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Abstract 

 

This dissertation examines the perceptions and lived experiences of high school students 

who have completed Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire. Extended 

Learning Opportunities are defined as learning that occurs outside of the traditional 

classroom. The New Hampshire Department of Education changed its Minimum 

Standards for Public School Approval in 2005, and since that time, students have been 

eligible to earn high school credit for internships, apprenticeships, independent studies, 

community service, private instruction, sports, and performing groups through 

demonstration of mastery of academic competencies. Since very little has been written 

from the students’ points of view regarding Extended Learning Opportunities, this 

hermeneutic phenomenological research study explored the perceptions and lived 

experiences of the students themselves. Data was collected from interviews, field notes, 

and artifacts and the analysis resulted in four significant themes: Relationships, Academic 

Freedom, Sense of Accomplishment and Connections to Life After High School. These 

findings shed light on the transformative and personalized benefits of Extended Learning 

Opportunities. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

The current educational system was founded more than a century ago. Schools 

were designed in a factory-model to meet the needs of the machine age, and this system 

is no longer adequate as employment options have changed and students are expected to 

master higher order knowledge and skills (Horn & Evans, 2013; Nilsson, 2014). A 

standard school location, schedule, and singular approach to all students made sense “for 

a basically agrarian, small-town nation in which communications and transportation were 

slow and expensive” (Teles, 2011, p. 1). This one-size-fits-all model has been difficult to 

change since “most of us have difficulty imagining schooling occurring outside of a 

single, physical place led by a full-time, salaried professional who teaches students 

organized by age-appropriate grades” (Teles, 2011, p. 2). This mass approach to 

education has resulted in the loss of much talent as potential, “by enforcing stifling 

educational routines in the name of efficiency” (Cookson, 2009, p. 14).  

While some educators have managed to re-envision schools to meet the current 

needs of students, many remain committed to the old paradigm.	  The time has come to 

expand more schools beyond brick-and-mortar structures to a more personalized system 

that both meets students’ needs and prepares them for a future with technologies that 

have not yet been invented (Bader, 2014; Kohn, 2001; Teles, 2011; White, 2011). “If we 

stop thinking of schools as buildings and start thinking about learning as occurring in 

many different places, we will free ourselves from the conventional education model that 

still dominates our thinking” (Cookson, 2009, p. 14). Students do not all benefit from 

forced sameness, and an individual approach with a variety of pathways makes more 

sense in today’s schools (Bader, 2014). New Hampshire’s inclusion of Expanded 
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Learning Opportunities with credit-bearing potential for high school students expands 

learning beyond the school house, beyond the seven-hour school day, and beyond the 

180-day calendar (Bramante & Colby, 2012, NH DOE, 2007). 

In his (2012) book, One Size Does Not Fit All, seventeen-year-old Nikhil Goyal 

shares his experience as a 21st Century student forced to participate in last century’s 

educational system. His school experiences have not been positive. “Adults make kids 

jump through ever so many, per-determined scholastic hoops. It has come to a point 

where people find it dangerous to stray from the path – do something other than the 

norm” (Goyal, 2012, p. 37). Goyal yearns for an educational system that offers what Sir 

Ken Robinson refers to as “the element,” described as “the place where the things you 

love to do and the things you are good at come together…the meeting point between 

natural aptitude and personal passion” (Goyal, 2012, p. 39). Goyal concludes, “The 

purpose of school is to create life-long learners. Period. Let’s jump from the Alcatraz 

prison-like school system to a community and apprenticeship-based system” (Goyal, 

2012, p. 164).	  Certainly not all, perhaps not many, schools fit the extreme classification 

of being prison-like systems, but Goyal (2012) and his peers have grown up with 

technology and are increasingly frustrated by an outdated educational model that does not 

respond well to learner differences and needs. He, very firmly, believes that a one size 

educational system does not fit all (Goyal, 2012).  

Beyond the issues rooted in its founding systems, education in America is 

continually scrutinized, tested, measured, assessed, regulated, and reformed, and recent 

revitalization efforts are a response, in part, to a number of educational statistics that 

indicate a need for change. Student test scores, international ratings, dropout rates, and 
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needs for college remediation programs all indicate that American schools are not 

achieving the purpose of graduating students ready for college and 21st century careers 

(College Board, 2013; Kelly, 2010; Molnar, 2014; NCE, 2012; Pearson, 2014).  

International Assessments and Rankings 

The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) completes an annual 

international comparison of student achievement in secondary schools. The PISA core 

assessments measure the performance of 15-year-old students in mathematics, science, 

and reading literacy every three years (NCE, 2012). It was first implemented in 2000 in 

32 countries and measured 65 education systems in 2012 (NCE, 2012). The most recent 

data, from 2012, indicates the percentages of students who earned top scores of five or 

six on the assessments, and the average of the 65 education systems participating in the 

latest PISA is indicated below. 

• In math literacy, 55% in Shanghai-China, 0% in Colombia and Argentina, 9% 

in the United States, and a 14% average. The US average score of 481 was 

lower than 29 education systems (NCE, 2012). 

• In science literacy, 27% in Shanghai-China, 0% in eight educational systems, 

7% in the United States, and an 8% average. The US average score of 497 was 

lower than 22 education systems (NCE, 2012). 

• In reading literacy, 25% in Shanghai-China, 0% in three educational systems, 

8% in the United States, and an 8% average. The US average score of 496 was 

lower than 19 education systems (NCE, 2012). 

Considering all three subjects overall, eighteen school systems had higher average scores 

than the US (NCE, 2012). The US average scores have not measurably changed for 
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several years (NCE, 2012). On the lower end of the scale, these results include the 

percentages of students who scored a 1 or 2 on the six-point scale: 

• In math literacy, 4% in Shanghai-China, 76% in Indonesia, 26% from the 

United States, higher than the 23% average (NCE, 2012). 

• In science literacy, 3% in Shanghai-China, 68% in Peru, 18% from the United 

States which was consistent with an 18% average (NCE, 2012). 

• In reading literacy, 3% in Shanghai-China, 60% in Peru, 17% from the United 

States, 18% average (NCE, 2012). 

These results indicate that in this ranking of educational systems, the United States is 

close to the average percentages for both high and low-level scores and is ranked lower 

than between 19-29 educational systems, depending on the subject. It should be noted 

that while these results should be of concern, the comparison of the results is inherently 

flawed because the tested populations vary from country to country. For example, in 

China, the educational system has culled many students by the time the test was 

administered, and hence, only the country’s top students participated (OECD, 2012). 

Additionally, other factors such as length of school day/year, curriculum, teacher 

training, and class size vary among countries (OECD, 2012). 

 The Learning Curve, Pearson’s (2014) report, considers the PISA scores and other 

factors including school spending, attendance, teacher salaries, and employment rates to 

rank countries education systems worldwide (Pearson, 2014). The top ten countries 

include, in order: South Korea, Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong-China, Finland, United 

Kingdom, Canada, Netherlands, Ireland, and Poland, with the United States improving 

slightly from 17th in 2012 to rank at 14th overall (Pearson, 2014). When asked about the 
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US ranking, Pearson’s Chief Education Advisor Sir Michael Barber cited the US college 

completion rate of 50%, compared to 90% in other countries (Molnar, 2014). The 

research showed that teachers, students, and parents took equal responsibility for their 

roles in education in Pacific Asian countries and their education systems have a culture of 

accountability that contributes to their high rankings (Molnar, 2014). One of The 

Learning Curve’s findings is that education needs to increasingly focus on non-cognitive 

skills such as communication, leadership, emotional intelligence, teamwork, 

entrepreneurship, global citizenship, and problem-solving (Pearson, 2014). Basic skills in 

reading, writing, math, and science are also critical, but it is essential that these skills are 

put to use in the workforce (Pearson, 2014). 

College and Career Readiness  

College and career readiness is defined as the acquisition of knowledge and skills 

a student needs to enroll and succeed in first-year college courses without remediation 

(ACT, 2012). High School in America has always been successful for some students, but 

a growing number of students leave high school unprepared for college and careers 

(Achieve, 2005). Recent data indicates that high schools need to do a better job of 

preparing students for their next steps. The majority of students (61%) think they were 

adequately prepared for college or entry-level jobs, but 39% felt unprepared (Achieve, 

2005). The researchers at ACT found that students met the college readiness benchmarks 

as follows: English – 67%, reading – 54%, math – 46%, and science – 31%, and only 

25% achieved the expectations in all four areas (ACT, 2012). It is important to note that 

the percentage of students who attend college has changed from 54.3% in 1992 to 65.5% 

in 2010, so one would expect a statistical drop in achievement as increased participation 
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leads to a regression to the mean (Kelly, 2010). The percentage in NH has changed from 

56.2 to 64.3, quite similar to the national figures (Kelly, 2010). 

The College Board’s (2013) SAT Report on College and Career Readiness 

concluded that only 43% of students are prepared for college course work. Results on the 

SAT have remained stagnant for the past five years, and the College Board has stated that 

they are concerned about global competitiveness when so many students begin college 

and careers without the skills and knowledge critical to their success (College Board, 

2013). Most New Hampshire college-bound students take the SAT, and the 2013 results 

show that NH is ranked 24th nationally, with a combined score of 1567, in student 

achievement (Barnett, 2013). This ranking is interesting but must be considered in 

context. Seventy percent of NH students take the SAT (Barnett, 2013).  This high 

percentage of students statistically causes a regression to the mean, which may contribute 

to a lower average score and a rank of 24th nationally (Barnett, 2013). By comparison, 

Illinois is ranked #1 with a combined score of 1807, but only 5% of IL students took the 

SAT (Barnett, 2013). 

College students considered six areas that have an impact on their success - 

communication skills, science, mathematics, research, and writing – and only 14% stated 

they were prepared in all areas (Achieve, 2005). In addition, 56% of college students said 

they felt unprepared for the work and study habits expected, and 46% took at least one 

remedial course in college (Achieve, 2005). College instructors confirmed students’ lack 

of preparation, indicating that 45% were unprepared (Achieve, 2005). 

 Almost identical findings were true for high school students who advanced 

directly to the work force with only 14% stating they were adequately prepared in all six 



Extended Learning Opportunities  7 

dimensions mentioned above and 49% felt unprepared for the expected work habits 

(Achieve, 2005). Employers agreed that high school education leaves a large proportion 

of students unprepared. 

 These high school students indicate that they would have been more successful if 

they had been required to take more challenging classes in high school, faced higher 

expectations, and been encouraged to develop stronger independent work and study 

habits (Achieve, 2005). In addition to the high school students who felt that their high 

school experience did not prepare them for college, there are perpetual concerns about 

students who choose not to finish high school. Extended Learning Opportunities could be 

part of the solution for this group. 

School Completion Rates 

 At the beginning of the 20th century, 8% of school-aged students graduated from 

high school (Doll, Eslami, & Walters, 2013). That percentage grew quickly to 50% after 

World War II, 80% in the 1970s, and reached at 89.9% prior to the beginning of the 21st 

century (Doll, Eslami, & Walters, 2013). Many national and private studies have been 

conducted to determine the reasons students leave school, and three categories have been 

identified: push, pull, and falling out (Doll, Eslami, & Walters, 2013). Push factors are 

when students leave school because of factors within the school environment such as 

attendance, discipline problems, and other consequences of poor behavior (Jordan & 

McParland, 1994). Pull factors are reasons within the student such as financial 

challenges, employment, and family needs or changes (Jordan & McParland, 1994). A 

third factor, falling out, indicates that students leave school because of lack of academic 
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progress and/or engagement (Watt & Roessingh, 1994). These students become apathetic 

and disillusioned with school completion (Watt & Roessingh, 1994). 

 National statistics have improved in the 21st Century (NCE, 2014). For males, the 

dropout rate improved from 12% in 2000 to 7% in 2012, and for females, the shift was 

from 10% to 6% in 2012 (NCE, 2014). Dropout rates are higher for Blacks, Hispanics, 

and students who are economically disadvantaged (NCE, 2014). Data collected from the 

2010-2011 year shows that New Hampshire ranks in the top nine of the country with a 

graduation rate of 86% (US Department of Education, 2013).  Iowa had the highest 

graduation rate at 88 percent, Wisconsin and Vermont shared the second-highest rate 

with 87 percent, and Indiana, Nebraska, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Tennessee, and 

Texas rounded out the top nine states with an 86 percent graduation rate (US Department 

of Education, 2013).  New Hampshire's overall graduation rate has risen and its dropout 

rate has plummeted since the 2007 Legislature raised the dropout age from 16 to 18, 

effective in 2009 (Vaznis, 2011). Then New Hampshire Governor John Lynch set a goal 

for all NH students to graduate, and all local education agencies developed programs and 

policies would keep students in school and provide opportunities for them to be 

successful (Vaznis, 2011). This has improved New Hampshire’s graduation rates, but 

called into question what reforms were needed to create successful pathways for students 

who were required to stay in school (NH DOE, 2007). 

Educational Reform for the 21st Century 

 The aforementioned educational factors, including American schools’ average 

rating in international studies, American students’ lack of preparedness for college and 

careers, and the concerns about graduation rates, are presented because they raise 
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questions about the effectiveness of the American education system (Achieve, 2005; 

Doll, Eslami, & Walters, 2013; NCE, 2012; NCE, 2014; Pearson, 2014; Vaznis, 2011). 

Educational reformers hope to create a new paradigm for the 21st century: “Today’s 

industrial-age, assembly-line educational model – based on fixed time, place, curriculum, 

and pace - is insufficient in today’s society and knowledge-based economy” (Wolf, 2010, 

p. 6). Schools are considering complete re-design strategies to personalize learning, 

leverage modern technologies, and better meet students’ needs for college and career 

success (NH DOE, 2007; Wolf, 2010). In New Hampshire, Extended Learning 

Opportunities are one approach to transforming the school experience (Bramante & 

Colby, 2012; NH DOE, 2007). 

Since 2005, Extended Learning Opportunities (ELOs) have been included in New 

Hampshire’s Minimum Standards for Public School Approval as an alternative way for 

high school students to earn credit toward graduation (NH DOE, 2007). Extended 

Learning Opportunities include, but are not limited to, internships, independent study, 

performing groups, sports, apprenticeships, online learning, and community service (NH 

DOE, 2007). Each Supervisory Administrative Unit (SAU) in New Hampshire has local 

control in adopting policies, and ELO practices vary among New Hampshire towns (NH 

DOE, 2009). There is a need to understand the complexity of ELOs, especially how 

students perceive this form of learning, because the inclusion of Extended Learning 

Opportunities and competency-based education have begun to be implemented within 

New Hampshire high schools and understanding this transformation could be useful to 

other schools.  
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This work is of particular interest to this researcher because, as of this writing, 

this researcher has held the job of Extended Learning Opportunity Coordinator at a New 

Hampshire high school for three years. This researcher observed students’ ELO 

experiences first hand, and believed that documenting what is happening in New 

Hampshire through the voices of high school students would reveal a model that could be 

one response to transforming 21st century education to better meet students’ needs. 

Statement of Problem 

 Extended Learning Opportunities became part of the Minimum Standards for 

Public School Approval in New Hampshire in 2005 (NH DOE, 2005; NH DOE, 2007). 

To date, one evaluation (UMass Donohue Institute, 2011), one book (Bramante & Colby, 

2012), and several articles have explored what ELOs look like (NH DOE, 2007). The 

aforementioned literature, which will be discussed in chapter two, begins to tell the story, 

but additional study and literature is needed to fully describe this initiative. The UMass 

Donahue Institute (2011) report concluded that there was a need for “ongoing 

documentation and tracking of ELO activity and characteristics, as well as for student-

level outcomes research” (p. 49). This research led to insights about longer-term 

outcomes, information about characteristics of students and ELOs, and the capacity to 

influence political and financial support for ELO continuation and expansion as an 

important NH initiative (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Extended Learning 

Opportunities and competency-based education have begun to transform New Hampshire 

high schools and understanding this phenomenon, and as one state’s response to the 

challenges of education in the 21st century, could be useful to other states considering 

school reform. 
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The Nellie Mae Education Foundation sponsored a 2011 evaluation of ELO 

implementation in four NH pilot schools (UMass Donohue Institute, 2011). This 

evaluation of Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire revealed several 

recommendations to expand ELOs beyond the original pilot schools and ensure their 

sustainability (UMass Donohue Institute, 2011). A second Nellie Mae Education 

Foundation study was begun in 2014 by Research for Action (Leather, 2014; Research 

for Action, 2014). This two-year statewide study began with voluntary participation of 21 

schools and will document the number, type, and other records of ELOs in participating 

schools (Research for Action, 2014). Results are expected in 2017. Two Nellie Mae 

Education Foundation studies in the last few years (2005-2009 and 2014-2017) centered 

on Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire underscores the importance of 

this phenomenon. 

 These studies are valuable in documenting the quantity, type, and implementation 

of Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire, but they do not consider the 

perspective of the students. There has been little written documentation about the lived 

experiences of students involved in ELOs in New Hampshire. This study, Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire: An Exploration of High School Students’ 

Perspectives and Lived Experiences, investigated a random sample of New Hampshire 

students relative to their ELO experiences. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore and interpret a sample of the lived 

experiences of New Hampshire high schools students who have participated in ELOs. 

The researcher sought to understand the ELO experience through the students’ point of 
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view, gathered information about students’ ELO experiences, and analyzed the findings 

from their stories. The study provided a description of a human experience from the 

insider perspective, as an ELO is experienced by a student him/herself, and uncovered the 

essence of Extended Learning Opportunities. The researcher documented students’ 

experiences with Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire.  

Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire have gained a great deal of 

momentum and recognition in and beyond the state, but additional documentation of the 

phenomenon was needed (DiMartino & Wolk, 2010; Freeland, 2014a; Leather, 2010). 

The literature includes several articles and reports, and information from a book by 

Bramante and Colby (2012) written on the topic. As an Extended Learning Opportunity 

coordinator, this researcher has witnessed some NH ELO students’ experiences, and 

chose to explore a variety of students’ lived experiences and perceptions through a formal 

research study. A qualitative exploration of their experiences sought to describe the 

phenomenon in the students’ own words and demonstrated the depth and breadth of this 

type of learning experience. This was important to understand because the students’ 

stories document examples that could lead to the refinement and expansion of ELOs in 

New Hampshire and beyond.  

Extended Learning Opportunities is the term that New Hampshire uses to describe 

learning that happens outside of the traditional school day, such as internships, 

independent studies, online learning, and other personalized opportunities to meet 

students’ needs and interests. Beyond New Hampshire, and throughout the literature, 

there are many different terms used to refer to this type of learning including expanded 

learning opportunities, after-school programs, and real-world learning. ELOs also have 
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much in common with experiential learning, Next Generation Learning, and 21st Century 

Learning. All of these terms are used throughout this narrative and distinctions are 

explained where necessary. 

Research Questions 

 Three questions guided this research of Extended Learning Opportunities in New 

Hampshire. By interviewing several students who completed ELOs between 2011-2014, 

answers to these questions were sought: 

1. What is the lived experience of students who have completed Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire? 

2. How does participation in an Extended Learning Opportunity contribute to a 

student’s experience in a traditional high school setting in New Hampshire? 

3. What can be learned from the students’ personal experiences with Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire that would help broaden 

understanding of ELOs?  

By listening to the stories of NH students, this researcher sought to document the lived 

experiences and understand the impact that ELO participation had on students during 

their high school years. 

Study Design 

Conceptual Underpinnings of the Study 

John Dewey (1987) was one of the first American educational reformers whose 

ideas centered on students’ involvement in their own learning. Dewey argued that 

education and learning are interactive and social processes (Dewey, 1897). He believed 

that learning was meaningful when students are allowed to be actively involved in 
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curriculum, take part in their own learning, and experience learning in a social 

environment (Dewey, 1897).  Dewey did not envision schools as merely a place for 

students to learn content knowledge but also a place where students realize their own 

potential as learners (Dewey, 1938). More than a century later, Dewey’s ideas resonate 

for Extended Learning Opportunities; all of his ideas fit seamlessly into the concept of 

ELOs. Extended Learning Opportunities give students the opportunity to design their 

learning goals, participate meaningfully in their learning, and learn in a social setting 

outside of school.  

Lev Vygotsky (1934) complements Dewey’s ideas though his contributions in the 

area of social constructivism. Vygotsky (1934) championed the importance of social 

learning and advocated for group projects, internships, and by extension, Extended 

Learning Opportunities. Semiotic Mediation refers to the tools, such as language, used to 

transfer knowledge from the external to the internal, and is the means by which students 

in Extended Learning Opportunities articulate their learning (Vygotsky, 1934). This is all 

part of a cultural process, and through genetic analysis – interactions between the 

individual and the social world – learning can be explored (Vygotsky, 1934). The 

location of ELOs in a community setting is supported by this recommendation for 

social/cultural interaction. Vygotsky (1934) also articulated a belief about the learning 

process known as the zone of proximal development (ZPD), and the insights inherent in 

this philosophy are readily observed in all aspects of learning, including Extended 

Learning Opportunities. Schools give students the opportunities to build on their existing 

knowledge and skills through cooperative learning communities and students gradually 

develop independence in applying their new knowledge (Vygotsky, 1934). Vygotsky’s 
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social constructivist ideas, theories, and philosophies add important foundational 

underpinnings to the development of Extended Learning Opportunities. 

Another contribution to educational philosophy that has a direct impact on 

Extended Learning Opportunities comes from Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) and his ideas 

regarding the learning environment. Bronfenbrenner (1979) builds on the ideas of both 

Dewey (1897) and Vygotsky (1934) by establishing the importance of a sense of place 

and culture of practice to optimize student learning. Bronfenbrenner (1979) would 

support Extended Learning Opportunities because they are collaborative, interactive, and 

interconnected between learning and the environment. All three of these educational 

philosophers collectively create a vision of learning that offers a conceptual foundation to 

the development of ELOs in New Hampshire. 

The Researcher 

 The researcher of this study has been an educator for three decades and holds 

credentials as a K-8 teacher, K-12 reading specialist, principal, and curriculum 

administrator. All of her experience has been in middle and high schools with a focus on 

English language arts, curriculum, and leadership. The researcher was offered a position 

to create an Extended Learning Opportunity program at a New Hampshire high school in 

2011, and this was exciting because it combined all of these interests as well as the 

opportunity to create an innovative, personalized approach to learning for all students. 

Graduate work provided the opportunity to grow and remain current throughout this 

researcher’s career, and documenting ELOs through a research study was a passionate 

pursuit. Extended Learning Opportunities were especially intriguing to this researcher 

because they seem to be a reasonable response to counter a ‘one size fits all’ approach to 
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education. In this researcher’s view, traditional education works very well for many 

students, but not all, and additionally, some content is best studied through different 

means. Extended Learning Opportunities open the door to true personalization and 

expand the variety of options for all types of students. 

Methodology 

 A phenomenological research method was chosen for this study. Phenomenology 

identifies and describes the lived experiences of individuals and determines what is 

common about their experiences (Creswell, 2013). Phenomenology is used to describe a 

concrete phenomenon as experienced by the participants involved (Creswell, 2013), and 

this study explored Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire from the 

perspectives of students who have completed them. The researcher has worked in the 

field as an Extended Learning Opportunities coordinator for three years and is passionate 

about this opportunity. “Phenomenologists…believe that the researcher cannot be 

detached from his/her own presuppositions and that the researcher should not pretend 

otherwise” (Hammersley, 2000, p. 21), and this allowed the researcher to pursue 

phenomenology with great interest. At the same time, the researcher aimed to “describe 

as accurately as possible the phenomenon, refraining from any pre-given framework, but 

remaining true to facts” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 5). The focus of this phenomenological 

study was to describe the lived experiences and perceptions of students who have 

completed Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire. The primary method for 

gathering research was through interviews. Twelve students from three New Hampshire 

schools were interviewed.  
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 Since the researcher is a current Extended Learning Opportunity coordinator, 

hermeneutic phenomenology was an appropriate research method because it allowed this 

researcher to document and expand on the experiences she has witnessed over the last 

few years.  

The heuristic researcher is not only intimately and autobiographically 

related to the question but learns to love the question. It becomes a kind of 

song into which the researcher breathes life not because the question leads 

to an answer... but also because the question itself is infused into the 

researcher’s being. It creates a thirst to discover, to clarify, and to 

understand crucial dimensions of knowledge. (Moustakas, 1990, p.43) 

This is an important study not only to the researcher, but also to the many stakeholders 

who have been involved in Extended Learning Opportunities work over the last few 

years. Much can be learned from the students’ personal experiences with Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire that could shape programs for other schools 

not only in New Hampshire but in other states as well. It is a phenomenon that could be 

transformative as high schools consider redesign to meet 21st century educational 

challenges. 

Limitations 

 There are limitations and challenges inherent in any research. The researcher must 

understand the broad philosophical assumptions present and identify abstract contexts 

that will influence the study (Creswell, 2013). Individuals need to be carefully selected 

for a phenomenological study participation based on common experiences, and the 

researcher must be deliberate in discerning how his/her personal understanding may 
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influence the study (Creswell, 2013). In addition, much relies on the selection of the 

participants (Cassell & Symon, 2004). The results of the study rely on the statements 

gathered through interviews, and high school students may not be as forthcoming or 

articulate in describing their experiences as one might hope (Cassell & Symon, 2004).  

Conclusions are ultimately drawn based on the voices of the particular participants 

randomly chosen for the study, and since only a few were chosen to participate, it is 

possible that other individuals may have been better choices for describing their 

experiences (Cassell & Symon, 2004).  

Assumptions 

 An assumption of this study is that having three different-sized schools in New 

Hampshire gave this researcher a broader range of experiences reflected in the data. 

Through ELO coordinators, both male and female students who had completed Extended 

Learning Opportunities were randomly selected. Since ELOs vary from school to school 

due to local control, there was the possibility that the shared experiences would be so 

diverse that common themes would be difficult to find, but it was assumed that the 

students’ stories would have a similar enough foundation to ensure that conclusions were 

able to be drawn from interviews. It was assumed that the students would be truthful, and 

the interview data would be rich enough to allow for analysis of the themes that emerge. 

Finally, it was assumed that hermeneutic phenomenology was the appropriate research 

method for this study since all findings were filtered through this researcher who has a 

personal interest in Extended Learning Opportunities. This researcher is actively involved 

as an Extended Learning Opportunities Coordinator in a New Hampshire high school, 
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and it is assumed that the use of the hermeneutic circle will compensate for any bias the 

researcher may bring to the study.  

Summary 

Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire have been a part of the 

Minimum State Standards for a decade (NH DOE, 2007), and this research study 

documented what ELOs have come to mean to students who have lived them. An 

exploration of the phenomenon from the students’ perspectives describes the experiences 

and stories they have to tell, and this informs the field of the impact that Extended 

Learning Opportunities have had on students’ high school experiences. This sheds light 

on Extended Learning Opportunities as a phenomenon and analyzes the themes that 

emerge from the students themselves. This is an important contribution to the dialogue 

that is ongoing in New Hampshire and other states regarding the need to transform 

educational systems to better meet students’ and society’s needs in the 21st century and 

students’ college and career readiness. 
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Chapter 2 – Review of the Literature 

Education is always considering reform, and the changes that New Hampshire has 

made in the 21st Century, including Extended Learning Opportunities and competency-

based learning, have their roots in the thinking of John Dewey (1938), Lev Vygotsky 

(1934), and Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979), among others. As will be detailed later in this 

chapter, these philosophers promoted educational ideas such as experiential learning, 

social learning, and the importance of environment for the students. These concepts have 

been brought to life through the development of Extended Learning Opportunities 

(ELOs). Extended Learning Opportunities are defined as flexible and multiple pathways 

for students to achieve and demonstrate high school competencies in knowledge and 

skills (NH DOE, 2007; NH Leadership, 2010). 

The inclusion of Extended Learning Opportunities in the Minimum Standards for 

Public School Approval (NH State Board of Education, 2014) aligns with the thinking of 

these educational reformers. Therefore, the historical background of Dewey, Vygotsky, 

and Bronfenbrenner was considered, along with a review of the literature that has 

currently been written about Extended Learning Opportunities (ELOs) in New 

Hampshire. A review of several other states’ parallel initiatives was also examined; while 

they are not necessarily called Extended Learning Opportunities, other states are 

beginning to include opportunities outside the school day for students to earn high school 

credit. 

Mariane Gfroerer, a long-time proponent and overseer of the ELOs initiative at 

the New Hampshire Department of Education, promoted systemic changes to provide 
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students with increased access to credit bearing learning opportunities (NH Leadership, 

2010).  

Perhaps we could think about what we're doing here in New Hampshire as 

‘liberating learning.’ Liberating learning means breaking free from the 

traditional school structure of education that keeps the teacher chained to a 

traditional classroom by a contract based on Carnegie units, liberating 

teachers to focus on student learning rather than test-centered teaching, 

and liberating students to become engaged, self-directed, active learners 

through a rigorous, valid, portable, authentic learning experience. (NH 

Leadership, 2010, p. 13) 

The vision of the New Hampshire Extended Learning Opportunities initiative was to 

expand traditional high school classroom options, create rigorous, relevant, and 

personalized learning experiences, and to grant credit based on demonstration of course 

competencies (NH Leadership, 2010). An exploration of the historical educational 

philosophies of Dewey, Vygotsky, and Bronfenbrenner provides definition, context, and 

rationale for these research questions:  

1. What is the lived experience of students who have completed Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire? 

2. How does participation in an Extended Learning Opportunity contribute to a 

student’s experience in a traditional high school setting in New Hampshire? 

3. What can be learned from the students’ personal experiences with Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire that would help broaden 

understanding of ELOs?  
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Historical Framework 

American schools have been under reform since their inception, although some 

believe little has changed in public schools (Goyal, 2012). An exploration of the 

similarities among the early thinking of John Dewey, Lev Vygotsky, and Uri 

Bronfenbrenner and how their ideas support the development of Extended Learning 

Opportunities in New Hampshire was considered as a conceptual underpinning for this 

study. Their contributions to the literature conclude that learning should be experiential, 

social, and shared. 

John Dewey and Experiential Learning 

John Dewey (1897) was one of the first American educational reformers whose 

work in the early 1900s pointed toward students’ involvement in their own learning. 

Dewey argued that education and learning are interactive and social processes (Dewey, 

1897). He believed that learning was meaningful when students are allowed to be actively 

involved in curriculum, take part in their own learning, and experience learning in a 

social environment (Dewey, 1897). One can see John Dewey’s influence in Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire, where teachers and community partners 

become mentors and guides to support students’ interests and needs. Dewey argued that 

students learn best through solving complex, real-world problems and that “all genuine 

education comes through experience” (Dewey, 1938, p. 25). Dewey did not see schools 

as merely a place for students to learn content knowledge, but also a place where students 

realize their own potential as learners (Dewey, 1938). When students left school, Dewey 

(1938) hoped they would not only have skills and knowledge, but also know how to 

apply themselves in an American democracy. He stated that: 
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To prepare him for the future life means to give him command of himself; 

it means so to train him that he will have the full and ready use of all his 

capacities; that his eye and ear and hand may be tools ready to command, 

that his judgment may be capable of grasping the conditions under which 

it has to work, and the executive forces be trained to act economically and 

efficiently. It is impossible to reach this sort of adjustment save as 

constant regard is had to the individual’s own powers, tastes, and interests. 

(Dewey, 1897, Para. 6) 

Dewey saw schools as a place for social change and reform, a place to inspire learning, 

and a place to build social consciousness (Dewey, 1897). 

Dewey also described classroom learning, and he questioned the pedagogy that 

focused solely on the subject matter (Dewey, 1938). Dewey saw the student at the center 

of the learning, and the student’s interaction with the material as being the most 

significant piece in the process of learning (Dewey, 1938). Students need to be able to 

relate to the information, compare it with prior experiences, and be actively engaged in 

constructing knowledge (Dewey, 1938). Students also bring these principles to bear when 

engaging in Extended Learning Opportunities, and many schools continue to fit Dewey’s 

description of why education does not succeed: 

I believe that much of present education fails because it neglects this 

fundamental principle of the school as a form of community life. It 

conceives the school as a place where certain information is to be given, 

where certain lessons are to be learned, or where certain habits are to be 

formed. The value of these is conceived as lying largely in the remote 



Extended Learning Opportunities  24 

future; the child must do these things for the sake of something else he is 

to do; they are mere preparation. As a result they do not become a part of 

the life experience of the child and so are not truly educative. (Dewey, 

1897, Para. 16) 

At the same time,  Dewey was worried about an over-reliance on the child, and espoused 

both the content and teacher as vital components of education. He urged a balance that 

encompassed the interests and experiences of the child together with the delivery of 

knowledge (Dewey, 1897). John Dewey was a proponent of hands-on learning and 

experiential education (Dewey, 1897). 

Dewey was equally concerned with the experience of the student and the role of 

the teacher (Dewey, 1897). He did not see the teacher as the only active one in the 

classroom, departing knowledge to passive students (Dewey, 1897). Instead, Dewey saw 

the teacher's role as one of facilitator and guide (Dewey, 1897). “The teacher is not in the 

school to impose certain ideas or to form certain habits in the child, but is there as a 

member of the community to select the influences which shall affect the child and to 

assist him in properly responding to these” (Para. 20). Thus, the teacher becomes a 

partner in the learning process, guiding students to independently discover meaning 

within the subject area. Dewey wanted to reform traditional schools because they 

encouraged listening and uniformity but did not leave room to “construct, create and 

actively inquire” (Dewey, 1900, p.34). Dewey’s progressive view of education 

transformed the role of teachers and empowered them to base curricular choices on the 

natural curiosities of their students and construct relevant learning opportunities rich in 
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experience. Extended Learning Opportunities are designed to engage students as Dewey 

perceived. 

When Dewey wrote about constructing learning opportunities, he revealed his 

belief in constructivism. “Constructivism acknowledges the learner’s active role in the 

personal creation of knowledge, and the importance of experience (both individual and 

social) in this knowledge creation process” (Doolittle, n.d., p. 1) There are three types of 

constructivism: Cognitive, Social, and Radical; constructivist pedagogy offers a 

foundation for a type of learning experience that both Dewey and others could espouse 

(Doolittle, n.d.). Lev Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist, offered several theories that 

complement Dewey’s vision. 

Lev Vygotsky and Social Learning 

Social constructivism. Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) contributed to the theory of 

Social Constructivism in the 1920s and 1930s in his native homeland of Russia (John-

Steiner & Mahn, 1996). Social Constructivism explains the link between learning and 

development, and speaks about “the dynamic interdependence of social and individual 

processes” (John-Steiner & Mahn, p. 192). Social Constructivism rejects the idea that 

knowledge is in the individual and argues that learning and understanding are social and 

built through cultural activities (Palincsar, 1998). 

Social processes and development, semiotic mediation, and genetic analysis. 

One of Vygotsky’s prominent ideas is that individual development, even higher mental 

function, has its origin in social development (Vygotsky, 1934). In his view, learners 

grow through participation in joint activities, such as group projects, apprenticeships, 

internships, and thus, Extended Learning Opportunities, and they internalize the effects of 
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working together (Palincsar, 1998). In this way, they acquire new strategies and develop 

knowledge of the world and culture (Vygotsky, 1934). This is not simply a “transfer of 

knowledge model” (Palincsar, 1998, p. 352), but rather the idea that through social 

learning, knowledge is created. Cognitive development is studied by examining the 

processes that one participates in when engaged in shared endeavors and how this 

engagement influences engagement in other activities (Palincsar, 1998). “Experience 

teaches us that thought does not express itself in words, but rather realizes itself in them” 

(Vygotsky, 1986, p. 251).  

Semiotic Mediation refers to the tools, such as language, counting, writing, maps, 

etc. that we use to mediate the process between the external and the internal (Vygotsky, 

1934). These culturally shared systems explain the qualitative transformations in the 

human mind and facilitate the co-construction of knowledge (Vygotsky, 1938). They are 

also the means by which new knowledge is internalized (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).  

Genetic analysis is the process through which the interactions between the 

individual and the social world and the use of mediation tools can be explored (Vygotsky, 

1934). Rather than just focus on the outcomes of learning, Vygotsky stressed the 

importance of the process of learning (Vygotsky, 1934). This focus on learning over time 

includes both learning origins and the historical conditions, and considers the 

interconnectedness of learning and development (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). Genetic 

analysis provides a framework for connecting the individual and social world and is the 

basis for Vygotsky’s work on internalization (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). 

Internalization is ‘”a representational activity, a process that occurs simultaneously in 

social practice and in the human brain/mind” (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996, p. 196). 
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Vygotsky explains that the child’s mind develops over a period of time; it is the result of 

both individual and social factors simultaneously (Vygotsky, 1934). Vygotsky outlines 

four interdependent aspects of developmental analysis: phylogenic, cultural/historical, 

ontogenic, microgenetic (Palincsar, 1998). Each of the four aspects of Vygotsky’s 

perspective on analysis leads to conclusions of how learning and development occur in an 

individual’s social and cultural environment (Palincsar, 1998). 

The zone of proximal development. Vygotsky defines the zone of proximal 

development (ZPD) as “the distance between the actual developmental level as 

determined through independent problem solving and the level of potential development 

as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaborations with 

more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1934, p. 34). The actual level of development is 

described as the learning a child can demonstrate or perform independently, and the 

potential levels are the tasks children can do with assistance (Palincsar, 1998). The nature 

of the ZPD is summarized in three characteristics: level of difficulty, assisted 

performance, and evaluating independent performance (Moll, 1990). The social nature of 

learning has implications for classrooms as learning communities where collaboration is 

the norm (Vygotsky, 1938). John-Steiner and Mahn (1996) describe a desirable 

classroom as one that includes “the character of collaboration, which includes a fluidity 

of roles across ages and areas of expertise” (p. 201). Learning is interactive and 

contextual, and it is developed through participation in a learning community (John-

Steiner & Mahn, 1996). “Pedagogy must be oriented not to the yesterday, but to the 

tomorrow of the child’s development. Only then can it call to life … those processes of 

development which now lie in the zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1993, pp. 
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251-252). This supports sociocultural theory and moves both teachers and students away 

from a learning environment that is isolated (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). 

In classrooms in which there is co-participation, cooperative learning, and 

joint discovery, environments are created in which students are about to 

build upon the culturally shaped knowledge and value systems they bring 

to school (John-Steiner & Mahn, p. 201). 

Schools have the responsibility to build on the experiences that have shaped students 

before they begin (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).  From the skills they have when they 

begin school, students are given the opportunity to use the help they receive to build their 

knowledge and internalize it (Moll, 1998). This is the transformative nature of learning 

and development that is central to the Vygotskian perspective; schools create social 

contexts in which students can learn through cultural tools and advance along the 

spectrum of the zone of proximal development (Moll, 1998). Palincsar (1998) shares the 

view that sociocultural theory urges educational reform: 

Exciting educational innovations are underway that draw generously upon 

social constructivist perspectives. Perhaps the most striking example is a 

collection of efforts designed to re-conceptualize classrooms - and schools 

- as learning communities. (p. 369) 

Creating innovative learning communities based on social constructivist theories has the 

capacity to change the culture of schools to be far more learner-centered (Palincsar, 

1998). Individuals must be held responsible, but opportunities for social interaction and 

sharing lead to a more productive learning environment (Palincsar, 1998). It gives room 

for all stages within the zone of proximal development (Palincsar, 1998). In their recent 
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report, Mean What You Say: Defining and Integrating Personalized, Blended, and 

Competency Education, Patrick, Kennedy, and Powell (2013) make a direct connection of 

personalized learning to Vygotsky: “Personalization is students accessing a curriculum 

that meets their individual needs, reflects their zone of proximal development, and gives 

them the opportunity to access resources to progress at their personal rate of learning” (p. 

5). Vygotsky’s ideas still resonate and apply to innovative learning design, including 

Extended Learning Opportunities in the 21st Century. 

Urie Bronfenbrenner and the Learning Environment 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) stated that the most important events in the development 

of an individual are activities that are shared with others. Being present, collaborative, 

and engaged with another individual or teacher inspires a student to pursue similar 

activities independently (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). It is essential to develop supportive 

settings and a culture of practice and identify interconnectedness among study and 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Bronfenbrenner (1979) contends that perception, 

motivation, thinking, and learning, and a function of an individual’s interactions with the 

environment. “The ecology of human development lies at a point of convergence among 

the disciplines of the biological, psychological, and social sciences as the bear on the 

evolution of the individual in society” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 13). Three aspects of 

human development must be considered: first, an individual begins as a tabula rasa, on 

which the environment makes an impact; second, there is a reciprocal relationship 

between an individual and his/her environment; and third, the external environment is 

composed of a number of different settings in which an individual develops 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). It should be noted that modern science has rejected the theory of 
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tabula rasa, and that human behavior is shaped by evolutionary psychology and 

adaptations (Pinder, 2002). Nonetheless, several of Bronfenbrenner’s ideas extend to 

New Hampshire Extended Learning Opportunities. Students have the opportunity to work 

with a mentor teacher in a different setting to learn and develop. It is through this 

collaborative, interactive, and reciprocal process that learning develops. 

 “Bronfenbrenner’s theory is an attractive one for our work around high school 

reform because it is expansive, yet focused; one eye is trained on the complex layers of 

school, family and community relationships, and the other eye is sharply focused on 

individual student development” (Leonard, 2011, p. 990). Like Dewey and Vygotsky, 

Bronfenbrenner places learning in a social context with a focus on relationships and he 

does not think the developmental needs of students can be addressed by a school alone. 

“For successful students, needs are met through relationships we hardly notice between 

students and teachers, peer groups, parents, and others. For at risk students, these 

relationships are sketchy. Other relationships can help turn it around for these students” 

(Leonard, 2011, p. 1007). Bronfenbrenner’s cultural reform theory has advantages as a 

method of transforming education, and supports the tenants of Extended Learning 

Opportunities (Leonard, 2011). 

Current Educational Reform Models 

 During the 20th and 21st centuries, many educational reforms have been 

undertaken, and several contribute to the ideas behind the philosophy and implementation 

of Extended Learning Opportunities. Experiential learning, experiential programs 

embedded in public schools, the School-To-Work Act of 1996, 21st century skills, 

competency requirements, and Next Generation Learning will be considered. 
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Experiential Learning 

 According to Dewey (1938), the goal of education is for students to develop 

critical thinking skills to be able to understand, use, and examine experience. Several 

models of experiential learning have been developed throughout the last century, and 

there is not only quite a bit of overlap among them but also several parallels to Extended 

Learning Opportunities. The importance of experiential learning structure and 

characteristics is explored through two models that are well known in the field.  

Laura Joplin’s model. Experiential Education can be characterized as a five-step 

model: focus, action, support, feedback, and debrief (Joplin, 1981). In the first stage, the 

subject of the study is defined and the student is prepared for the individual nature of the 

study including what he/she deems as important and what will be challenging (Joplin, 

1981). In the action phase, the student takes responsibility for his/her learning, actions, 

and experiences. Support reassures the learner he/she is not alone and demonstrates 

interest, caring, help as needed, and security for the learner to take risks (Joplin, 1981). 

Feedback should be specific and geared to inform the student’s perspective regarding 

his/her interactions and work (Joplin, 1981). Finally, in the debrief stage, the learning is 

recognized, shared, and evaluated (Joplin, 1981). The student is reflective about his/her 

learning in a public setting and receives feedback that informs the next cycle of 

experiential learning (Joplin, 1981). Joplin stressed that “experience alone is insufficient 

to be called experiential education, and it is the reflection process which turns experience 

into experiential education” (Joplin, 1981, p. 17).These five stages are inherent in 

Extended Learning Opportunities.  
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 Several characteristics of Joplin’s (1981) model of experiential learning with the 

student at the center speak to the components of Extended Learning Opportunities: 

1. Student-based rather than teacher-based.  

2. Personal not impersonal nature. 

3. Process and product orientation.  

4. Evaluation for internal and external reasons. 

5. Holistic understanding and component analysis. 

6. Organized around experience. 

7. Perception based rather than theory based. 

8. Individual based rather than group based. (Joplin, 1981, p. 27-28) 

The five-stage model and learning characteristics ensure an individualized learning 

design that maximizes students’ learning (Joplin, 1981). “The model necessitates that the 

teacher be a learner along with the student and demands continual responsiveness that 

can only work when the teacher is an active perceiver and learner in the situation” 

(Joplin, 1981, p. 20).  Like Extended Learning Opportunities, experiential education 

redefines the roles of both student and teacher, where the student is an active driver of 

his/her educational experience, and the teacher is a supporter, mentor, and guide. 

 David Kolb’s learning cycle. "David Kolb’s (1984) book on experiential 

learning is one of the more influential works linking theory to actual practice" (Lewis & 

Williams, 1994, p. 6). Kolb’s (1984) model emphasized the learning process and 

advocates for a link between the classroom and future career choices. He saw a need to 

"translate abstract ideas of academia into the concrete practical realities of these peoples' 

lives" (Kolb, 1984, p. 6). Kolb's model includes a four-stage cycle: 
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1. Concrete Experience (Do) 

2. Reflective Observation (Observe) 

3. Abstract Conceptualization (Think) 

4. Active Experimentation (Plan) 

This first stage includes active here-and-now experimentation and activities; the learner 

collects data and reflects on this experience in the second stage; in the third stage, the 

student analyzes conclusions and creates a theory or model of what has been learned; and 

in the fourth stage, the learner plans how to test this theory or model and plans for the 

next learning experience (Kolb, 1984).  The facilitator’s role is to guide students through 

the four-stage cycle and by increasing complexity, expand students’ learning of a given 

topic (Kolb, 1984). 

 Experiential learning methods are a distinct departure from traditional classroom 

methods of lecture, discussion, or even demonstrations (Chickering, 1977). They are 

active, experienced-based, and student-centered. "It turns us away from credit hours and 

calendar time toward competence, working knowledge, and information pertinent to jobs, 

family relationships, community responsibilities, and broad social concerns" (Chickering, 

1977, p. 86). Experiential education designs learning environments and instruction so that 

students can transfer what they know and use what they learn in an appropriate context 

(Eyler, 2009). This type of learning allows students to construct deeper understanding of 

subject matter, develop the capacity for critical thinking and knowledge application in 

authentic and complex settings, and realize the power and potential of life-long learning, 

even in the workplace (Eyler, 2009). Careful planning and organization are essential for 

experiential learning and powerful learning outcomes result from reflection and feedback 
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(Eyler, 2009). Extended Learning Opportunities embrace many of the same methods and 

ideals as experiential education, and they offer many of the same benefits for students. 

Experiential Programs in Public Schools   

Career Technical Educational Centers and transition programs for special 

education students have included alternative educational experiences outside of the 

classroom for many years (Brown, 2003). Career and technical education (CTE) includes 

problem-solving activities, collaborative learning, and an opportunity to work in 

authentic community settings (Brown, 2003). It can increase student motivation and 

engagement, retention, persistence, and lead to promising career and college 

opportunities and inspire life-long learning (Brown, 2003). These promising practices 

continue to expand in Career and Technical Centers, and 10,742 New Hampshire students 

participated in CTE programs in 2011-2012 (ACTE, n.d.). However, this represents a 

small portion of New Hampshire students, and ELOs expand opportunities for all 

students to participate in internships and other programs similar to the opportunities CTE 

students experience (NH DOE, 2007). Since 2005, Extended Learning Opportunities 

have been an option for all students, and since 2014, all students in New Hampshire must 

have the opportunity to participate in Extended Learning Opportunities (NH State Board 

of Education, 2014). However, all ELO practices are adopted locally, and programs vary 

among New Hampshire towns (NH State Board of Education, 2014). 

School-To-Work 

The School-To-Work Opportunities Act became a national public law (103-239) 

in 1994 and expired in 2001 (United States Department of Education, 2001). It was a 

major educational reform that sought to improve education by bringing relevance to 
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students’ future careers, provide instruction that was supported by students’ learning 

styles, and promote the skills and habits future employers would value (United States 

Department of Education, 2001). The School-To-Work (STW) Opportunities Act 

required the following three components: 

1. School-based learning encompasses rigorous classroom instruction that is 

linked to workplace experiences and provides students with the information 

and skills needed to identify and prepare for promising careers; 

2. Work-based learning, which includes work experiences, structured training, 

and other workplace learning experiences appropriate to students’ career 

interests and linked to school curricula; and 

3. Connecting activities, which are efforts undertaken to help employers and 

schools forge and maintain links between the school-based and work-based 

components of school-to-work programs (Joyce & Neumark, 2001, p. 38). 

The STW program created partnerships between each state’s Department of Education 

and Department of Labor (United States Department of Education, 2001).  

In general, the goal of the STW Act was to improve transitions for students 

from school to careers, especially students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Joyce & 

Neumark, 2001). The School-to-Work program was evaluated by considering student 

participation, student outcomes, employers’ involvement, the involvement of 

educational institutions, and states’ capacity for building STW systems (United States 

Department of Education, 2001).  A report from the Institute on Education and the 

Economy at Columbia University concluded that some of the outcomes included: 
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• Improved attendance in school and a decreased likelihood that students 

participating in STW programs would drop out; 

• A high level of excitement and enthusiasm from both teachers and employers 

involved in school to work programs; and 

• The growth of career academies in high schools and the development of small 

learning communities (Hughes, Bailey, Mechur, 2001). 

In many states, STW was a very successful program, but when it expired in 2001, the 

next administration did not continue the federal funding, and states were not able to 

maintain STW programs (America’s Future Workforce, 2003). Some of the STW 

program elements can be replicated through Extended Learning Opportunities in New 

Hampshire, since internships and apprenticeships are eligible for ELO credits. Extended 

Learning Opportunities also include many additional options (NH DOE, 2007). 

21st Century Skills 

Today’s students are often referred to as digital natives who are continually connected 

and ready to learn, socialize, and live, and they communicate through words, images, 

symbols, and multimedia outlets (Blackboard, 2008). “Their teachers have discovered 

that these students are fast, agile learners, and they are quite capable of managing and 

taking responsibility for their own learning” (Blackboard, 2008, p. 4). The Partnership for 

21st Century Skills has identified a framework with an updated view of the content and 

skills students need to be successful in the 21st century global economy, as identified by 

business community education leaders and policy makers (Partnership for 21st Century 

Skills, 2014). In brief, these skills include: 
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• Core subjects: English Language Arts, World Languages, Arts, Mathematics, 

Economics, Science, Geography, History, Government, and Civics  

• Interdisciplinary themes: Global Awareness, Financial, Economic, Business, 

and Entrepreneurial literacy, Civic Literacy, and Health Literacy  

• Learning and Innovation Skills: Creativity and Innovation, Critical Thinking 

and Problem Solving, Communication and Collaboration  

• Information, Media, and Technology Skills: Information Literacy, Media 

Literacy, and ICT (Information, Communications, and Technology) Literacy  

• Life and Career Skills: Flexibility and Adaptability, Initiative and Self-

Direction, Social and Cross-Cultural Skills, Productivity and Accountability, 

Leadership and Responsibility (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2014). 

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2014) notes that this comprehensive framework 

is not enough on its own; it requires an innovative support system to guide the standards, 

skills, curriculum, instruction, professional development and learning environments to 

ensure student learning. Twenty-first century learning environments are characterized by 

practices and physical environments that support teaching and learning of 21st century 

skill outcomes, professional learning communities and collaboration for educators, 

relevant, real-world contexts for students, equitable access to resources and technology, 

and expanded community involvement (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2014). 

Extended Learning Opportunities are one way that schools can approach a shift to this 

21st century model. 
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Competencies 

Competency-based education is gaining momentum across the country; thirty-six 

states are moving toward it through initiatives such as proficiency-based diplomas, seat-

time waivers, and credit flexibility (Patrick & Sturgis, 2013). The leadership for 

transforming the current agricultural schedules and time-based measures rests with state 

leadership and their vision for new statewide policies (Patrick & Sturgis, 2013). There are 

five elements of competency-based education:  

1. Students advance upon demonstrated mastery;  

2. Competencies include explicit, measurable, transferable learning 

objectives that empower students; 

3. Assessment is meaningful and a positive learning experience for 

students; 

4. Students receive rapid, differentiated support based on their individual 

learning needs; and  

5. Learning outcomes emphasize competencies that include application 

and creation of knowledge along with the development of important 

skills and dispositions. (Competency Works, 2014, p. 1) 

New Hampshire required high schools to switch from the Carnegie unit to a competency-

based system, and this created an opportunity for schools to design personalized learning 

systems for students (NH DOE, 2009).  

 Understanding competencies. As New Hampshire began its transition to 

competencies, there was no common understanding of the definition, number required, or 

how to assess them (Bramante & Colby, 2012). Through the Capital Area Center for 
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Educational Support (CACES) independent consultant and former New Hampshire 

principal, Rose Colby (2012), worked with teachers and leaders from around the state of 

New Hampshire to embark on the work to define competencies and set a course for their 

development. They considered models from Hawaii, Georgia, and the District of 

Columbia and ultimately determined that “competency is a student’s ability to transfer 

his/her learning in and/or across content areas” (Bramante & Colby, 2012, p. 43). The 

Capital Area Center for Educational Support developed model course documents that 

were used by many schools, and others developed competencies independently 

(Bramante & Colby, 2012). 

In 2007, CACES, the New Hampshire Department of Education, Kim Carter of 

the Q.E.D. Foundation, and PlusTimeNH, became partners in a Nellie Mae Education 

Foundation pilot study that built a model for competencies and an Extended Learning 

Opportunities program (Bramante & Colby, 2012). Four school districts - Newfound, 

Laconia, Franklin, and Manchester - participated in this three-year pilot to develop a 

competency-based Extended Learning Opportunity model (Bramante & Colby, 2012). 

New Hampshire’s tradition of local control made consistency in competency systems 

challenging, and Colby gathered a group of educators together to create a competency 

validation rubric that identified the desired qualities of competencies across the state; this 

rubric was approved by the NH Board of Education in 2010 (Bramante & Colby, 2012). 

Once schools developed competencies, additional work was required in establishing 

grading and reporting systems (Bramante & Colby, 2012). As each school developed an 

understanding of competencies, their application to Extended Learning Opportunities was 

also explored. 
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The importance of competencies. In Blending Toward Competency: Early 

Patterns of Blended Learning and Competency-Based Education in New Hampshire, 

Julia Freeland (2014a) considers another aspect of the transition to competencies and the 

opportunities realized when online components are combined with more traditional 

methods of schooling. “New Hampshire is witnessing firsthand both the opportunities 

and challenges that schools face in transitioning away from time-based teaching and 

learning and adopting a competency-based approach to education” (Freeland, 2014a, p. 

1). Blended learning refers to students working online for some competencies and in 

other settings for others, and it is potentially a great complement to ELOs in that not all 

required competencies can necessarily be addressed through an ELO experience. In such 

cases, the Virtual Learning Academy Charter School (VLACS) offers multiple, 

personalized pathways for all New Hampshire students at no cost (Freeland, 2014a). 

There are four advantages to blended learning to achieve competency requirements: 

students progress at their own pace; testing cycles are individualized; learning segments 

are presented in modules and offer greater flexibility for a student’s learning style; and 

blended learning supports school systems by increasing opportunities to scale up 

competency-based education for all students (Freeland, 2014a).  

Studying early blended competency-based school and classroom models is 

a starting point to understanding how to support personalization in 21st 

century schools. Just as New Hampshire has blazed new territory in 

creating competency-based policies, its schools are facing the key question 

of how competency-based education and blended learning can and should 

operate in concert. (Freeland, 2014a, p. 14) 
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Blended learning is one option to consider in designing competency-based ELOs, but it is 

essential that all types of ELOs are of quality design and execution. 

Since competency-based learning and ELOs are personalized, they apply equally 

to all types of learners, but Sturgis, Rath, Weinstein, and Patrick (2010) speak to ELOs’ 

importance for students at risk in their paper Clearing the Path: Creating Innovation 

Space for Serving Over-Age, Under-Credited Students in Competency-Based Pathways. 

“It is essential to design policies and programs based on customer needs” (Sturgis, Rath, 

Weinstein, & Patrick, 2010, p. 3), and over-age, under-credited students are a significant 

dropout risk. There are many factors that may contribute to this group’s failure to be 

prepared for graduation: low academic skills, gaps in basic literacy and/or math, adult 

responsibilities, and many also have special education issues, come from low-income 

families, and may have experienced trauma (Sturgis, Rath, Weinstein, & Patrick, 2010). 

A competency-based approach can create a unique pathway for this type of student by 

addressing the skills they need, setting explicit, measurable objectives, providing 

educational continuity, and increasing the likelihood of graduation (Sturgis, Rath, 

Weinstein, & Patrick, 2010).  Expanded learning opportunities maximize anytime, 

anyplace learning, with flexibility concerning attendance, the school day, and the 

calendar, can utilize online or computer-based software that is competency-based, creates 

specific learning plans geared to students’ needs and interests, and engage the community 

in designing an appropriate educational plan (Sturgis, Rath, Weinstein, & Patrick, 2010). 

“States can nurture innovation by increasing flexibility in the policy environment, 

providing technical assistance, supporting peer networks, and evaluating innovative 

models” (Sturgis, Rath, Weinstein, & Patrick, 2010, p. 2).  
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Competency-based learning is inherently personalized since students’ progress is 

dependent on mastery of pre-designed learning outcomes (Sturgis, Patrick, & Pittenger, 

2011). The student is at the center and has a voice in co-designing his/her learning plan 

(Sturgis, Patrick, & Pittenger, 2011). It is a new way of looking at education:  

Most importantly, a competency-based system embraces student learning 

above all other social values. It operates on a new proposition: By aligning 

all of our resources (in schools, the community, and online) around 

student learning to enable students to progress upon mastery, our country 

can increase productivity in the education system, while simultaneously 

raising achievement levels overall and reducing the achievement gap. This 

is an enormous cultural change after hundreds of years of our current 

assumptions of time, timing and tracking, A-F grades, age-based grouping, 

and 180-day school years. (Sturgis, Patrick, & Pittenger, 2011, p. 9) 

Changing a system takes a great deal of vision, planning, and leadership, but many states 

are aligning in their goal of redesigning public schools for the 21st century (Sturgis, 

Patrick, & Pittenger, 2011). New Hampshire has set the stage for using competencies as 

the basis for student’s learning,  

By using course level competencies, which ensures that learning in a real 

world setting is as rigorous as that in a classroom setting (we are finding 

through our ELO initiative that in most cases it is even more rigorous), 

students can be granted credit for prior-approved learning that occurs in a 

variety of environments. This is the basis of our Extended Learning 

Opportunities policy. (Gfroerer, 2009b) 
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A competency-based system, especially when combined with ELOs, expands students’ 

options, pathways, and outcomes (Patrick & Sturgis, 2013). Only when students are able 

to access Extended Learning Opportunities, time, interventions, and learning outside the 

traditional school day will competency-based education be successful, because schools 

need to offer personalized pathways to all students to meet their diverse needs in 

achieving mastery (Patrick & Sturgis, 2013). 

Next Generation Learning 

 Next Generation Learning (NGL) is a nascent philosophy supported by forward-

thinking educators, entrepreneurs, philanthropists, and policy makers (Carnegie, 2011). It 

embraces personalized instruction based on students’ needs, skills, and interests, and 

realizes that technology enhances the ability of all students to reach their individual 

learning potential (Carnegie, 2011). 

Next Generation Learning is frequently referenced when talking about 

competency-based education and Extended Learning Opportunities. There are six 

essential conditions that lay the foundation for Next Generation Learning: “1) 

Personalizing learning; 2) Comprehensive systems of learning supports; 3) World-class 

knowledge and skills; 4) Performance-based learning; 5) Anytime, everywhere 

opportunities; and 6) Authentic student voice” (Sturgis, Patrick, & Pittenger, 2011, p. 7). 

 The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation is a supporter and contributor to Next 

Generation Learning and its founders are passionate about American educational reform. 

“A society thrives only when all people have the opportunity to develop their talents. 

Education is the key to providing young adults with the knowledge and skills they need 

to find meaningful employment and contribute to their communities” (Gates Foundation, 
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2010, p. 4). The Gates Foundation envisions a much different model than the current 

time-based system: 

In this paradigm of next-generation learning models, students and 

teachers—both secondary and postsecondary—will have access to high-

quality, relevant, and engaging content in a variety of forms. Class time 

and structure will be more flexible, to adapt to the learning needs of the 

students. Students will have access to multiple sources of instruction and 

use assessment and diagnostic tools to help direct the pace and format of 

their learning. Teachers will tailor their instruction and guidance to ensure 

progress and mastery for all students, with a focus on those who have 

historically been underserved. (Gates Foundation, 2010, p. 2)  

Next Generation Learning focuses on innovative approaches to teaching and learning, 

using technology to advance learning opportunities, and transforming the educational 

system to ensure students are prepared not only for college and careers, but also to secure 

America’s place in a global economy (Gates Foundation, 2010).  

Extended Learning Opportunities 

School reform in New Hampshire was considered through a number of forums in 

the late 1990s and early 2000s (NH DOE, 2007). Two state-wide summits, three student 

forums, the work of a leadership team, and input from the New Hampshire Association of 

School Principals (NHASP) all contributed to the vision for redesign that would 

transform traditional high schools into learning communities (NH DOE, 2007). At the 

same time, national reports such as Breaking Ranks (1996) and Breaking Ranks II (2004) 

urged change for high school communities (NH DOE, 2007).   
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Most of our nation’s high schools prepare their students according to 

yesterday’s workforce demands. Most, especially those serving low-

income youth, continue to operate on the assumption that a comprehensive 

program with minimum expectations is all a young person needs to make 

the transition from school to a job or post-secondary education. (DeWitt 

Wallace, 2000, p. 6) 

In New Hampshire, concerns expressed included improving the graduation rate, 

reducing the need for remediation in colleges, and a need for more college-educated 

workers that choose to remain in the state (NH DOE, 2005). In early 2004, the New 

Hampshire Department of Education formed a high school leadership group, comprised 

of educational leaders, school administrators, district administrators, educators, and 

community members, to begin planning statewide reform efforts. Sponsored by the 

Department of Education, this leadership group convened a summit in 2004 (NH DOE, 

2007). At the summit, New Hampshire stakeholders cited the three top reasons why high 

school reform needed to occur as “Students are disenfranchised both psychologically and 

academically; there is a lack of real-world connections for students; and there is a 

disconnect between learning styles and teaching styles” (NH DOE, 2005, p. 10). By 

2005, a vision for redesign emerged from statewide collaborative efforts and established 

five principles to provide a structure for change: personalization and relationships; rigor 

and high standards; relevance and engagement; results; and empowered educators (NH 

DOE, 2005; NH DOE, 2007).  

The idea of Extended Learning Opportunities (ELOs) emerged from this work 

and became part of the Minimum Standards for Public School Approval in 2005 (NH 



Extended Learning Opportunities  46 

DOE, 2007). Prior to this, the Carnegie Unit measured the amount of time students spent 

in class, and time was one of the elements required for evidence of student learning along 

with tests, quizzes, and attendance (NH DOE, 2007). Businesses and colleges were not 

satisfied with this time-referenced system; they were more interested in what students 

learned and could apply to expectations beyond high school (NH DOE, 2007). Goals 

were created to reduce dropout rates, increase graduation rates, and improve student 

achievement and aspirations (NH DOE, 2007). The New Hampshire State Board of 

Education determined that learning should be competency-driven, created flexibility 

regarding the time, space, and methods of high school learning, and included alternate 

pathways for students to demonstrate achievement (NH DOE, 2007). 

The momentum for the vision for New Hampshire High Schools began at the top. 

In 2003, then Governor Craig Benson appointed businessman and entrepreneur Fred 

Bramante as chair of the New Hampshire State Board of Education (Bramante & Colby, 

2012). Bramante was charged that the Board conduct an approach to educational reform 

and the Minimum Standards for Public School Approval as if it was “a clean sheet of 

paper” (Bramante & Colby, 2012, p. 27). Bramante (2012) describes the Board’s work as 

producing an epiphany where everything from the school calendar to high school credits 

was reconsidered.  He describes the early conversations among the Board that led to a 

competency-based system: 

Do you see the significance of what this group of high-level state 

education officials just agreed to? They, in essence, said that, in their 

view, it is okay for the system to approve, for credit toward graduation 

learning that takes place in settings outside of the school and that are not 
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on the school’s 180-day timetable. However, they insisted that there must 

be high standards before the school should give the learning experience its 

blessing in order to receive credit. (Bramante & Colby, 2012, p. 30) 

This was the beginning of the movement away from the Carnegie Unit toward a 

competency-based system for NH high schools (Bramante & Colby, 2012). In New 

Hampshire, it would no longer be about how much time a student attends school but 

rather a demonstration of their mastery of pre-determined course competencies 

(Bramante & Colby, 2012).  

Since the late 1800s, schools have adhered to time as the metric on which all 

schools have been standardized, and in 1909, the Carnegie Foundation standardized the 

Carnegie unit as a minimum of 120 sixty-minute instructional periods (Freeland, 2014b). 

Moving away from this framework, “Education officials and others are increasingly 

striving to move to a system that refocuses on results, or learning...where students 

advance and graduate upon demonstrating mastery of college and career-ready skills, 

rather than upon meeting required hours of instruction” (Freeland, 2014b,  p. 2). Extended 

Learning Opportunities offer flexible and multiple pathways for each student to achieve 

competencies and became a key part of new legislation in New Hampshire (NH DOE, 

2007).  

In 2005, the Joint Legislative Committee on Administration Rules (JLCAR) made 

significant changes to the New Hampshire Minimum Standards for Public School 

Approval and several new regulations came into effect (Bramante & Colby, 2012). New 

Hampshire’s Vision for Redesign: Moving from High Schools to Learning Communities 

was published by the Department of Education in 2007 “to bring light to the spirit and 
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intent of the changes that were made to the Minimum Standards and to guide our 

education in actualizing the model envisioned in the new regulations” (Bramante & 

Colby, 2012, p. 35).  

New Hampshire is committed to local control, and over the next few years, each 

high school in New Hampshire began to consider how it would adjust its program to meet 

the new vision “away from the Carnegie Unit to an anytime, anyplace, competency-based 

system of learning” (Bramante & Colby, 2012, p. 36). The Department of Education 

designed enabling policies, provided technical advisories, and offered professional 

development, but they realized that major change would need to come from within local 

school districts (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2013). 

        The New Hampshire Department of Education, under the leadership of 

Commissioner of Education Lyonel Tracy, Deputy Commissioner Mary Heath, and the 

Director of the Division of Career Technology and Adult Learning, Paul Leather, created 

a task force of teachers, principals, and superintendents to consider the new regulations to 

the Minimum Standards for Public School Approval while they were in final draft form 

(Bramante & Colby, 2012). “Most members of the task force were on board with the 

philosophy of ELOs but struggled with how to systematize and institutionalize it” 

(Bramante & Colby, 2012, p. 40). Initial questions and misunderstandings gradually gave 

way to excitement as early adopters presented their work on competencies and principals 

across the state became more familiar with the implications for these new regulations 

(Bramante & Colby, 2012). Paul Leather, current Deputy Commissioner of New 

Hampshire Education, has been part of the work from the beginning and cites changing 

expectations of colleges, employers, and student as an influence in creating the ELO 
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system. “Employers today are looking for advanced, flexible, and diverse skills for even 

entry level jobs; students, meanwhile, face boredom in the traditional classroom, no 

longer willing to be passive learners of a curriculum they view as outdated” (American 

Youth Policy Forum, 2010, p. 1). The Mott Foundation’s (2007) report A New Day for 

Learning, is aligned with NH reform efforts, “Active learning takes place in school and 

out of school, during the traditional day and after school, through the school year, and 

during weekends, summers, and even vacations” (American Youth Policy Forum, 2011, 

p. 1). The leadership from the NH DOE has been constant and supportive throughout 

statewide reform efforts and is clearly revealed in the ESEA Flexibility Waiver request 

(NH DOE, 2012). 

Extended Learning Opportunities (ELOs) provide multiple ways for students to 

learn outside of the classroom and achieve credit toward high school graduation (NH 

DOE, 2009). These personalized learning opportunities are founded on student interest 

and need, are planned in advance, and include rigorous content (NH DOE, 2009). They 

offer authentic opportunities for students to collaborate with a certified teacher and/or a 

community partner to demonstrate competencies outside of a traditional classroom (NH 

DOE, 2009). The Minimum Standards for School Approval were updated in 2014, and 

the regulations for Ed 306.27 b (4) now state, 

Districts shall develop local policies that identify how the district shall 

engage students in creating, and support extended learning opportunities 

that occur outside of the physical school building and outside of the usual 

school day in which students demonstrate achievement as well as other 
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educational experiences and instructional activities as required by ED 306. 

(NH State Board of Education, 2014, p. 29)  

There is a great deal of flexibility and local control, but all NH high schools must 

describe their policies and expectations for ELOs (NH State Board of Education, 2014). 

Extended Learning Opportunities of quality are rigorous and designed to include 

four components: research, product, presentation, and reflection (Gfroerer, 2009a). 

Assessment is based on achievement of high school competencies and goals (Gfroerer, 

2009a). Through Extended Learning Opportunities, students earn high school credit 

toward graduation (NH DOE, 2009). In an address to the American Youth Policy, 

Leather (2010) urged secondary schools to redefine their vision “not based on students 

attending class from 7:00 am to 3:00 pm, but one which defines a competency as the unit 

of learning and expected take-away from high school courses” (American Youth Forum, 

2010, p.2). Leather stated this would require a fundamentally different approach, 

professional development, visionary leadership, structure, and revised program designs to 

support personalization for students (American Youth Forum, 2010). “One of the things 

we forget is that the current system has been in place for 100 years and all the 

infrastructure was created over time to support it,” Leather said, “it doesn’t work that 

well, but it’s easy to implement” (Schwartz, 2014, p. 3).  

New Hampshire’s move to a competency-based system, including Extended 

Learning Opportunities, has been cited as the “boldest” transformation among the states 

(Patrick & Sturgis, 2011, p. 12). New Hampshire is also recognized for its ongoing work 

to shape a new paradigm: 
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 New Hampshire continues to update the regulations as districts implement 

more competency-based learning models, and there is ongoing work in 

improving the policies. For example, terms are being updated in 

regulations: removing the word “teacher” and replacing it with “educator,” 

removing “instruction” and replacing it with either “learning” or “learning 

strategies,” and removing the word “classroom” and replacing it with 

“learning environment” to allow anytime, everywhere learning (Patrick & 

Sturgis, 2011, p. 12).  

New Hampshire’s vision for redesign as a matter of policy set the stage for a whole new 

educational system for high school students. 

Extended Learning Opportunities in Theory 

        In New Hampshire, extended learning is defined as the primary acquisition of 

knowledge and skills through instruction or study outside the traditional classroom 

methodology (NH DOE, 2014). The New Hampshire Minimum Standards for School 

Approval include a description of ELOs as including, but not limited to: independent 

study, private instruction, team sports, performing groups, internships, community 

service, and work study (NH DOE, 2011). The ideas Dewey, Vygotsky, and 

Bronfenbrenner espoused provide significant background, and numerous insights, that 

apply to the creation and implementation of quality Extended Learning Opportunities.  

 Dewey saw learning as an experiential process that should be interactive for 

students. The student should be at the center of his/her education and have a voice in 

what and how he/she learns (Dewey, 1897). Schools should do more than impart content 

knowledge; they should prepare students to apply knowledge and contribute to our 
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democracy (Dewey, 1897). His view of the teacher’s role was one of guide and mentor 

(Dewey, 1897).  All of these ideas are inherent in Extended Learning Opportunities. The 

student is the primary driver of the learning experience, at the center throughout the 

formation, experiences, and conclusion of the ELO (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Gfroerer, 

2009a; NH DOE, 2007). Certified teachers and community partners guide the learning 

and help to provide an authentic opportunity for the student to experience a topic of the 

student’s interests and needs (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Gfroerer, 2009a; NH DOE, 

2007). The student is not a passive receptacle, but rather in a leadership position with the 

opportunity to apply his/her knowledge (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Gfroerer, 2009a; NH 

DOE, 2007).   

Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development also applies to Extended Learning 

Opportunities because each student’s learning is individualized and therefore responsive 

to learning needs. In co-designing an ELO, student and teacher establish a starting point 

as well as a goal for achievement (NH DOE, 2007). The ELO assessment measures the 

distance a student travels between his/her present state and his/her optimal performance. 

Some may not achieve their goals, and others may exceed them, but the question is about 

the evidence of learning, articulated through very specific student learning plans (NH 

DOE, 2007). Vygotsky’s semiotic mediation also has a particular place in ELOs. 

Students are frequently involved in cultures that exist beyond the traditional school 

curriculum that have their own language and symbols (Bramante & Colby, 2012). For 

example, a squash player, a ballerina, and an equestrian all have content specific 

academic vocabulary that demonstrates his/her knowledge within the discipline 
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(Marzano, 2004). It is in part though this language that students communicate their 

expertise. 

        Bronfenbrenner’s idea that students learn more by sharing their learning in a more 

social context also applies to ELOs. In the three cases mentioned above, the students 

leave school every day to spend hours pursuing their passions, and their commitments 

require significant time, resources, and personal determination. They learn in authentic 

environments, surrounded by others with similar interests and experiences (NH DOE, 

2007). Before students’ experiences were formalized through an ELO, this learning had 

only a parallel place in their educational journey, and they pursued it in isolation after 

hours. ELOs require formal research, reflection, a product, and a presentation - the four 

components of quality ELOs - and the students must articulate their learning and defend 

it to a panel of educators (Gfroerer, 2009a). This social setting can be a very powerful 

experience as teachers, administrators, community partners, and parents gather together 

in support of a single student (Bramante & Colby, 2012; NH DOE, 2007). 

 The ideas of Dewey, Vygotsky, and Bronfenbrenner offer significant insights into 

the structure and importance of Extended Learning Opportunities. Their work supports 

the importance of experiential learning and the role of the teacher. Students need personal 

engagement with their studies and the opportunity to learn about things that are important 

to them in multiple settings and with teachers as guides. Learning is inherently a social 

process and is most effective when experienced in groups.  

Extended Learning Opportunities in Practice 

Extended Learning Opportunities (ELOs) provide multiple ways for students to 

acquire knowledge and skills typically associated with course content outside of the 
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classroom and achieve credit toward high school graduation (NH DOE, 2009). These 

personalized learning opportunities are founded on student interest and need, are planned 

in advance, and include rigorous content (NH DOE, 2009). They offer authentic 

opportunities for students to collaborate with a certified teacher and/or a community 

partner to demonstrate competencies outside of a traditional classroom (NH DOE, 2009).  

Quality Extended Learning Opportunities include four components: research, reflection, 

product, and presentation, and each of these elements is assessed using a rubric (Gfroerer, 

2009a). Research may take the form of a typical research paper, a presentation, or any 

other format that fits the student’s learning style; the requirement is for the student to 

demonstrate new learning in both depth and breadth (Gfroerer, 2009a). Reflection is a 

vehicle through which a student examines his/her experiences, and through purposeful 

examination of written reflections, a student reaches new understandings (Gfroerer, 

2009a). Student-created products are learner centered and reflect the student’s 

construction of knowledge (Gfroerer, 2009a). The product may grow logically out of the 

ELO, and it is the student’s choice what product he or she will design and carry out 

(Gfroerer, 2009a). Some examples of products include: a script, web development, multi-

media presentation, newspaper article, mural, 3-D model, and graphic novel, to name a 

few (Gfroerer, 2009a). All rigorous ELOs end with a formal panel presentation that 

includes all four elements of the experience (Gfroerer, 2009a). It is a mean through which 

a student summarizes and shares his/her learning, reflections, research, and product to a 

group that may include the ELO Coordinator, teacher(s), community partner(s), 

parent/guardians, and anyone else the student would like to include (Bramante & Colby, 

2012).  
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Table 1 

Four Components of Rigorous Extended Learning Opportunities 

Component Description 

Research Research is an important component during the ELO process. Through 

his/her research, the student will grow in his or her targeted 

competencies and build his/her base of knowledge. Research begins with 

an essential question and consists of an active search for new 

information and knowledge. It can also include an organized set of 

personal experiences that deepen and clarify a student’s initial 

understanding. The end product of research includes analysis, synthesis, 

and communication of these experiences either through a research paper 

or a means of the student’s choosing. 

Reflection Reflection provides a student the opportunity to think about his/her 

experiences and document his/her learning, thoughts, questions, successes, 

needs, etc. Through reflection, a student develops and adjusts his/her 

short and long-term goals, explores problems and solutions, 

and connects his/her experiences to learning goals. Reflection is an 

important part of the feedback loop between the student and his/her 

mentor. Sharing the learning with the teacher/community partner allows 

the opportunity for formative guidance through responses to the reflection, 

which increases student learning. 

Product A student designs and creates a product as further evidence of learning. It 

may be an artifact, experience, or performance and demonstrates the 

culmination of his/her learning and/or achievement of 

competencies related to the ELO. The product will be an original piece of 

work designed to promote the student’s personal growth and/or to benefit 

a larger community. The product can be a physical artifact like an art, 

technical, or craft piece in any appropriate medium. It can be an event like 

a live or recorded performance or demonstration of skill/competency. The 

product may be a process, developing an original design of a device, 
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procedure, or system. The product should meet standards of quality work 

as measured by predetermined rubrics. The product will be shared with 

the panel at the final presentation.  

Presentation The Presentation is designed for two purposes: to assess the student’s 

learning, and to celebrate the student’s accomplishments. The panel 

includes teachers, community partners, parents, and others who support 

the student. The presentation clearly describes the nature of the ELO: its 

goals, Essential Questions, and the growth in the targeted competencies 

that resulted from their participation in the ELO process. The student 

should clearly and accurately illustrate the development of this growth. 

The student should also be able to communicate what he/she learned 

through the successes and challenges of the ELO experience and how they 

changed as a result of it, as documented by reflections. 

(Beyond the Classroom, 2015; Gfroerer, 2009a) 

All Extended Learning Opportunities begin with a rigorous and specific plan 

designed by the student, ELO coordinator, and others as appropriate (Bramante & Colby, 

2012). The ELO plan includes essential questions, the academic standards in which the 

ELO is grounded, the competencies the student must master, the learning activities and 

requirements, and the assessments (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Gfroerer, 2009a). The ELO 

plan, and the ELO experiences that follow, align with the integration of rigor, relevance, 

and relationships as essential elements in students’ learning	  (Bramante & Colby, 2012; 

Gfroerer, 2009a; NH DOE, 2007). “Research shows that successful high schools provide 

rigorous academic coursework, relevant learning opportunities, and meaningful 

relationships with instructors who are qualified to help students achieve high standards” 

(NCSL, 2014, p. 1). Extended Learning Opportunities are designed to earn high school 

credit based on a student’s mastery of specified competencies as measured by rubrics and 

other assessments (Bramante & Colby, 2012). 
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Rigor 

Rigorous learning experiences in high school pave the way for students’ success 

beyond high school (NCSL, 2014).  

A rigorous high school curriculum requires challenging instruction and 

support for each student to meet high standards. Components of a rigorous 

high school curriculum include higher expectations for all students, with 

support for low-performing students through intervention programs and 

extended learning opportunities, and a requirement that each student 

complete a college- or work-ready curriculum in order to graduate from 

high school. (NCSL, 2014, p. 1) 

Extended Learning Opportunities align with state and national standards, local 

curriculum frameworks, and course competencies to ensure academic content (NH DOE, 

2009). In some cases, ELOs may go beyond the local curriculum to provide additional 

academic options, depending on individual student interests (NH DOE, 2009). To be 

successful, students are required to demonstrate critical thinking, creativity, and problem 

solving according to predetermined rigorous standards and competencies (NH DOE, 

2009). When a student engages in an ELO, he/she also develops important life skills such 

as time management, collaboration, effective communication, and technological literacy 

(NH DOE, 2009). All students benefit from rigorous learning opportunities, and ELOs 

are designed for the full range of learners (NH DOE, 2009). Struggling students will 

receive needed individual attention and support; quiet students will be given a voice; and 

students looking to move beyond the available curriculum will be challenged. Each ELO 

is customized for each student (NH DOE, 2009). 
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Relevance 

Relevant learning opportunities link personal experiences to post-secondary plans, 

and multiple pathways to graduation offer each student a way to personalize his/her 

relevant educational journey (NCSL, 2014). 

Relevant learning opportunities may include in-depth projects that take 

place both in the classroom and the work place and internships or 

community partnerships that provide student with a vision of their future 

and an understanding of how their school work is linked to what they will 

do after graduation. (NCSL, 2014, p. 2) 

This personalized learning blends courses and experiences that match the needs and 

interests of each student (NCSL, 2014). Extended Learning Opportunities capitalize on 

student motivation and engagement (NH DOE, 2009). They are designed to address the 

learning styles, strengths, interests, and needs of each individual student (NH DOE, 

2009). They are real-world experiences that not only demand rigorous academic 

achievement, but also build skills that promote students’ personal development in an area 

of interest (NH DOE, 2009). ELOs may give a student an option to explore a career 

choice in a wide variety of settings (NH DOE, 2009). ELOs can be designed for 

individuals or small groups, and may be a way of gaining credit for activities in which a 

student is already engaged (NH DOE, 2009). After formalizing a contract to meet ELO 

standards and expectations, students pursue learning opportunities that are meaningful to 

them (NH DOE, 2009). 
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Relationships 

Relationships matter; student achievement is more likely when each student is 

well known by at least one adult (NCSL, 2014). Caring adults can be found in schools, or 

in the case of Extended Learning Opportunities, they can involve the whole community 

(NCSL, 2014; NH DOE, 2007).  Students receive guidance and support from an ELO 

coordinator who helps design the learning experience and monitor its progress (Bramante 

& Colby, 2012). Students are paired with a certified teacher who is an expert in the area 

of study (NH DOE, 2009). The teacher will monitor and assess academic learning. When 

appropriate, the student will also be mentored by a community partner who will provide 

the real-world connection so important to student achievement (Bramante & Colby, 

2012). Parents are included and provide needed support and encouragement. ELOs will 

frequently end with a panel presentation to include all stakeholders, including 

administration (Gfroerer, 2009a). 

Extended Learning Opportunities are a powerful addition to traditional schooling 

and have many benefits (Bramante & Colby, 2012).  

• They provide authentic opportunities for students to follow their interests, 

expand the curriculum to the real world, and work individually with a teacher 

and expert (Gfroerer, 2009).  

• ELOs offer numerous benefits to students as they develop self-confidence and 

independence (Gfroerer, 2009). 

• Extended Learning Opportunities improve schools’ capacity to implement and 

assess competency-driven learning, providing a vehicle to meet New 

Hampshire redesign mandates (Bramante & Colby, 2012).  
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• ELOs bolster community connections, and the outcomes are rewarding for all 

(Gfroerer, 2009).  

• Extended Learning Opportunities promote student engagement, provide rigor, 

and offer authentic experiences for all types of students (Bramante & Colby, 

2012).  

• The Virtual Learning Academy in NH offers online courses at no charge to all 

high school students, and this provides another significant extended learning 

opportunity to all (NH DOE, 2009). 

Extended Learning Opportunities are for all types of learners, and they must be 

personalized to meet a variety of student needs (NH DOE, 2007). The New Hampshire 

Center on Inclusive Education together with the NH DOE, Bureau of Special Education, 

and the NH Community of Practice for Secondary Transition, published a series of 

guidelines and talking points for developing Extended Learning Opportunities for 

students with disabilities (O’Rourke, n.d.). Noting that students with disabilities can 

benefit from competency-based learning that occurs in real world environments, it is 

essential that ELO coordinators, special educators, parents, students, and community 

partners need to work closely together to design personalized Extended Learning 

Opportunities (O’Rourke, n.d.). Students and parents need to be involved in all aspects of 

ELO planning and implementation; furthermore, supports need to be provided for each 

student’s academic and/or social/emotional needs (O’Rourke, n.d.).  The relationship 

with the community partner needs to be intentionally scaffolded to develop student self-

advocacy skills, and the student’s strengths, abilities, and needs are clearly communicated 

(O’Rourke, n.d.). “For students with disabilities, ELOs can be an important strategy for 
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creating deep learning for the student, for building important and valuable community 

connections and relationships, and can help the student develop confidence and self-

efficacy” (O’Rourke, n.d., p. 2). Like all ELOs, high expectations should be based on 

each student’s goals in ELO design (O’Rourke, n.d.).  

 Dr. Virginia M. Barry, the New Hampshire Commissioner of Education (2009-

Present), not only brings leadership to the Competency-based and Extended Learning 

Opportunities initiatives, but also to the professional development necessary for each to 

be successful (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2013). Barry has created a leadership 

team including personnel from higher education, public school educators, and other 

stakeholders to build a four pillared framework “to maximize educator effectiveness: pre-

service education, educator induction with mentoring, professional development, and 

teacher and leader evaluation” (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2013, p. 4). The New 

Hampshire Department of Education is committed to a series of policies that encourage 

competency-based learning and Extended Learning Opportunities (Alliance for Excellent 

Education, 2013). 

 The National Education Association, the largest teachers’ professional 

organization in the United States, supports increasing Extended Learning Opportunities 

(NEA Foundation, 2008). They advocate including before and after school programs, 

enrichment, mentoring, tutoring, extensions to the school year, and community service as 

a matter of policy (NEA Foundation, 2008). “Extended learning opportunities for high 

school students have benefits beyond academic improvement. Programs that serve 

adolescents are valuable to the community because they have been linked to lower rates 

of substance abuse, teen pregnancy, vandalism, and juvenile crime” (NEA Foundation, 
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2008, p. 2). Extended Learning Opportunities promote academic achievement, engage 

students in the community, and develop leadership skills, and can also be a deterrent to 

risky behaviors (NEA Foundation, 2008).   

Expanding Learning Opportunities for High School Students Beyond New 

Hampshire 

New Hampshire’s Extended Learning Opportunities initiative is unique in that it 

is part of a systematic, statewide vision to provide multiple pathways for learning that 

apply to high school graduation requirements. However, other organizations and states 

are pursuing similar opportunities for students. The details of these programs may differ, 

but the goals are the same.  

Expanding the learning opportunities that currently exist in most high 

schools could be an important strategy for schools and districts looking to 

be more innovative and perhaps even more economical in how they 

structure and deliver teaching and learning. The idea of “anytime, 

anyplace” learning has especially strong potential for high school students, 

whose unique needs and challenges are often best met outside the 

traditional high school structure. (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2011, 

p. 2)  

There are several national statistics that speak to the need to expand learning 

opportunities to improve student outcomes. Almost three of ten students fails to graduate 

from high school in four years; of those who do graduate, ACT results indicate that one 

in four is proficient in all four core subjects; and one in three students needs to take 

remedial courses in their undergraduate studies (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2011). 
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“While the traditional model of high school - one building, a 6.7-hour school day, daily 

homework - has worked and continues to work for some students, many more students 

are underserved by this rigid definition of learning time” (Alliance for Excellent 

Education, 2011, p. 4).  The challenge is to improve policies and provide programs that 

will meet the needs of individual students. 

 There is a growing call to move beyond the approach to teaching and learning 

where one size fits all (Blackboard, 2008). Students have different learning styles, pace, 

and preferences, and a variety of approaches is needed to address their diverse needs 

(Blackboard, 2008). “Developing and delivering instruction that taps into students’ 

individual learning styles requires more responsive and flexible instructional strategies, 

environments, and materials” (Blackboard, 2008, p. 3). Online learning is one way of 

expanding learning options for students who are considered Digital Natives and thrive in 

connected environments (Blackboard, 2008). Forty-two states offer supplemental online 

learning programs, and these can personalize learning by expanding course options for 

students of all levels (Blackboard, 2008). Fully online or blended opportunities are one 

way to provide different pathways for students whether they live in rural or urban 

environments.  

Every district is experiencing the challenges of meeting individual student 

needs and addressing students’ and communities’ heightened expectations. 

Districts in every setting are looking for bold innovative ways to bridge 

the gap between the way our students live and the way they learn. The 

answers will come from multiple sources and multiple approaches, and 

that is why so many visionary education leaders and districts are making 
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strides to create connected, personalized learning environments. 

(Blackboard, 2008, p. 16) 

As schools develop new visions that are responsive to students’ needs and interests, they 

will also address the changing landscape of digital resources and communities’ 

expectations. 

 The C.S. Mott Foundation, in its 2007 report A New Day for Learning: A Report 

from the Time, Learning, and Afterschool Task Force, explored the role of expanded 

learning opportunities to support student achievement. The report states that ELOs have a 

number of benefits and could transform how school is envisioned in America, including a 

reconsideration of the traditional school day and year, where and when learning happens, 

the relationships between schools and communities, and the expansion of learning and 

enrichment opportunities (C.S. Mott Foundation, 2007). In addition, ELOs support 

teachers by augmenting professional development, improving transitions between grades, 

and providing opportunities for enrichment and experiential learning in a community-

based setting (C.S. Mott Foundation, 2007). Researchers have demonstrated that high-

quality expanded learning opportunities can improve a variety of outcomes for students 

such as increased academic achievement, school attendance, student engagement, work 

and study habits, and social and emotional development (Fortune & Princiotta, 2009). On 

a national level, Extended Learning Opportunities improve connections between schools, 

families, and communities, support for working families, and provide opportunities for 

low-income and minority youth who may not have access to activities outside school 

hours (Fortune & Princiotta, 2009).  
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 The Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), the National Conference of 

State Legislatures (NGSL), and the National Governors Association (NGA) Center for 

Best Practices (2011) considered Extended Learning Opportunities in its report 

Supporting Student Success: The Promise of Expanded Learning Opportunities (S3). 

Competitive grants were awarded to leadership teams in six states: Colorado, Iowa, 

Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Ohio, and Rhode Island with the charge that states use 

data to drive decision making, foster ELO champions across sectors, support innovative 

ELOs, and develop a vision for increasing the accessibility of ELOs for students 

(CCSSO, 2011). These states committed to fostering the integration of Expanded 

Learning Opportunities (ELOs) into their state education reform agendas, but it is clear 

that there are multiple interpretations of what constitutes ELOs (CCSSO, 2011).  

Expanded learning opportunities provide safe, structured learning 

environments for students outside the traditional school day. These 

opportunities include afterschool and summer learning programs, as well 

as before school, evening and weekend programs. ELOs come in many 

forms and can include tutoring, volunteering, academic support, 

community service, organized sports, homework help, and art and music 

activities. (CCSSO, 2011, p. 7)  

Expanded learning opportunities are viewed as a complement to the traditional school 

day and a way to support both student success and state education goals (CCSSO, 2011). 

 Thirty-six states have policies that provide some flexibility for awarding high 

school credit based on mastery of course competencies, content, or skills, but many have 

policies that explicitly prohibit or restrict granting credits for alternative learning 
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opportunities (National Governors Association, 2012). There is a growing call for 

governors and state leaders to remove policy barriers and redesign educational systems 

that will build flexibility for demonstration of mastery and ELOs for course credit 

(National Governors Association, 2012). These changes have implications for funding 

formulas, data systems, accountability systems, and transitions to higher education, and 

all of these require collaboration and support from all stakeholders (National Governors 

Association, 2012).  

The shift….will not be easy. Governors can use their strengths as policy 

leaders to overcome obstacles to this key reform. In doing so, they will be 

taking a major step to advance student achievement and create an 

American workforce ready to meet the demands of the 21st century 

economy. (National Governors Association, 2012, p. 5) 

A consideration of several states’ movement toward transforming public educational 

systems demonstrates a variety of approaches. 

Other States’ Approaches 

 Colorado. In Colorado, efforts are underway to create and sustain quality after-

school partnerships with goals to reduce delinquency and improve graduation rates 

(CCSSO, 2011). An Innovation Schools Act was passed in 2008 that provides 

opportunities for schools and districts to develop innovative practices and better meet 

students’ needs (Patrick & Sturgis, 2013). In 2007, Governor Bill Ritter created a P-20 

Education Coordinating Council to consider the education system from preschool to 

college and changes needed to ensure Colorado’s students’ preparation for the 21st 

Century (Lopez, 2012). This collaborative effort involved a wide array of stakeholders 
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and produced 35 recommendations that resulted in several pieces of landmark legislation, 

the most significant of which was the transformative Colorado Achievement Plan for 

Kids (Lopez, 2012). The Colorado Achievement Plan for Kids included a policy that 

allows students to qualify for college admission when they demonstrate proficiency, not 

only through a time-based system or required number of classes (Lopez, 2012). Colorado 

is taking steps toward transforming its educational system to allow for personalization 

and flexible pathways. 

 Iowa. In 2006, the state of Iowa established legislation that identified ELOs as an 

important infrastructure needed to address the achievement gap between white and 

minority students, provide support for families with both parents in the workforce, and 

provide additional supervision for students outside school hours (CCSSO, 2011).  The 

focus was on the creation of safe, supervised environments during non-school hours, and 

students from age 5-12, with a desire in increase high quality programs for older youth 

and minority students (CCSSO, 2011). An important foundation for ELOs in Iowa was 

established but not fully realized due to natural disasters and the need to re-direct state 

funding toward recovery efforts (CCSSO, 2011). In 2011, Iowa began the redesign 

process with legislation that eliminates the requirement that high school be based on the 

Carnegie unit, and created a task force to guide additional policy changes and 

implementation (Patrick & Sturgis, 2013).  

 Massachusetts. Massachusetts is a national leader in the establishment of after-

school programs and a variety of ELO options for children (CCSSO, 2011). Since 2006, 

there has been statewide funding for schools to increase hours by 30%, and efforts have 

been undertaken to increase public awareness, increase access, promote quality programs, 
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foster collaboration and community partnerships, and seek sustainability for these 

programs (CCSSO, 2011). “Efforts to include ELO stakeholders in existing state 

education conversations resulted in increased funding for ELOs and improved 

coordination between the ELO entities and others in the education community” (CCSSO, 

2011, p. 10). Future efforts have been identified as expanding opportunities for high 

school students, collaboration between schools and afterschool programs, and 

sustainable, statewide leadership for expanded learning opportunities (CCSSO, 2011).  

Ohio. Ohio created A Comprehensive System of Learning Supports Guidelines 

(CSLS) in 2007 with a goal of helping students succeed in and out of the classroom 

(CCSSO, 2011). This, together with state legislation to strengthen high school 

curriculum, fostered a broad system of supports including community collaboration, 

funding and systems alignment, and coordination with science, technology, engineering, 

and mathematics (STEM) curricula (CCSSO, 2011). Collaborative work between the 

Ohio legislators, the Ohio Afterschool Network, and others contributed to comprehensive 

ELO profile that raised awareness of policies and needs, and strong relationships have 

been established (CCSSO, 2011). In 2009, Ohio’s Board of Education adopted a credit 

flexibility policy for high school students; this policy opened the door to multiple ways to 

demonstrate proficiency (Patrick & Sturgis, 2013).  

The Credit Flex policy in Ohio requires districts and schools to provide 

multiple pathways for earning high school credit. High school students 

may earn credit through a variety of programs, including distance learning 

and expanded learning opportunities such as after-school programs, 
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summer programs, and internships. (National Governor’s Association, 

2012, p. 3) 

Rhode Island. In Rhode Island, integration of ELOs coincided with an 

educational focus on individualized learning, 21st century skills, and personalized student 

experiences (CCSSO, 2011).  The After Zones program for middle school students and 

later, the Hub for high school students, in Providence revealed a model for statewide 

reform (CCSSO, 2011). Due to fiscal challenges in 2008-2009, reform efforts were 

stalled, but a five-year plan for ELO integration, including “state governance and 

sustainable funding, quality, and accountability systems” was produced (CCSSO, 2011, 

p. 27). Since that time, a state education and funding formula has been established that 

incorporates ELOs including both afterschool and summer programs (CCSSO, 2011). 

Goals were set to use ELOs as part of a coordinated educational system to improve 

student achievement and allow students to earn high school credit through ELOs 

(CCSSO, 2011).  

Since 2012, the Hub – a high school initiative in Providence, RI - has worked 

with local schools and community partners to provide high school students across the city 

with high-quality expanded learning opportunities (ELOs) (PASA, 2014). The 

Providence After School Alliance (PASA) is one of the leaders in the country in regards 

to ELOs (PASA, 2014).  PASA is beginning to use ELOs as part of a coordinated 

educational system to improve student achievement and allow students to earn high 

school credit through ELOs in Providence - the state’s largest district - as part of their 

work, focused on opportunities outside of the school building and schedule (PASA, 

2014). The Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE) is working closely with this 
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group to investigate CTE/technical credit for ELOs that are not strictly internships and 

apprenticeships (PASA, 2014). “ELOs not only garner students’ credit towards 

graduation, but provide flexible hands-on learning activities grounded in relevant, real 

world skills and professional experience. The Hub's ELO community partners provide 

students with both school-based and off-campus learning experiences in civic leadership, 

art and design, health and wellness, and hands-on STEM” (PASA, 2014). The entire 

community is involved in PASA’s success: 

Functioning like neighborhood campuses, the zones are anchored by a 

school, but they also offer art classes, sports, and academic enrichment 

outside of the regular school day and often outside the regular school 

facility- at recreation centers, libraries, and youth centers. After Zones 

also extends beyond the school year with Summer Scholars, a four-week 

program focused on science, technology, engineering, and math that are 

jointly taught by staff from community organizations and teachers from 

providence public schools. (Silva, 2012, p. 7) 

By establishing clear program quality standards and expectations and meaningful 

community partnerships, the Rhode Island ELO system is well underway for all students, 

including high school students (PASA, 2014) 

Vermont. In 2000, the State of Vermont Board of Education published its Quality 

Learning Standards, and included is an expectation for flexibility in students’ educational 

journeys. 

Schools must provide students the opportunity to experience learning 

through flexible and multiple pathways, including but not limited to career 
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and technical education, virtual learning, work-based learning, service 

learning, dual enrollment and early college. Learning must occur under the 

supervision of an appropriately licensed educator. Learning expectations 

must be aligned with state expectations and standards. (Vermont Board of  

Education, 2000, p. 7)  

The Quality Learning Standards (2000) also require schools to design personal learning 

plans for students in grades 7-12 which should describe the scope, rigor, and supports 

needed for the student to be prepared for college and/or careers (Vermont Board of  

Education, 2000).    

 Governor Peter Shumlin signed the an Act 77 bill in 2013 that puts new focus on 

this work and encourages flexible pathways to secondary education (Vermont, 2014). 

The goals of the flexible pathways initiative are: 

1. To encourage and support the creativity of school districts as they 

develop and expand high-quality educational experiences that are an 

integral part of secondary education in the evolving 21st Century 

classroom; 

2. To promote opportunities for Vermont students to achieve 

postsecondary readiness through high-quality educational experiences 

that acknowledge individual goals, learning styles, and abilities; and 

3. To increase the rates of secondary school completion and 

postsecondary continuation in Vermont. (Vermont, 2013, p. 1) 

Vermont students are encouraged to collaborate with parents and the community to seek 

dual enrollment options, early college, work-based learning, online and blended learning, 
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career and technical education, and personalized learning plans (Vermont, 2014). 

Through personalized learning plans, an inventory of a student’s profile is completed and 

goals are identified (Vermont, 2014).  Plans are created, enacted, and assessed, and 

reflection is encouraged to ascertain whether students have achieved learning goals 

(Vermont, 2014). The Vermont Department of Education has created a series of resources 

including topics to consider and guiding questions as local school districts work with 

students, teachers, parents, community resources, and board policies to design systems 

for personalized learning (Vermont, 2014).  

 Virginia. The state of Virginia has taken steps to increase students’ opportunities 

since the recession of 2007-2009 (Virginia Department of Education 2014). Citing that 

high unemployment rates that have led to questions about whether academic skills are 

sufficient for work-based success, parents, students,	  and teachers are looking to expand 

and improve alternative educational opportunities (Virginia, 2014). There are seven 

methods of instruction that fall under the category of work-based learning (WBL) in 

Virginia: job shadowing, mentorship, internship, service learning, clinical experience, 

student apprenticeship, and cooperative education (Virginia, 2014). While these 

categories align with New Hampshire Extended Learning Opportunities, it should be 

noted that the focus is on those students enrolled in Career Technology Education rather 

than all students. Nonetheless, the parallels are striking. It is recommended that 

Virginia’s WBL program adhere to these best practices: “1) Select relevant, worthwhile 

WBL experiences, and monitor them; 2) Prepare students for the WBL experience; 3) 

Determine goals for the specific WBL experience being offered; 4) Provide activities 

targeted to learning goals” (Virginia, 2014, p. 18-22). In particular, the instructional 
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strategies outlined in the learning goals, including plans, reflection, seminars, 

presentations, feedback, and assessment are parallel to New Hampshire’s ELO best 

practices including research, reflection, product, and presentation (Virginia, 2014). 

 Virginia has also expanded high school students’ opportunities through a dual 

credit agreement with the community college system. A collaborative agreement entitled 

the Virginia Plan for Dual Enrollment between Virginia Public Schools and Community 

Colleges provides a statewide framework for dual enrollment arrangements between 

Virginia public schools and community colleges (Virginia, 2008). These opportunities are 

arranged at the local level and give students the opportunity to take college courses while 

still in high school (Virginia, 2008).  

 The Virginia Department of Education published two major reports in 2014: A 

Strategic Review of Work-Based Learning in Virginia and the Career and Technical 

Work-Based Learning Guide, and this leads one to conclude that Virginia is seeking to 

expand opportunities for students. There is no evidence that these kinds of opportunities 

are available for students not enrolled in CTE programs, but all students have 

opportunities for dual credit courses (Virginia, 2014). These expansions beyond 

traditional education offer Virginia students some of the opportunities New Hampshire 

students experience. 

Big Picture Learning. Beyond statewide initiatives, alternative educational 

programming is also happening in other private and public organizations. One of 

particular note is Big Picture Learning and its flagship school, The Met, in Providence, 

Rhode Island (Big Picture Learning, 2014). In 1993, Stanley Goldstein, founder and CEO 

of CVS, invited Dennis Littky and Elliot Washor to come to Rhode Island to improve the 
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educational system (Levine, 2002). Theodore Sizer, chair of the Coalition of Essential 

Schools at Brown University, asked Littky and Washor to be the first Senior Fellows at 

the Annenberg Institute for School reform (Levine, 2002).  Through a public referendum 

in 1994, a group of citizens approved both the creation and funding of an innovative high 

school for the 21st Century (Levine, 2002). The Met opened in 1996 with the founding 

principles of smaller schools, parent involvement, and personalization. They incorporated 

hands-on experiences and connections in a real context (Levine, 2002).  The Met’s design 

included an advisory system, internships, individual learning plans, senior exhibitions, 

and portfolios (The Met, 2013). 

The Met empowers its students to “take charge of their learning, to become 

responsible citizens, and life-long learners” (The MET, 2013, p. 1). All students at the 

Met experience authentic learning in the real world through internships three days per 

week (The Met, 2013). Integrating into the community through meaningful internship 

experiences has consequences that matter (The Met, 2013). Students chart their course by 

following their interests into community settings, where there are no limits to their 

learning and growth (The Met, 2013). The student’s personal learning plan integrates 

content, skills, and reasoning. Learning at the Met is characterized by five learning goals: 

1. Empirical Reasoning - How do I prove it? 

2. Quantitative Reasoning - How do I measure or represent it? 

3. Communication - How do I take in and express information? 

4. Social Reasoning - What do other people have to say about this? 

5. Personal Qualities - What do I bring to this process? (Littky & Grabelle, 2004, 

p. 103). 
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Advisors work very closely with students, mentors, and parents to create a personalized 

curriculum and find professionals to be community mentors (The Met, 2013).  

School leaders across the country are beginning to realize that the 21st Century 

brings technological and other resources that can expand students’ learning opportunities 

beyond the classroom. “By bringing flexibility and innovation to the traditional concepts 

of when and where teaching and learning takes place and who is involved in the process, 

schools and districts have the potential to create innovative and comprehensive strategies 

that meet the academic and social needs of today’s high school students” (Alliance for 

Excellent Education, 2011, p. 7). 

New Hampshire 

 As previously discussed, since 2005, Extended Learning Opportunities (ELOs) 

have been included in New Hampshire’s Minimum Standards for Public School Approval 

as an alternative way for high school students to earn credit toward graduation through 

multiple, varied pathways (NH DOE, 2007). Extended Learning Opportunities include, 

but are not limited to, internships, independent study, performing groups, school sports, 

apprenticeships, online learning, and community service (NH DOE, 2007).  

 As noted by the NH DOE (2007) and Minimum Standards for Public School 

Approval (20011), Extended Learning Opportunities include online learning. While 

online learning opportunities are not the primary focus of this research study, a review of 

the literature would not be complete without mentioning New Hampshire’s Virtual 

Learning Opportunity Charter School (VLACS). Through VLACS, all students who are 

New Hampshire residents have access to dozens of online classes at no cost (VLACS, 

2015). The structure of the school is flexible with rolling enrollment, and highly qualified 



Extended Learning Opportunities  76 

teachers work with students from all over the state to remediate, accelerate, recover 

competencies, or expand their studies (S. Kossakoski, personal communication, January 

18, 2015).  Other reasons students choose to take VLACS courses include: part of a 

homeschool curriculum, personal preference, and to solve a schedule conflict at their 

home schools (S. Kossakoski, personal communication, January 18, 2015).  Sixty-five 

percent of VLACS students are from public schools; twenty-three percent are 

homeschooled; five percent are full time VLACS students; three percent are from private 

schools; three percent are drop-outs; and one percent attends from other charter schools 

(S. Kossakoski, personal communication, January 18, 2015).  Online learning has become 

a significant opportunity for New Hampshire students as indicated by VLACS 

exponential growth from 710 students when VLACS opened in 2008 to 17,626 students 

in 2013 (S. Kossakoski, personal communication, January 18, 2015).  Among the states 

with state virtual schools, New Hampshire ranks 6th in the nation after Florida, North 

Carolina, Alabama, Georgia, and South Carolina in student enrollment (S. Kossakoski, 

personal communication, January 18, 2015).  However, the same figures, when analyzed 

by student enrollment relative to population, places New Hampshire second to Florida 

with 37% of New Hampshire students enrolled (S. Kossakoski, personal communication, 

January 18, 2015). The Virtual learning Academy recently developed a Learning 

Through College (LTC) program and an Experiential Learning Opportunity (ELO) 

program (VLACS, 2015). The availability of the Virtual Learning Academy has greatly 

increased Extended Learning Opportunities for New Hampshire students. 

The goals of the New Hampshire Extended Learning Opportunities initiative were 

to increase student achievement, reduce the dropout rate, and focus on a whole child 
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model of personalization and student growth (CCSSO, 2011). Supporting Student 

Success: The Promise of Expanded Learning Opportunities was a national report that 

highlighted seven states, including New Hampshire’s ELO initiative (CCSSO, 2011). 

New Hampshire was noted for establishing programs where “high school students are 

now earning regular academic credit in the afterschool and summer learning programs” 

(CCSSO, 2011, p. 21). New Hampshire is noted as a “success story” (CCSSO, 2011, p. 

22) due to the infrastructure designed to pair community partners and after-school 

workers with certified teachers to assess student competency and determine credit. This 

infrastructure is based on the requirement that all school districts offer ELOs and includes 

rigorous ELO plans for each student or group that includes research, reflection, product, 

presentation, competencies, and expectations (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Gfroerer, 2009a; 

NH DOE, 2007). This infrastructure was established in the change to the New Hampshire 

Minimum Standards for School Approval in 2005 (NH DOE, 2007). Extended Learning 

Opportunities pair a community partner and a certified teacher as mentors to each student 

(NH DE, 2007). This system for ELO teachers and community partners include more 

extensive professional learning regarding academic experiences and development of 

competency-based standards (CCSSO, 2011). New Hampshire is noted for its continued 

scale-up of the ELO initiative including refinement of curricula, assessments, community 

partners, and rich experiences for students (CCSSO, 2011). 

 New Hampshire’s Extended Learning Opportunity initiative was highlighted in a 

second Council of Chief State School Officers report in the 2011 publication Connecting 

High-Quality Expanded learning Opportunities and the Common Core State Standards to 

Advance Student Success. The CCSSO’s (2011) definition of Expanded Learning 
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Opportunities is remarkably similar to New Hampshire’s Extended Learning 

Opportunities, and both are referred to as ELOs. Expanded Learning Opportunities 

include, “programs that are held before and after school, on weekends and during the 

summer, and opportunities such as service learning, mentoring, internships, 

apprenticeships, dual enrollment in college, virtual learning, and early childhood 

education” (CCSSO, 2011, p. 6). The difference is that the CCSSO’s focus is on students 

of all ages, including preschool, afterschool programs for elementary school students, and 

summer programs, and most of these programs are not credit bearing toward graduation 

requirements. Opportunities beyond the school day provide safe, structured environments 

and are shown to achieve quality outcomes for children (CCSSO, 2011). The CCSSO 

(2011) states that Expanded Learning Opportunities address “the realization that the 

traditional school day and year are outmoded for today’s learners” (p. 6). New Hampshire 

is identified as a “forward-thinking locale” (CCSSO, 2011, p. 11) and other states are 

urged to consider New Hampshire’s competencies and Extended Learning Opportunities 

movements as a policy example. “The state redefined the high school learning experience 

to increase flexibility regarding the time and place, allow students to earn credits after the 

traditional day ends, and measure student mastery of each course through course-level 

competencies” (CCSSO, 2011, p. 11).  

Two other programs are also highlighted, but they do not focus on high school 

students (CCSSO, 2011). Nonetheless, the conclusion of the (2011) report Supporting 

Student Success: The Promise of Expanded Learning Opportunities is that “there are 

already promising opportunities for ...ELO leaders to forge partnerships to meet the 
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challenge ahead” (CCSSO. 2011, p. 15) and New Hampshire is recognized for its 

promising practices. 

New Hampshire Extended Learning Opportunities Existing Research 

There are two research studies that directly consider New Hampshire Extended 

Learning Opportunities. One is ongoing at this time, and the other was completed in 

2011. A two-year mixed methods study was begun in 2014 (K. Callahan, personal 

communication, June 29, 2014). This study is a collaborative effort between the New 

Hampshire Department of Education and Research for Action, and it is funded through a 

grant from the Nellie Mae Educational Foundation (K. Callahan, personal 

communication, June 29, 2014). Results from this study will not be available until 2017 

(K. Callahan, personal communication, June 29, 2014). The purpose of this study is to 

investigate the quantity, type, and implementation of ELOs in 20 New Hampshire high 

schools and will explore the effectiveness of Extended Learning Opportunities on 

students’ college and career readiness (Leather, 2014). 

The first study was performed by the UMass Donahue Institute and evaluated an 

Extended Learning Opportunity pilot initiative in four New Hampshire schools from 

2007-2009 (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). An evaluation report was published in 201, 

and it is the primary context for future research (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). 

UMass Donahue Institute Evaluation 

With support from the Nellie Mae Educational Foundation (NMEF), the New 

Hampshire Department of Education initiated a three year pilot initiative (2007-2009) to 

facilitate development of Extended Learning Opportunities in four New Hampshire high 

schools: Franklin, Laconia, Manchester Central, and Newfound Regional Mascoma 
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Significant financial support and technical assistance was given to these four pilot sites, 

and it is estimated that over 1,200 ELO projects occurred during the pilot period (UMass 

Donahue Institute, 2011). The UMass Donahue Institute’s Applied Social Science 

Research and Evaluation Group (2011) conducted an evaluation and issued a 

comprehensive evaluation report of this New Hampshire Extended Learning 

Opportunities in initiative. This evaluation included examination of many individual ELO 

projects, analysis of ELO participants, observations, ongoing discussions with ELO 

leaders and consultants, surveys, and interviews of students, school leaders, teachers, and 

community partners (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Several organizations supported 

this initiative including PlusTime New Hampshire, the Capital Area Center for 

Educational Support (CASES), the Q.E.D Foundation, and the Center for Secondary 

School Redesign (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Five additional New Hampshire high 

schools – Mascenic, Mascoma, Monadnock, Nute, and Raymond- were considered part 

of the ELO network and received some funding and assistance, but they were not the 

focus of the evaluation (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). From its outset, the initiative 

defined Extended Learning Opportunities as having these characteristics: 

• Developed in response to student interest or need 

• Well-planned in advance 

• Rigorous, robust expectations 

• Occurs outside the traditional classroom 

• Support from a community partner 

• Facilitation and oversight from a qualified teacher 

• Based on established curriculum standards 
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• Academic credit based on achievement of competencies (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). 

The evaluation recognized that New Hampshire Extended Learning Opportunities 

are “at once both a pilot initiative and a leading edge in New Hampshire’s strategic 

implementation of comprehensive his school redesign (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011, 

p. 1). Since the evaluation occurred simultaneously with the development of ELOs, it 

represents early findings of the inclusion of ELOs and competency-based expectations in 

New Hampshire high schools (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Eight research questions 

guided the inquiry: 

1. What is the context for ELO implementation? 

2. How are ELOs developed and implemented? 

3. Who is served by ELOs? 

4. What are the characteristics of ELOs? 

5. How are ELOs assessed for credit? 

6. What is the quality of ELOs? 

7. What are the Initiative’s effects and short-term outcomes? 

8. What have we learned about supporting ELO implementation, impact, and 

sustainability? (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011, p.1). 

Several observations about the ability to expand ELOs beyond the original pilot schools 

and ensure their sustainability are included in the evaluation findings (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). 
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State and Local Context for ELO Development and Implementation 

Expectations for New Hampshire high schools changed in 2005 through policy 

changes that that introduced real-world learning as an essential part of the student 

experience, gave school districts more flexibility in the use of time and place for learning, 

and required that all NH high schools be competency-based by 2008 (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). Extended Learning Opportunities were an option that schools could 

adopt as an alternative process by which students could earn high school credits (UMass 

Donahue Institute, 2011). From the outset, Extended Learning Opportunities were 

defined as having these characteristics: 

• Developed in response to student interest or need; 

• Well-planned in advance; 

• Rigorous, robust expectations; 

• Occurs outside the traditional classroom; 

• Support from a community partner; 

• Facilitation and oversight from a qualified teacher; 

• Based on established curriculum standards; and 

• Academic credit based on achievement of competencies (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). 

Regarding ELO development and implementation, it was discovered that in the 

beginning of the pilot, schools needed to build a foundation for success through targeted 

support. ELO Pilot schools lacked key infrastructure, tools, and experience required to 

implement high-quality ELOs” (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011, p. 7). The evaluation 

showed that it is critical for schools to have an Extended Learning Opportunity 
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coordinator to recruit, facilitate, train, and champion the ELO program with a strong need 

for outreach to all school community stakeholders (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). 

Pilot schools demonstrated that 80% of ELOs were used for elective credits, and there 

was fluidity in the roles of ELO coordinator, community partner, and overseeing teacher 

(UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Different models for implementation, leadership, and 

resources colored ELO initiative success (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). 

ELO Student Characteristics 

The evaluation report described characteristics of students who participate in 

Extended Learning Opportunities. The NMEF set a priority to include underserved 

students in ELO projects, those who are characterized by one or more of the following: 

low socio-economic status, being a member of a racial minority, an English language 

learner, anticipated delay in graduation, failure in one or more high school courses, 

excessive absences or tardiness, and/or excessive disciplinary referrals (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). The NH DOE mandated that ELOs be accessible to all students, 

regardless of their backgrounds, abilities, and academic histories and the report indicated 

that this has been realized in practice (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Extended 

Learning Opportunities are tools available to all students regardless of demographics and 

academic histories, though the findings indicate that underserved may need additional 

support (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). 

Students in pilot schools who completed ELOs included the highest-achieving 

students, those who struggle academically, and those who are average, and about one 

third fit the criteria of being an underserved learner (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). 

ELOs were primarily driven by student interests and strengthened existing school 
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programs (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Three types of ELOs emerged: interest-

driven ELOs that are “creative, highly personalized, beyond-the-classroom experiences,” 

student-support ELOs that are “flexible responses to students’ academic or social support 

needs,” and integration-driven ELOs that “bring existing programming under the ELO 

tent” (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011, p. ii).  When asked what motivated students to 

complete ELOs, a variety of responses were revealed in Exhibit 9, here represented as 

Table 2, of the Donohue Final Report of Evaluation Findings: 

Table 2 

Students’ Motivation for Extended Learning Opportunities 

Student Motivation: Why did you do this ELO? N = 226 

Explore a topic of interest 51% 

Learn outside regular classroom 45% 

Do hands-on work 38% 

Looks good on transcript/resume 35% 

Find out more about career 27% 

Catch up on credits needed 12% 

Maintain full time status 8% 

Take class that did not fit schedule 8% 

Make up a credit for failed class 3% 

Used with Permission    (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011, p. 16). 

This Extended Learning Opportunities survey data indicates that student’ desires to 

explore a topic of interest and learn outside the traditional classroom are the most 

frequent reasons for choosing and ELO (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011).  
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ELO Project Characteristics  

Since the Extended Learning Opportunities initiative was intentionally broad and 

open to local considerations, the Donohue Institute evaluation report explored the 

contexts of ELO implementation. In the pilot schools, ELOs covered a wide range of 

topics, activities, and formats frequently characterized by hands-on work and covering all 

subject areas (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Most ELOs occurred in a different 

location and on a different schedule than traditional learning, though there are also ELOs 

happening within schools (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). New Hampshire towns have 

diverse resources, but the report showed that ELOs are viable even in districts that lack 

ample local businesses and organizations because community partners can be found 

(UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). The pilot study found that most ELO credits were 

considered electives, but the credits earned were applied to graduation requirements 

(UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). The characteristics of Extended Learning 

Opportunities vary among schools, but there is flexibility in implementation that allows 

the local context to determine the range of student learning experiences (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). 

ELO Assessment, Quality, and Rigor  

The Evaluation Report also considered ELO assessment, quality, and rigor. 

Performance assessment of high-quality Extended Learning Opportunities included four 

elements: research, reflection, product, and presentation, as demonstrated in Exhibit 21 

from the Final Report of Evaluation Findings (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Figure 

One shows the number of students, teachers, and community partners who noted the 

presence of research, reflection, product, and presentation in their ELO experiences. 
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Figure 1. The four components of a quality ELO. These are most often found to be 

present in ELOs, particularly reflection, product, and presentation (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011, p. 31). Used with Permission. 

Research was the ELO element that received the fewest responses from all three groups. 

In all four cases, the teacher felt the elements were included more frequently than either 

the student or the community partners. The results of this finding indicate that the four 

ELO elements need further integration into ELOs. 

The ELO departure from traditional tests and grading procedures was found to 

need further development and technical assistance in the pilot schools (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). Anticipating that there might be skepticism about non-traditional 

learning, there was an early and consistent focus that ELOs should be characterized by 

high expectations, rigor, and relevance to student learning goals and needs (UMass 

Donahue Institute, 2011). The Final Report of Evaluation Findings, Exhibit 24, in this 

paper as Figure 2, demonstrates that 92% of students surveyed across the five pilot 
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schools agreed that their ELO teacher set high expectations for their ELO research, 

reflection, product, and presentation.  

                     

Figure 2. ELO expectations. Most students in ELO pilot schools agree, or strongly agree, 

that their teachers had high expectations for their Extended Learning Opportunity work 

(UMass Donahue Institute, 2011, p. 33). Used with Permission. 

The ELO Student Survey also asked students to compare their ELO work with 

what they would expect in a typical class in the same subject, and 46% found it to be 

similar, 32% more work, and 24% less work (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). On the 

question of relevance, students were asked to compare their ELO to their personal goals 

with the relevance to personal goals they experience in a traditional class, as shown in 

Exhibit 29 of the Final Report of Evaluation Findings, Figure 3: 
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Figure 3. ELO relevance. Ninety-three percent of students overall agreed that their ELO 

was of greater relevance to their goals than a typical class (UMass Donahue Institute, 

2011, p. 35). Used with Permission. 

Overall, the ELO Evaluation found that pilot schools were upholding the 

principles of a quality ELO, rigor, and relevance. 

ELO Initiative Outcomes 

Since the Nellie Mae Education Foundation evaluation was for a relatively short 

period of initial ELO implementation, the outcomes were immediate rather than long-

term, but several insights emerged about the outcomes of this initiative on students, 

teachers, community partners, and schools. Perhaps most significant, “most students 

believe that they learned more through their ELO than they would have through a typical 

class in the same subject area” (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011, p. 37). When asked how 

they had changed as a result of the ELO, students indicated they developed skills they 

will need for the future, self-confidence, work readiness, and clarity about their interests 
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and goals (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Exhibit 31 of the Final Report of Evaluation 

Findings, shown in Table 2, demonstrates the results of student survey data: 

Table 3 

Measures of impact of ELO experiences. 

Measures of Impact N = 226 Increased/Improved  

Understanding necessary future skills 70% 

Level of confidence 68% 

Readiness for work in the real world 67% 

Clarity about career interests and goals 66% 

Readiness for college 64% 

Attitude about learning 62% 

Desire to stay in school 61% 

Interest in attending college 59% 

Academic performance 57% 

Used with Permission    (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011, p. 38). 

In a survey of the full faculties in the pilot schools, the teachers indicated that 

Extended Learning Opportunities had a positive impact on students’ academic interests 

(UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Both students and teachers noted Extended Learning 

Opportunities for the new knowledge and skills obtained in real-world, relevant settings, 

and the transferable skills students gained (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Teachers 

reported developing more personalized relationships with students and a greater 

understanding of competency-based assessment (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). 

Community partners’ responses were equally positive, and they found that mentoring 

ELOs was rewarding for all (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). School-level outcomes 

show that ELOs broaden the educational experience for all. Existing clubs, programs, and 
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courses can be further developed through ELOs that bring both increased rigor and 

credit-earning potential (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Extended Learning 

Opportunities also provide the opportunity for teachers and students to expand beyond 

the traditional curriculum to explore topics of interest and passion (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). Overall, this pilot initiative brought awareness and credibility to 

Extended Learning Opportunities, and established a foundation not only in pilot schools 

but also statewide (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). It brought awareness to the need to 

develop competencies and competency-based assessment practices for both ELOs and 

traditional schooling (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). 

An explicit goal of the ELO Pilot Initiative was to uncover information that would 

ensure sustainability and lead to a scale-up of ELOs statewide (UMass Donahue Institute, 

2011). It was clear through all of the research there is a desire to sustain ELOs, but there 

was concern that the ELO initiative would not continue or expand without continued 

resources and support (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). Unequivocally, it was concluded 

that the role of the ELO coordinator is critical to the development and implementation of 

ELOs within schools “as recruiter, facilitator, trainer, and champion” (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011, p. 47). The report indicated that schools need to create a framework and 

opportunities for teachers to collaborate and develop ELOs (UMass Donahue Institute, 

2011). Other highlights of the report include the finding that there will be better success 

and sustainability if districts and schools establish a foundation for ELO implementation, 

including policies, competencies, and hiring an ELO coordinator (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). Ongoing professional learning, engagement in NH ELO networks, and a 

commitment to best practice are also encouraged (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). 
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There will be imbalances of ELO resources among the variety of NH towns and cities, 

and innovation will be needed to address these challenges (UMass Donahue Institute, 

2011). The goals and rigor of ELOs must be maintained within the frameworks 

established by local control, and ELOs must be available to all students (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011). The report concludes that there is a need for “ongoing documentation 

and tracking of ELO activity and characteristics, as well as for student-level outcomes 

research” (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011, p. 49). This research could lead to insights 

about longer-term outcomes, information about characteristics of students and ELOs, and 

could secure political and financial support for ELO continuation and expansion as an 

important NH initiative (UMass Donahue Institute, 2011). 

This research study was designed to explore student outcomes through the voice 

of the students who participated in Extended Learning Opportunities. By listening to their 

stories, an understanding of Extended Learning Opportunities emerged. This study also 

explored the impact that ELOs had on students’ personal learning journeys. There is 

limited literature on the topic of Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire, 

and this research adds another viewpoint. 

Benefits and Challenges of ELOs 

The National Center on Time and Learning’s (2012) report, Time Well Spent: 

Eight Powerful Practices of Successful, Expanded-time Schools, documents that 

additional time for learning can be an effective strategy, but the quality of the 

opportunities offered is of critical importance. The report urges policy makers and 

schools not to focus on quantity rather than quality. “Adding time, more than revising the 

curriculum, or altering staff recruitment and hiring, or putting a new evaluation system in 
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place, seems simple. But like money, time is only a resource; whether it will help 

children learn depends on how it is used” (National Center on Time and Learning, 2012, 

p. 4). The report’s ultimate conclusion aligns with the goals of those who are offering 

quality ELOs nationwide: time is a resource that can be used to address individual needs, 

to build a culture of high expectations, to continuously strengthen instruction and the use 

of data, to provide a well-rounded education, and to prepare students for college and 

careers (National Center on Time and Learning, 2012).  

Extended Learning Opportunities can reduce dropout rates and increase 

graduation rates, and more out-of-school programming is beneficial for older youth 

(Harris, 2009). High quality ELOs, those that include high academic expectations, 

increase student engagement, and build supporting relationships, can “combat the effects 

of poverty on students’ academic achievement by providing programs and services 

including tutoring homework help, life skills and job training, and enrichment 

opportunities in music, sports, and the arts” (Harris, 2009, p. 1). High-quality ELOs have 

these features in common: 

• a clear programmatic mission, focused goals, and frequent evaluations; 

• engaging, content-rich programming that builds academic and nonacademic 

skills; 

• positive, constructive relationships between staff and participants; 

• strong connections with schools, families, and communities; 

• a qualified, well-supported program staff; 

• low participant-to-staff ratio; and 

• sufficient and sustainable program resources. (Harris, 2009, p.5) 



Extended Learning Opportunities  93 

Some students drop out of school because they do not have adequate in-school supports, 

but it is notable that students spend 80 percent of their time outside the school day and 

therefore, it could be beneficial to provide structured out-of-school activities (Harris, 

2009). “ELOs should be a critical component of a comprehensive state approach to 

tackling the dropout problem… because they support rigor in the classroom, increase the 

relevance of academic content to students, and establish supportive relationships between 

students and caring adults” (Harris, 2009, p. 3). There are challenges to using ELOs to 

reduce dropout rates including engaging students at risk, having the capacity to provide 

access to programs, and having a statewide infrastructure that ensures quality ELOs for 

all types of students, including those at risk of dropping out, but ELOs show a great deal 

of promise in not only reducing the number of students who drop out, but conversely, 

those who graduate (Harris, 2009). 

New Hampshire’s changes in its vision for redesigned high schools that are 

competency-based and include Extended Learning Opportunities is, in effect, moving 

from what Barr and Tagg would call the transition from an Instruction Paradigm to a 

Learning Paradigm (Barr & Tagg, 2004).  

In the Instruction Paradigm, the mission…is to provide instruction, to teach. The 

method and the product are one and the same. The means is the end. In the 

Learning Paradigm, the mission…is to produce learning. The method and product 

are separate. The end governs the means. (Tagg & Barr 2004, p. 3) 

In the Instruction Paradigm, student results are not the focus, but rather on the teacher’s 

delivery of knowledge (Barr & Tagg, 2004). In the Learning Paradigm, students have the 

responsibility to be co-producers of learning, to make discoveries and solve problems, 
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and schools must create environments and experiences that allow this freedom (Barr & 

Tagg, 2004). Changing from one paradigm to another will require changes in structure to 

allow innovation to occur: 

Time is learning’s warden. Our time-bound mentality has fooled us all into 

believing that schools can educate all of the people all of the time in a 

school year of 180 six-hour days…If experience, research, and common 

sense teach nothing else, the confirm the truism that people learn at 

different rates, and in different ways with different subjects. But we have 

put the cart before the horse: our schools and the people involved with 

them- students, parents, teachers, administrators, and staff - are captives of 

clock and calendar. The boundaries of student growth are defined by 

schedules…instead of standards for student learning. (National Education 

Commission on Time and Learning, 1994, p. 1) 

Transforming from the Instruction Paradigm to the Learning Paradigm will be a gradual 

process through which structures and systems are modified to make room for teachers, 

students, and communities to experiment with the new vision (Barr & Tagg, 2004). In the 

Instruction Paradigm, systems seem to be fixed and immutable, and the only way to 

establish a Learning Paradigm is to establish the leverage to alter the structures that 

inhibit its establishment (Barr & Tagg, 2004). “Paradigms change when the ruling 

paradigm loses its capacity to solve problems and generate a positive vision of the future” 

(Barr & Tagg, 2004, p. 13). This will not be an easy or instantaneous transition, but 

Extended Learning Opportunities have the potential to transform the way education is 

viewed and could create movement toward a new paradigm. 
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Summary 

 For John Dewey, “the social perspective of education does not involve a 

superficial adaptation of the existing system but a radical change in foundation and aim: a 

revolution” (Dewey, 1913, p. 119). He warned that education could become a system that 

perpetuated traditions, when he saw it as a means of transformation (Dewey, 1916). The 

state of New Hampshire is beginning an educational transformation in its 21st century 

work. 

New Hampshire’s vision for redesign of high school education holds promise as 

an approach to improving student learning through discarding the Carnegie Unit and 

moving to a competency-based system (Alliance of Excellent Education, 2013). The 

2005 Minimum Standards for Public School Approval established a system where each 

student will receive a personalized education, students will demonstrate mastery of 

course competencies to fulfill graduation requirements, and local school districts and 

communities will design new and flexible opportunities for students to learn (Alliance of 

Excellent Education, 2013).  

As states and districts across the country receive the flexibility to 

reimagine new forms of schooling, competency-based approaches 

like those undertaken in New Hampshire are increasingly being 

developed and demonstrating initially promising results. New 

Hampshire’s experience provides an excellent opportunity for other 

states to review the effective design, systems, practices, and policies 

needed to ensure the capacity of teachers and leaders to implement 
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competency-based learning for all of the nation’s students. (Alliance 

of Excellent Education, 2013, P. 9) 

New Hampshire’s work is in the forefront of a new paradigm of 21st Century education 

and received the Frank Newman Award for State Innovation in 2012 in recognition of its 

work (ECS, 2012). 

 The Nellie Mae Education Foundation has funded two studies into New 

Hampshire’s Extended Learning Opportunities initiative. The 2007-2009 pilot program in 

four New Hampshire schools and the subsequent evaluation published in 2011 gave 

significant insights into the creation of an ELO system within schools and what would be 

required to sustain and scale-up ELOs for all New Hampshire high school students. The 

Research for Action study 2014-2016, also sponsored by the Nellie Mae Education 

Foundation in collaboration with the New Hampshire Department of Education, will offer 

a significant update as to where ELOs have come ten years after their inception. More 

than twenty New Hampshire high schools will participate in this two-year mixed methods 

study on the impact ELOs have on student achievement, as well as the effectiveness of 

Extended Learning Opportunities on students’ college and career readiness. 

Extended Learning Opportunities are aligned with the vision of John Dewey and 

educational reformers over time. Extended Learning Opportunities have become a 

significant part of students’ educational journeys in New Hampshire high schools, and 

these students’ stories have never been told. Understanding the students’ ELO 

experiences will contribute to the field by describing their perceptions and  lived 

experiences.  
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Chapter 3 – Methodology 

The implementation of Extended Learning Opportunities (ELOs) in New 

Hampshire began in 2005, and the formal documentation of the phenomenon does not 

consider the perspectives and lived experiences of the students who have completed 

ELOs. The New Hampshire Department of Education explained the vision for redesign in 

2007, several articles mention NH ELOs, and a book entitled Off the Clock: Moving 

Education from Time to Competency was published by Bramante and Colby in 2012. The 

Nellie Mae Education Foundation has sponsored two studies: the first report was 

published in 2011, and a second study was begun in 2014 by Research for Action 

(Leather, 2014). Two Nellie Mae Education Foundation studies in the last few years 

centered on Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire underscore the 

importance of this phenomenon. These studies are valuable in documenting the quantity, 

type, and implementation of Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire, but 

they do not consider the perspective of the students involved.  

The purpose of this study was to explore and interpret the lived experiences of 

New Hampshire high schools students who have participated in ELOs. This researcher 

sought to understand the ELO experience through the students’ point of view, gathered 

information about students’ ELO experiences, and analyzed the findings from their 

stories. This study provides a description of a human experience from the insider 

perspective, as an ELO is experienced by a student him/herself, and uncovers the essence 

of Extended Learning Opportunities. This researcher documented students’ experiences 

with Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire.  

Three research questions guided this study: 
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1. What is the lived experience of students who have completed Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire? 

2. How does participation in an Extended Learning Opportunity contribute to a 

student’s experience in a traditional high school setting in New Hampshire? 

3. What can be learned from the students’ personal experiences with Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire that would help broaden 

understanding of ELOs?  

Qualitative Research 

 Qualitative research methodology was selected for this study since its purpose 

was to frame “a systematic approach to understanding qualities, or the essential nature, of 

a phenomenon within a particular context” (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klingner, Pugach, & 

Richardson, 2005, p. 195). This qualitative study sought to understand Extended 

Learning Opportunities in depth and detail from the perspective of the participants 

(Patton, 2002). The role of the researcher was embedded in the study, and from the 

outset, the researcher was mindful of preconceptions, potential biases, and values that 

may influence the study’s outcomes (Creswell, 2013). Because this researcher is closely 

involved in the field of New Hampshire Extended Learning Opportunities, it was 

essential to find a research methodology that would recognize the close relationship 

between the researcher and the topic being explored (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002; Van 

Manen, 2001). The researcher, in the role of designer, data collector, and analyst, worked 

directly with participants through interviews, observations, as well as fieldwork, and 

adapted the techniques as the study progressed (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative research 
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occurred in the natural setting and was open-ended; it allowed conclusions and themes to 

emerge from the collected data to describe the subject being considered (Creswell, 2013).   

Qualitative research is especially effective when a researcher seeks to understand 

and share the stories of individuals. “We conduct qualitative research when we want to 

empower individuals to share their stories, hear their voices, and minimize the power 

relationships that often exist between a researcher and the participants in a study” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 48).  This researcher was interested in exploring and sharing the 

stories of high school students, and therefore, such a study was best accomplished 

through qualitative research. Qualitative research was chosen because it is suitable when 

one seeks to understand the human experience in depth and detail (Patton, 2002).  

Creswell (2013) describes qualitative research “as an intricate fabric composed of 

minute threads, many colors, different textures, and various blends of material. This 

fabric is not explained easily or simply” (p. 42). Four approaches to qualitative research 

were considered for this study: ethnography, case study, grounded theory, and 

phenomenology. 

Consideration of Alternate Qualitative Methods 

Ethnography 

An ethnographic approach to research is grounded in anthropology and studies a 

people and their culture (Genzuk, 2003). The researcher is a reflective observer who 

studies key representatives of a cultural group over a period of time, and interviews, 

conversations, and questionnaires are used to capture the participants’ experiences 

(Creswell, 2013; Genzuk, 2003). “Ethnographic inquiry takes as its central and guiding 

assumption that any human group of people interacting together for a period of time will 
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evolve a culture” (Patton, 2002,  p. 81).  James Spradley (1979; 1980) made a significant 

contribution to ethnographic research by describing the ethnographic interview, 

participant observation, and characterizing three types of analysis: domain, componential, 

and taxonomic. Since this researcher did not plan to study cultural aspects of a lived 

experience, nor to continue over time or look at a group of people, ethnographic research 

was not selected as a research method. 

Case study 

A case study methodology was considered because it seemed to have many 

qualities that would work well for this study. Feagin, Orum, and Sjoberg (1991), describe 

case study as “an in-depth, multifaceted investigation using qualitative research methods, 

of a single social phenomenon” (p. 1). An advantage of the case study approach is that it 

is “expected to catch the complexity of a single case” (Stake, 1995, p. xi). A case may be 

a person, a group of people, or a program, and it seeks to give a complete, detailed 

picture of the topic (Stufflebeam & Shinkfield, 2007). A case study’s focus is on a single 

context and provides insight, discovery, and interpretation (Merriam, 1998). All of these 

factors contributed to this researcher considering a case study of Extended Learning 

Opportunities, but it was ultimately rejected. A case study “enables an observer to record 

people engaged in real-life activities,” (Feagin, Orum, & Sjobert, 1991, p. 3) and while 

that would be useful in some senses, it did not get directly to the students’ perspectives 

this researcher seeks to explore. A case study approach was rejected as a methodology for 

this study because the intent of the research was to explore multiple contexts and describe 

Extended Learning Opportunities from the participants’ point of view. 
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Grounded theory 

Grounded theory generates or discovers theories that explain the origins and 

parameters of an issue or situation (Patton, 2002). It may used to describe an intervention, 

such as a program, strategy, or initiative, and explores the theory of change and a theory 

of action (Funnel & Rogers, 2011). It can also be used to guide program evaluations and 

seeks to describe the extent to which a program worked (Rogers, Hacsi, Petrosino, & 

Huebner, 2000). Grounded theory methodology allows the researcher to study the 

movement of a process or action over time, and the researcher writes memos regarding 

these observations (Creswell, 2013). A theory is conceived and tested through interviews, 

data collection, and data analysis (Creswell, 2013). 

The purpose of this study was to discover the perspectives of students who have 

completed Extended Learning Opportunities, not to generate a theory about them.  

Grounded theory was determined not be an appropriate methodology because the study 

did not seek to produce a theory. Grounded theory would not allow the researcher to 

investigate the participants’ perspectives. 

Selected methodology 

Ethnography, case study, and grounded theory approaches were considered as 

possible approaches to this study and ultimately rejected. In reading about research 

methodologies and reviewing scholarly research, it became clear that one methodology 

was the most appropriate for this study: phenomenology. 

Phenomenology 

The phenomenological research method focuses on people’s personal experiences 

of the world, and this methodology allows the researcher to investigate the human 



Extended Learning Opportunities  102 

experience and capture the essence of a lived phenomenon, as experienced by the 

participants (Creswell, 2013). After gathering information from individuals, 

“phenomenologists focus on describing what all participants have in common as they 

experience a phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76). It is not unusual for 

phenomenological researchers to have personal reasons for wanting to explore a 

phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). The researcher attempts to uncover the essence of a 

phenomenon through open-ended interviews, and observations, and then seeks to 

describe and analyze what was discovered (Moustakas, 1994). According to Van Manen 

(1990), phenomenologists “are less interested in the factual status of particular instances: 

whether something happened, how often it tends to happen, or how the occurrence of an 

experience is related to the prevalence of other conditions and events” (p. 10). Instead, 

phenomenology seeks to study people’s lived experiences through their own descriptions 

and perspectives (Creswell, 2013). Phenomenology was determined to be the best vehicle 

for this study of Extended Learning Opportunities for these reasons:  

• it explores a phenomenon from the participants’ perspectives;  

• it can be used in multiple settings; and  

• it will describe the true perspectives of ELOs in New Hampshire as lived by 

students (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990).  

Determining the type of phenomenology was the next consideration. Two types of 

phenomenology, transcendental and hermeneutic, were explored.  

Transcendental phenomenology 

Transcendental phenomenological research considers experience to develop 

comprehensive descriptions (Moustakas, 1994). These descriptions become the basis for 
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a reflective structural analysis that will describe the essences of the experience 

(Moustakas, 1994). Transcendental phenomenological research determines what the 

experience means for the people who have had it, and general meanings are derived 

(Moustakas, 1994). Transcendental phenomenology is a scientific study of the 

appearance of things (Moustakas, 1994). Phenomena as they appear to us in our 

consciousness can be a suitable starting point for reflection and the basis of possible 

meanings (Moustakas, 1994). The challenge is to describe things as they are, to 

understand meanings and essences through self-reflection when meaning is essentially 

created in an individual’s consciousness: “what appears in consciousness is an absolute 

reality while what appears to the world is a product of learning” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 

27).  

In transcendental phenomenology, the researcher brackets, or sets aside, all 

previous knowledge and presuppositions (Moustakas, 1994). To refrain from judgment is 

to achieve epoche, first introduced by Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) (Moustakas, 1994). 

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) later questioned whether bracketing was possible since he 

considered it impossible for a researcher to separate their own experiences from the 

subject being studied and/or the participants’ perspectives (Gearing, 2004). Heidegger, a 

former student of Husserl, is considered the founder of hermeneutic phenomenology, a 

field that recognizes the role of the researcher in a given study (Laverty, 2003).                                                                                                                                                                           

Hermeneutic phenomenology 

Van Manen (2001) describes hermeneutic phenomenology as a study of people 

“that encourages a certain attentive awareness to the details and seemingly trivial 

dimensions of our everyday educational lives” (p.10). Patton (2002) notes that 
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hermeneutics “reminds us that what something means depends on the cultural context in 

which it was originally created as well as the cultural context within which it is 

subsequently interpreted” (p. 113). Hermeneutics establishes a theoretical framework for 

“interpretive understanding, or meaning, with special attention to context and original 

purpose” (Patton, 2002, p. 114). 

Hermeneutic phenomenology was selected because it recognized the researcher’s 

perspective and includes both a description and an interpretive process (van Manen, 

2007). For this Extended Learning Opportunities study, hermeneutic phenomenology 

allowed for the acquisition of participants’ perceptions in their own words, and an 

analysis enabled the essence of ELOs to emerge. Hermeneutics also acknowledged the 

role of the researcher’s perspective in reporting the phenomenon being studied, and as an 

ELO coordinator, it was impossible for this researcher to completely extract herself from 

the context. In addition, since Extended Learning Opportunities are a recent phenomenon 

in New Hampshire, hermeneutic phenomenology was a good tool to mark the 

development of the phenomenon to date: “this type of phenomenology is open to revision 

and reinterpretation; it is about an openness to meaning and to possible experiences” 

(Friesen, Henriksson, & Saevi, 2012, p. 1). This researcher approached this study with 

openness to everyday, experienced meanings, as seen through the perspectives of high 

school students in New Hampshire.  

To do hermeneutic phenomenology is to attempt to accomplish the 

impossible; to construct a full interpretive description of some aspect of 

the lifeworld, and yet to remain aware that lived life is always more 



Extended Learning Opportunities  105 

complex than any explication of meaning can reveal. (van Manen, 2001, p. 

18) 

Hermeneutic phenomenology is active work pursued by the researcher, it is interpretive, 

and it is ongoing (Vagle, 2014). Several ideas guided the researcher:  

• the phenomenon under consideration must deeply resonate, and the researcher 

must remain committed to the investigation throughout the process; 

• the focus is on the lived experience, rather than conceptions of it; 

• the phenomenon will be characterized by reflecting on essential themes; 

• the researcher must bracket pre-suppositions when interpreting the 

phenomenon in writing; and 

• the researcher must seek balance between parts and the whole (van Manen, 

2001). 

Hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle is a process by which a researcher can 

validate findings through reflection and revision to increase the depth of the 

understanding (Laverty, 2003). The Hermeneutic circle “is concerned with the dynamic 

relationship between the part and the whole, at a series of levels” (Smith, Flowers, & 

Larkin, 2009, p. 28). It is like the lens of a camera zooming in and out to consider the 

whole and then its parts. To understand each part, the researcher must develop an overall 

understanding of the whole, and the opposite is also true- to understand the whole, it is 

essential to know the parts (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). This process is more 

circular than linear since it continually moves back and forth through reflection, 

interpretation, and revision until a thorough understanding is reached (Smith, Flowers, & 

Larkin, 2009). The figure below depicts the cyclical Hermeneutic process, moving from 
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questions/theories, through exploration, understanding, interpretation, and analysis, in 

forming deeper understanding and insights. It is not a linear process, and the curved lines 

represent the more likely pathway as one uncovers new knowledge. 

 

Figure 4. The hermeneutic circle. This process is a means to consider, interpret, and 

analyze data from a variety of perspectives with a goal of deeper understanding. 

Population and Sample 

In this phenomenological research study, careful consideration was given to the 

selection of participants to achieve study outcomes. The goal of sampling is to gather a 

representation of a given group so the results can be generalized for the group as a whole 

(Marshall, 1996).  

Sampling 

Two types of sampling were considered in designing this research study. A 

purposeful sampling can be used to select participants when specific characteristics are to 

be considered in choosing interviewees. “Qualitative researchers recognize that some 
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informants are more likely to provide insight and understanding for the researcher” 

(Marshall, 1996, p. 523), and purposeful sampling would have ensured that the 

participants most likely to successfully share their experiences were selected. Random 

sampling is useful because it ensures that all members of a group have an equal chance to 

be chosen. For this study, this researcher selected random sampling, and the potential 

pool of participants included all students who have knowledge about ELOs because of 

their first-hand experience in Extended Learning Opportunities (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  

Determining the sample size was given careful consideration. Many assume that a 

large sample size produces more reliable results, but in qualitative research, it is essential 

to determine the number of participants that will, in sum, provide enough insight into the 

phenomenon, and it can be a group as small as three participants (Englander, 2012). The 

first decision was to determine the number of schools that would be included. This 

researcher decided that three different-sized schools would provide enough of a range of 

experiences to allow common themes to emerge. At an ELO coordinators meeting in 

January, 2015, this researcher requested volunteers who would be interested in 

participating in this research study. From those who volunteered, they were divided 

according to the size of their schools. The New Hampshire Interscholastic Athletic 

Association (NHIAA) characterizes schools by size, and schools from three different 

divisions were randomly selected for this research study by putting the eligible schools 

into different hats and making a selection from each. The three high schools that were 

selected had populations of 200, 400, and 700 students. 

Once the three schools were selected, the next question was to determine how 

many students would participate from each school. This research study needed to include 
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enough of a sample size to allow the generalizability of the phenomenon to emerge 

(Englander, 2012). Ultimately, after reviews of other research studies, the decision was 

made to include four students from each school as the sample for this study, or twelve 

students overall. Further, the only specific variable was that two males and two females 

be selected. Students’ academic capacities, age, or any other demographic information 

was not considered in this selection.  

The random selection of participants from three different schools added to the 

credibility of this researcher’s findings (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). By selecting students 

from three New Hampshire schools, a variety of different points of view were obtained, 

and collectively, the results were generalized to tell the big picture (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005). It was not about interviewing a vast number of students, but rather about 

interviewing a range of individuals who had ELO experience, were knowledgeable, and 

were able to explain what they know (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Random selection of 

interviewees reduced the possibility of bias and built confidence in the study’s results 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005). 

Student Selection 

Students who completed an Extended Learning Opportunity in a selected New 

Hampshire high school between 2011 and 2014 were eligible. The ELO coordinators 

were asked to put all students who had completed ELOs between 2011 and 2014 into two 

hats, one for boys and one for girls, and randomly select two of each. If students had 

already graduated from high school, the ELO coordinator made an effort to contact them 

to inquire if they were willing to participate. In some cases, it was not possible to reach 

these graduated students, and in this case, another student was randomly selected. This 
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same process held true for students and their parents who chose not to participate in the 

study. In one school, two additional students were selected because the original students 

were unable to participate. The following characteristics were considered in selecting 

participants: 

• successfully completed an ELO between 2011-2014 and earned credit in a New 

Hampshire high school; 

• worked with a community partner or teacher in an authentic setting; 

• been randomly selected by the ELO coordinator; and 

• include two boys and two girls from each high school;  

This provided an unbiased pool of ELO students from within each school’s context. New 

Hampshire schools vary widely in their expectations for ELO Coordinators. Some ELO 

coordinators are full time and some are part time; some monitor online learning and some 

do not; some have fewer than 300 students in their high schools and some have more than 

1000 students. All of these factors are part of the fabric of the “Live free or die” state of 

New Hampshire, and by randomly sampling students from three different sized high 

schools from around the state, this study revealed the range of Extended Learning 

Opportunities in New Hampshire. 

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

This researcher obtained approval from Plymouth State University’s Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). The IRB process investigated the study design and concluded that 

all ethical considerations were addressed, including an assurance of confidentiality and a 

description of potential risks and benefits. Pseudonyms were created for each school and 

each student participant. After gaining approval, informed consent and assent forms were 
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distributed to and collected from participants selected for the study and their 

parents/guardians. 

To ensure validity and reliability, the data collection was triangulated including 

one in-depth interview with each participant, field notes, a variety of artifacts if available, 

and use of the hermeneutic circle. As the primary tool of inquiry, interviews were used to 

seek information about the perceptions and lived experiences of high school students who 

have completed Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire. Through 

interviews, these students’ stories were shared, and their words became a microcosm of 

their consciousness (Vygotsky, 1987). Students reflected on their experience and selected 

the details to share, and this process of moving from abstractions in their consciousness 

to concrete experiences produced meaning (Seidman, 2006). “Recounting narratives of 

experience has been the major way throughout recorded history that humans have made 

sense of their experience” (Seidman, 2006, p. 8). Interviewing is a structure for inquiry 

(Seidman, 2006). Interview transcripts were made available so students could review 

them for validity. Field notes and artifacts also provided information that contributed to 

the findings. 

Interviews 

 The interview process was planned to discover all aspects of Extended Learning 

Opportunities and investigate new ideas as they presented themselves (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005). As a new and evolving field, ELOs are still developing at different paces in 

different schools, so being thoroughly prepared for each setting was important. Since 

ELOs are governed by local control, there is a range of policies with regard to types of 

ELOs, ELO grading policies, limits on ELOs a student can complete, and a number of 
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other factors. Developing this background was accomplished through conversation with 

ELO coordinators prior to the visit to ensure that this researcher thoroughly and 

accurately understood the range, scope, depth, and history of the ELO program in each 

district.  

 At the beginning of the interview, it was important to set a comfortable 

atmosphere and establish trust (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). This researcher began by 

describing the shared background due to her current position as an ELO coordinator, and 

this researcher also shared research interests to set the context for the interview. This 

researcher engaged the student in easy conversation and put them at ease by noting they 

were randomly selected for the interview by their ELO coordinator. Most people like to 

talk about themselves, and knowing they were randomly chosen for this interview 

established trust (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). This researcher encouraged conversation and 

did her best to be relaxed, honest, open, fair, and accepting (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). 

In hermeneutic phenomenology, the interview is the means by which narrative 

information is explored and experiential material is gathered (van Manen, 2001). This 

researcher established a relationship by sharing her background as an ELO coordinator as 

part of the context for the interview. This established the sincere interest in the subject 

matter and the value and importance of the student’s responses (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). A 

human phenomenon emerges from narrative information and becomes a resource to for 

deeper understanding (van Manen, 2001). The interview questions were carefully 

structured and focused on discovering answers to the original research question (van 

Manen, 2001). This researcher demonstrated credibility and transparency through a 

carefully structured interview process so that the participants were aware of the process 
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by which the data will be gathered and handled (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). All interviews 

were recorded and transcribed to ensure accuracy, and field notes were collected to 

supplement each interview and describe what happened, the place, length, and general 

sense the of the interview, that might not have been captured by the audio recording. 

The interviews were in-depth and semi-structured, and they sought to understand 

the lived experiences that the students experience in Extended Learning Opportunities 

and the meaning they made of this experience (Seidman, 2006). The primary approach 

included open-ended questions that built upon and explored participant’s responses and 

sought to encourage the participant to reconstruct his or her experience (Seidman, 2006). 

Following the technique Moustakas (1994) recommended, two broad questions began the 

interview: 

1. What have you experienced in Extended Learning Opportunities? 

2. What contexts or situations have affected your experiences in Extended 

Learning Opportunities? (If clarification of this question is needed, it was re-

framed: How did outside factors have an influence on your ELO?) (Creswell, 

2013). 

Additional open-ended questions were designed to probe the description of the lived 

experience of the participants in greater detail (Creswell, 2013). The follow-up questions 

below were used when the student did not share information regarding these aspects of 

the ELO experience. 

1. Could you tell me a bit about yourself? What grade are you in, and what else 

would you like to share? 

2. How did you get started with your ELO?  
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3. What were you interested in studying?  

4. What was your goal? 

5. Why was doing an ELO the best path for you? 

6. Who were your ELO supporters (ELO coordinator, teacher(s), parent(s), 

community partner(s), peer(s)? 

7. Did you have an ELO plan? Did it include research, reflection, product, and 

presentation? 

8. Tell me about the ELO experience. In what ways was it challenging? 

9. Did you have a final presentation? What did it include? 

10. Have you done any additional ELOs? Tell me about them. 

11. Would you recommend ELOs as a good option for other students? 

12. What do you think is the best part of ELOs? 

13. How do you think this school could improve its ELO program? 

14. Is there anything else you would like to share? 

15. Do you have any questions for me? 

 The semi-structured interview approach allowed the interviewer “to avoid directing the 

interview in any way, except as an ongoing extensive exploration from the general to the 

specific” (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 70). The interviewer focused on 

participants’ responses through active listening and sought understanding. Interviews 

were audio taped to document all data. 

Field Notes 

This researcher completed field notes at the end of each interview regarding other 

factors of note. These included notes about: 
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• Descriptive information 

o Factual information such as the setting, date, time 

o Actions and behaviors observed 

o The student’s willingness to share information 

o Interruptions or other factors that may have had an influence 

• Reflective information 

o The researcher’s thoughts, ideas, questions, concerns 

o Any information shared by the ELO coordinator or others in the school 

The field notes were created quickly after the interviews and reviewed that evening to 

include any additional details. Every attempt was made to ensure the field notes were 

accurate, organized, descriptive, and focused on the research questions. 

Artifacts 

 The ELO coordinators were invited to share any artifacts that they had gathered 

from the students who participated in this research study. Since some of the ELOs had 

happened three years prior to this study, limited artifacts were available. These are the 

types of artifacts that were made available: 

1. ELO Plans (for two students) 

2. Photographs (for three students) 

3. Video (one student) 

4. Student’s reflections (one student) 

5. Student’s research (two students) 

6. Student’s products (two students) 

These were read, reviewed, and viewed as another source of evidence. 
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The Hermeneutic Circle 

The Hermeneutic Circle was used to move through questions and theories and 

exploration to form initial understandings. As interpretations began to emerge, they were 

noted and analyzed, and new perspectives were conceived. Deeper analysis led to deeper 

understandings and sometimes to new questions or theory. The hermeneutic circle was an 

ongoing process in which the investigator engaged throughout the stages of data 

collection, analysis, and interpretation.  

 This researcher also kept a research journal, and any insights and questions that 

emerged from the interviews, field notes, and review of artifacts were logged within it for 

further consideration after all the data was collected. Questions, theories, understandings, 

perspectives, and analysis from engagement in the hermeneutic circle process were also 

collected in this research journal. 

Data Analysis 

Once the interviews were transcribed, the data was sorted by statement so that 

topics and questions could be analyzed by its relevance to the topic (Moustakas, 1994). 

Significant statements, quotes or sentences that provided understanding of how students 

experienced Extended Learning Opportunities were highlighted (Creswell, 2013). This 

researcher established clusters of meaning or themes that emerged (Creswell, 2013). 

These themes and meanings were used to develop the description of the experience and 

derive the essence of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).  

In the spirit of the hermeneutic circle, three approaches were used to sort the data: 

the holistic approach, the selective approach, and the detailed approach (van Manen, 

2001). In moving back and forth from the whole to its parts, this researcher analyzed the 
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transcriptions of all interviews and considered whether a look at the interviews as a 

whole, narrowing the scope of the interview to selected statements or phrases, or 

examining the interviews sentence by sentence would yield the essential and fundamental 

understanding of the phenomenon (van Manen, 2001). Field notes were evaluated to 

determine which data was useful to help further describe the ELO phenomenon. 

Student’s artifacts were reviewed to compare the written or viewed evidence with the 

descriptions the students included in their interviews. The process of interpretation was 

iterative, since a range of different approaches to the data provided the deepest 

understanding (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). 

The data was sorted and statements/themes of significance were identified. This 

identification occurred in two ways: the number of students who spoke about a common 

topic, and the sense of importance a student or students placed in the topic. Based on 

these findings, this researcher wrote a textual description of Extended Learning 

Opportunities in her research journal from the perspective of the participants (Creswell, 

2013). A structural description was also explored in the research journal that described 

the context or settings that allowed the ELO phenomenon to emerge (Creswell, 2013). To 

further validate the data and add reliability, the researcher sought a peer with whom to 

debrief the results (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klingner, Pugach, & Richardson, 2005). This 

peer was another Extended Learning Opportunities coordinator who was familiar with the 

phenomenon of Extended Learning Opportunities. She offered critical feedback on the 

descriptions, analyses, and interpretations of the results (Brantlinger, et al, 2005).  
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Summary 

There is a current study of Extended Learning Opportunities being undertaken in 

New Hampshire by Research for Action, the New Hampshire Department of Education, 

and the Nellie May Educational Foundation (Leather, 2014). The Research for Action 

(2014) mixed-methods study will seek to determine the effect of ELOs on academic 

achievement and consider the effectiveness of ELOs on college and career readiness in 

NH. To add to the literature, this phenomenological study provides a different view of 

Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire. In particular, the primary focus of 

this study explored the perspectives and lived experiences of the students themselves. 

Hermeneutic phenomenology was used as the methodology to answer the research 

questions in this study. In-depth interviews were be used to explore high school students’ 

experiences with Extended Learning Opportunities. Field notes and artifacts were 

examined, and all data was evaluated via the hermeneutic circle. Through the students’ 

stories and evidence, themes were discerned that describe the phenomenon of Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire. 
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Chapter 4 - Findings 

 The purpose of this qualitative research study was to explore the perceptions and 

lived experiences of New Hampshire High School students who had completed Extended 

Learning Opportunities (ELOs). A hermeneutic phenomenological design was used to 

allow the researcher to gather and interpret the findings of high school students’ lived 

experiences in their Extended Learning Opportunities. New Hampshire has included the 

provision for students to earn high school credit for learning that takes place outside the 

classroom since 2005, and this study explored twelve ELOs that occurred between 2011 

and 2014. The following research questions informed the study: 

1. What is the lived experience of students who have completed Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire? 

2. How does participation in an Extended Learning Opportunity contribute to a 

student’s experience in a traditional high school setting in New Hampshire? 

3. What can be learned from the students’ personal experiences with Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire that would help broaden 

understanding of ELOs?  

The data was collected from interviews, the researcher’s field notes, and student artifacts. 

The interviews were audio recorded and lasted approximately 30-45 minutes in length. 

During these in-depth interviews, study participants described their ELO experiences. 

They also discussed how Extended Learning Opportunities contributed to their traditional 

high school experience, the people involved in their ELOs, and the requirements they had 

to meet to earn high school credit. The data presented in this chapter are based on 

analysis of the following sources: semi-structured interviews, Extended Learning 
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Opportunity artifacts, and the researcher’s observations of participants within the schools, 

as captured in field notes.  

 The use of the Hermeneutic Circle allowed the researcher to continually seek new 

perspectives and insights. Since she is a current Extended Learning Opportunity 

Coordinator herself, she has pre-existing beliefs about ELOs. The Hermeneutic Circle 

allowed the researcher to see both the phenomenon as a whole and through each piece of 

data. Through reflection, interpretation and analysis of data, and continual revision, 

generalized findings emerged. 

Background 

The participants in this study included twelve students from three different New 

Hampshire high schools. The high schools all have Extended Learning Opportunity 

Coordinators who randomly selected the participants. The three high schools are 

classified in three different divisions by the New Hampshire Interscholastic Athletic 

Association (NHIAA), so they have three different sized populations. One high school 

had an approximate enrollment of 200 students, the second had approximately 400 

students, and the third had an enrollment of approximately 700 students.  By design, two 

males and two females were chosen from each school. The ELO Coordinator put the 

names of all students into two hats (males and females) who fit these characteristics: 

successfully completed an ELO between 2011-2014 in an area of interest, earned credit in 

a New Hampshire high school, and worked with a community partner or teacher in an 

authentic setting. Of the students selected and interviewed, most (67%) were high school 

seniors, with (8%) juniors, and (25%) graduated in June, 2014. There was a wide range of 
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ELO topics as indicated in Table 3 below. Pseudonyms are used for both students and 

schools. 

Table 4 

Participants in this Research Study and Demographic Information 

Student School Gender Grade ELO Topic 

Abby Kentaurus Female Graduated Graphic Design/ Journalism 

Brian Sirius Male 12 Logging and Diesel Mechanics 

Cindy Sirius Female 12 Occupational and  

Physical Therapy 

James Kentaurus Male Graduated Small Animal Science 

Jeremy Kentaurus Male 12 Broadcasting/ DJing 

Linda Sirius Female 12 Ceramics 

Lisa Kentaurus Female Graduated Veterinary Studies 

Mark Arcturus Male 12 Squash 

Martha Arcturus Female 12 Classical Ballet 

Rebecca Arcturus Female 11 Karate 

Steve Sirius Male 12 Water Ecology 

Warren Arcturus Male 12 Writing 

 

Sources of Data 

	   The findings for this hermeneutic phenomenological study were generated from 

three data sources: interviews, field notes, and Extended Learning Opportunity artifacts. 



Extended Learning Opportunities  121 

The Hermeneutic Circle also provided a lens through which the researcher could 

continually reflect on emerging interpretations, analyses, and conclusions. 

Interviews 

 The twelve students who participated in this study participated in 30-45 minute 

interviews. The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and each student’s interview 

was printed on a different colored piece of paper. Using the Hermeneutic Circle, the 

researcher read and reread these transcripts until themes began to emerge. Themes were 

then coded using the letters R for Relationships, A for Academic Freedom, S for Sense of 

Accomplishment, and C for Connections to Life After High School, physically separated, 

and sorted into themes. These collections of student statements were then sorted into 

strands that emerged as a subset of each theme. Data from the interviews is discussed 

throughout this chapter. 

Field Notes 

 Immediately after each interview, the researcher completed field notes regarding 

the interview experience for each student. A form was developed to standardize the data 

that was gathered (see Appendix G). These field notes were revisited during the evening 

of the interviews to consider whether any additional details should be included.  The field 

notes revealed three significant pieces of additional data. All twelve students were rated 

“Eager and willing to share all details” on the scale designed to rank their willingness in 

the interview process. This indicated that students were comfortable in the interview 

process and that the data collected was a true representation their experiences as the 

students remembered them. Second, the ELO coordinators provided important 

background information regarding some of the students’ characteristics, and this gave 
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further insight into the circumstances from which the Extended Learning Opportunity 

emerged. Third, in the actions and behaviors observed, as well as the researcher’s 

reflections, a general sense of enthusiasm emerged from the students’ deportment. This 

reinforced the interview findings and further validated the finding that the students felt 

very strongly that the ELO experience had been a good one for them. 

Artifacts 

 Five students shared artifacts from their ELO experiences. Martha shared her 

ELO plan (See Appendix H), a photograph from her dance studio, a video of a classical 

ballet variation, her research on The Green Table, and a summary of her reflections. 

Mark shared his ELO plan, a photograph with his coach, and his research regarding the 

impact of Ritalin on athletes. Steve shared a photograph of himself with his parents at his 

ELO presentation. Jeremy shared his business card, and Linda shared a sample of her 

work in ceramics. A quote from Martha’s journal is included later in this dissertation, and 

it, like the other artifacts, adds support to the themes that emerged from the interviews. 

Students were proud to share their ELO products and research. The photograph that Steve 

shared was carried in his wallet, indicating the importance of the ELO presentation and 

his relationship with his parents. Mark’s and Martha’s photos were taken at their ELO 

sites and depicted them with their community partners, reinforcing the importance of 

those relationships.  

 It will be evident in the discussion of themes that follows that interviews were the 

primary source of data for this research study. However, the field notes and artifacts 

provided additional evidence to support the themes that emerged. 
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Emergence of Themes 

 In considering all of the data provided by the ELO students through the 

interviews, field notes, and artifacts, four distinct themes emerged. These themes were 

determined by multiple readings of the interview transcripts, identification, coding, and 

analysis, and use of the Hermeneutic Circle. The themes emerged in two ways. The 

frequency with which certain words were used by the students was identified. For 

example, the terms “accomplishment” or “pride” were used by ten participants. Other 

themes emerged not because of the frequency with which the terms were used, but 

because of the importance students placed on them. For example, three students spoke 

about the budget for ELOs, but they indicated through their words and behaviors that it 

was a very important topic. In addition, each theme related to the research questions and 

the hermeneutical study design: 

1. Relationships students established with others (Research Questions 1, 2, 3) 

2. Appreciation for academic freedom and choice (Research Questions 1, 2, 3) 

3. A personal sense of pride and accomplishment (Research Questions 1, 2, 3) 

4. Connections to life after high school (Research Questions 1, 2, 3) 

Four other findings emerged that gave insights into Research Questions 1 & 2: marketing 

Extended Learning Opportunities; challenges; types of ELOs; and personal qualities 

related to school integration. 

Participants contributed differing amounts of information to the themes that 

comprise the findings. In their interviews, some participants talked at length on three 

themes and only had minor contributions to the fourth category. Some participants made 

nearly equal contributions across all themes. Field notes were created for all twelve 
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students, and some artifacts were also examined. Thus, all participants’ voices and views 

are represented in this study. The researcher used the hermeneutic circle to continually 

refocus on the data, considering the details from each student, and also considering the 

wider view of the ELO experience as a whole. As a theme emerged, questions and 

theories were explored to form an initial understanding. It was noted in the researcher’s 

journal. An interpretation began to emerge, and it was noted and analyzed. Deeper 

analysis yielded deeper understanding and connections among topics were identified. The 

hermeneutic circle was an ongoing process in which the investigator engaged throughout 

the stages of data collection, analysis, and interpretation.  

 The themes were experienced differently for members of the study. Some themes 

produced two, three, or four strands that further clarify the findings as indicated in Table 

5 below. 
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Table 5 

Themes and Strands that Emerged from the Data 

 
These themes and strands were discerned by reading and re-reading the interview 

transcripts and referring to field notes and artifacts collected (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 

Code Theme Strands 
Number of Students 
Who Spoke about 
the Theme/Strand 

R Relationships 

Community Partner/Teacher 11 

ELO Coordinator 12 

Parents 10 
 

A 
Academic 

Freedom 

Freedom 10 

Choice/Independence 12 

Interest/Passion 12 

Learning Styles 6 
 

S 
Sense of 

Accomplishment 

Pride 10 

Elements of ELOs 12 
 

C 

Connections to 

Life after High 

School 

Careers 7 

College 6 

Lifestyle 8 
 

Additional 

Themes 

Marketing ELOs  5 

ELO  Challenges 
Budget 3 

Community Partners 2 

Types  

of ELOs 
 12 

Personal Qualities 

and School 

Integration 

 7 
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1994; Van Manen, 2001). The coding system included the letters R, A, S, C, referring to 

the themes above. The transcripts were printed on color-coded paper and then physically 

separated and sorted into themes. For example, the theme of Relationships included 32 

statements with some students speaking at length on the topic and others with one or two 

statements that contributed to the theme. Within each theme, a few strands emerged that 

were common among participants. For example, the 32 statements that contributed to the 

Relationship theme were then subdivided into three sections that spoke directly to 

students’ relationships with their ELO Community Partner/Teacher, their ELO 

coordinator, and their parents.   

 After an initial understanding of the themes was developed, the researcher 

evaluated the field notes and artifacts for additional information that would support the 

themes and/or add additional themes. After analyzing these sources, no additional themes 

were added, but some additional evidence was gleaned, and it will be included in the 

discussion of strands that follows later in this chapter. 

Participants’ ELO Experiences in Brief 

 The Table below gives a brief summary of each student’s ELO experience. 

Conversation with ELO Coordinators indicated that individual ELO plans were created 

for all twelve students that were personalized to their needs and interests. In all cases, 

essential questions, competencies, and evaluation criteria were identified in the ELO 

Plan. All students demonstrated mastery of these pre-determined competencies to earn 

the credits indicated. 
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Table 6 

Participants’ ELO Experiences 

Student ELO Topic ELO 
Mentor(s) 

Brief Description Credit  
Earned 

Abby Graphic 
Design/ 

Journalism 

Newspaper 
personnel 

Abby participated in an 
internship at the local 
newspaper creating 
advertisements, writing, and 
even “doing maintenance.” She 
learned what it is like to run a 
business. 

½ Credit- 
Graphic 
Design 

Brian Logging and 
Diesel 

Mechanics 

Personnel at 
job site 

Brian participated in an 
internship at a combination 
logging and diesel mechanics 
business. He did some diesel 
engine repair and learned about 
the business. 

½ Credit- 
Logging and 
Diesel 
Mechanics 

Cindy Occupational 
and  

Physical 
Therapy 

Personnel at 
job sites; 
athletic 

trainer at 
school 

Cindy’s internship was at two 
facilities- one OT and one PT in 
town. She also worked with 
athletic teams at school. 

½ Credit- 
Occupational 
and Physical 
Therapy 

James Small 
Animal 
Science 

Personnel at 
veterinary 
hospital 

James worked alongside 
veterinarian and technicians at 
the local veterinary hospital. He 
determined that his real interest 
was in marine science. 

½ Credit- 
Small 
Animal 
Science 

Jeremy Broadcasting
/ DJing 

Local radio 
station 

personality 

Jeremy completed an internship 
at a local radio station and 
learned about broadcasting. His 
ELO expanded to include DJing 
for private parties, bar mitzvahs, 
weddings, etc.  

½ Credit- 
Broadcasting 

Linda Ceramics High School Linda had already completed ½ Credit- 
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Art teacher all the ceramics classes that her 
high school offered, so she 
worked with the art teacher to 
design a more advanced 
Ceramics opportunity.  She 
found and studied examples of 
ancient pottery (e.g. a Greek 
plate, a Celtic marriage cross) 
and recreated them. 

Ceramics III 

Lisa Veterinary 
Studies 

Personnel at 
veterinary 
hospital 

 Lisa worked closely with a 
veterinary technician at the local 
veterinary hospital. She 
determined that she would 
prefer to be a tech than a 
veterinarian. 

½ Credit- 
Veterinary 
Studies 

Mark Squash Coaches, 
personal 
trainer 

Mark is a nationally ranked 
squash player who began 
playing at six years of age and 
has competed since he was ten. 
He played squash or worked out 
a minimum of two hours daily 
and competed in national and 
international tournaments. 

½ Physical 
Education 
credit 

Martha Classical 
Ballet 

Ballet 
instructors 

Martha has been a dancer since 
she was in 6th grade and dances 
a minimum of three hours per 
day. She is part of a local ballet 
Company that performs full-
length classical ballets. She 
auditioned and participated in a 
five-week internship at an 
international ballet summer 
program. 

½ Physical 
Education 
credit. 
(A second 
ELO earned 
½ Dance 
credit.) 

Rebecca Karate Sensei Rebecca began studying karate 
in 3rd grade and participates 
daily. She has advanced to an 
adult black belt and teaches 

½ Physical 
Education 
credit 
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novice students at the dojo. 

Steve Water 
Ecology 

Fish and 
Game 

personnel 

Steve’s internship was at a fish 
hatchery where he learned about 
the health and development of 
the fish, water quality, and 
ecology. Independently, he 
completed a water study on his 
school's property. 

½ Credit- 
Water 
Ecology 

Warren Writing Local 
website 

administrator 
and English 

teacher 

Warren completed an internship 
at a local website as a regular 
writer. He contributed weekly 
columns on topics of local 
interest. He also worked closely 
with an English teacher at 
school to develop his writing 
talent. 

½ Creative 
Writing 
(English) 
credit 

 

Relationships 

 Each of the twelve students spoke about the relationships he/she developed with 

adults through the ELO experience. The primary adults identified included a Community 

Partner/Teacher, an ELO Coordinator, and parents/guardians. In most cases, these 

relationships were described as important, meaningful, and memorable. In Brian’s case, 

his initial placement with a community partner was not successful, but he described 

meaningful relationships with other adults involved in his ELO. In the other cases, as 

indicated by their words and behaviors described in the field notes, students spoke with 

enthusiasm and appreciation about the adults that were a part of their Extended Learning 

Opportunity experiences. 
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Community Partner/Teacher 

In each case, students worked individually with a community partner and/or 

teacher as their mentor and guide. Eleven students spoke about their appreciation for the 

community partner or teachers who were involved in their ELOs. Ten students were 

placed in the community, one student worked with a teacher within her high school, and 

one had mentors both in the community and at the high school. Steve’s Water Ecology 

ELO allowed him to work with a variety of people, from Conservation Officers to those 

who worked at local fish hatcheries. “I met a lot of really interesting people. I became 

involved with the community and met a lot of community members that helped me learn 

now to get to where I want to be. And it gets my name out there. It’s really cool,” he said.  

In his Squash ELO, Mark worked with a few community members, including 

coaches and trainers, and developed strong relationships. “My longest coach helped me a 

lot, especially through my injury. I would say my success was all him- the way he 

showed me the game and to look at it in a different way. I still owe him a lot today.” 

Mark’s trainer became very special to him: “My trainer is a lot more than my trainer. He 

is a mentor to me. He is my friend. I mean, there are so many ups and downs in 

squash...and he was always there for me, no matter what. We are very close. It is 

awesome. I’m lucky.”  

Rebecca also viewed her karate sensei as a mentor; “I have more of a relationship 

with my sensei than I do with my more traditional teachers. He is more of a role 

model...more like a father-figure or family member even than a teacher- more of a 

mentor.” Rebecca expressed a sense of security in this relationship, “he was all for me.” 
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 Martha spoke of two kinds of relationships, both inside and outside the ballet 

studio. “It has been an interesting dynamic because we know them so well outside the 

studio, but you still have that professional relationship inside the studio.” Like Rebecca, 

Martha identified a relationship similar to that of a parent. “We know them on a very 

personal level, and they know us on a really personal level too, so it becomes sort of a 

parental figure as well.” This personal connection was fostered through trips to see ballet 

performances, which “develops a personal connection with your teachers. It is an outside 

relationship which I think is healthy to have.” 

 Warren developed a very close relationship with his writing teacher. “He is 

definitely a mentor. We have an understanding that I feel I don’t have with a lot of 

teachers, and a lot of teachers don’t have with their kids.” This guides Warren through 

the challenges of the writing process. “We understand, kind of, a working process, and a 

connection through the struggles of it, as much as anything else.” Warren described his 

community partner at his website internship as “far more untraditional than a regular 

teacher” in that she gave him freedom to write about whatever he chose, which he found 

“liberating.” Warren valued both his teacher and community partner as mentors in his 

writing ELO.  

James described his community partners at the Animal Hospital as “teaching 

peers.” He described how they helped him, gave him information, and explained 

processes. “They were more there to help me, and guide me, and teach me things.” 

 Linda described her relationship with her art teacher as “more of a friendship. We 

bicker back and forth, not bad-bicker, but kind of pick on each other.” She felt that he 

strongly supports her development as a person and artist.  
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 Brian discontinued his ELO with his first community partner because developing 

a relationship was too difficult. “He and I have different ideas. It wasn’t a good fit. That 

guy started into me and that was the worst thing ever.” Brian worked with his ELO 

coordinator to find another placement. “I was able to make a couple connections around 

and decided to start it back up again. It was my best choice.”  

 Lisa described a dynamic relationship with a particular vet tech at the Animal 

Hospital. In the beginning, Lisa felt overwhelmed with how much she had to learn, but 

the vet tech spent a lot of time explaining things to her. Eventually, as Lisa learned more 

skills and “it got to the point that they didn’t even have to tell me how to do things...they 

started to feel more like colleagues.” Lisa was also paired with a science teacher at school 

to support the ELO, but this relationship was less successful, maybe because they “didn’t 

have a lot of meetings, and that would have helped me make my project better.”  

 Jeremy spent a great deal of time with his community partner, both at the radio 

station and DJing events in the region. “He said he liked me...he has a good personality 

and an open heart. I think of him as a mentor/teacher, and also my boss. He taught me a 

lot.” Jeremy expressed gratitude to his ELO coordinator for making the connection. 

Extended Learning Opportunity Coordinator 

All twelve students spoke about the role of the ELO Coordinator in the ELO 

process and the importance of the relationship they developed with this individual. The 

ELO Coordinator became a mentor, not only in their ELO but also as a trusted adult at 

high school. Each of the students expressed appreciation for the personal attention they 

received from their ELO Coordinator and the time the ELO Coordinator took to design an 

individual ELO specifically for them. A few of their comments include: 
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• “The ELO Coordinator has been great. She’s been helping me with the whole 

paperwork side of things.” - Linda 

•  “The ELO Coordinator was supportive.” - Brian 

• “The ELO Coordinator organized everything and made sure I was secure with 

everything...she made sure it wasn’t too much for me.” - Cindy 

• “It was great to have the ELO Coordinator from school take an interest in 

what I was doing outside of school.” - Rebecca 

• “The ELO is awesome because it’s not only that I get credit for it. It’s also 

that my ELO coordinator is actually really interested in it and supportive of 

me.” - Mark 

• “There is no way I could have gone out and set up my own internship. She did 

everything. She was amazing. My ELO Coordinator is like more of a mentor.” 

- Lisa 

• “My ELO Coordinator was a great supporter. She is more like a mentor to me 

than a teacher.” - Abby 

• “Our ELO Coordinator has put a lot forward and is doing a wonderful job 

helping students out. A lot of my friends are doing ELOs, and she is always 

there, getting them set up.”  - Steve 

In addition to his comments above about the ELO Coordinator’s availability to other 

students, Steve expressed affection for his ELO Coordinator as a “second mom. She has 

been absolutely great. She really went out of her way and is great at this.” 
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Parents 

Two students, Rebecca and Cindy, credit their parents for encouraging them to do 

an ELO in the first place. Both spoke of their mom’s connections to the school and 

because they knew of the program, they felt it would be a good fit for their daughters. 

Mark also gave his parents credit for their support and encouragement, “I think I owe this 

one to my parents.” Ten students mentioned that their parents attended their ELO 

presentations, and they were all happy to have them as part of the experience. One of the 

artifacts showed a picture of a student with her parents after her presentation, and all 

appeared to be very happy in the photograph. A few of the students’ comments regarding 

their parents are below: 

Lisa stated, “I think my mom was really proud...she was happy about it. Every 

day when I came back, I would feel the need to tell her all the details of what happened at 

the animal hospital. She was a great supporter.” 

Jeremy said that his ELO wouldn’t have been possible without his dad. “Since I 

was a minor, I couldn’t be there unless there was an adult there with me. So it would only 

work if my dad came, and he drove me to the radio station at 4:00 or 5:00 in the 

morning.” Jeremy found this to be the biggest challenge of his ELO, and it was the first 

lesson, of many, about the business’s rules and regulations.  

Abby was both challenged and encouraged by her mom. “She thought I was nuts 

and crazy for wanting to be a graphic designer. She wanted me to go out and get an 

internship.” Abby stepped up to this challenge, “I wanted to prove to my mom that I 

knew what I wanted to do.” 
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Academic Freedom 

 All twelve of the students interviewed indicated that participating in an Extended 

Learning Opportunity offered them a sense of academic freedom. It honored their 

choices, personal pace, and interests. It gave them an alternative to the traditional classes 

that was a better fit for their learning styles. It helped with schedule challenges. It 

supported their interests, passions, and independence.  

Freedom 

Ten students described a sense of freedom in their interviews or reflections. They said 

they appreciated having a personal choice, and that it was open, liberating and freeing. 

This indicated that freedom is a valued aspect of Extended Learning Opportunities. A few 

comments in support of academic freedom are below. 

•  “ELOs are at my own pace, and as I need to do it, it gets done. I can go as far 

as I want to go, whereas in other classes you have a final thing you need to do. 

Right now, it’s very open as to what I can do. It’s very freeing and nice.” -

Linda 

• “It has been more liberating than a traditional teacher, who wants to have a 

product that gets finished, gets graded, and that’s the end. It is enough to make 

progress.” -Warren 

• “The best part of ELOs is the freedom. You know, to develop on your own 

interests. Kids aren’t always interested in class… but this, you can pick up 

anything. Literally anything. And you can learn from it and develop on it.” -

Linda 
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• “When you are still young, you want to try things out and see if they work out 

the way you want them to.” –Jeremy 

• “A lot of teachers come to my shows and are very supportive, but I think it is 

different to see it in the studio setting and to see my interactions with my 

ballet teachers, how they work with us, and the process behind putting on a 

performance. Because it’s very rigorous and very intellectual as well. I think 

that’s important for people who don’t know as much about ballet to see that 

behind-the-scenes process and what it takes to create a performance.” - 

Martha 

Choice/Independence 

All twelve students indicated in their interviews or through their reflections that a 

valued aspect of Extended Learning Opportunities was the opportunity for personal 

choice and/or independence in their learning. Some of their comments included: 

• “I got to pick what I was interested in, and research more, and I learned a lot 

that is not just technique in the studio.” - Martha 

• “I recommend ELOs… if you’re more advanced and feel you are held back in 

the regular classes. This gives you an opportunity to do what you like, do it at 

the pace you like, and really develop on something.” - Linda 

• “Most teachers say, ‘Here’s the book - if you have any questions, ask me,’ but 

with ELOs I get to work at my own pace.” - Steve 

• “I was tailoring my own voice... it’s hard in a high school setting...working for 

an outside publication was a good place to both write and create an individual 

voice.” - Warren 
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• “The best part of ELOs for me, is that independence in your learning, and 

your being able to drive not only what you are interested in but also what you 

are producing.” - Martha 

• “The best part was doing something I like. I don’t just not like schoolwork. If 

it’s something I like, I like doing it. If it was an essay on squash, I could write 

a million pages.” - Mark 

• “The best part of ELOs is the choice and the responsibility. You get to choose 

what you want to do, but then you have to be responsible for your choice, and 

take it to the end- to the furthest extremes of where you couldn’t even imagine 

where it would go.” - Warren 

• “Karate has helped me develop independence. It lets you go at your own pace 

so you can create your own path. Direction, pace, focus- you can find niches 

that speak to you and delve more into those.” - Rebecca 

Interest/Passion 

 All twelve of the students spoke about how their Extended Learning 

Opportunities began with a personal interest or passion, but there were two different 

results.  For nine of the students, the experience increased their enthusiasm for their 

topics; in three cases, the ELO experience clarified their thinking and motivated them to 

pursue a different topic. 

 In support for the comments above regarding academic freedom, having the 

opportunity to choose an area of study gave students license to pursue areas of personal 

interest. In four cases, this interest could only be described as a passion because the 

students’ motivation, as indicated by field notes, was so profound.  Lisa stated, “When I 
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was there, at my internship, I didn’t even feel like I was learning. Like, I knew I was, but 

it didn’t feel like I was in a classroom.”  Mark valued the ELO experience because it gave 

him an experience outside of the traditional classroom: 

A lot of classes I take at school, I am not really passionate about. I get 

good enough grades and all, but I just memorize the material and forget 

about it. I don’t believe in it; I’m not passionate about it. But for my ELO, 

I am so passionate about it! So, it was cool to get credit for it and also 

present about it. I had never presented about it in an academic way, and 

because other people got to look at it in a different way, through that, I 

also got to look at it in a different way. 

Martha agreed. “You get to pick what you are interested in and you get to form your 

own… you get to synthesize classes together. I know of a student who combined 

literature and science, which I thought was really cool. It’s like picking and choosing 

what you are interested in.” The fact that Extended Learning Opportunities are 

individualized means they can be customized to meet students’ unique needs and 

interests. Rebecca summed up the opportunities that ELOs present for students: 

Extended Learning Opportunities are best for kids who don’t necessarily 

fit into the mold of what your average high school student is- kids who do 

other things outside of school that may have a higher priority or have other 

interests that are not offered at the school… unique individuals who like to 

do their own thing. 

 Three students - James, Lisa, and Cindy - started their ELOs with a great deal of 

interest and passion, and the ELO clarified what they did not want to do. James found 
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animal euthanasia to be the most challenging aspect of his ELO, and through this 

experience he realized he was more interested in marine science than small animal 

veterinary studies. Lisa described a similar epiphany in her work at the animal hospital: 

At my internship, I came to the realization that I was doing it because I 

loved animals. A lot of what a doctor does is not hands-on as much. They 

give them a quick shot, and it was the tech that was holding it. It really 

solidified it in my mind. One surgery I saw was a C-section. It was a 

puppy C-section, and there were two puppies. And we knew one, from 

looking at the ultrasound, was already passed away, but the other one was 

still alive. But we didn’t know which one was which, so we had to kind of 

like, guess which one to get first, which one was more important. We 

guessed wrong, and we got the stillborn one first. But the live one was still 

alive when we got to it. So when we got it, the tech is off with the live 

puppy, rubbing it, giving it oxygen, and stuff, while the doctor is over 

there with this mess of a dog. Trying to sew up the mother dog, and 

everything, and I was like: I want to be the one with the puppy. I want to 

be a tech. 

This experience changed Lisa’s understanding of what she would like to study in college. 

Cindy, too, was able to clarify that she preferred Occupational Therapy to Physical 

Therapy through her ELO experience. She found that OT offered more variety in 

interactions with patients, and this was a role she preferred. While Physical Therapy 

involved a lot of repetition, Occupational Therapy gave her opportunities to play games, 
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exercise, and work more interactively with her patients. She discovered that she preferred 

this type of interaction. 

Learning Styles 

 Six students referred to hands-on learning as a favorable part of their Extended 

Learning Opportunities. They appreciated the interactive nature of their ELOs and 

reported that it was more hands-on than their traditional classes. 

• “I’m a really hands-on learner and I don’t like to sit still...you get antsy just 

sitting there, so being able to go out and do this, discuss it with people, … go 

out and do field research, it is a lot more interesting than sitting by a 

computer.” - Steve 

• “ELOs, from my standpoint, from what I did, are more hands-on work. In the 

regular class, you listen to the teacher yarble on about stuff you don’t care 

about.” - Brian 

• “I know that like me, there’s a lot of other students who do alright in classes, 

you know, it’s fun, but it gets kind of long throughout the day, and it’s like, 

‘What can I do that’s like what I want to do, what I want to learn about, and 

get a credit for it?’ You can do the ELO and say, ‘I’d like to learn about 

woodworking, or carpentry, and how this works’. And you’ll get hooked up 

with someone who knows how this works. You can do hands-on. You know, 

whatever you want. It takes what you want to do and allows you to learn about 

it.” - Steve 

• “I’m a very hands-on person, and I like to see what I am getting into. But, 

when I would go online and research...OT and PT seemed like the same thing. 
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So, I was confused when I was just looking online, but then having a hands-on 

experience was really great for me.” - Cindy 

• “Me personally, I have never been a school person. Like I said, I have always 

been more of a hands-on person. So, I definitely feel I was more interested in 

learning about my ELO than I was about school, because I was more 

interested in learning about it than what I was learning in the classroom. But, I 

mean, it didn’t really conflict with my school work or what I was doing.” - 

James 

• “I liked this ELO because it was more hands-on. The relationship between 

school and ELOs is that ELOs are more hands-on and not reading out of a 

book. School is where you are reading out of a book or getting lectured to, and 

you get the information and it goes in one ear and out the other. When I just 

work better with hands-on. So in the ELO, if I had a question, I can just ask 

my mentor, and he will show me. It’s more interactive, and I feel it better for 

anyone, or just myself, that if it is hands-on you learn better and retain the 

information. It is a lot better than reading it out of a book.” - Jeremy 

• “Participating in ELOs has made school better. It may be kind of a negative 

way of thinking, but high school is just kind of annoying because you have to 

take all these classes, all these different classes and people don’t all - maybe 

it’s naive, but - I don’t think all people know what they want to do and focus 

on at the same age. I’ve always known I am not going to be a scientist. I don’t 

really like science, and I never want to do it. I’m not passionate about it.” -

Mark 
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Additional Support for Academic Freedom 

 Three students expressed practical reasons that contributed to their decision to 

complete an ELO such as schedule concerns. Rebecca described her reasons, “Gym 

wasn’t going to fit into my schedule...I do karate for 45 minutes after school every day, 

and I didn’t see why not, if I could have a study hall during the day and still get the same 

exercise everyone else was getting.” Martha agreed, “For me, technically, it worked 

really well with my schedule, so that is a really practical reason to do it.” 

 Seven students commented that appreciated the opportunity to learn in a different 

setting. Warren stated, “My goal for this ELO was to get some writing experience in a 

place where I was both tailoring my own voice and also tailoring to an outside 

publication in an outside setting.” Steve and Brian spoke about how much they enjoyed 

being able to be outdoors. Lisa appreciated the opportunity to go behind the doors of the 

Veterinary Hospital, an opportunity that was also appreciated by James. Jeremy spoke 

about how much he enjoyed being at the radio station. 

 Lisa stated that her ELO experience gave her motivation to put more effort into 

her more traditional classes. “My thing was, you know, I did it over the summer, so when 

I went back to school, it was kind of like, it was a summer program, but it did help me. 

Because I hate science, I’m bad at science. So, it really helped me want to do better in 

science because I finally knew that what I was going for was science related. You know, 

a profession, and so I needed some science courses. It gave me a little boost in that way.” 

 Warren acknowledged that completing an ELO can be challenging, especially 

when considering the work of famous writers as models: 
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There is a threat when you start reading people that are just so proficient. 

You have to remember, well, I can make this right now. I can make a box. I 

can’t make an entire world, but I can make a box. And that is fine because I 

can work with that. I can make my box bigger; even if it’s not ever going to 

reach Dostoevsky’s...that box getting bigger is going to be more that I 

thought I could do when I started. So, with that, it is good to keep in mind 

the freedom that you can have with it. So much is about freedom, and 

having different choices.  

After completing his internship as a writer for the website, Warren began a second 

ELO and is currently writing his first novella.  

 The students’ words, reflections, and behavior, as indicated by the field notes, 

indicate that they perceive and value that Extended Learning Opportunities offer 

academic freedom and choice. Extended Learning Opportunities help develop 

independence as students pursue their interests and passions in settings that fit well with 

their learning styles. Martha’s words sum up the ideas of many: “I think it is that you are 

building your own education and building your own curriculum. It makes you realize 

what you are interested in and that you have the power to drive your own education in a 

different way. I think that brings a lot of independence, and you are more apt to work 

harder when you are interested in the subject.” All twelve students contributed to the 

theme of academic freedom through contributions to one or more stands. 

Sense of Accomplishment 

In the beginning of her internship at the Animal Hospital, Lisa felt unsure about 

how to fit in with the community partners who were supervising her internship. She 
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“didn’t want to weigh them down” but was eager to learn. As she gained confidence and 

appreciation for the “difficult and important work,” she also valued their 

acknowledgement of her growth. “The fact that they trusted me was a huge thing.” 

Martha kept a daily reflection journal, and at the end of her ELO she summarized her 

findings in a letter to herself: 

This year as a sophomore in high school has been really rough on you at 

school and at ballet. You’ve realized that you’re a lot different than your 

peers and that makes you feel ostracized, but also accomplished. You 

know what you want to achieve and you will stop at nothing to get it, even 

though that means that you have to give up what others consider “normal”. 

But you are willing to relinquish that because this is what you cherish, and 

I’m proud of you for that. 

A sense of pride and significant accomplishment emerged as a theme from all of the 

participants’ stories. 

Pride 

 Ten students spoke about a sense pride. Linda was cautious to not sound boastful, 

but it was clear that her high personal aspirations and hard work had resulted in a great 

deal of pride in her work.  

I didn’t do this ELO so much for the grade or anything, I wanted to continue 

to be in ceramics, and continue to develop the skills I had from previous 

classes. I really wanted to be... I don’t want this to sound… I wanted to be 

the best, because that is what you strive for when you do something like 
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this. You want to continue to develop your skills and products that you 

make. 

Linda was also very proud to share that the school principal had requested one of her 

finished pieces for his office. 

 A sense of pride and accomplishment added to students’ feelings of confidence in 

themselves. Abby stated, “I have done so much, and I feel like I am going to do well.” 

Four other students echoed Abby’s feeling that the ELO experience gave them a boost 

that would carry into their next experiences.  

 Martha expressed a hope that more students would complete Extended Learning 

Opportunities so they could experience the same sense of accomplishment she felt. “It’s a 

good way to get kids more interested in pursuing and putting a lot of work into something 

they can be proud of. They should do it because they love what they do and are interested 

in it.” 

 Ten students expressed a great feeling of satisfaction from their parents being a 

part of the ELO experience by attending their presentations. Steve offered a small 

statement that was imbued with feeling, “My parents said they were proud of me.”  

 Warren was especially pleased that lessons learned through his ELO have 

contributed to his emergence as a writer.  

I had this moment last Friday where we were talking about voice, and my 

teacher felt like when he was reading my stuff that I had discovered some 

sort of voice that I can just keep returning back to. I’m not sure if I felt that, 

but it was good to hear that, perhaps, there is something hard, and fast, and 

set, that I have built and can keep coming back to later. That is comforting. 
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Rebecca stated that she is recognized at school for her accomplishments in 

traditional classes, but it was meaningful to be recognized beyond the school day. “It was 

great to have the ELO Coordinator from school take an interest in what I was doing 

outside of school. I don’t do a lot of school sports, so I don’t get a lot of recognition for 

doing that kind of thing.” 

Mark expressed appreciation for even being interviewed, and considered it to an 

honor that contributed to his sense of accomplishment. He offered an insight that might 

give schools pause for thought: 

My school wouldn’t know about me if I hadn’t done an ELO, and I feel like 

there are tons of kids out there with similar stories. It’s cool to do something 

that you love and get recognition for it and kind of get acknowledged for it. 

Getting the school credit is just the cherry on top. That’s awesome too. And 

it’s also kind of cool to take a step back and look at your time, and reflect 

on it, and stuff.  

Mark stated that the “stuff” to which he refers included the ELO elements of research, 

reflection, product, and presentation, and these were recurrent themes in all of the 

students’ comments. 

Elements of Extended Learning Opportunities 

 The four elements recognized as being central to rigorous ELOs - research, 

reflection, product, and presentation - all contributed to students’ feelings of 

accomplishment (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Gfroerer, 2009a; NH DOE, 2007). All twelve 

students spoke about at least one of these components of their ELOs as indicated by the 

comments below. 
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Research. Martha performed a classical variation as her product, but her research 

was into a more contemporary ballet entitled The Green Table.  

I got to look at ballet from a different, more academic angle, which I never 

really got to do before. I picked a very specific topic to look into, and I 

learned a lot. I got to see a performance and research the history of the 

ballet and analyze different movements, and the choreographer’s intentions, 

and the things he did. 

Steve’s research included water testing on the brook that traverses his high 

school’s property, and he spoke about the feeling of purpose behind his research; he 

was pleased that it felt authentic and connected to real work. Mark, too, had 

practical reasons for his research into the impact of Ritalin on athletes, and his 

learning led to changes in his personal decisions. “I was able to find out more about 

myself, my education, and my game through my research. I dove deeply into the 

research, and it was cool to learn new things while tying it together with my 

particular journey in squash. It connected academics to something I love.” 

Reflection. The participants revealed that reflection took many forms: a journal, a 

log, a portfolio, and a blog, and each used the opportunity to reflect in a way that helped 

deepen their thinking about their ELO experience. It was a significant part of the ELO 

experience for many. 

Reflection was very interesting because a lot of times - for better or worse - 

I don’t really like to take my head up and look around and see how far I 

have come. Whether it’s after a big win or a bit loss, I don’t really like to 

think ‘oh wow- I’ve come so far’ because I don’t want to be satisfied. I 



Extended Learning Opportunities  148 

want to keep going. I think it’s good, to a certain extent, to not just be happy 

with where you are at. At the same time, my trainers kind of taught me 

throughout the years that it is good to celebrate, and look back and reflect, 

about where you have come and how you are doing. Not only because it’s 

cool to see your progress and how much you have achieved, but also to 

reflect and see what you have done right, what you have done wrong, how 

you can reflect on doing things in different ways, so I got to do that with my 

ELO. It actually might have been one of my favorite parts because I was so 

passionate. I remember writing my story of how everything went, and it was 

nice to present it to people who were really interested in it. - Mark 

 Martha acknowledged that reflection revealed many aspects of her classical ballet 

experience. 

Reflection was big for me - I kept a journal. That was really interesting to 

me to go back and read it in the end because I can see the days of 

frustration, the days of happiness and pride in what I was doing. To go back 

and see how I changed over time, but also to be able to go back and look at 

myself and say, ‘Why are you feeling like this?’ and even to look at it from 

the technical aspect as well- to see how you have progressed over time, and 

how you were feeling about your variation in the beginning as opposed to 

the end. I think that in ballet - I mean, you’re staring at yourself in the 

mirror for like three hours a day - it’s really easy to get negatively reflective 

of yourself, but I think that writing something down after class every day is 

good because you absorb it more - you absorb the corrections more, but it’s 
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also that mental side of it. It reflects on how you are growing as a person as 

well as the educational and intellectual side of ballet, which is really 

important to me. I think it was good that it pushed me to reflect on myself 

more internally. 

For Steve, reflection became a tool to ask questions and seek answers.  

I wrote reflections on the places I went, and it’s cool because I can look 

back and come up with a lot of questions on like when we did the water test, 

like, ‘does the water going under the brook, touching the concrete under the 

bridge right there, does it affect the water?’ Or when we were at another 

lake, ‘what do the types of boats or type of fish tell you about the health of 

the water and what can live in there?’ When I reread them, I notice that I put 

a lot of effort into them because I notice, like something else, like just 

writing a normal research paper, it’s more hands-on and more me, so the 

types of questions I’m asking are not questions everybody wants to know. 

They are more questions I want to know because it helps to further what I 

know and what I learned.  

Warren, too, valued reflection as a useful tool, “The worth of it, and the success of 

it, is based on how much I can reflect on what is working and what is not working.” 

 Product. Abby stated that she created a portfolio. “I look back at my work. I am 

so proud of it. I am one of the top students in college because of the work I did in high 

school. I am really quite proud of that. It is a great feeling of accomplishment.” Rebecca 

expressed great pride in the product that resulted from her intense study: a black belt in 

karate. “It has been a big part of my life,” she noted.  
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Warren built an online portfolio that includes all of his contributions to a local 

website about the area in which he lives. His weekly blog included topics such as 

alternative music, book reviews, and television. He was able to watch the number of hits 

each post received, and this contributed to his feeling of accomplishment. Jeremy took a 

lot of pictures at the various events of his internship, and he uses this as his portfolio. In 

addition, Jeremy was proud to share an artifact, one of the products he designed - his first 

business card.  

 Presentation. “I thought it was so great to be able to show everybody what I had 

learned. Because throughout it all, it was just me- no one really knew what I was 

learning. So, I was so excited to show everybody what I had learned. It was cool,” 

enthused Lisa. Lisa added that she was pleased that her mom, friends, teachers, ELO 

coordinator, and community partners all came to her presentation. “My mom was all 

happy,” she added. Mark, too, was proud to share his passion about his ELO at his 

presentation, “It felt really, really good to have people from school come see me play 

squash and attend my presentation...it’s not a school sport, so it was definitely cool to 

present it to people who were really interested.” Steve agreed, stating that he felt great 

after his presentation, and it was clear that even the memory brought him feelings of 

pride and accomplishment.  

 Martha found her presentation to be the most challenging part of her ELO. 

“Obviously, performances are always very stressful - a lot could go wrong. It’s kind of 

nerve wracking.” Martha stated that her sister, parents, ballet teachers, school 

administrators, superintendent, a member of the school board, and three of her friends all 

attended her presentation. She stated that this large group was larger than many ELO 
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presentations, and she was pleased to invite them. However, it added to her stress. At the 

same time, she felt a great sense of accomplishment. “It was very gratifying to have the 

school board and superintendent read your work, attend your presentation, and appreciate 

what I was doing.” Martha shared a video of her performance. 

Steve also acknowledged that presentation can be a little stressful, but it was 

worth it for the feeling of accomplishment he developed: 

My ELO presentation included my ELO coordinator, my mom, my dad, 

community partners, the principal, the vice principal, science teacher, I was 

a little nervous at first. I know I know a lot of people but then again, you get 

up there and…. But once you get into it and they start asking questions, it 

feels more like a conversation rather than a presentation. Even though it’s 

still a presentation, it helps learning how to speak in front of people. It kind 

of builds that confidence up. After, I felt great. They told me I did a really 

good job. And that was nice to know because I put that presentation 

together myself. I have never been a computer whiz, so besides learning 

about the outdoors and water testing, and all, I learned about how to use 

PowerPoint.  

 Abby stated, “After my ELO presentation, I felt good. I felt accomplished, 

especially after everything I had gone through. It was almost like one of those moments 

when I realized, ‘yes, this is what I want to do’.” In each case, students expressed a 

similar sentiment. While their ELOs may have ended with a great feeling of 

accomplishment, they indicated that their learning would continue. The Extended 

Learning Opportunity experiences were a step in a pathway to the rest of their lives and 
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students recognized the connections between their ELOs and what would happen after 

high school.  

The ELO plans that were reviewed among the artifacts included all four ELO 

elements – research, reflection, product, and presentation – in the requirements (See an 

example in Appendix H). The ELO plans also included essential questions, competencies, 

curricular standards, and assessment criteria. Rubrics (See Appendix I) describe levels of 

successful achievement of the four elements of ELOs. The artifacts also included on 

summary of a student’s reflection and two research projects. The scores on this student 

work revealed achievement at the highest levels on the rubrics. 

Connections to Life After High School 

 A recurrent theme that emerged from the twelve students was the connections that 

they could see between their Extended Learning Opportunity and life after high school. 

For some, it was a stepping-stone to college; for others, the ELO experience influenced a 

career choice; and for some, their passion for their ELO will continue into adulthood as 

part of their lifestyle. James recommended that all students consider doing an ELO while 

in high school, especially if they are unclear about their pathways after graduation. “It is 

very beneficial for people who aren’t sure what they want to do. It might not be the right 

path, but if it is, you have it.” All students had a sense of purpose in pursuing their ELOs; 

something that four mentioned was not part of their more traditional classes. 

College 

 Six students indicated that having an ELO experience in high school had an 

impact on the college admissions process. “My ELO experience definitely had an impact 

on my being accepted into college. I had 70 hours in my internship, and they said that 
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was way more than anybody else had,” described Cindy. She added that she didn’t want 

to waste time or money in college unless she was sure of her field, and her ELO 

experience provided that opportunity. Lisa also noted that she didn’t want to spend 

“hundreds and hundreds of dollars on something that halfway through, you realize you 

don’t want to do.”  

Martha said that having Dance on her transcript helped to distinguish her in the 

college application process:  

There are two ways having ELOs on my transcript will matter. For me, 

wanting to pursue the arts at least in some way in college, it is very 

important that I have a dance credit on my transcript because a lot of kids 

who apply go to performing arts high schools and they have that experience 

within the school setting of dance, or music, or art, or performing arts, and I 

don’t have as much from a public high school. I think that to have that 

dance credit is another whole side of me that it shows. Also, because it is an 

ELO, and it is optional, and it’s your own work, and you have to pursue it 

yourself, it shows that you want to be educated in things that are beyond 

common competencies in your common classes. It shows a dedication to 

what you love to do, but also it lets you pursue education in another realm 

and an appreciation of things that are beyond textbooks. It is so much more 

that what you typically see on transcripts. 

Several colleges recruited Mark because of his skill in the game of Squash, and Mark 

credits his ELO experience with helping him to see it from a different angle. He looks 
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forward to continuing to play in college and the increased opportunities to play 

competitively with his teammates. 

 Warren considered his ELO experience to be a prelude to his college 

expectations. “I am going to college to focus on writing. I really kind of feel that the 

work I am doing in my ELO is the kind of work I want to be doing in college.” Martha 

agreed that the ELO experience helped to pave the way for what she anticipated she 

would experience in college. “I think it prepares you for college more because in college, 

you know you will have really specific, in-depth classes, and pursue a really specific 

topic, where high school classes are more broad. You get to pick what you are interested 

in and you get to form your own- you get to synthesize classes together.” Lisa is proud of 

her experience working with animals, “as opposed to all the people in college who have 

never been behind the doors of a veterinary office, it is a huge head start.” 

Careers 

 For seven students, The ELO experience had a profound influence on their future 

career path. Jeremy described that he got kind of a late start and had to scramble to figure 

out what he wanted to do in life because he had just been “running around.” The ELO 

experience helped, “Without it, I wouldn’t really know what I was supposed to do, or 

even have a general idea of what I’m supposed to do after high school.” James agreed 

that the best part of the ELO was the chance to find out what he wanted to do. Brian was 

grateful for the opportunity, “I’m so lucky in the aspect of going into a job and finding 

out what I want to do after high school.” Steve credited his ELO experience with two 

outcomes, “It helped further my knowledge and the other one is it helped step me in the 

right direction of where I want to go.” Lisa appreciated the ELO experience for “just 
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getting out there...getting into the job world, and having adults help me instead of feeling 

like I was under them.” 

 Other students were less confident in their career choices but found that the ELO 

experience provided guidance. “I hope art is part of my future employment. I think being 

a high school art teacher would be really nice,” said Linda, adding, “I could also do what 

I love and get paid for it.”  For Lisa, clarity about what her role would be in a Veterinary 

Office was her dilemma, “I was so in question. I knew I wanted to do something with 

animals in my heart, but in my brain I had so many doubts.” Abby knew she loved the 

area of graphic arts, but she found her ELO useful because it provided insight into what 

goes into running a business. For James, the ELO experience helped to clarify what he 

did not want to do. “I realized the small animal aspect of it wasn’t for me, and it pushed 

me in the direction of marine science.” 

Lifestyle 

 Eight of the participants feel so passionately about the topic of their ELOs, they 

will continue to pursue them after high school even if it is not a college major or career 

path. Jeremy, already a successful DJ, stated that he wasn’t sure he would pursue it in 

college or as a career, but he would keep doing it. “This is a hobby for me….I will just do 

it on the side because I like it a lot.” Rebecca stated that karate has been a part of her life 

since she was “very, very little,” and she added that it has been and always will be a big 

part of her life. “Karate will absolutely be part of my life forever. Even when I go away 

to college, I will come back and teach a little bit. I am definitely passionate about this.” 
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 Martha, a current senior, is waiting to hear about college acceptances as of this 

writing, and even though she will not major in dance, college dance programs have 

figured into her choices.  

I know I want to keep dancing in college. I don’t want to major in it, but I 

want to go to a school that has a good Classical Ballet program as well as 

being able to expose myself to modern programs. I want to be able to 

perform still. I am maybe looking for a minor, but also a club or something. 

For Martha, Classical Ballet is neither a college or career choice, but it is an 

important part of her lifestyle and will influence her decisions after high school. 

Mark feels lucky that squash has provided college opportunities and may eventually 

be a career pathway if he goes pro, but he plans to play the game for the rest of his 

life regardless. “This ELO let me focus on things I want to do and can see in my 

future.” 

Additional Themes 

 Four additional themes emerged from the interviews that could not be classified 

into the topics above. These outlying themes add additional information to the 

perceptions and lived experiences of New Hampshire high schools students who have 

completed Extended Learning Opportunities.  

Marketing Extended Learning Opportunities 

 Five students mentioned that there is an ongoing need for others to understand 

Extended Learning Opportunities and that there should be additional information made 

available to potential ELO students and their parents. Each student believed that it was a 

worthwhile experience, and they noted that ELOs need additional marketing to grow the 
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programs. Mark suggested that since not enough people know about ELOs, students 

should become ambassadors, “I don’t think people know how good it is- like it’s not that 

complicated. If it is something you are interested in, it doesn’t feel like work.”  Martha 

agreed, “I think a lot of people know it exists, but maybe not really what it is, and how 

many different avenues you can take with it.” Cindy stated that she didn’t know about it 

until her mom told her about the opportunity. Jeremy stated that the school should 

“broadcast” the program more, even to middle school students. Brian suggested that it 

should be a graduation requirement. Each of these five students would urge other 

students to complete Extended Learning Opportunities, and they feel that additional 

program marketing could help to spread the word. 

Extended Learning Opportunity Challenges 

 Budget. Three students, from two different schools, spoke about ELO limitations 

and challenges due to budgets. Linda had many ideas for how establishing a larger ELO 

program budget could have improved her ELO:  

This school could improve its ELO program by giving it more budget. 

Absolutely. There are things in ceramics that we don’t have the supplies for, 

like, we don’t have the clay, like black clay from Africa, or bunches of 

different types of things. There are a bunch of glazes I wish we had, and, it 

would be wonderful if we could get a bigger kiln, or one that was hot 

enough to do red clay- higher-fire clay, you can use a different type of glaze 

on. There are so many big like… the level above what we have….. if we 

had a better budget, or had specific budgets for ELOs, it would go over so 

much better. It would make it all easier. 
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Steve agreed that increasing his school’s budget for ELOs would help many students be 

successful in their ELOs. For him, a budget to support students’ transportation to ELO 

sites would have been a benefit. “Trying to find a bus or a ride can be a problem. We 

always managed to find a way, but if there was a budget to get to the hatchery, I think 

that would be the best idea.” James stated that an increased budget might help to 

compensate for their rural setting, “there’s not that much around here,” by allowing 

students to go beyond their region to larger cities. Abby expressed a sense that the ELO 

program was getting too big for a single ELO coordinator to handle, “It would be so 

much better if she had help,” which is another potential budget challenge. 

 Community Partners. Two students expressed challenges concerning 

community partners. As noted previously, Brian had a personality conflict in his first 

placement, and another internship was established with a different community partner. 

Lisa had a very successful internship at an Animal Hospital, but considered herself 

“lucky” because “there was one specific technician who would sit down with me and talk 

to me about everything.” Lisa went on to say that “you’re not going to have someone in 

every job field that has the time to do that. They may want to, but it’s really hard when 

you have so many things to do.” 

Types of Extended Learning Opportunities 

 The New Hampshire Department of Education gave parameters in its Minimum 

Standards for what could constitute an ELO (NH State Board of Education, 2014). As 

Table 7 indicates below, the random sampling included three different types of ELOs in 

which study subjects participated: internships, private instruction, and sports. Some 

ELOs could fit in more than one category. For example, karate could be considered both 
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a sport and private instruction. Warren’s writing ELO could be considered both an 

internship and an independent study. 

Table 7 

Extended Learning Opportunities Classified by Type of Experience 

Type of Extended Learning 
Opportunity 

Examples from this Study 

Internships Abby- Graphic Design 
Brian - Logging and Diesel Mechanics 
Cindy - Occupational and Physical Therapy 
James - Small Animal Science 
Jeremy - Broadcasting, DJing 
Lisa - Veterinary Studies 
Steve - Water Ecology 
Warren - Writing 

Private Instruction Linda - Ceramics 
Martha - Classical Ballet 

Sports Mark - Squash 
Rebecca - Karate 

Independent Study  

Online Learning (Some students mentioned they had taken online 
classes, but this was not the focus of this study.) 

Performing Groups  

Apprenticeships  

Community Service  

 

The majority (67%) of the ELOs in this study took the form of internships and were 

placed in community business settings. It is important to note that several of these ELOs 
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included aspects of other types of ELOs. For example, Rebecca’s karate ELO is 

categorized as a sport, but it could also be considered private instruction.  

 Since the participants in this study were a random sample, their experiences may 

not be typical for their school, but it is also interesting to classify types of ELOs students 

experienced by school: 

Table 8 

Types of Extended Learning Opportunities Classified by School 

School Student Types of ELOs 

Kentaurus Abby- Graphic Design 

James - Small Animal Science 

Jeremy - Broadcasting, DJing 

Lisa - Veterinary Studies 

4 Internships 

Sirius Brian - Logging and Diesel Mechanics 

Cindy - Occupational and Physical Therapy 

Steve - Water Ecology 

Linda - Ceramics 

3 Internships 

1 Private Instruction 

Arcturus Mark - Squash 

Martha - Classical Ballet 

Rebecca - Karate 

Warren - Writing 

2 Sports 

1 Private Instruction 

1 Internship/Independent Study 

 

It should be noted that some experiences fit into more than one category. To some extent, 

all ELO experiences are Independent Studies because of the individual requirements for 

each student. All participants’ ELOs had aspects of independent studies, but for the 

purpose of this research study, the categorization was based on the primary ELO 

experience outcomes. 
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Personal Qualities and School Integration 

 Seven students indicated that their Extended Learning Opportunity experiences 

contributed to the development of personal qualities. Cindy said that she gained 

confidence and the ability to talk to people. Mark became more self-aware. Rebecca 

developed a sense of focus and expanded her moral and guiding principles. She also 

stated that her ELO helped her develop leadership skills. Martha further honed her work 

ethic as “detail-oriented and meticulous.” Jeremy considered that he grew as an 

individual through the “good life experience” the ELO provided.  

For Steve, his ELO improved his attitude about school. Warren stated that his 

ELO was “one of the most positive experiences I have had in high school,” and described 

it as a “release valve for stress in other classes.” Martha added, “I think it looks really 

good for the school as well. It shows that they are invested in having kids pursue what 

they are interested in, so, I think it’s all-around very good for the school.” 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Mark’s research project into the impact of 

prescribed medications on athletes revealed insights that were profound to him 

personally. 

I did my presentation on Ritalin and how it affects sports. Before 

sophomore year, I got diagnosed with ADD/ADHD, and I started taking 

ADD medication. At first it was amazing, like – ‘Oh my God, I can focus; 

I can actually have my life together.’ I didn’t forget everything. I am 

always all over the place, and I thought it would really help for squash, but 

it absolutely destroyed everything. For starters, I didn’t eat and sleep 

enough, which you can’t do when you are competing at a high level in a 
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sport. For my matches, it didn’t make me focus more; it just made me 

more anxious. It was hard because, like, I eventually stopped taking it all 

together but I was finally doing well in school, so I wanted to keep taking 

it, but at the same time, I wasn’t myself, like socially, with my friends. It 

hurt my squash. It was so hard, I mean, I have to do well in school, but I 

love squash. I think if you just asked some random person on the street, 

like what Adderall, Ritalin, or anything is, they would think that it helped 

people with sports- almost like it would give an unfair advantage. It was 

cool to reveal that that is not necessarily true.  

Mark learned more than about medications through this aspect of his ELO. He learned 

about himself as a student, an athlete, and a person.  

Summary 

 As intended from the original design of this study, the majority of the findings 

emerged through the participants’ interviews. The artifacts and field notes confirmed the 

findings. It was particularly notable that all of the students were eager to share their ELO 

experiences as measured in the field notes. This indicates that their true stories emerged 

through the interview process. 

In considering the lived experiences of high school students who have completed 

Extended Learning Opportunities, certain themes were common among the participants 

of this study. All of the students described developing meaningful relationships with 

adults in their communities, including teachers, business partners, ELO coordinators, and 

their parents. The students stated that these relationships felt different than typical 
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teacher-student relationships and were described as: mentor, guide, colleague, peer, 

friend, family member, and boss.  

Students found the ELO experience to be very different from their more 

traditional high school classes. They perceived a much higher degree of academic 

freedom where their voices and choices were valued and encouraged. They developed 

independence in the pursuit of topics that included their interests and passions. They 

appreciated that ELO experiences provided opportunities for different styles of learners, 

and many students spoke about how they valued the hands-on nature of ELOs. 

 Students expressed a great sense of accomplishment in completing their Extended 

Learning Opportunities. They were proud of what they accomplished and appreciative of 

the recognition they received. The four aspects of ELOs - research, reflection, product, 

and presentation - provided good mechanisms in which the students could not only learn 

and grow, but also showcase their accomplishments.  

 The twelve participants in this research study found connections from their ELOs 

to their life after high school. Extended Learning Opportunities not only helped with the 

college application process but also helped to clarify areas of study in college. Career-

oriented students were able to experience their ELO and determine if it was a good fit for 

them. Some students described their ELOs as a hobby or part of their lifestyle choice that 

will continue after high school.  

 Four other themes emerged from the data: Marketing, Challenges, Types of 

ELOs, and Personal Qualities. Students had the sense that Extended Learning 

Opportunity programs may require additional marketing to make sure others are aware of 

the options. Challenges were cited in both ELO budgets and in making connections with 
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community partners that may limit the capacity of Extended Learning Opportunity 

programs. The majority of ELO activities participants were involved in were in the area 

of internships. Finally, students found that ELO experiences contributed to their personal 

qualities and feelings about school. As a further piece of evidence that ELOs create a 

bridge between activities outside and inside schools, Martha expressed a strong 

reciprocal relationship between her Classical Ballet training and school: 

There wasn’t much of an impact on how my ELO changed how I felt about 

school - I saw more of a connection between ballet and my schoolwork. I 

have always been kind of a perfectionist, dedicated to school and putting a 

lot of work into it, but it didn’t necessarily make me more apt to work 

harder or more interested in school, because I was already interested in 

school. But I think it made me see … reiterated for me...how intellectual 

ballet is. Just like the work ethic that goes into both, and how you can take 

what you learn from ballet and apply it to school. And - take what you learn 

from school and apply it to ballet. It’s kind of that crossing over that you 

maybe wouldn’t have seen if you hadn’t had the opportunity to integrate 

ballet and school.  

Each of the students expressed that their ELO experiences had helped them to grow as 

individuals. 
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Chapter 5 – Discussion and Conclusions 

This study focused on the perceptions of high school students or graduates who 

completed Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire. In choosing the research 

method of hermeneutic phenomenology, the researcher was able to acknowledge her own 

perspective as an ELO Coordinator and explore and interpret students’ lived experiences 

by focusing on the students’ stories of their Extended Learning Opportunities. The 

researcher used an in-depth, semi-structured interview process, and the twelve randomly 

selected students’ responses were audiotaped and transcribed. Field notes and artifacts 

were collected to triangulate the data. After a thematic review of the findings, four 

recurring themes emerged: Relationships, Academic Freedom, a Sense of 

Accomplishment, and Connections to Life after High School. Additional themes of 

Marketing, Challenges, Types of ELOs, and Personal Qualities and School Integration 

were also revealed. 

The following questions were the focus for this research: 

1. What is the lived experience of students who have completed Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire? 

2. How does participation in an Extended Learning Opportunity contribute to a 

student’s experience in a traditional high school setting in New Hampshire? 

3. What can be learned from the students’ personal experiences with Extended 

Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire that would help broaden 

understanding of ELOs?  

This chapter will summarize and discuss the findings, observe limitations of the study, 

explore implications for education, and make recommendations for future research. 
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Summary of Findings 

Research Question 1: What is the lived experience of students who have completed 

Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire? 

 The New Hampshire Department of Education’s Supervisor Mariane Gfroerer 

looked to Extended Learning Opportunities to ‘liberate learning’ in her 2010 statement:  

Perhaps we could think about what we're doing here in New Hampshire as 

‘liberating learning.’ Liberating learning means breaking free from the 

traditional school structure of education that keeps the teacher chained to a 

traditional classroom by a contract based on Carnegie units, liberating 

teachers to focus on student learning rather than test-centered teaching, and 

liberating students to become engaged, self-directed, active learners through 

a rigorous, valid, portable, authentic learning experience. (NH Leadership, 

2010, p. 13) 

Five years later, the students who participated in this research study would state that this 

vision is now a true outcome of ELO participation. Their lived experiences include 

several themes that were common among the participants, and this allowed a general 

picture of ELOs, or essence, from the students’ perspective, to emerge.  

Relationships. The twelve students, 100%, who participated in this research 

study established strong, meaningful relationships with adults involved in the Extended 

Learning Opportunity experiences. Community partners and teachers became mentors, 

guides, peers, and colleagues, as students worked alongside them in non-traditional 

school settings. Extended Learning Opportunity Coordinators were central to the 

students’ ELO experiences. Parents were also an important part of students’ learning 
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experiences as promoters, supporters, chauffeurs, and champions. All of these adults 

were part of the students’ ELO presentations.  One student mentioned that a school board 

member and superintendent attended her presentation, and seven stated that high school 

administrators were part of their final ELO presentation. The students stated that 

involvement of others and the development of new relationships contributed to students’ 

sense of accomplishment and pride. 

Academic Freedom. All of the participants in this research study made 

statements that could be categorized into the strands of freedom, choice/independence, 

interest/passion, and learning styles. They achieved a great sense of empowerment and 

satisfaction because they were given elements of academic freedom. They were able to 

choose, direct, and follow their own pathways. They were able to expand their high 

school experiences to pursue topics of great personal interest. They were empowered to 

move outside of the traditional school building and learn in authentic settings. They 

participated before and after school, during vacations, and in the summer; they were not 

contained within a 180-day-calendar or a 7.75-hour school day. Some traveled and met 

people from all over the world as part of their ELO experiences. They worked at their 

own paces, and their products were of their own making. They said they worked harder, 

pushed their limits, and did more than they ever thought they could, and yet, at the same 

time, they said it didn’t feel like work at all. They were able to use their hands to explore 

in ways that they believe supported their learning styles. When they followed their 

pathways, some were validated in their choices, and others learned that a different path 

was a better fit for them. Each of these students valued the opportunity to have a voice 

and choice in their education. 
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Voice and choice is a significant feature of Extended Learning Opportunities 

according to the students’ statements, behaviors, reflections, and perspectives. Extended 

Learning Opportunities balance highly structured, rigorous, and clear academic 

expectations with the elements of choice: giving students the opportunity to have a voice 

in what, where, when, and how they will study it, and what their end products will 

become. Academic requirements are standards-based and include essential questions and 

competencies. Specific ELO plans specify expectations, assessments, and evaluation 

criteria. Having a say in the creation of their ELO plan and experiences increases 

students’ ownership, engagement, and motivation; their initiative is valued, encouraged, 

and developed. Teachers and community partners become facilitators of learning based 

on what the students want to know. Students develop a sense of pride and 

accomplishment from taking responsibility for their learning.  

Sense of Accomplishment. The students described a sense of ownership that led 

to strong feelings of accomplishment for all study participants. Simply put, they were 

proud. They followed their own pathways and worked with passion, dedication, and 

enthusiasm to learn everything they could. They moved outside their comfort zones and 

learned to be confident working with adults in the workplace, in the outdoors, in the 

studio, and in the gym. They pursued research topics that will inform their future 

employment, college experiences, and careers. Most learned the benefits of reflecting on 

their new knowledge and thinking about themselves as learners. They created a wide 

range of products - a classical ballet variation, a kiosk about water quality, a column in a 

website and newspaper - that represented their learning. One should not underestimate 

the power of a seventeen-year-old with his own business card. And when all was said and 
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done, though many students indicated that they would never be done with these particular 

topics, the ELO presentation was a celebration of learning. Through the panel 

presentations, several adults focused on each individual student as he/she explained the 

process, challenges, reflections, and growth contained within the ELO experience. At 

these presentations, the students were not the only ones feeling a sense of 

accomplishment. The students indicated that some of the pride belonged to their schools, 

parents, community partners, teachers, and ELO Coordinators.  

Connections to Life After High School. All twelve students stated that one of 

the reasons that these Extended Learning Opportunity experiences mattered so much to 

them is because they felt a sense of purpose because their ELO connected either to their 

college, career, or lifestyle choices. They each chose their own pathways, and they had 

personal reasons for those choices. They understood what they were learning about, why 

they were learning about it, and how it connected to their futures. For some, it provided a 

direct link to the world of work after high school. Students made connections with 

potential future employers, and “got their names out there” into the community. For 

others, the ELO experience had an influence on their college plans, sometimes directly 

connecting to a major course of study, and sometimes redirecting their plans. For others, 

their ELO experience is a part of who they are: their passions, interests, and lifestyles. 

They will continue to pursue their ELO studies long after high school. 

 The lived experiences of the twelve students interviewed for this research study 

indicate that the ELO experience was a valuable opportunity. They developed as 

independent learners in new settings and accomplished their goals. They learned about 

themselves and developed skills, knowledge, and dispositions that will extend beyond 
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high school. The students were recognized by their schools, parents, and the community 

for their accomplishments. They found their Extended Learning Opportunities to be 

rigorous and relevant, and they developed strong relationships through their experiences. 

Research Question 2: How does participation in an Extended Learning Opportunity 

contribute to a student’s experience in a traditional high school setting in New 

Hampshire? 

 Extended Learning Opportunities added a new dimension to students’ high school 

experiences, even when they enjoy traditional education. The purpose of this study was 

not to analyze ELOs in light of students’ academic ability, so no query was made into any 

measure of ability – academic, social, physical, or emotional. However, some of the 

students volunteered information during the interviews.	  Rebecca, Cindy, and Linda noted 

that they were on the honor roll at their schools, but they found the ELO experience to be 

an important supplement. Two students’ comments bear repeating here: 

• “I just really feel like the ELO has been one of the most positive experiences I 

have had in high school. I feel that freedom...of really determining what it is you 

want to be doing with yourself, and saying, ‘Hey - do it,’ has been really fun.” - 

Warren 

• “I think it looks really good for the school as well. It shows that they are invested 

in having kids pursue what they are interested in. So I think it’s all-around very 

good for the school.” - Martha 

Warren and Martha described themselves as strong students in their traditional classes, 

but their comments offer insights into how Extended Learning Opportunities fit. Warren 

found the freedom he gained through his ELO to be an extremely positive experience, 
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and for him, the learning was both challenging and fun. Martha’s comment offers a view 

from a wider lens when she steps back and sees Extended Learning Opportunities from 

the perspective of the school. Both students appreciated that the school was interested in 

them personally and they had the opportunity to participate in an individualized ELO. 

 Extended Learning Opportunities also provided a counterpoint to students whose 

school experiences did not measure up. Brian’s comments about the teacher who would 

“yarble on” raises questions about how much he learned in this setting. Steve enjoyed the 

freedom to learn outdoors, which he found far favorable to “sitting in a classroom all 

day.” Jeremy was one of many students who appreciated the interactive nature of his 

ELO as compared to his more traditional classes. “School is school. Same thing. 

Different day. I liked the ELO because it was more hands-on,” he said, adding, “School is 

where you are reading out of a book or getting lectured to, and you get the information 

and it goes in one ear and out the other.” This grim picture of a school day was similar to 

James’ experience. He said: 

Me personally, I have never been a school person. Like I said, I have 

always been more of a hands-on person. So, I definitely feel I was more 

interested in learning about my ELO than I was about school, because I 

was more interested in learning about it than what I was learning in the 

classroom. 

The students stated that the dissatisfaction they felt in the traditional classrooms was 

balanced, at least in part, by their more positive ELO experiences. 
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 Mark stated that participating in ELOs made his school experience better, in part 

because, “sitting around in class all day” is “kind of annoying,” and ELOs gave him the 

freedom to pursue his passions. But for Mark, ELOs were more than that: 

My school wouldn’t know about me if I hadn’t done an ELO, and I feel like 

there are tons of kids out there with similar stories. It’s cool to do something 

that you love and get recognition for it and kind of get acknowledged for it. 

Getting the school credit is just the cherry on top. That’s awesome too. 

For Mark, the ELO brought recognition for who he is beyond the school day, and he 

made a strong point regarding other students with similar stories. Extended Learning 

Opportunities broaden students’ options and enhanced their traditional high school 

experience. 

Research Question 3: What can be learned from the students’ personal experiences with 

Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire that help broaden understanding of 

ELOs?  

 The twelve students who participated in this research study were eager to share 

their Extended Learning Opportunity experiences, as rated in the field notes. They spoke 

freely about their perceptions and lived experiences, and several topics emerged that 

could broaden the understanding of ELOs. As stated previously, ELOs were successful 

because of the relationships that were formed, the academic freedom and sense of 

accomplishment students experienced, and the connections realized between ELOs and 

life after high school. Students described a sense of purpose inherent in their ELO 

experiences, and schools had the opportunity to know their students more fully through 

their personalized ELOs.  
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 The four elements of Extended Learning Opportunities - research, reflection, 

product, and presentation - provided an important framework for ELOs. Each of the 

students was able to identify which of these elements was most significant to them 

personally, but they found value in all four.  

 Several students acknowledged that there is a need for increased understanding of 

Extended Learning Opportunities and the possibilities available to students. They 

recommended increased marketing and promotion of ELOs within their schools and 

communities. One student suggested that students, themselves, should be ambassadors 

for the program.  

 Students also had concerns about the Extended Learning Opportunity programs in 

their schools. Notably, three students believe that there is need for an increased budget to 

support ELO experiences. An increased budget could offer increased materials, 

transportation, and other features that would make Extended Learning Opportunities even 

more successful. A student also expressed a concern that as the program grows, there 

may be too much work for a single ELO coordinator. Finally, students were aware that 

ELOs ask a great deal of community partners, and developing and maintaining these 

partnerships is important to the success of the ELO program.  

 Regarding types of ELOs, it is difficult to categorize these twelve students’ 

experiences into a single category, but the majority of the experiences were in the area of 

internships. Independent studies, sports, private instruction, and online learning were also 

included. While the participants in this research study were randomly selected in an 

attempt to uncover typical elements, the sample size was relatively small, and the results 
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may be limited. However, the findings of this study note the predominance of internships 

targeting career exploration as a primary ELO experience. 

Discussion of Findings 

 This research study looked at three different New Hampshire high schools and 

considered the perceptions and lived experiences of twelve students - four from each 

school. This relatively small random sample raised several topics worthy of 

consideration. 

Parental Involvement 

 While no parents were interviewed or involved in this research study, other than 

consenting for their children to participate, their presence was notable in each of the 

student’s stories. It would seem that Extended Learning Opportunities have opened the 

school doors in both directions- students are going out into the community, and the 

community is coming in to the schools. There is a great deal of value in integrating 

community members into the education of high school students, but there is equal value 

in finding an authentic way to collaborate with parents. Extended Learning Opportunities 

provide that vehicle, where students, parents, teachers, and community members are all 

part of an ELO Team. It was a great feeling of gratification for the students who gave 

presentations with many adults from all facets of their lives surrounding them. One 

student simply said, “I’m lucky,” but this study concludes that there is plenty of luck to 

go around when schools, parents, and the community can work together for the benefit of 

students. 
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Types of Extended Learning Opportunities 

The New Hampshire Department of Education indicates that Extended Learning 

Opportunities can include, but are not limited to, internships, apprenticeships, community 

service, online learning, sports, private instruction, and performing groups (NH State 

Board of Education, 2014). The types of ELOs described in this study included 

internships, private instruction, sports, and independent studies, and some students also 

had online learning experiences. The predominance of career exploration through 

internships, including all four students at Kentaurus, three of four at Sirius, and one of 

four at Arcturus, raises the question of whether the full range of ELO experiences are 

fully embraced in New Hampshire high schools. A wider range of experiences may not 

have been revealed in a purposeful sampling, but this random sampling revealed that 

internships dominate the experiences of high school students in their Extended Learning 

Opportunities.  

The intent of the change to the New Hampshire Minimum Standards was to 

recognize any type of learning that happens outside of the traditional classroom (NH 

DOE, 2007), but the predominance of career-exploration internships included in this 

study raises the question of whether the full vision of Extended Learning Opportunities is 

being fully realized. As realized in the success of the School-To-Work Initiative from 

1994-2001, there is great value in giving high school students opportunities to explore 

career interests and connect high school studies to students’ goals and interests. This is 

part of the motivation and vision for Extended Learning Opportunities, but the original 

intent of ELOs was that they would provide freedom and opportunities for students to 

learn through a variety of structures in a wide variety of settings.  
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Access to Extended Learning Opportunities 

Extended Learning Opportunities are intended to be available to all students, but 

analysis of these students’ experiences raises questions as to whether that is truly the 

case. As Lisa questioned, are internships always going to be a viable option? Will there 

always be a vet tech (or equivalent) who can donate the time to bring an intern along 

without infringing on his/her employer’s expectations? Jeremy, too, wondered about the 

sustainability and range of internships available in his relatively rural town.  

Access to Resources. In general, schools do not fund Extended Learning 

Opportunities, and this can be a limiting factor as well. As Steve mentioned, they were 

“always able to find a way,” but transportation was a concern for him. Jeremy was lucky 

to have a father willing to drive him to the radio station at 4:00 in the morning, but not all 

students would have a parent willing or able to do this. Private instruction is dependent 

on a family’s means, and pursuing classical ballet six days per week (Martha) and having 

a personal trainer (Mark) are only options for those who can pay the price. ELOs are 

designed to be open to all students, and yet these kinds of opportunities are clearly not. 

Access Within the School. Six of the students indicated that they thought the 

ELO programs in their schools needed to become better known to all students, and this 

also raises a question of access. Two students learned about ELOs from their mothers; 

three became interested in ELOs because their friends were doing them; and four students 

indicated that it was either the ELO Coordinator or a teacher who gave them the idea. 

These routes were successful for the twelve students in this study, but it indicates a lack 

of systemic integration of the ELO programs. This was indicated by the comments of the 

students regarding their friends who did not know, or may not fully understand the ELO 
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program. For example, Mark indicated that he felt there were “a ton of kids” that might 

benefit from the ELO experience; it is important to assure that each of them has equal 

access to the program. In keeping with the original intent and vision of the Extended 

Learning Opportunities regulations, ELOs must be equitable in that they are available to 

all students. 

Consideration of the UMass Donahue Institute Findings 

 The UMass Donahue Institute conducted its research from 2007-2009 and 

published its findings in 2011. This research study looked at New Hampshire Extended 

Learning Opportunities in 2014, and it is interesting to consider how the 2011 findings 

have changed in the interim years. While the earlier study had a much larger sample size, 

the findings from this study reveal progress on the same themes originally highlighted. In 

addition to the ELO Coordinator mentioned above, several aspects of ELOs are notable. 

 The Four Elements of Extended Learning Opportunities. In the UMass 

Donahue (2011) study, students, teachers, and community partners were asked whether 

the four elements of ELOs – research, reflection, product, and presentation – were part of 

the ELO experience. The students indicated that <40% conducted research, 75% engaged 

in reflection, 70% created a product, and 80% had a final presentation (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011, p. 31). This research study indicated that these elements have become 

systemic parts of ELOs; 100% of students interviewed participated in all four. Students 

spoke openly about their research, reflection, products, and presentations with great 

feelings of accomplishment. The inclusion of these four elements was originally part of 

the vision for ELOs in New Hampshire, and this vision has been realized in the ELO 

experiences of the twelve study participants. 
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 Students’ Motivation. The (2011) Donahue Study reported the top three reasons 

students chose to pursue Extended Learning Opportunities to be: 1) Explore a topic of 

interest, 2) Learn outside the regular classroom, and 3) Do hands-on work (UMass 

Donahue Institute, 2011, p. 16). Seven years later, these same three reasons hold true. 

The element of choice is significant to students as they are empowered to drive their 

education in a direction that supports their interests and learning styles. They appreciate 

being able to be outside the classroom and use their hands. Their voices are heard, and it 

is all about learning. 

The Extended Learning Opportunity Coordinator. By design, this study 

considered three schools that have Extended Learning Opportunity Coordinators. It was 

clear that all twelve students found this individual to be pivotal to their having 

worthwhile ELO experiences. The UMass Donahue Institute Study (2011) concluded that 

the role of the ELO coordinator to be critical to the development and implementation of 

ELOs within schools “as recruiter, facilitator, trainer, and champion” (UMass Donahue 

Institute, 2011, p. 47), and the findings of this research study echo that conclusion.  

Implications 

This research study’s findings have implications for Extended Learning 

Opportunities in New Hampshire. The participants’ perceptions and lived experience 

demonstrate both promise are additional work for ELOs to be successful. 

Parents/guardians are an important part of the ELO team and this provides an 

authentic role for them to play in the education of their high-school-aged children. This 

finding applies when all students have parents/guardians who are interested and available 

to participate, but the implications are that when students’ parents/guardians are not 
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available, there is a missing part to the ELO team. If ELOs are going to achieve their 

intention of being equitably available for all students, this is a discrepancy that should be 

addressed. One implication is that the ELO Coordinator will assume a larger role in these 

cases. 

This study revealed that career-focused internships dominate the experiences of 

the participants’ ELOs, and while this type of ELO is worthwhile, it does not represent 

the full range of ELOs intended by the 2005 legislation. Another implication from this 

study is that more work must be done to ensure that all schools in New Hampshire 

understand fully what constitutes an ELO. Extended Learning Opportunities in New 

Hampshire have many more facets than the previous school-to-work initiative, and an 

implication of this study is that work must be done for all of these facets to be fully 

realized and available for students. 

The UMass Donahue Study (2011) provided important documentation of the 

Extended Learning Opportunity pilot from 2007-2009, and the implications of this study 

are that many of the Donahue findings have been further developed in the subsequent 

years. The four elements of ELOs – research, reflection, product, and presentation – were 

integrated into all of the students’ experiences. The findings regarding students’ 

motivation remain accurate. The ELO Coordinator is a vital part of each school’s 

program. An implication from this study centers on the role of the ELO coordinator and 

his/her role in sustaining the ELO program. By design, this study chose three high 

schools with ELO Coordinators and established programs, but in schools without ELO 

Coordinators, the programs may not be known or integrated into the school’s program. 



Extended Learning Opportunities  180 

All New Hampshire school districts are governed by local control, but more work may be 

necessary to underscore the importance of the ELO Coordinator across the state. 

While the artifacts revealed a high degree of rigor and successful achievement of 

competencies, the students were more eager to share the soft skills they gained through 

their ELO experiences. This implies that students may need more clarity about the 

specific academic integration of competencies into their ELOs as the essential element 

that earns high school credit. 

Extended Learning Opportunities are thriving in the perceptions of the twelve 

participants in this study, and these students urge further integration, understanding, and 

expansion within their schools. An implication of this study is that while movement has 

happened in the field of ELOs, more is needed to ensure their scale-up and sustainability. 

Limitations 

 This study analyzed the perceptions of twelve New Hampshire high school 

students regarding Extended Learning Opportunities they had completed as part of their 

high school experience. As in any study, there were limitations present in the research. 

By using a random sampling, the students selected may have not been those best suited 

for an interview process. Purposeful sampling may have ensured that those students most 

capable of describing their ELO experiences in an interview format were involved in the 

study.  It may have also resulted in a wider range of ELO experiences. The sample size 

may be a limitation. By interviewing more ELO students, additional information may 

have been revealed. The study included six males and six females; by interviewing one 

gender or the other, different results may have emerged. All twelve students were 

Caucasian, so there was no diversity among the participants. Including multiple races 
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may have resulted in different themes. Information regarding students’ academic aptitude 

was not collected, so the ELOs represented in this study may not include a range of 

ability levels. Targeting a range of ability levels may have produced different results. The 

selection of three high schools that all have ELO Coordinators may have been a 

limitation in that the findings are based on three schools with developed ELO programs. 

Including a greater variety of schools may have produced different results. The 

researcher, herself, may be a limitation in this study since this was her first experience 

with hermeneutic phenomenological research. A more experienced researcher may have 

been able to extrapolate more information from students in the interview process. In 

addition, the research is a current Extended Learning Opportunity Coordinator, and as 

such, there is the possibility of bias that may be a limitation to this study. 

Recommendations for Additional Research 

 This hermeneutic phenomenological study was designed to explore the 

perceptions and lived experiences of New Hampshire high school students who had 

completed Extended Learning Opportunities. Through interviews, students described 

their experiences and it was validated through field notes and ELO artifacts. The data was 

used to answer the original research questions. The results produced several themes that 

could be used as the basis for future research studies.  

 The limitations of this study point to the possibility of producing different results. 

Using purposeful sampling may yield a wider range of Extended Learning Opportunity 

experiences. Expanding the number of schools and/or the sample size could produce 

different results or a fuller picture of ELOs in New Hampshire. Further research could 

determine if Career-Exploration internships truly dominate ELO experiences. 
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 Additional research into the range of students who complete Extended Learning 

Opportunities would be useful. Do all students, including top scholars, students identified 

as needing support through an Individualized Education Plan or 504 plan, minorities, 

students who qualify for free or reduced lunch, students in all four years of high school, 

and students at risk of dropping out, have the opportunity to do ELOs? If they have the 

opportunity, do they take advantage of it? To what extent does a student’s 

parent/guardian’s income impact a student’s feasibility of completing an ELO? 

 The role of community partners, and the relationships established with them, is 

another area for further research. Is it reasonable for businesses all over New Hampshire 

to take on student interns? Is there a limit to how many? Do internship programs need to 

be integrated into job descriptions to ensure that there are personnel available to work 

with the students? With what frequency did the relationships occur prior to the start of the 

ELO?  

Conclusion 

 This research study explored the perceptions and lived experiences of New 

Hampshire high school students who had completed Extended Learning Opportunities 

through the hermeneutic phenomenology research method. This study was needed since 

there is limited research on this phenomenon that has been in place for only a decade. 

The literature review provided the historic significance and background, and the results 

of this study add to the existing literature. Since the researcher is a current Extended 

Learning Opportunity Coordinator, the study’s design allowed her to explore ELOs from 

a personal reference point and engage with the participants in a personal manner.  
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 The students who participated in this research study offered so many insights 

about Extended Learning Opportunities, a few more quotations offer summative 

comments about participants’ perspectives and lived experiences.  

• “Karate gives me a lot of discipline, self-discipline, and focus in the sense that 

you need to learn to be diligent, you need to learn to not give up on 

something, because you can work for a couple years until you get to your next 

belt, and it gives you that “not giving up” mentality in a sense. It teaches you 

how to work with other people who may not be at the same level as you, how 

to take direction, how to take instruction and constructive criticism… I think 

you learn more through an ELO, like social and leadership skills. You have to 

learn to work with different ages and different abilities, rather than just the 

basic kids you see every day in school. It’s nice. It helps you work with 

different kinds of people.” - Rebecca 

• “I approach ballet and school in the same way- very detail oriented and 

meticulous. It matches well with my personality in both of them. That’s why I 

like ballet so much. The ELO made me realize that more. Reflecting on what I 

was thinking in ballet, and taking a more intellectual approach to ballet, made 

me reflect more on myself and say, ‘Oh- that’s probably why you love ballet 

and that’s probably why you approach school like that.’  You learn certain 

work ethics and you can apply them to both, so I think it made me more 

personally reflective and it made me realize it more.” – Martha 

• “If squash gets into the Olympics - knock, on wood, I hope it does - I would 

try to push for that. When I think about it, like that I have been doing this 
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since I was six, I think that is the biggest reason I have done pretty well. A lot 

of kids that I play are so much more talented than me. Amazing shots - so 

skilled at the game. I have some talent, but I think the biggest thing is that I 

just love it. There is no time I don’t want to go play squash. I still love it, 

totally.” - Mark 

• “People definitely need to push ELOs. A lot of people don’t know how 

gratifying it is. How much you learn about yourself. A lot of people take that 

for granted. In high school, a lot of people didn’t pay attention. But when I did 

mine, I would tell all my friends how they needed to do one because it really 

is like a great learning experience. I feel like a lot more schools need to do it. 

It does help a lot of people out. Kids who feel like they have nothing to learn, 

so they just want to drop out of school, they can go in and do an ELO and 

actually feel better. Like, they could realize, ‘Wow, I would really like to do 

this. I need to graduate school and I will do bigger, better things.’ I hope it 

will continue to expand.” – James 

• “I can’t quantify the impact this ELO has had on my other classes. I feel like it 

kept me actively writing…so I feel that is important. But, it is also just 

connected me to my own viewpoint … It’s one thing to read a work and 

another to think that you can create a work. And that has especially connected 

my writing ELO to my work in my English class. I am still so very much at 

the beginning of my life as a writer.” - Warren 

• “I would definitely recommend that everyone should try an ELO because it is 

a great experience for everybody looking to try out something to do, or either 
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you just want more hands-on work to do, and if you want a certain career 

path, and you just wanted to go through this career path, you can try it out in 

high school and make sure it is the right thing for you.” – Jeremy 

• “Doing an ELO was good for me because it helped with my school work, it 

improved my attitude about school, and it got me outside. It helped me with 

my schoolwork because I wasn’t just sitting in a classroom all day. It allowed 

me to get out and do something, and come back in with a more positive 

attitude. I did something that was interesting, hands-on, and I was outside… I 

met a lot of people, and I’ve learned a lot. So compared to where I stared, 

stood before and after, there is a difference now. I’m up here in my knowledge 

about the topic, so I think that is the best part for me.” - Steve 

The study concludes that ELOs have begun to realize their potential in NH high 

schools by offering students opportunities beyond the school day, year, and location. 

Students experience rigorous, relevant learning experiences that build relationships and 

produce results. The students interviewed support the program. Completing Extended 

Learning Opportunities made a difference in participants’ high school careers, and the 

twelve students see connections to college, careers, and their lifestyles after high school. 

The study participants are grateful they had an Extended Learning Opportunity 

experience.  

 More than a century ago, John Dewey criticized the passive nature of schools and 

urged a more social and personalized vision of schools.  

I believe that much of present education fails because it neglects this 

fundamental principle of school as a form of community life. It conceives 
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the school as a place where certain information is to be given, where 

certain lessons are to be learned, or where certain habits are to be formed. 

The value of this is conceived as lying largely in the remote future; the 

child must do these things for the sake of something else he is to do; they 

are mere preparations. As a result they do not become a part of the life 

experience of the child and so are not truly educative. (Dewey, 1897, p. 

78) 

The students who participated in this hermeneutic phenomenological study would agree 

with Dewey in that they stated that more relevance is needed in their traditional school 

experiences. They value the freedom and opportunity to direct their learning, experiences, 

and futures, and they have done so through Extended Learning Opportunities. 
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Appendix A. Sample Email Sent to States 

From: Bonnie Robinson [mailto:bmrobinson@mail.plymouth.edu]  

Sent: Saturday, July 12, 2014 8:09 AM 

To: MDE, Commissioner (MDE) 

Subject: Research Question - Minnesota 

Dear Commissioner Cassellius, 

I am a doctoral student at Plymouth State University in Plymouth, New Hampshire, and 

my research interest is in the area of Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire 

High Schools. I am interested to know if there are similar programs in public high 

schools across the country, and I hope you will be able to help. 

Extended Learning Opportunities (ELOs) in New Hampshire have been part of our 

Minimum Standards for School Approval since 2005, and many schools now allow all 

students to complete ELOs for high school credit. By state definition, ELOs are 

internships, apprenticeships, school sports, community service, independent study, 

performing groups, and online learning. My particular area of interest is learning 

opportunities outside the school location and outside of school hours, and I am not 

including online or blended learning in my research. Many Career Technology Centers 

and special education programs have long included internships as part of their 

expectations, and again, this is not my area of interest.  

I have been an Extended Learning Opportunity coordinator at Lebanon High School in 

Lebanon, NH for the last three years, and our program has grown and developed 
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significantly during that time. You might be interested in reviewing my website for 

further information about ELOs in general and our program specifically. 

My Dissertation Committee Chair is Dr. Kathleen McCabe, and she is also available for 

further information about my work. You can reach her at kmccabe@mail.plymouth.edu. 

This is a new and exciting field of study, and I look forward to contributing to the 

research. 

Could you please let me know if you have any statewide program that allows public high 

school students to earn credit toward graduation outside of the school location and time? 

Again, I am not looking for online or blended learning opportunities. If there is someone 

else I should contact, I would appreciate your sending me contact information. 

Thanks in advance for your assistance. 

Best regards, 

Bonnie 

Bonnie Robinson, M.Ed, CAGS, NBCT 
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Appendix B. Initial Contact with ELO Coordinators 

Dear _______ 

In addition to being the ELO coordinator at Lebanon High School, I am a student 

working on my dissertation at Plymouth State University on the topic of students’ 

experiences and perceptions of Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire. As I 

know from our regular ELO Coordinators’ meetings, you have an ELO program in 

_____________.  I would like to visit your school and interview four of your students 

about ELOs successfully completed between 2011-2014 in an area of their personal 

interest, and one that earned credit at your high school.  

In selecting participants, this study will use a method of random sampling. You 

should complete a list of all students still enrolled in high school who meet the above 

characteristics, separate them into two groups- males and females- and randomly choose 

two boys and two girls for participation. 

I have selected three schools that represent different divisions based on the New 

Hampshire Interscholastic Athletic Association. I would like to visit your school 

sometime during the week of February 16-20. I will need approximately 45 minutes per 

interview. Interviews will be informal and semi-structured, and they will include 

approximately 8-10 questions concerning the ELO Experience. Could you please suggest 

a schedule that would work for your student(s) during that timeframe? 

I have received approval for this study through Plymouth’s Institutional Review 

Board, and attach the forms that grant permission for the interview from the student’s 

parent/guardian(s), an understanding that the interview will be audio recorded, and an 
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acknowledgement that pseudonyms for both the student and your school will be used to 

ensure confidentiality. 
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Appendix C:  Interview Questions 

Voluntary Participation: You have received and signed the assent form sent by Bonnie 
Robinson. All responses will be anonymous 
 
Primary Open-Ended Questions 

1. What have you experienced in Extended Learning Opportunities? 

2. What contexts or situations have affected your experiences in Extended Learning 

Opportunities? (If clarification of this question is needed, it will be re-framed: 

How did outside factors have an influence on your ELO?) 

Additional Follow-Up Questions, as needed. 

1. Could you tell me a bit about yourself? What grade are you in, and what else would 

you like to share? 

2. How did you get started with your ELO?  

3. What were you interested in studying?  

4. What was your goal? 

5. Why was doing an ELO the best path for you? 

6. Who were your ELO supporters (ELO coordinator, teacher(s), parent(s), community 

partner(s), peer(s)? 

7. Did you have an ELO plan? Did it include research, reflection, product, and 

presentation? 

8. Tell me about the ELO experience. In what ways was it challenging? 

9. Did you have a final presentation? What did it include? 

10. Have you done any additional ELOs? Tell me about them. 

11. Would you recommend ELOs as a good option for other students? 

12. What do you think is the best part of ELOs? 

13. How do you think this school could improve its ELO program? 

14. Is there anything else you would like to share? 

15. Do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix D. Cover Letter for ELO Students/Participants 

Dear _______ 

I am writing to invite you to be part of a study, and I hope you will consider being 

interviewed about your Extended Learning Opportunity experience at _______________. 

I am the ELO coordinator at Lebanon High School, so I am familiar with ELOs. I am also 

a doctoral student at Plymouth State University, and my dissertation will be on the topic 

of students’ experiences and perceptions of Extended Learning Opportunities in New 

Hampshire. There are many states across the country that are interested in this initiative, 

and hearing about ELOs from your perspective would be interesting and useful. 

I plan visit your school during the week of February 16-20 and interview two female 

and two male students about ELOs successfully completed between 2011-2014 in an area 

of their personal interest or need. Selection of participants was through random sampling. 

In particular, the ELO should have included these characteristics: 

• Worked with a community partner or teacher in an authentic setting. 

• Earned high school credit. 

The interview will last approximately 45 minutes and be informal with approximately 8-

10 questions concerning the ELO Experience.  

I have received approval for this study through Plymouth’s Institutional Review 

Board, and I attach the forms that give consent for the interview from your 

parent/guardian(s), an assent form from you with an understanding that the interview will 

be audio recorded, a consent form for your parents’/guardians’ signatures, and an 

acknowledgement that pseudonyms for both you and your school will be used to ensure 

confidentiality. 
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Appendix E. Cover Letter for Parents/Guardians of ELO Participants 

Dear _______ 

I am writing to ask for your consent for your child to be part of a study. I hope you 

will consider allowing him/her to be interviewed about his/her Extended Learning 

Opportunity experience at _______________. I am the ELO coordinator at Lebanon High 

School, so I am familiar with ELOs. I am also a doctoral student at Plymouth State 

University, and my dissertation will be on the topic of students’ experiences and 

perceptions of Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire. There are many 

states across the country that are interested in this initiative, and hearing about ELOs 

from students’ perspectives would be interesting and useful. 

I plan to visit your school during the week of February 16-20 and interview four 

randomly selected students about ELOs successfully completed between 2011-2014 in an 

area of their personal interest or need. In particular, the ELO should have included these 

characteristics: 

• Worked with a community partner or teacher in an authentic setting. 

• Earned high school credit. 

The interview will last approximately 45 minutes and be informal with approximately 8-

10 questions concerning the ELO Experience.  

I have received approval for this study through Plymouth’s Institutional Review 

Board, and I attach the forms that give assent from your child for the interview as well as 

a consent form from you with an understanding that the interview will be audio recorded, 

and an acknowledgement that pseudonyms for both you and your school will be used to 

ensure confidentiality. 
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Appendix F. Permission to Use Exhibits from the UMass Donahue Institute 

From: "Ellis, Steven" <sellis@donahue.umassp.edu> 

To: bmrobinson@mail.plymouth.edu 

Sent: Tuesday, February 10, 2015 9:30:43 AM 

Subject: RE: Requesting permission 

Hello Bonnie 

Your message was forwarded to me this morning, but I see the request came on January 

21st. Sorry for that delay. Yes, as primary author of the report I am pleased to extend 

permission for you to use those exhibits for the purpose of producing your dissertation, 

contingent on the opportunity to see how they are being used in that document. 

I look forward to connecting with you and once again apologize for the delay in my 
response. 

Steve 

  

From: Bonnie Robinson [mailto:bmrobinson@mail.plymouth.edu]  

Sent: Wednesday, January 21, 2015 12:07 PM 

To: di.webinfo 

Subject: Requesting permission 

Greetings, 

I am a doctoral student at Plymouth State University, and my dissertation will be on the 

topic of Extended Learning Opportunities in New Hampshire from the students' 

perspectives. I will be citing the UMass Donahue Institute's (2011) The New Hampshire 

Extended Learning Opportunities Evaluation- Final Report of Evaluation Findings as 
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part of my literature review. I would like to request permission to reproduce 3-4 of the 

exhibits contained in this report as part of my dissertation. Could you please direct me to 

the correct person or process through which I can request this permission? 

Thank you, 

Bonnie 

  

Bonnie Robinson, CAGS, NBCT 
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Appendix G. Form Used for Field Notes 

 
Date and Time:  
 

 

Location: 
 

 

School: 
 

 

Student: 
 

 

Grade: 
 

 

Extended Learning Opportunity: 
 

 

Community Partner: 
 

 

Teacher: 
 

 

Credit Earned: 
 

 

Interruptions to the Interview: 
 

 

 

Actions and Behaviors Observed: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Student’s Willingness to Share Information 
Quiet and hesitant Willing to answer 

questions 
Complete answers to 
all questions 

Eager and willing to 
share all details 

 

Comments from the ELO Coordinator: 
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Researcher’s Reflections, Thoughts, Questions: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Other Notes and Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Artifacts Shared: 
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Appendix H. Sample ELO Plan 

Martha’s ELO Plan 

Focus 
Focus: 
What is the broad focus 
of the study? 

Physical Education and Dance 

Goal: 
What is the goal to be 
met? 

Martha will continue to grow as a ballet student and meet her physical 
education requirements at Arcturus High School. 
Martha will immerse herself in a study of classical ballet to develop a 
cultural and historical background; understand, build and refine her 
ballet technique and; and further develop the personal qualities of hard 
work, dedication, and commitment to both self and ensemble. 

Reason: 
Why is this study 
interesting and 
important? 

Ballet is one of Martha’s passions. 
Ballet is an art that must be carried from generation to generation in 
the spirit of its founders, classical choreographers, and composers. 

Essential questions:  
What broad questions 
will drive your learning? 

• How fit is healthy? 
• What does a physically educated individual know about 

assessing and managing one's own fitness? 
• How does a physically educated person use exercise and 

strength training to manage their own health-related fitness? 
• What does a physically educated individual know about 

assessing and managing one's own fitness? 
• What knowledge, skills and behaviors are essential to 

successful participation group activities? 
• How and what can we communicate through the language of 

dance? 
• In what ways can motion evoke emotion? 
• In what ways does ballet reflect culture as well as shape it? 
• How and what can we communicate through the language of dance? 

 
Methods 
What resources do you 
plan to use? Include 
people, experiences, 
research materials, 
equipment, software, 
etc. 

1. Martha will study at the Ballet School. 
2. The Ballet School’s Artistic Director will be the primary 

community partner and HS liaison. 
3. The Ballet School’s Assistant Director and choreographer, will 

be a lead teacher, and other Ballet School staff will also 
contribute to students’ studies. 

4. Students have the support of their parents who assume all 
financial responsibility. 

5. Students will seek research materials as needed.	  
How will you 
demonstrate your 
learning? 

Reflective Journal 
Research Project 
Preparation of a classical variation 
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Presentation 
How will you document 
your reflection? 

Martha will keep a reflective journal throughout her studies, and she 
will summarize it into a 1-3 page paper to be submitted one week 
prior to the presentation. 
 

What is required for the 
research project? 

Martha will choose a topic related to ballet that is of great personal 
interest and pursue several sources to develop depth of knowledge. 
Martha will keep all notes, photos, sources, interviews, or any other 
type of evidence in a portfolio to be reviewed by the panel. The final 
product can take any form of Martha’s choosing, including, but not 
limited to, a formal research paper, a prezi or powerpoint presentation,  
a portfolio, a speech, or any other venue. 

What product will you 
create as evidence of 
your learning? 

Martha will work with her teachers at the Ballet School to research, 
analyze, study, select, and prepare a classical variation.  

What will the 
presentation include? 

Martha will perform a classical variation and describe its history, 
share her research, and answer questions about her studies. 

How will you 
communicate your 
progress to the school? 

Martha and the Ballet School will maintain close communication with 
the school through email, meetings, phone calls, etc. 

How will you 
communicate with your 
community partner? 

Regular attendance at the Ballet School. 

Standards 
Martha’s dance ELO aligns with two curricular areas: Physical Education and Dance. 
What academic 
discipline does your 
study address? 

Physical Education 

Which standards will 
you meet? 

Curriculum Guideline 1: Engages in a physically active lifestyle. 
Curriculum Guideline 2: Achieves and maintains a health enhancing 
level of physical fitness. 
Curriculum Guideline 3: Demonstrates competency in motor skills 
and movement patterns, proficiency in a few, and applies these skills 
and patterns in a variety of physical activities. 
Curriculum Guideline 4: Demonstrates understanding of movement 
concepts, principles, strategies and tactics as they apply to the 
development of motor skills and the learning and performance of 
physical activities. 
Curriculum Guideline 5: Identifies that physical activity provides 
opportunities for health enhancement, enjoyment, challenge, self-
expression and social interaction. 
Curriculum Guideline 6: Exhibits responsible personal and social 
behavior that respects self and others in physical activity settings. 

Which competencies 
will you meet? 

1. Students will demonstrate the ability to improve their level of 
physical fitness. 

2. Students will demonstrate the ability to apply the movement 
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concepts, principles, strategies, and tactics as they apply to the 
learning and performance of physical activities. 

3. Students will demonstrate an understanding of sportsmanship 
by showing respect for differences among people in physically 
active settings and demonstrating appropriate social behavior. 

What academic 
discipline does your 
study address? 

Arts- Dance 

Which standards will 
you meet? 

Curriculum Standard 1: Identify and demonstrate movement 
elements and skills in performing dance. 
Curriculum Standard 2: Identify choreographic principles. 
Curriculum Standard 3: Recognize dance as a way to create and 
communicate meaning. 
Curriculum Standard 4: Apply and demonstrate critical and creative 
thinking skills in dance 
Curriculum Standard 5: Recognize and demonstrate dance in 
various cultures and historical periods  
Curriculum Standard 6: Make connections between dance and 
healthful living. 
Curriculum Standard 7: Make connections between dance and other 
disciplines. 
Curriculum Standard 8: Identify the range of careers in the field of 
dance. 

Which competencies 
will you meet? 

1. Students will perform and discuss the traditions and techniques 
of classical ballet. 

2. Students will improve dance technique through self-evaluation 
and correction. 

3. Students will demonstrate a high level of consistency and 
reliability in performing technical skills. 

4. Students will analyze classical ballet and choose a topic to 
explore through research  

Students will reflect upon their own progress and personal growth 
during their study of dance and examine how fluency in dance can 
support success and confidence in other areas. 

How will the ELO be 
assessed and how will a 
grade be calculated? 

Competencies and requirements will be assessed by: 
1. Evidence presented in the final presentation by a panel 

including the ELO Coordinator and a High School 
Administrator with input from the Ballet School Artistic 
Director. 

2. Techniques and response to correction will be assessed by 
LBS teachers. 

3. The research will be assessed by the panel. 
4. Reflection will be assessed by the panel. 

 
The grade will be calculated by: 
20% Reflective Journal 
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30% Research Project 
25% Presentation 
25% Product, participation, effort, response to corrections, and 
personal growth. 
 
The following may be used: 
ELO Rubrics 
21st Century Learning Expectation Rubrics 
Any tools appropriate to Lebanon Ballet School 

Calendar 
Beginning and ending 
dates 

Ongoing 

Weekly work schedule As appropriate at Ballet School 
Date of final 
presentation 

TBD - May  

Follow-Up 
What do you need to do 
to make sure this ELO 
will appear on your 
transcript? 

The ELO Coordinator will do this. 

How will you evaluate 
the ELO process? 

ELO Evaluation Form. 
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Appendix I. ELO Rubrics 

Extended Learning Opportunities - Research Rubric 
 Exemplary Proficient Progressing Beginning 
Trait 1: Does 
the student 
gather and 
use 
information 
to guide 
his/her 
learning?(e.g. 
expand or 
refine/narrow 
learning 
goals, 
generate 
supporting 
questions or 
revise 
essential 
question, 
identify 
additional 
sources) 

The student 
evaluates and 
refines information-
gathering strategies 
to maintain his/her 
focus on targeted 
competencies. The 
student elaborates 
on: connections 
between the 
information 
gathered; how 
he/she refines 
his/her learning 
based on 
information 
gathered; and 
possible alternate 
directions for 
his/her learning. 
 

 

The student 
formulates 
information-
gathering 
strategies to 
focus learning 
on targeted 
competencies. 
The student 
communicates 
how he/she 
refines his/her 
learning based 
on the 
information 
gathered. 
 

 

The student uses 
an information 
gathering 
strategy that 
allows him/her 
to add to his/her 
general body of 
knowledge. The 
student 
communicates 
the relationship 
between the 
information and 
the direction of 
his/her learning. 
 

 

The student 
compiles 
information 
related to 
the general 
content of 
his/her 
learning 
goals. 
 

 

Trait 2: Does 
the student 
use a variety 
of information 
sources? 

The student 
compares and 
contrasts 
information from a 
variety of 
documented sources 
that represent 
multiple 
perspectives related 
to his/her learning 
goals. 
 

 

The student uses 
information 
from a variety of 
documented 
sources that 
represent 
multiple 
perspectives 
related to his/her 
learning goals. 
 

 

The student uses 
information 
from sources 
representing a 
single 
perspective 
related to 
his/her learning 
goals. 
 

 

The student 
uses 
information 
from a 
single 
source. 
 

 

Trait 3: Does 
the student 
assess the 
relevance of 
the 
information 
he/she has 
gathered? 

The student defends 
the 
inclusion/exclusion 
of information 
based on relevance 
to his/her learning 
goals and/or 
essential question. 
 

 

The student 
describes his/her 
choices to 
include/exclude 
information 
based on 
relevance to 
his/her learning 
goals and/or 
essential 

The student 
identifies 
information 
connected to 
his/her learning 
goal and/or 
essential 
question. 
 

 

The student 
uses 
information 
in his/her 
ELO. 
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question. 
 

 

Trait 4: Does 
the student 
assess and 
analyze the 
credibility of 
the 
information 
he/she has 
gathered? 

The student defends 
the validity of 
information by 
evaluating the 
degree of objectivity 
and accuracy of 
sources. 

The student 
analyzes the 
validity of 
information by 
investigating the 
degree of 
objectivity and 
accuracy of 
sources. 

The student 
gathers 
information 
while checking 
credibility of 
sources. 

The student 
uses 
information 
from 
sources 
without 
checking 
credibility. 

Trait 5: Does 
the student 
integrate and 
apply the 
information 
from his/her 
research to the 
ELO process 
(e.g. 
reflection, 
product, 
research 
notes, 
presentation, 
etc…)? 

The student 
demonstrates 
control of and 
fluency in 
applicable language, 
offers a synthesis of 
the information with 
his/her essential 
question, and 
defends how he/she 
applies this 
information to 
accomplishing 
his/her 
learning/project 
goals. 
 

 

The student 
demonstrates a 
command of 
applicable 
language, 
assesses and 
organizes the 
connections 
he/she has found 
between the 
information and 
his/her essential 
question, and 
describes how 
he/she applies 
this information 
to his/her 
learning/project 
goals. 

The student 
makes use of 
applicable 
terms, concepts 
or ideas. The 
student 
describes 
connections 
he/she has 
found between 
the information, 
his/her essential 
question, and 
his/her 
learning/project 
goals. 
 

 

The student 
makes use 
of 
applicable 
terms, 
concepts or 
ideas. 
 

 

 
Extended Learning Opportunities - Reflection Rubric 
 Exemplary Proficient Progressing Beginning 
Trait 1: How 
does the 
student use 
goal setting to 
manage 
his/her 
learning? 

The student 
identifies, 
evaluates, and 
revises his/her 
short term goals 
as needed, and 
is able to justify 
changes made 
along the way, 
explaining how 
this leads to 
successfully 
meeting his/her 
long term goals. 

The student 
identifies short 
and long term 
goals, adjusts 
them as 
necessary, and 
determines 
tasks and next 
steps in 
achieving 
his/her goals. 

The student 
identifies short 
and/or long 
term goals and 
uses them to 
determine tasks 
and next steps. 

The student 
identifies short 
or long term 
goals. 
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Trait 2: How 
does the 
student 
connect 
his/her 
experiences 
with targeted 
competencies 

The student 
communicates 
about and 
analyzes the 
connections 
between 
experiences and 
targeted 
competencies 
and predicts 
future 
behaviors/decisi
ons based on 
his/her analysis 
(“Next 
time….”) 

The student 
communicates 
about and 
analyzes the 
connections 
between 
specific 
experiences and 
targeted 
competencies. 

The student 
communicates 
about 
experiences and 
makes a 
connection to 
targeted 
competencies. 

The student 
communicates 
about 
experiences; 
however, 
connections to 
targeted 
competencies 
are not made. 

Trait 3: How 
does the 
student deal 
with 
challenges/pro
blems 
encountered 
during his/her 
learning 
experience? 

The student 
describes and 
analyzes 
problems, 
assesses 
solutions for the 
problems, 
identifies a 
chosen solution 
for a specific 
problem, and 
evaluates the 
effectiveness of 
his/her choice. 

The student 
describes and 
analyzes 
problems(s), 
states solutions, 
and assesses 
solutions for 
them 
problem(s). 

The student 
describes 
problem(s) and 
states possible 
solutions(s). 

The student 
identifies 
problem(s). 

Trait 4: How 
does the 
student’s 
thinking 
develop as a 
result of 
his/her 
learning 
experience? 

The student 
analyzes his/her 
own growth by 
making 
connections 
between 
personal ideas 
and his/her 
learning 
experiences, 
leading them to 
new 
perspectives or 
insights. 

The student 
analyzes his/her 
own growth by 
making 
connections 
between 
personal ideas 
and his/her 
learning 
experiences. 

The student 
makes 
connections 
between a 
personal idea 
and an 
experience to 
establish the 
basis of a 
reflection. 

The student 
summarizes 
personal 
experiences. 

Trait 5: How 
does the 

The student 
demonstrates 

The student 
demonstrates 

The student 
demonstrates 

The student 
demonstrates a 
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student use 
appropriate 
language, 
vocabulary, 
syntax, and 
grammar to 
communicate 
effectively 
with his/her 
mentor and 
certified 
personnel? 

control of 
media-
appropriate 
language 
including 
vocabulary, 
syntax, and 
grammar within 
an organized 
structure. Few, 
if any, errors. 
Intention of 
thought is 
clearly 
communicated. 

control of 
media-
appropriate 
language 
including 
vocabulary, 
syntax, and 
grammar within 
an organized 
structure. Errors 
do not interfere 
with 
communication. 

inconsistent 
control of 
media-
appropriate 
language 
including 
vocabulary, 
syntax, and 
grammar. 
Organization of 
the reflection’s 
structure may or 
may not be 
evident. Errors 
detract from 
communication. 

lack of control 
over media-
appropriate 
language 
including 
vocabulary, 
syntax, and 
grammar. 
Reflection is not 
in an organized 
structure. Errors 
disrupt the flow 
of 
communication. 

 
Extended Learning Opportunities - Product Rubric 
 Exemplary Proficient Progressing Beginning 
Trait 1: Does 
the product 
demonstrate 
student 
achievement of 
learning goals 
and targeted 
competencies? 

The product 
illustrates 
discovery of 
complexity 
and/or 
connectivity of 
the targeted 
competencies. 

The product 
independently 
illustrates 
relevant 
connections to 
all the targeted 
goals and 
competencies. 

The product 
demonstrates 
connections to 
the targeted 
goals and 
competencies, 
dependent on 
further 
explanation. 

The product is 
completed 
with little, if 
any, evidence 
of the targeted 
goals and 
competencies. 

Trait 2: Did the 
product meet 
the quality 
criteria set by 
the student, 
mentor, and/or 
certified school 
personnel? 

The product 
meets all of the 
design criteria 
established by 
the mentor, 
certified school 
personnel and 
student in the 
plan and 
additionally 
reflects 
modifications 
made in 
response to 
authentic 
feedback. 

The product 
meets all of the 
design criteria 
established by 
the mentor, 
certified school 
personnel, and 
student in the 
plan. 

The product 
meets half the 
design criteria 
established by 
the mentor, 
certified school 
personnel, and 
student in the 
plan. 

The product 
has little, if 
any, evidence 
of meeting the 
design criteria 
established by 
the mentor, 
certified 
school 
personnel, and 
student in the 
plan. 

Trait 3: How 
was the 

The product has 
been evaluated 

The product 
has been 

The product has 
been shared 

The product 
has been 
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product shared 
with an 
authentic 
audience for 
feedback? 

by the mentor or 
certified school 
personnel and an 
authentic 
audience. 
Modifications 
have been made 
based on 
feedback or 
expert critique 
and/or the 
product has been 
adopted for use 
by the authentic 
user/audience. 

evaluated by 
the mentor or 
certified school 
personnel and 
an authentic 
audience within 
an appropriate 
environment, 
Feedback has 
been collected. 

with the mentor 
or certified 
school personnel 
in an authentic 
user/audience 
within an 
appropriate 
context. 
Possible sources 
of feedback are 
identified. 

shared with 
mentor or 
certified 
school 
personnel for 
evaluation. 

Trait 4: How 
does the 
product reflect 
the individual 
voice and 
worldview of 
the student? 

The product 
reflects a fusion 
of student 
interest with the 
needs of the 
user/audience. 
The product is 
recognized by 
the mentor/ 
certified school 
personnel as a 
unique and 
original solution 
to the design 
criteria and is 
adopted for use. 

The product 
reflects a fusion 
of student 
interest with 
the needs of the 
user/audience. 
The product is 
recognizes by 
the mentor/ 
certified school 
personnel as a 
unique and 
original 
solution to the 
design criteria. 

The product 
shows evidence 
of a design 
based either on 
the needs of an 
authentic 
user/audience or 
the interest of 
the student. The 
product is 
recognized by 
the mentor 
/certified school 
personnel as an 
uncommon but 
successful 
solution to the 
design criteria. 

The product 
was external to 
student interest 
and/or the 
needs of the 
user/audience. 
(Product is the 
result of an 
assignment.) 

Trait 5: How 
well did the 
student 
document the 
design process 
(designing, 
creating, using, 
assessing, and 
modifying) for 
his/her 
product? 

The student 
creates a 
collection of 
artifacts 
containing 
artifacts used 
during or 
describing the 
process of 
creating the 
process of 
creating the 
product and 

The student 
creates a 
collection of 
artifacts that 
was used 
during or 
describes the 
process of 
creating the 
product and 
includes clear 
representation 
of feedback. 

The student 
creates a 
collection with 
appropriate 
student-created 
documentation 
that was used 
during or 
describes the 
process of 
creating the 
product. 

The student 
creates a 
collection of 
artifacts and/or 
information 
used in 
creating the 
product. 
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includes clear 
representation of 
authentic 
feedback. 
Student’s 
intentional 
selection of 
artifacts 
illustrates key 
learning 
breakthroughs. 

 
Extended Learning Opportunities Rubric - Presentation 
 Exemplary Proficient Progressing Beginning 
Trait 1: How 
well does the 
student 
communicate 
the 
information 
using a variety 
of strategies? 
(e.g. eye 
contact, 
gesture, 
pacing, and 
organization) 

The presentation 
communicates the 
information 
seamlessly  through 
logical organization, 
introduction of and 
clear focus on the 
topic, smooth 
transitions, well-
chosen supporting 
details, and a 
coherent conclusion. 
The student’s 
delivery uses a 
variety of strategies 
to engage the 
audience and 
responds to audience 
cues. 
 

The 
presentation 
communicates 
the 
information 
through 
logical 
organization 
and clear 
focus. The 
student’s 
delivery is 
appropriate to 
the audience, 
context, and 
purpose. 

The 
presentation 
communicates 
the 
information 
despite 
inconsistent 
organization 
and/or 
delivery. 

The 
presentation 
does not 
communicate 
intended 
information 
because 
organization, 
and/or 
delivery 
interfere. 

Trait 2: How 
does the 
student use 
supporting 
materials (e.g. 
posters, 
graphics, 
illustrations, 
recordings, 
models, 
samples, 
videos, power 

The student 
frequently integrates 
relevant supporting 
materials that add or 
clarify information 
for the presentation. 

The student 
integrates 
relevant 
supporting 
materials that 
add or clarify 
information 
for the 
presentation. 

The student 
infrequently 
references 
supporting 
materials, 
which may or 
may not add 
information to 
the 
presentation. 

The student 
has materials 
that interfere 
with the 
presentation 
or are not 
referenced. 
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point, etc.) as 
part of the 
presentation? 
Trait 3: Does 
the student 
communicate 
why he/she 
chose this 
learning 
experience and 
how he/she 
used it to 
target the 
competencies? 

The student explains 
the reasons for 
choosing the goals 
of the learning 
experience, 
communicates how 
the student used the 
learning experience 
to address the 
targeted 
competencies, and 
makes further 
connections to prior 
and future learning. 
 

The student 
explains the 
reasons for 
choosing the 
goals of the 
learning 
experience and 
how the 
student used 
the learning 
experience to 
address the 
targeted 
competencies. 

The student 
explains the 
reasons for 
choosing the 
goals of the 
learning 
experience or 
the targeted 
competencies. 

The student 
identifies the 
goals of the 
learning 
experience 
and/or the 
targeted 
competencies. 

Trait 4: Does 
the student 
communicate 
how he/she 
used inquiry to 
address the 
essential 
question? 

The student presents 
his/her response to 
the essential 
question and 
explains how he/she 
used it to generate 
additional questions, 
extensions, or cross-
curricular 
relationships. 
 

The student 
presents 
his/her 
response to the 
essential 
question. The 
student 
describes how 
it guided 
his/her work, 
and whether or 
not the 
question 
changed. 

The student 
states his/her 
essential 
question, but 
is unable to 
articulate how 
it guided their 
work. 

The student 
makes no 
reference to 
the essential 
question. 

Trait 5: Does 
the student 
reference 
his/her process 
components – 
reflections, 
research, and 
product – in 
the 
presentation? 

The student selects 
and presents 
examples of how 
his/her research, 
reflection, and 
product are 
interconnected and 
describes how each 
impacted his/her 
learning along the 
way. 

The student 
provides 
examples of 
how his/her 
research, 
reflection, and 
product 
illustrate 
his/her 
progress 
illustrate 
his/her 
progress 
toward 

The student 
provides 
examples of 
two of the 
three process 
components in 
describing 
his/her 
progress 
toward 
achieving 
learning goals. 

The student 
provides 
examples of 
one of the 
three process 
components 
in describing 
his/her 
learning 
goals. 
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achieving 
his/her goals. 

Trait 6: Does 
the student 
communicate 
what he/she 
learned 
through his/her 
learning 
experience? 

The student 
communicates what 
he/she learned 
through the 
successes and 
challenges of the 
learning experience 
and how he/she 
grew as a result of it. 

The student 
communicates 
what he/she 
learned 
through the 
successes and 
challenges of 
the learning 
experience. 

The student 
identifies a 
success and a 
challenge of 
the learning 
experience, 
with few 
details or 
commentary. 

The student 
identifies a 
success or 
challenge of 
the learning 
experience 
without any 
details. 
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