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BY EDWARD A. BOUQUILLON 
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hen students graduate from my 
high school, I want them to be 
able to answer two key ques­
tions: What do I do well? And 
what do I love to do? 

At Minuteman High School, in a 
sweeping 16-town district west of Boston, 
we offer career and technical education 
in 19 majors, ranging from carpentry and 
cosmetology to biotechnology and engi­
neering technology. We couple that vvith 
rigorous academic instruction, including 
Advanced Placement courses. 

We might ask this pair of questions in 
slightly different ways, and we might get 
different answers from the same student 
a year or two into their high school edu­
cation - but those are the fundamental 
questions we focus on at Minuteman and 
in career and technical education, or CTE. 

After 20-plus years as a school admin­
istrator, I am convinced that they're the 
right questions, and we would all benefit if 
more schools asked them. 

Bringing more high-quality career and 
technical education into American high 
schools could help students make better 
decisions about their futures - and better 
decisions for our nation and its economy. 

Career and technical education has 
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advanced tremendously in the last few 
years as a result of high-stakes testing, 
changes in the global economy and 
the shifting job market. 

While CTE may not be the answer 
for all students, I think almost all of 
us would agree that a more vigorous 
focus on career awareness and career 
development would be welcomed by 
students and families. 

The crush of college debt on young 
people, many of whom can't find 
work after they leave college, is a 
serious drain on households and the 
economy. And as Harvard University's 
Pathways to Prosperity Project found, 
far too many high school graduates 
who get into college are leaving with­
out a degree. 

Debating whether schools should 
focus on either career skills or aca­
demics is ridiculous. It isn't an either/ 
or proposition. A high school educa­
tion must include both, and the result 
must resonate for the student in a 
personal way. 

Academic instruction is a major part 
of a CTE student's preparation. vVhy? 
Employers want to hire employees 
who have a strong grounding in Eng­
lish, math, science and technology. 
These skills are necessary for success 
in today's ultracompetitive labor mar­
ket. It is absolutely essential for those 
who switch careers later on. 

What employers want in addition 
to technical skills are employees who 
are satisfied in their jobs. People are 
naturally happy and productive when 
the job fits not just their skill set, but 
connects to what motivates them 
internally. Through CTE, students can 
learn to recognize their abilities, apti­
tudes and interests and work toward 
a profession that gives them purpose 
and joy. 

Career and technical education is 
ideal for young men and women who 
are open to learning about themselves 
and the world around them. These 
are students who seek a robust high 
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Students in the Environmental Science and Technology program at Minuteman 
Career and Technical High School in Lexington, Mass., are helping to conduct an 
environmental site assessment project in a neighboring town along with the land 

owner and their teacher. 

school experience that gives them a 
firm foundation in challenging aca­
demics, critical thinking, interper­
sonal skills, professional training and 
team problem solving. Directly con­
necting these academic and occupa­
tional skills to what a student is pas­
sionate about is the secret to engaging 
students in their learning. They are 
challenged, tested and gratified as 
never before. 

When I speak to potential students 
and to their families, I promise that 
Minuteman will help them answer 
these two fundamental questions: 
What do I love to do? What do I do 
well? The questions are simple, yet 
they are the basis for lifelong learning 
and a successfol college and career 
experience. When a school is com­
mitted to helping the student answer 
them, educators engage the student 
and act as a profound influence in 
guiding the student's choices. 

These questions require a young 
person to reflect in a way that recog­
nizes the value of their own experi­
ence. It is a respectful question that 
connects - in a singularly powerful 
way a student's internal thinking 
about themselves to their school. 

At Minuteman, we assume that 
what students are able to describe 
about what they love to do is meaning­
ful. Within it are the keys to unlock 
infonnation that leads to effective 
decision making about a student's CTE 
program choices. Getting young people 
to talk about what they love to do is 
easy, and many are willing to share. 

With some students, asking what 
they do well requires a bit more 
coaching because their life ex-perience 
is relatively brief. They may not have 
had opportunities that tested them in 
obvious ways. But asking them about 
what sports they may have played, if 
they built something, researched a 
pi·oject, wrote a song, planned a trip, 
raised money for a charity, created an 



opportunity, had an idea that worked 
or \vrote an e-mail that was well 
received are simple cues that can trig­
ger reminders about something they 
did well. 

·when students can describe in a 
sentence or t>.vo an experience when 
they knew they were doing some­
thing well and loved doing it, we have 
helped them identif)· what we define 
as an achievement. Some students 
are reluctant to accept that "building 
a tree fort" or ''designing a tapestry" 
or "planning a fondraiscr" are really 
achievements. 

The idea runs directly counter to 
everything they have heard from 
parents, middle school guidance 
counselors or their teachers. For too 
many young learners, their grade 
point average, their SAT score, their 
high-stakes testing marks, their class 
rank and their college acceptance 
letter are the accepted measures of 
achievement in school. Certainly 
these measures are important, but 
they don't provide our students with 
meaningful awareness of who they are 
and what they ought to consider in 
their life choices. Knowing what you 
do well and love to do is powerful. 

Then we ask each student a follow-up 
question: What was most satisfying 
about that for you? This question is 
revealing in its ability to bring more 
motivated abilities to the surface. 
In speaking with students, we listen 
for key phrases or words that con­
note action, such as "I organized my 
friends to," "I \\Tote a report that;' "I 
designed," "I used my laptop to," "I 
cominced my school to;' "I taught 
myself" and so on. These statements 
help us connect the students to one of 
the CTE programs that best fits them 
by looking at the specific emironment 
in which the program operates and 
how it matches the natural inclina­
tions described. 

A lot goes into learning how to 
listen to students and assist them in 

discoyering what they find most satis­
f) ing. Counselors and teachers should 
be familiar \\ith simple interest inven­
tories, learning style assessments and 
online career exploratory applications. 
All these can prmide data that can be 
used to re\isit the questions that all 
students need to answer. 

At Minuteman, all incoming 
freshmen participate in a half-year 
career exploratory program that gives 
them the opportunity to investigate 
each of the career pathways we offer. 
Through this experience, students 
develop an appreciation of the world 
of work, they get a sense of what fits 
them, and they often discover what's 
not a good fit. How much better 
to find that out while you're still in 
high school rather than when you're 
in college spending thousands of 
dollars! 

Minuteman graduates are accepted 
into the nation's prominent colleges 
and urilversities, including Tufts, MIT 
and other top-tier schools. They excel 
because they are highly focused, pre­
pared, motivated and already accus­
tomed to the rigors of a challenging 
education. 

\Ve emphasize the difference 
between a career and a job. A career 
provides growth, demanding chal­
lenges and choices, upward profes-

sional and economic mobility and 
potentially impressive earning power. 

As a parent and as a long-time educa­
tor, I am concerned about our young 
people. Far too many are like nomads, 
wande1ing in a vast uncharted desert, 
unsure of where to go, what to do and 
how to locate food, water and shelter. 
I see too many of them returning to 
their parents' homes, bouncing from 
one job to another or transforring from 
one college to another, desperately 
seeking answers to fondamental ques­
tions that should have been posed 
and answered by them years before. 

American high schools need to 
take an honest look at what we are 
here for and how we can prepare our 
young people for satisfying lives in 
college and in their careers. 

I believe being able to answer 
two simple questions is the founda­
tion for our students' achievement of 
indi\idual economic opportunity. My 
hope is that all schools will begin to 
ask them. 

EDWARD BOUQUILLON is superintendent­
director of Minuteman Regional Vocational 
Technical School District in Lexington, Mass. 
E-mail: e.bouquillon:ftminuteman.org. Twitter: 
:fLDrBMMHS 

The author suggests these resources that relate to his article: 

Managing Yourself, Managing Others by Steven M. Darter, SIMA International, 

Cheshire, Conn. 

"The Promise of High-Quality Career and Technical Education: Improving Outcomes 
for Students, Firms, and the Economy" by Harry J. Holzer, Dane Linn and Wanda Man­

they, The College Board and The Georgetown Law Center on Poverty, Inequality, and 

Public Policy. http://bit.ly/georgetown_career_and_tech_education_report 

'The Changing Face of Career and Technical Education Part II" by Michael F. Fitzpat­
rick, Blackstone Valley Regional Vocational Technical School District, Upton, Mass. 

"Pathways to Prosperity: Meeting the Challenge of Preparing Young Americans for 

the 21st Century" by William C. Symonds, Robert Schwartz and Ronald F. Ferguson, 

Pathways to Prosperity Project, Harvard University Graduate School of Education, 
Cambridge, Mass., http://bit.!y/pathways_to_prosperity 
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