
HFTFS PRIZE 2017 
APPLICATION PART 1 
READING #2



APPLICATION PART 1 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	      HFTFS PRIZE 2017 
READING #2 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Geometry in Construction 
Excerpted from “Not Your Father’s Shop Class: Bridging the Academic-Vocational Divide”, American Educator, Fall 2014  
By Mike Rose 

As the people who are doing it will tell you, it is hard work to teach 
at the intersection of the academic and the vocational divide. It 
involves the delicate negotiation of turf and subject-area status—
the touchy personnel dimension of the academic-vocational split. 

Then there is the bureaucratic dimension: the finessing of work 
rules, curriculum frameworks, and district guidelines. And there is 
the crossing of disciplinary boundaries and culturally sanctioned 
domains of knowledge, something that the typical undergraduate 
curriculum and teacher education program does not prepare one 
to do. English teachers are not taught how to talk to historians or 
biologists, let alone to nurses and engineers. Thus, even the most 
willing of teachers is hampered by traditional vocabularies and 
definitions and status dynamics that make it so hard, for example, 
to articulate—and then to teach—the cognitive and aesthetic 
dimensions of manual skill. 

It is hard work. It means developing classroom activities that 
authentically represent the knowledge and intellectual demands of 
the workplace and, conversely, bringing academic content to life 
through occupational tasks and simulations. It means that the 
house or the garment or the computer could be the core of a rich, 
integrated curriculum: one that includes social and technical 
history, science and economics, and hands-on assembly and 
repair. It means learning about new subject areas and making 
unfamiliar connections: the historian investigating the health care 
or travel industry, or the machinist engaging the humanities. It 
means fostering not only basic mathematical skill, but also an 

appreciation of mathematics, a mathematical sensibility, through 
the particulars of the design shop, the restaurant, the hospital lab. 

And, of course, such teaching might well mean providing 
instruction in “basic skills,” but in a manner that puts the skill in 
context, considers its purpose, and pushes toward meaning 
beyond rote performance.  

The teachers who do this work are trying to fashion a quality 
education for a larger-than-usual number of American youngsters. 
From what I’ve seen, they increase the number of students who 
graduate thoughtful and articulate, able to talk about what they’re 
learning and of themselves as learners, able to act in and on the 
world. “It’s the most powerful thing,” says one teacher, “that I’ve 
ever done in education.” 

While these educational experiments can involve all children, I am 
impressed by the special meaning they have for students who are 
not on the educational fast track, the great mass of young 
humanity. This kind of teaching represents a significant change in 
established beliefs about the capacity of such students. 

It is important to note that in the early days of debate over 
vocational education, there were compelling voices articulating 
this kind of belief in the capacity of the common person and 
connecting education to an egalitarian vision of human and 
cultural development. There were John Dewey and Jane Addams, 
but others as well, academics and state-level committee 
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members. But that view of mass education was erased from final 
policy. It needs to be reclaimed, for it is so pertinent now. 

Without such bedrock beliefs and commitments, we will not 
continue to develop career and technical education or bridge the 
academic-vocational divide, for the beliefs about intelligence and 
knowledge that underlie a curriculum are as important as the 
content of the curriculum itself. 

Thus, those teachers who do work diligently at the breach 
between the academic and the vocational are engaged in a kind 
of applied political philosophy. They challenge the culture’s 
assumptions about hand and brain, and the rigid system of 
educational theory and method that emerged from them, making 
the schoolhouse more truly democratic by honoring the 
fundamental intelligence of a broad range of human activity. 

Reprinted with permission from the Fall 2014 issue of American 
Educator, the quarterly journal of the American Federation of Teachers, 
AFL-CIO. Adapted from The Mind at Work: Valuing the Intelligence of 
the American Worker, by Mike Rose. 
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