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Expanding the Notion of Context: The Teacher as Learner

Donna E. Dare, Director of Career and Technical Education

St. Louis Community College, St. Louis, MO

A recent CCTI initiative in the St. Louis Community College district has expanded the concept of contextual teaching and learning to include a new level of business/education partnership. St. Louis Regional Engineering Academy is a “virtual academy” developed through collaborative efforts of area school districts, business/industry partners, and St. Louis Community College.  The curriculum for Project Lead the Way (PLTW), a national alliance designed to prepare students for careers in engineering and engineering technologies, has served as the foundation piece for the Academy.  However, the Academy’s locally implemented strategy of placing engineers from local business and industry in the role of mentors and teachers from area schools in the role of mentees has opened new doors to bringing rigor, relevance, and relationship into the classroom.  

Since its inception, secondary schools offering PLTW curriculum in conjunction with the St. Louis Regional Engineering Academy have benefited from strong support of local business/industry partners. An Industry Council was created early in the process; has been actively engaged throughout the development of the initiative; and continues to provide support in curriculum development and delivery, advocacy for the Academy in the region, and assistance with ongoing evaluation and future direction of the initiative.  Locally, the Academy began in 2003 with five students and one school.  In its third year of implementation (the 2005-06 academic year), the project has expanded to include 1,633 students and 17 local area high schools. 

The Industry Council’s efforts in building relationships between business/industry representatives and teachers is at least one key to success of this local initiative. Teachers in the PLTW initiative come from a variety of backgrounds, including industrial arts, electronics, information technologies, math, and science. With the rapid expansion of PLTW, the need for teachers to access expertise and resources in engineering and engineering-related technologies in order to promote rigor and relevance in their classrooms has increased significantly. As part of their commitment, all PLTW teachers have participated in required training from the national PLTW initiative and are certified instructors. Yet their ability to enhance the curriculum and to promote relevance for students in their classrooms has been largely dependent on their relationship with and access to local engineers and engineering technologists.  

To date, 68 engineers and engineering technologists from 12 local businesses/industries serve as mentors to teachers. As part of their commitment, many of the mentors have maintained consistent, one-on-one relationships with PLTW teachers.  Mentees and mentors alike find value in the closer coordination of and direct participation in the PLTW initiative. Mentors serve as role models and information resources, and they answer questions for their assigned teachers through regular and as-needed phone calls and emails. Mentors provide access to supplemental resources for teachers within their own businesses/industries. Mentors also work with their mentee teachers to conduct classroom presentations, support classroom projects, and offer direct support for the classroom activities in a range of ways. 

Expansion of the mentoring effort during the third year of implementation has also included the development of a mentoring matrix that identified mentors with specific areas of expertise in engineering.  PLTW teachers are provided with contact information for mentors with expertise on specific topics covered in any of the five PLTW courses offered across the region. Additionally, mentors and mentees who are part of the Academy meet as a group twice yearly to share their experiences, learn from each other, and address needed improvements in the Academy. Counselors and other administrators of local schools along with community college personnel also attend the joint session to provide a network of support for the classroom- and school-level activities for PLTW.  Online training for mentors has also been added this year.

As new roles for teachers continue to emerge with the advancement of the Information Age and the emerging needs of the Millennial Generation of learners, educators are coming to terms with the importance of relationship and context as well as the importance of rigor and relevance. Mentors in the St. Louis Regional Engineering Academy are helping teachers deal with their emerging roles(as coach, facilitator, and learning guide.  By becoming learners themselves, PLTW teachers in the St. Louis area have opened the door to increase their expertise and, thereby, to enhance significantly the learning experience for their students.

For more information on the St. Louis Regional Engineering Academy’s efforts to promote contextual teaching and learning through mentoring, contact Donna E. Dare by email at ddare@stlcc.edu. For information on Project Lead the Way and CCTI, see their respective web sites: www.pltw.org/aindex.htm and www.league.org/league/projects/ccti/index.html. 












