island to provide internships, see http://www.themethighschool.org/apps/pages/
index.jsp?uREC_ID=376959&type=d&pREC_ID=852596

6  Takt time is the average time between the start of production of one unit and 
the start of production of the next unit, when these production starts are set to 
match the rate of customer demand. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Takt_time; 
FIFO queues dictate the order of product as it arrives in a queue for the next 
operation. http://txm.com.au/blog/production-flow-elements-first-in-first-out-
fifo; Kanban is an inventory-control system to control the supply chain. https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kanban.
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