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Executive Summary 

Career and technical education (CTE) opportunities help high school students explore career 

options and learn valuable skills before graduation. In addition, CTE programs may help to 

increase students’ perception of the relevance of high school and motivate them to stay in school 

(Kazis, 2005). As part of the Rural Dropout Prevention Project’s work in providing technical 

assistance on dropout prevention in Alaska, the American Institutes for Research (AIR) collected 

information on residential CTE programs serving rural students in Alaska and other states.  

AIR staff spoke with directors and staff from nine programs to learn about common challenges, 

strategies, and advice for others who might be interested in starting, partnering with, or 

supporting such programs. This brief provides short descriptions of the selected programs and 

summarizes information from interviews, a focus group, and program websites. The brief is 

intended to broaden awareness and support of programs focused on engaging students in 

relevant, hands-on learning, with the ultimate goals of increasing high school graduation rates 

and preparing students to succeed beyond high school. The table below provides an overview of 

the challenges identified by staff at the nine programs as well as strategies to address the 

challenges. 

Common Challenges and Strategies Across All Programs 

Challenges Strategies 

Students lack relevant employment skills and 

opportunities. 

Provide real-world, hands-on learning 

opportunities. 

Many students lack basic life skills. Provide structure, safety, and clear expectations 

for students, parents, and staff. 

Students fail to meet high academic and 

behavioral expectations. 

Give students multiple opportunities and supports 

to succeed. 

 

Students lack adult mentors and role models. Encourage honest, caring relationships between 

students and adults. 

Programs lack sufficient funding. Pursue grants and build community and business 

partnerships. 

In addition to these common challenges and strategies, staff from Alaskan programs noted two 

additional challenges and associated strategies. First, parent and community suspicion of 

residential programs (due to the traumatic history of Alaskan boarding schools) was addressed 

by providing flexible programming and policies to acknowledge and respect local history, 

culture, and customs. Second, Alaskan respondents noted high staff turnover in rural Alaskan 

schools and programs, which they reported countering by providing staff with leadership, 

professional learning, and networking opportunities.  

Finally, respondents were asked to advise new directors, district leaders, and state policymakers 

on how to implement or support residential CTE programs. Advice to new directors or district 

leaders included shadowing current program directors, fostering and maintaining partnerships, 

and keeping students occupied at all times. Advice to state policymakers included streamlining 

reporting requirements and supporting networking and learning opportunities for program staff. 
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Overview 

Career and technical education (CTE) opportunities help high school students explore career 

options and learn valuable skills before graduation. In addition, CTE programs may help to 

increase students’ perception of the relevance of high school and motivate them to stay in school 

(Kazis, 2005). Although all states provide CTE programs and opportunities for students, many 

have specialized approaches—for example, some states offer programming mainly through 

traditional high schools or technical colleges, whereas others also have regional technical centers 

(Association for Career and Technical Education, 2014). In Alaska, residential CTE-focused 

programs provide rural students with hands-on, work-based experiences. These programs are 

designed to increase student engagement in school, provide students with work-relevant skills 

and certificates, and decrease student dropout rates.  

As part of the Rural Dropout Prevention Project’s work in providing technical assistance in 

Alaska, state-level staff asked American Institutes for Research (AIR) to collect information on 

current residential CTE programs in Alaska and other states. AIR staff spoke with program 

directors and staff to learn about common challenges, strategies, and advice for others who might 

be interested in starting, partnering with, or supporting such programs. This brief provides short 

descriptions of nine identified programs (five in Alaska and four in other states) and summarizes 

information from interviews, a focus group, and program websites. The brief is intended to 

broaden awareness and support of programs focused on engaging students in relevant, hands-on 

learning, with the ultimate goals of increasing high school graduation rates and preparing 

students to succeed beyond high school.  
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Data Collection and Analysis 

Staff members from the Alaska Department of Education and Early Development identified the 

Alaskan programs to be included. With the exception of Job Corps, a well-known federal 

program, the non-Alaskan programs were identified through Internet searches for residential 

CTE programs serving rural high school students.
1
 Table 1 lists the name, location, and website 

of each program included in this brief.  

Table 1. Selected Programs, Locations, and Websites 

Programs in Alaska  Location Website 

Nenana Living Center Nenana, 

Alaska 

http://nenanalynx.org/nslc/  

Northwestern Alaska Career 

and Technical Center 

(NACTEC) 

Nome, Alaska http://www.nacteconline.org/  

Star of the Northwest Magnet 

School 

Kotzebue, 

Alaska 

http://www.nwarctic.org/Domain/320  

Galena Interior Learning 

Academy (GILA) 

Galena, Alaska http://gila.galenaalaska.org/  

Voyage to Excellence (VTE) Anchorage, 

Alaska 

http://www.edline.net/pages/chugach_VTE_Progra

m  

Programs in Other States Location Website 

Job Corps—Trapper Creek  Darby, 

Montana 

http://trappercreek.jobcorps.gov/home.aspx  

Job Corps—Boxelder Nemo, South 

Dakota 

http://boxelder.jobcorps.gov  

Job Corps—Mingo Puxico, 

Missouri 

http://mingo.jobcorps.gov/home.aspx  

Health Careers Summer Camp Wisconsin  

(six locations) 

https://www.ahec.wisc.edu/health-careers-summer-

camps  

North County Trade Tech High California http://www.tradetechhigh.org/  

Pathways to Science—ACE 

Camp  

South Dakota http://www.sdstate.edu/cs/undergraduate-

programs/aviation/aerospace-career.cfm  

Program directors and staff described their programs, as well as their challenges, strategies, and 

advice, in hour-long phone interviews (eight staff), emails (one staff), and a focus group 

conducted in Anchorage with nine staff from or familiar with the programs in Alaska.
2
 This 

                                                 
1
 Programs that serve rural students are included in this brief, but the programs themselves are sometimes located in 

more urban environments.  
2
 Although not directly affiliated with the programs described in this brief, staff from the Fairbanks, Juneau, and 

North Slope Borough School Districts, the University of Alaska Southeast, and SERRC (originally the Southeast 

Regional Resource Center, now referred to as Alaska’s Educational Resource Center) participated in the Anchorage 

focus group. No staff from the Galena Interior Learning Academy participated in an interview or the focus group, so 

all information on this program was collected from the website.  

http://nenanalynx.org/nslc/
http://www.nacteconline.org/
http://www.nwarctic.org/Domain/320
http://gila.galenaalaska.org/
http://www.edline.net/pages/chugach_VTE_Program
http://www.edline.net/pages/chugach_VTE_Program
http://trappercreek.jobcorps.gov/home.aspx
http://boxelder.jobcorps.gov/
http://mingo.jobcorps.gov/home.aspx
https://www.ahec.wisc.edu/health-careers-summer-camps
https://www.ahec.wisc.edu/health-careers-summer-camps
http://www.tradetechhigh.org/
http://www.sdstate.edu/cs/undergraduate-programs/aviation/aerospace-career.cfm
http://www.sdstate.edu/cs/undergraduate-programs/aviation/aerospace-career.cfm
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information was supplemented with information from program websites. Project staff reviewed 

notes and to identify common themes across programs within the areas of challenges, strategies, 

and advice. In some cases, respondents from programs in Alaska noted unique issues that are 

described separately in the following summaries.  

Note that the information summarized in this brief is intended to inform audiences about some of 

the major issues and common strategies reported by experienced program staff rather than to 

evaluate the effectiveness of specific strategies.  
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Program Descriptions  

Although this brief focuses primarily on residential programs providing CTE opportunities to 

rural students, the programs varied in many of their components and structures. For example, 

program length varied from four-day camp-style programs to full academic year-long programs. 

With the exception of Job Corps, programs outside of Alaska tend to be of shorter duration than 

the programs in Alaska and are offered only during the summer, whereas all of the programs in 

Alaska are offered throughout the year. Table 2 lists some of these program characteristics, 

including the student ages or grades served, the approximate number of students served, the 

typical length of the program, whether the program has a residential component, and whether the 

program has a program-identified strong CTE focus. After the table we provide brief descriptions 

of each of the programs. 

Table 2. Program Characteristics 

 Program 

Ages or 

Grades 

Served 

Approximate 

Number of 

Students 

Served 

Duration Residential 
CTE 

Focused 

A
la

sk
a
 

Galena Interior Learning 

Academy (GILA) 

Grades 

9–12 

200 Academic 

year 
  

Nenana Living Center Grades 

9–12 

88 Academic 

year 
  

Northwestern Alaska 

Career and Technical 

Center (NACTEC) 

Grades 

7–12 

26 per training 

program 

400 per year 

Four days to 

four weeks   

Star of the Northwest 

Magnet School 

Grades 

11–14 

40 Academic 

year, plus 

two-week 

intensives 

  

Voyage to Excellence Grades 

9–12 

24 per program Three days 

to four 

weeks 
  

O
th

er
 S

ta
te

s 

Job Corps (multiple 

states) 

16–24 

years old 

Depends on 

site
a
 

Two years 
  

Health Careers Summer 

Camp (Wisconsin) 

Grades 

9–12 

20 Five days 
  

North County Trade 

Tech High (California) 

Grades 

9–12 

150 Academic 

year 
  

Pathways to Science 

(South Dakota) 

Grades 

9–12 

25 Four days 
  

a
 The three rural Job Corps sites we included in this project had a capacity of approximately 180 students, but urban 

centers tend to be larger.
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Programs in Alaska  

Galena Interior Learning Academy 

Located in the rural setting of Galena City School District, GILA is an accredited boarding 

school for students in Grades 9–12 seeking an alternative path to traditional schooling. To ensure 

that students reach high levels of learning, GILA offers a “rigorous standards-based curriculum, 

differentiated learning opportunities, and a flexible instructional approach that meets individual 

needs” (Galena City School District, 2015, p. 2). Students at GILA achieve the academic skills 

necessary to pass the Alaska High School Graduation Qualifying Exam while pursuing 

vocational pathways of their choice. Teachers at GILA are hired from local industries to better 

support student career pathways. Students live in Ptarmigan Hall located on the Galena campus. 

Northwestern Alaska Career and Technical Center 

NACTEC is a regional vocational training center in Nome, Alaska. NACTEC offers junior high 

and high school students the opportunity to develop skills that will prepare them for both the 

workforce and postsecondary education. The program’s length is anywhere from four-day to 

four-week sessions between September and June. Students attending these sessions focus on four 

key areas: career and technical skills, career exploration, life skills, and work-readiness skills. 

NACTEC also provides job-shadowing opportunities and firsthand instruction from 

professionals in the field, allowing students to explore a variety of careers. Postsecondary 

opportunities are explored through NACTEC’s partnership with Northwest Campus/University 

of Alaska–Fairbanks. All students at NACTEC are aided in both career and postsecondary 

education planning.  

Nenana Student Living Center 

NSLC is residential facility where students live while attending the Nenana City Public School. 

In the Nenana City Public School, students from the local Nenana population are integrated with 

the students who come to live at the NSLC to form a single student body. The students who live 

at the NSLC apply and come from communities all across Alaska. Nenana City Public School 

“integrates science, technology, engineering, and math into every class and utilizes project-based 

learning to enable students to make real life connections and real world applications” (Nenana 

Living Center Website, 2015). It provides students with a campus-style living experience while 

they learn independent life skills that will aid their transition into college and the workforce. 

Students “have the opportunity to participate in events in nearby Fairbanks, the community of 

Nenana, or just share in the fun of dorm life” (Nenana Living Center Website, 2015). 

Star of the Northwest Magnet School 

Located in the Northwest Arctic Borough School District, Star of the Northwest Magnet School 

(Star) is a comprehensive high school with an emphasis on preparing rural Alaskan students for 

the workforce and postsecondary education. Students attending Star have access to Kotzebue 

High School’s activities program, as well as additional activities for residential students (Star of 

the Northwest Website, n.d.). Students from villages surrounding Kotzebue are eligible for full-

time high school at Star, as well as intensive two-week programs for those attending school 
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outside of Kotzebue. The school emphasizes safety, academic support, and student participation. 

Students live in the secondary school dormitory during the duration of the program. 

Voyage to Excellence 

VTE is a program based in Anchorage that serves rural students. It is designed to give students 

the opportunity to apply what they have learned in school to real-life situations. This is achieved 

through a curriculum that focuses on skills and training in various areas including life skills, 

personal development, social development, service training, urban familiarization, leadership, 

and career development. The program is designed so that students will graduate with a career 

plan, national career certificates, and college credit. VTE seeks to connect students to local 

corporations and businesses and provide opportunities to earn college credit and career 

certificates while still in high school. 

Programs in Other States 

Job Corps  

Job Corps is a two-year residential vocational program that helps young people prepare for the 

workforce and earn a high school diploma or GED. Funded by Congress, Job Corps is a no-cost 

program for participants and only low-income students qualify as eligible. With a nationwide 

system of campuses, Job Corps offers an array of career-development services, including hands-

on technical and academic instruction, career-development planning assistance, and independent 

living skills assistance. Through an integrated career-development approach, students gain the 

skills necessary for success in stable, long-term, high-paying jobs. 

Health Careers Summer Camp 

Offering five-day programs held around the state of Wisconsin, Health Careers Summer Camps 

allows students to directly experience the challenges and rewards of health professions. Each 

camp provides hands-on activities facilitated by health profession instructors and professionals 

with a focus on leadership and skill training. Health Careers Summer Camp collaborates with the 

Wisconsin Area Health Education Center regional offices, local colleges, technical colleges, and 

area health care practitioners and is open to any student living in the counties served by the 

regional area health education center sponsoring the camp. 

North County Trade Tech High 

North County Trade Tech High School strives to graduate students with strong academic and 

workforce competencies necessary for success in postsecondary education and careers in the 

construction industry. Trade Tech High actively builds partnerships with local trade businesses 

and enlists the community to provide a safe and positive learning environment. Students at Trade 

Tech High engage in learning that includes core academics to ensure college readiness as well as 

skills essential for workplace success and lifelong learning. Student learning is further enhanced 

through preapprenticeship and internship opportunities with industry partners.  
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Pathways to Science, Aerospace Career and Education (ACE) Camp 

ACE Camp is a four-day summer program sponsored by the National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration and other funders and is hosted by South Dakota State University. The camp 

provides high school students the opportunity to learn about aviation and aerospace careers. 

Students receive flight training, use computer-generated flight simulator programs, build and 

launch air rockets, and map orbits of planets. Student experiences at ACE Camp are designed to 

enable them to make informed decisions on the aviation and aerospace industry as they consider 

college and career options. 



American Institutes for Research   Residential CTE Programs for Rural Students—10 

Common Themes Across Sites  

This section of the brief describes common challenges faced by students and programs in rural 

areas, strategies that respondents reported implementing to address these challenges, and general 

advice for other program directors, those interested in starting up a similar program, and state 

policymakers on how to support such programs. Two challenges and associated strategies 

mentioned only by Alaska respondents also are described. 

Common Challenges and Strategies 

Challenge 1: Students lack relevant employment skills and opportunities. 

Partly because of the extremely small school sizes and limited resources, many rural students 

lack opportunities to learn about and gain experience and skills that will help them obtain 

productive jobs beyond high school. Students without these opportunities may disengage and 

drop out of school, or they might be underprepared for life after high school.  

Strategy 1: Provide real-world, hands-on learning opportunities. 

A major motivator behind CTE is to provide students with skills they can use later in life, for 

specific careers that do not necessarily require a four-year postsecondary degree. All respondents 

mentioned that providing real-world, hands-on learning opportunities serves to motivate students 

because of the clear relevance to later life and because that type of learning is often more 

engaging for academically disengaged students. One director reported: 

Typically, we get students here that didn’t do well in school. Most of our students are 

hands-on learners, most of our students do well by doing. They are kinesthetic, you 

know, of the multiple intelligences. They are very used to doing and not listening and 

watching.  

Directors gave several examples of hands-on learning opportunities, including welding and 

mining courses and internships, survival swimming, and business skills development through 

creating and selling native crafts. One respondent described a career pathway focused on mining 

in which students could take a series of gradually more challenging courses, culminating in 

scholarships, internships, and job opportunities if students persisted through each stage of the 

program.
3
  

An important part of creating real-world opportunities for students is communication with local 

business communities. Many directors described relationships with specific business partners, 

and one described a formalized feedback process between the program and potential employers: 

We have what we call an industrial council meeting, where we meet with potential 

employers who look at what we are teaching our students. They will give us feedback on: 

Do we need to upgrade? How are we doing? Are we meeting today’s standards? That 

kind of feedback is coming out of the community all the time, the industrial council gives 

us feedback on how we are being presented in the community. Are we supporting or 

                                                 
3
 For one example of a pathway in Alaska, see a description of the Hecla Greens Creek “Pathway to Mining 

Careers”: http://www.uas.alaska.edu/career_ed/mining/hecla_greens_creek_pathway_to_mining_careers.html  

http://www.uas.alaska.edu/career_ed/mining/hecla_greens_creek_pathway_to_mining_careers.html
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participating in the community? How does the community feel towards the program, and 

how we fit into the community? Part of our goal is to get our students back out into the 

community.  

Some respondents mentioned that providing a small stipend, similar to earning a part-time job 

salary, can serve as a powerful real-life incentive and can help students learn the important life 

skill of managing personal income. Living stipends allow students to be somewhat independent 

and experience the benefits of having a consistent paycheck, which can motivate them to persist 

in programs and set future goals. It also provides them with an opportunity to practice managing 

limited personal funds in a semicontrolled environment. 

Respondents from Alaska also emphasized two related strategies. First, students must be taught 

skills that are directly relevant to job opportunities in their local communities or that are short 

term and allow them to return often to their communities (for example, in the commercial fishing 

industry). According to respondents, this is particularly important in Alaska because of the close 

familial and cultural ties many Alaskan children have with their communities. Second, Alaskan 

respondents described engaging local community members to act as role models and mentors. 

This strategy was reported as important for rural Alaska populations because of a perceived lack 

of native Alaskan role models that can help students see the benefits of career pathways. One 

focus group participant noted that seeing friends or family members succeed in CTE programs 

and become employed locally could motivate students to participate.  

Challenge 2: Many students lack basic life skills.  

High school students who have never lived independently may not be not familiar with norms of 

communal living such as keeping their living space clean, showing up to school or events on 

time, or being respectful of other students’ living and learning habits. Furthermore, particularly 

in programs geared toward more at-risk youth, some students may need to break negative habits 

such as substance abuse, negative interactions with peers or supervising adults, or unhealthy 

eating and sleeping habits.  

Strategy 2: Provide structure, safety, and clear expectations for students, parents, and 

staff. 

Directors unanimously spoke of the necessity for a stable 

environment and clear expectations. Residential programs 

create a unique opportunity to structure students’ 

environments much more rigorously than in a traditional 

school environment. Creating a safe and stable 

environment facilitates students’ transitions into program 

life. Having clear expectations helps ensure consistent 

student treatment and consequences, as well as preventing 

possible issues rather than reacting to them after the fact. 

Directors reported using several strategies to support these 

goals, including setting behavior and learning expectations 

early, reminding students of them often, and enforcing them consistently; keeping students busy; 

and supervising students at all times.  

“The purpose is to give kids a stable 

environment so that they can come to 

school and learn, do well, succeed, 

and go on to be a productive citizen 

with a job that they want to do, or 

receive more training.” 
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One program director noted that getting through the initial adjustment period for students is one 

of the most challenging aspects of running a residential program. Student homesickness was a 

challenge noted particularly by Alaska program directors (more on this later in the brief). Many 

program directors acknowledged that the orientation process is an essential part of running a 

residential program to help set programwide expectations.  

Another director noted that the expectation-setting process begins even before orientation with 

the program application, which clearly states the program’s rules and guidelines (see excerpts 

from program applications in the Appendix). The director described: 

In our application, the students and parents sign that if a student is caught drinking or 

smoking pot the kid will be sent home at the parents’ expense. So it’s not a secret, they 

don’t have to read it in the handbook or find out later, it’s on our application, it’s a big 

thing that is crystal clear. It has really helped parents out too. Everybody knows, if it 

happens, they’re going home.  

Business partners can also help reinforce the importance of meeting expectations by 

communicating to students that they will be held to the same standards in internships and jobs. A 

respondent described how a representative from a regional corporation told her students that the 

company would be hiring students who successfully completed the program and tested drug-free, 

reinforcing the real-world significance of the program’s substance-free policy.  

Once students are enrolled in programs, providing consistency, structure, incentives, and keeping 

students busy were noted as essential strategies to keep kids on track and out of trouble. One 

director described,  

Very few students will come to [the program] as a free alternative to college. Most of our 

young folks have taken steps that are unsafe, have fallen off the path, have had poor role 

models, have had zero structure. And so they have it tattooed on their foreheads, “provide 

me structure.” And we do, and they do amazing things.  

Other program directors noted that programming begins as early as 7 a.m. and continues to as 

late as 10 p.m. in some cases. Every minute of the day is scheduled to take advantage of the time 

available and to ensure that students are too tired to get into trouble at night. This type of 

intensive programming requires dedicated and energetic staff, which will be described in 

Challenge 6. 

Some programs also used incentives to foster engagement and appropriate program participation. 

One program director explained: 

One thing we started doing after a couple years is we do a little bit of bribery. I call it 

incentivizing, to get students to ask questions to the presenters. They get a folder with a 

zillion things in it, but we provide 25 different ideas of questions they can ask. We also 

tell them that we will give away prizes to students who ask, not necessarily the most 

questions, but really good or thoughtful questions.  

Setting clear behavior and learning expectations early, reminding students of them often, and 

enforcing them consistently; keeping students busy; and supervising students at all times all help 

to keep students safe and engaged in learning necessary independent living skills.  
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Challenge 3: Students fail to meet high academic and behavioral expectations. 

Given that some students are experiencing high academic and behavioral expectations for the 

first time in their lives, some will make mistakes or will not be able to transition seamlessly into 

a new environment. The challenge lies in the response: whether to rigorously enforce zero 

tolerance policies for every student or to acknowledge the learning curve and allow students 

additional chances.  

Strategy 3: Give students multiple opportunities and supports. 

Although many of the directors described strict structures and regulations, they noted that the 

students in these programs often need more than one opportunity to be successful. In interviews 

and the focus group, program staff provided several examples of students who had experienced 

academic failures, were late to class, or had substance abuse issues, but who had been able to 

turn around their progress and improve when given another chance. For example, one director 

noted that although his program has a “zero tolerance” substance abuse philosophy, designed by 

students, students caught using prohibited substances are given an opportunity to attend a 

rehabilitation class and return to the school. The director noted that the clear expectations for the 

program have helped residential students avoid getting in trouble with local students: 

The kids that report to us feel like they are less of a target because community people 

don’t want to see them get sent home or get in trouble. It gives them more of a power to 

say no because they don’t want to lose what they have. In a way it’s zero tolerance and in 

a way it’s not. They have the option to come back twice.  

Program staff noted that it is important not to give up on students, no matter how many times 

they have failed. Providing as many opportunities for students to be successful as possible 

increases the odds that they will be motivated to persist in school. Furthermore, some 

respondents noted, sometimes something just “clicks” with students and they suddenly listen and 

take the advice of a teacher, coach, or mentor, even when they never have before. One 

respondent described: 

I had three girls in the CNA [certified nursing assistant] program, one high-risk from a 

very challenging life.… She had been failing everything, but there’s something that clicks 

in a student, they grow up a little, they recognize an amazing opportunity. [Now] I check 

in with her every other week, and she’s successful, loving it, on a career pathway. So the 

most at-risk youth can have that turnaround moment when they’re passionate, or have 

that opportunity.  

Last, a few respondents described giving students authentic leadership opportunities to increase 

student trust and buy-in. One program director cited the development of student leadership as a 

catalyst for trust among students and between students and instructors: 

Part of having your students as leaders is, if there is a decision that the student leadership 

team needs to make, they go out they talk to kids and they get the information that we 

need. Kids talk to kids. So if you ask kids [in the program] if they are engaged and their 

opinions are considered, most will say, “Yeah.”  
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Directors reported that engaging students to serve as leaders also improves behavioral transitions 

into the program culture. Some leaders cited this student agency as a necessary aspect of the 

residential model. For example, one program has a student leadership committee that re-wrote 

the student handbook, helps make decisions about student life in the residential program, and 

works with another group of students to manage student events. These students also act as 

liaisons between school staff and other students to ensure that student voice is being heard. 

Another director described having students set expectations around bed times and other logistical 

or scheduling issues to help create buy-in and hold students accountable for their own decisions.  

Challenge 4: Students lack adult mentors and role models. 

Respondents reported that students often lacked adults who could help them navigate school and 

the search for productive employment. A lack of mentors or other caring adults is often 

associated with negative student outcomes (Bruce & Bridgeland, 2014).  

Strategy 4: Encourage honest, caring relationships between students and adults. 

Respondents emphasized the importance of hiring staff who 

cultivate honest, caring relationships with students. One 

focus group respondent described his close relationships 

with students: “I’m where the feet hit the street, I try to keep 

them in [school]. I’ve had kids write suicide notes, stay with 

me on the weekends to make sure they’re safe, I see it 

daily.”  

Small class or program sizes are used in several programs to 

create structured, trusting, and personalized environments 

for students. A director noted: 

Our average classroom size is 16 to 1; we really focus on having a small focused group. 

And every day the kids go to an advisor, who are all teachers, and stay with that advisor 

for four years. That’s their guidance person to help them through scholarships, college 

prep, getting ready for internships, etc.  

Keeping the student-to-staff ratios low helps adults get to know students well and helps to ensure 

that students are upholding expectations. The small ratio contributes to safe learning and living 

environments.  

In addition to hiring engaging, caring teachers, and maintaining low student-to-staff ratios, the 

residential programs hire residential dorm and academic support staff (often referred to as 

“dorm” or “house parents”) to help ensure student safety as well as to provide academic and 

emotional support. One director described how he hired resident advisors with specific skills:  

We ask residential advisors, “What skills are you going to bring to the kids, that kids will 

potentially want to be engaged with?” We have a guy who’s into self-defense and 

taekwondo and boxing, so he’s teaching the kids how to box. We have someone who 

plays chess, we have a woman who is an incredible artist, so kids can do art. We have an 

outdoor guy who has created ski trails out behind the [residential campus] and now we 

have skis and boots and kids can go cross-country skiing and we are looking to open that 

“The number one thing schools 

can do for dropout recovery is 

create personal connections, 

healthy adult relationships with 

students.” 
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up to the community as well. We have one who plays hacky sack and loves doing that, he 

plays guitar and works with kids on that. So we do what we can to engage [students] and 

give them constructive things to do. 

Another director mentioned hiring alumni of the program who were already familiar with 

program expectations and would be able to answer students’ questions and act as role models. A 

focus group respondent noted that honesty is an essential part of relationships with youth: 

When you’re talking with a teenager, it’s about taking the honest approach. … It takes 

that one special connection—when you say it to that student, it finally makes sense. It’s 

putting them back on the right track. Saying, “Look, the road you’re going down, you 

have to be able to do this and this, and employers are looking for accountability, you have 

to be on time. If you go into this field, there are no drugs or felonies.” That honest 

approach is important.  

Challenge 5: Programs lack sufficient funding. 

Both CTE and residential programs are expensive to run, and program staff noted that traditional 

education funding is insufficient. Funds are needed to purchase equipment; to recruit, hire, and 

retain high-quality staff; and to house and feed students for various lengths of time. Another 

significant cost is transportation to and from programs, particularly in Alaska where this often 

requires air travel. Keeping individual student costs down requires fundraising for most 

programs. 

Strategy 5: Write grants and build community and business partnerships.  

Although some funds are available for programs via state education and labor departments, the 

funding needed to support CTE programs, particularly residential ones, is significant. Therefore, 

fundraising is a big part of most programs’ day-to-day work. Respondents mentioned grant-

writing and developing partnerships with local and regional 

groups and businesses as ways in which they have tried to 

address the lack of funding challenge. 

Directors sought grants from regional entities, foundations, 

and state and federal sources. Some directors noted that 

often grant funds can be used only for specific aspects of 

programs and some require extensive reporting and 

documentation, which can be burdensome. Program staff 

noted that they sometimes find out about grant opportunities 

and other funding sources in networking sessions with similar programs. 

In addition to grant writing, respondents reported partnering with many different regional 

community and business groups, as well as institutes of higher education. These partnerships 

sometimes result in funding but more often provide opportunities for students to engage in real-

world job experiences, access to equipment, and occasionally highly trained staff who volunteer 

or work for programs on a part-time basis to share their expertise with program staff and 

students.  

“Vocational trades are way more 

expensive to run, but the benefit to 

society is huge and that’s why it’s 

worth it in the long run.”  

Program Director 
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Alaska-Specific Challenges and Strategies  

Challenges and strategies described previously were mentioned by program staff in Alaska and 

other states. The two challenges and associated strategies described in this section were only 

noted by program staff in Alaska.  

Alaska-Specific Challenge 1: Many parents and community members are 

suspicious of residential programs. 

Many parents do not want to send their children to residential programs because of a traumatic 

history of Alaskan boarding schools. Additionally, students may feel particularly uncomfortable 

or homesick in the residential environment, where they are separated from their families and 

communities. 

Alaska-Specific Strategy 1: Provide flexible programs and policies to acknowledge and 

respect local history, culture, and customs. 

One strategy mentioned by respondents from Alaska is to value and incorporate student and 

parent culture into many aspects of the program. This is particularly important for rural native 

Alaskan populations because of historic cultural trauma that many older adults experienced by 

being forced to attend Western-style boarding schools (often far from their families and 

communities). At these boarding schools, students were required to speak in English rather than 

students’ native languages and were not able to acknowledge or follow their cultural heritage (La 

Belle & Smith, 2005). By acknowledging this damaging past and encouraging native languages 

and cultural values in schools and programs, program staff try to restore relationships and trust 

with the communities they serve. Strategies described by respondents included having flexible 

calendars and programming to avoid conflicts with traditional community activities and values, 

and providing programming based on local customs. 

Program flexibility was described in two ways: adjusting the length of programming and 

providing opportunities for off-campus learning. In terms of length of programming, some 

programs occur at shorter intervals (for example, two-week programs) to ensure that students are 

not away from their communities for long periods of time. Other programs occur during a regular 

academic year, but respondents described providing flexibility for students to complete work off-

campus if their families leave for hunting or fishing in the middle of a semester. For example, 

one respondent described: 

In our district, whaling is a big thing; kids know what boats they’re going to be on, when 

the captains will leave and so-forth. So when they go out, they have to get a preprinted, 

preapproved binder with a full curriculum for a subsistence course. So they’re excused 

from whatever is being taught in the regular classroom, but they have to come back with 

weather observations, cultural stories, measurements of the catch, etc. So they have work 

to do and it’s graded…. As we added more rigor and structure to it, we have had a higher 

success rate, it’s more meaningful. 

Encouraging positive interactions requires planning to transport staff to student villages and 

trusting relationships to determine appropriate opportunities for staff to engage with community 

members. For example, one respondent described sending staff to stay at the community hunting 
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camp to continue lessons with students throughout the major part of the hunting season. The 

principal in this case was sensitive to the fact that community members might not want strangers 

attending a traditional cultural event, and the principal arranged for the community to approve 

the staff who lived with them during this time.  

Although some programs strictly regulate students’ ability to contact their families to encourage 

program engagement and curb homesickness, one program adjusted its student–home 

communication policy after significant pushback on the policy from both students and parents. 

Staff hope that this new flexibility around student–parent communication will help parents feel 

more secure in allowing their children to attend the program. Some programs also recruit native 

Alaskan residential advisors, which may help students who are homesick feel safe and 

comfortable in a new environment. 

In addition to having flexible programming and policies that show respect for local culture, most 

of the Alaskan programs mentioned trying to integrate local customs and culture into their daily 

routines and curriculum.
4
 Specifically, they described including words from local languages, 

artwork, and literature in their programming. One program offered CTE classes in traditional 

kayak-making and marketing strategies for selling local arts and crafts to help students see that 

their traditional knowledge was valuable and useful, even in a “21st century” setting.  

It is important to note that although many cultural activities in different parts of rural Alaska are 

similar, there are significant local differences in languages and customs, the type and timing of 

subsistence living, and employment opportunities. For newcomers to the state and to local 

communities, respondents suggested that it is essential to learn about and respect these 

differences rather than making assumptions about students or the community.  

Alaska-Specific Challenge 2: High staff turnover in rural Alaskan schools and 

programs. 

Staff turnover is often high in rural Alaska schools and programs due to remoteness, small 

enrollment, high rates of poverty, and high needs and low achievement among students (Hill & 

Hirshberg, 2006, 2013). In addition, respondents reported that program staff are often asked to 

take on multiple responsibilities and work long hours in support of student safety, engagement, 

and learning. 

Alaska-Specific Strategy 2: Provide staff with leadership, professional learning, and 

networking opportunities.  

Respondents from Alaska noted that program staff—much like their students—need supports 

and opportunities to help them remain motivated and engaged. This may be particularly true for 

rural Alaskan program staff who are often not from Alaska and are from a different culture than 

the majority of their students. Respondents mentioned a few strategies designed to support 

teachers and staff: providing opportunities for leadership and teaming, helping staff connect with 

their students and the community, and offering professional development while compensating 

teachers for their time.  

                                                 
4
 See, for example, the Alaska Cultural Standards for Educators: 

https://www.eed.state.ak.us/standards/pdf/cultural_standards.pdf  

https://www.eed.state.ak.us/standards/pdf/cultural_standards.pdf
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Teacher and staff leadership opportunities included allowing teachers to choose what CTE 

classes they wanted to teach and to design their own curriculum. One respondent described: 

Empowering teachers with leadership helped a lot. Everyone felt they were part of 

something. And there’s a lot of different ways to do that, making sure teachers are 

stakeholders, not just assigned things. [Allowing them] to make things and provide input 

on their own schedule, which for us is significant. It’s not just something the district 

gives to us, we make it up. Teachers have say in what will be taught, what curricular 

materials they want to buy. … We had a teacher with a background in automotive 

[mechanics], so we basically built him an automotive shop. I don’t know if he’d still be 

there if that hadn’t happened. And we’re rebuilding his program, and we bought a plane 

that a teacher [and students] could work on.  

In addition to supporting students’ engagement in programs, providing professional development 

to staff on local cultural values and customs can also support staff. Some programs provide 

professional development opportunities to staff to help them better understand the community. 

One staff member described a day in which he and other program staff were invited to attend 

community members in a “Culture Camp”: 

That was the best in-service I’ve ever had. At Culture Camp, every site had it set up 

where our Cultural Department sat with community members, and took the staff out for a 

cultural day. We got to hands on do whatever the community was doing that day. For us, 

it was ice fishing. We bundled up, got on snow machines, checked a bunch of nets, and 

collected 80 to 100 fish. We came back to the school, we prepared walrus, muktuk 

[frozen whale skin and blubber], this big smorgasbord of game. And that was really 

powerful, getting to see the places my kids talk about. 

Opportunities to connect with students and the community serve to help teachers understand the 

culture and daily lives of their students, as well as to form relationships with parents and other 

community members.  

Respondents also noted that connecting with staff who work in similar local environments or 

with similar programs helped to make them feel less isolated and that they are part of a 

professional community. Leadership, professional development, and networking opportunities 

allow teachers and staff to feel a sense of continuous growth and improvement that is important 

for job satisfaction.  

Recommendations from Respondents 

During the focus group and interviews, program directors and staff shared their 

recommendations and advice for other program directors and state-level staff to support 

residential CTE program implementation. This section provides an overview of three 

recommendations mentioned by multiple program directors: shadow other directors, foster and 

maintain partnerships, and keep students occupied. Program directors also identified two ways 

that state-level staff could support these residential CTE programs: streamlining information 

sharing and reporting, and supporting staff learning opportunities.  
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Shadow Other Directors 

Firsthand knowledge and experience of ground-level program operations is pivotal to the success 

of a new program. Many program directors described shadowing other directors before starting 

up their own program or hosting other new directors.  

One program supervisor recalled hosting an upcoming director:  

They came and visited and then they toured, they talked to not only me, but the RAs 

[residential advisors] and the director. When they said they would hire their director next 

week, I said send your director down here for a week and we’ll put him up and he can 

follow [our director] around and talk to kids… Because I can tell you whatever I want to 

tell you, but you probably won’t believe it until you experience it or see it. That is 

important, to actually go see it in action and how it works.  

According to many center directors, visiting existing programs is the best way to observe what 

works, how it works in other centers, and whether it might need to be adapted for a new program 

serving a different student population. 

Speaking with other program directors and staff can also help to develop a network of 

relationships or community of practice that can provide ongoing advice and guidance as issues 

arise. It also allows new directors to take advantage of the resources developed and lessons 

learned by those who have already gone through a similar process. One director advised:  

Talk to other people who are doing it. In my first year, I actually went and chaperoned a 

program that was like this camp. So I was able to go to our partner organization and be 

there firsthand to see what it’s like. That was so very helpful because you could really 

see, the long days, who are we seeing next, what do I need to bring? That was really 

helpful, much more than just chatting with someone. Even if you could just spend a day, 

if it was a program somewhere that you knew, just to see how it works.  

This director also noted that using resources and knowledge gained by others in similar programs 

helps to avoid “reinventing the wheel.” 

Foster and Maintain Partnerships 

All respondents emphasized the importance of forming strong relationships with partners such as 

local businesses, student programs, school districts, and other residential CTE programs across 

the state. One director noted, “Many people besides teachers enjoy teaching, and many are 

willing to volunteer their time to share their experience with the students.” Partners may have 

staff who can present to students about their jobs, teach workshops, or allow students to shadow 

or intern with them. Partner organizations could donate equipment or other resources. In short, 

partnerships can help programs leverage existing resources efficiently and help to ensure that 

students learn from professionals both in and outside of their program.  

Keep Students Occupied and Always Have Alternative Programming Planned 

Many program directors suggested having every minute of every day planned for students. 

According to respondents, keeping students busy throughout the day helps maintain student 



American Institutes for Research   Residential CTE Programs for Rural Students—20 

engagement and prevents boredom and trouble making between activities. However, unexpected 

events such as bad weather (common in Alaska), presenter absences or delays, or student 

behavior issues can always interrupt even well-planned programs. One way to handle breaks in 

the flow of programming is to have a backup plan. One director advised: 

Always having something in your back pocket; “What is my plan B if this person doesn’t 

show up?” It could be as simple as having the human resources person come in and talk 

about volunteering or interviewing, so our kids aren’t sitting there for 45 minutes, 

because again, that’s when they start messing around.  

Contingency planning, particularly for new programs that have not yet experienced the wide 

array of possible glitches, is essential to running a program smoothly.  

In addition to the three pieces of advice described previously, respondents advised being 

persistent in the face of challenges, starting and ending each day with engaging CTE activities to 

keep students motivated throughout the day, and designing targeted marketing campaigns to 

students, parents, and funders.  

Streamline Information Sharing and Reporting Requirements 

Center directors advised that state policymakers increase the streamlining of information sharing 

and reporting requirements. Unifying regulations and requirements attached to state funding 

could reduce the amount of work that is replicated by reporting to multiple departments. Center 

directors advised that the regulations between the education, labor, and health or social services 

departments be aligned as much as possible, eliminating some programmatic and reporting 

requirements. One director explained: 

One of the complications that we have is that an educational residence program lives in 

two worlds, because we’re funded by the Department of Education, they give us the 

money, but we’re licensed through the Department of Health and Social Services and 

we’re kind of grouped in with all other things for kids and youth and such, and I think 

we’re a lot different… [Perhaps] the actual licensing of these facilities could be done 

through the Department of Ed. … Duplication of effort costs us time and money, and if 

you think about it, it’s costing the state, too.  

Support Networking and Learning Opportunities for Program Staff 

Finally, some center directors and staff noted that they would appreciate the state facilitating 

more opportunities for such programs to network and learn from each other through conferences, 

online learning communities, or opportunities to visit each other’s sites. One center director also 

advised that state policymakers should themselves research and visit centers to learn about their 

work and purpose; a strong understanding of program needs and desired outcomes is necessary 

for pragmatic and effective regulations. 
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Conclusion  

The challenges, strategies, and advice described in this brief are based on the lessons learned 

from experienced program directors whose goal is to provide rural students with opportunities 

for high-quality CTE programming. Program directors must make several decisions each year 

about what services to provide to students and how to give them meaningful experiences, all 

while providing a safe and productive living and learning environment. Despite the complexity 

involved, these opportunities are essential for students in rural areas to gain the skills and 

motivation to finish high school ready for careers or ongoing education. States and districts 

interested in serving their rural students should continue to learn from those who have 

successfully implemented such programs. 



American Institutes for Research   Residential CTE Programs for Rural Students—22 

References 

Association for Career & Technical Education. (2014). What is CTE? State profiles. Retrieved 

from https://www.acteonline.org/stateprofiles/ 

Bruce, M. & Bridgeland, J. (2014). The mentoring effect: Young people’s perspectives on the 

outcomes and availability of mentoring. Washington, DC: Civic Enterprises with Hart 

Research Associates for MENTOR: The National Mentoring Partnership. Retrieved from 

http://www.mentoring.org/images/uploads/Report_TheMentoringEffect.pdf 

Galena City School District. (2015). Galena City School District strategic plan. Retrieved from 

http://www.galenaalaska.org/docs/publications/GCSD%20Strategic%20Plan%202015-

2017.pdf 

Hill, A. & Hirshberg, D. (2006). Alaska teacher supply and demand: 2005 update. Fairbanks, 

AK: Alaska Teacher Placement, University of Alaska. Retrieved from 

http://www.iser.uaa.alaska.edu/Publications/Supply_Demand_05_Update.pdf 

Hill, A. & Hirshberg, D. (2013). Alaska teacher turnover, supply, and demand: 2013 highlights. 

Anchorage, AK: Center for Alaska Education Policy Research, University of Alaska, 

Anchorage. Retrieved from http://www.anchorage-

education.com/media/Symposium_2_pdf/TeacherTurnover.pdf 

Kazis, R. (2005). Remaking career and technical education for the 21st century: What role for 

high school programs? Boston, MA: Jobs for the Future. Retrieved from 

http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED497815.pdf  

La Belle, J. & Smith, S. (2005). National Resource Center for American Indian, Alaska Native, 

and Native Hawaiian Elders Boarding School: Historical trauma among Alaska’s native 

people. Retrieved from 

http://www.theannainstitute.org/American%20Indians%20and%20Alaska%20Natives/Bo

arding%20School%20Hist%20Trauma%20Alaska%20Native.pdf 

Nenana Living Center Website. (2015). http://nenanalynx.org/nslc/ 

Star of the Northwest Website. (n.d.). http://www.nwarctic.org/Page/792 

https://www.acteonline.org/stateprofiles/
http://www.mentoring.org/images/uploads/Report_TheMentoringEffect.pdf
http://www.galenaalaska.org/docs/publications/GCSD%20Strategic%20Plan%202015-2017.pdf
http://www.galenaalaska.org/docs/publications/GCSD%20Strategic%20Plan%202015-2017.pdf
http://www.iser.uaa.alaska.edu/Publications/Supply_Demand_05_Update.pdf
http://www.anchorage-education.com/media/Symposium_2_pdf/TeacherTurnover.pdf
http://www.anchorage-education.com/media/Symposium_2_pdf/TeacherTurnover.pdf
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED497815.pdf
http://www.theannainstitute.org/American%20Indians%20and%20Alaska%20Natives/Boarding%20School%20Hist%20Trauma%20Alaska%20Native.pdf
http://www.theannainstitute.org/American%20Indians%20and%20Alaska%20Natives/Boarding%20School%20Hist%20Trauma%20Alaska%20Native.pdf
http://nenanalynx.org/nslc/
http://www.nwarctic.org/Page/792


American Institutes for Research   Residential CTE Programs for Rural Students—23 

Appendix. Program Application Excerpts  

Excerpts From Nenana Living Center Student Application (2015–16) 
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Excerpts From NACTEC Student Application (2015–16) 
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