
ODD WOMAN OUT: WOMEN IN NON-TRADITIONAL POST-SECONDARY  

CAREER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION 

 

by 

 

RENÉE DENISE PELLOM 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty 

of the Tift College of Education 

at Mercer University 

in Partial Fulfillment of the 

Requirements for the Degree 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

 

 

Atlanta, GA 

2020 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2020 

Renée Denise Pellom 

All Rights Reserved 



ODD WOMAN OUT: WOMEN IN NON-TRADITIONAL 

 

POST-SECONDARY CAREER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION 

 

 

by 

 

 

RENÉE DENISE PELLOM 

 

 

Approved: 

 

 

Pamela A. Larde, Ph.D.                                                                                                  Date 

Dissertation Committee Chair 

 

 

 

Karyn Allee-Herndon, Ph.D.                                                                                         Date 

Dissertation Committee Member 

 

 

 

Gail Johnson, Ed.D.                                                                                                        Date 

Dissertation Committee Member 

 

 

 

Jane West, Ed.D.                                                                                                            Date 

Director of Doctoral Studies, Tift College of Education 

 

 

 

Thomas R. Koballa, Jr., Ph.D.                                                                                        Date 

Dean, Tift College of Education 



 

iv 

DEDICATION PAGE 

For my mother, Juanita Odessa Baldwin Pellom, who told me I was capable of doing  

whatever I wanted to do in life, and who always loved me and was always proud of me  

long before I ever did any of it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

v 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I thank God Who has placed me on this ordained path. It is impossible for me to aptly 

express my gratitude for the abundant grace, wisdom, mercy, strength, peace, and other 

innumerable provisions that I have received from my Heavenly Father who has never left me 

alone, nor has left me lacking on this academic and personal journey. The whole of me is forever 

grateful for and humbled by His love. 

 My deepest gratitude to each of the eleven inspiring women who selflessly shared 

themselves and their stories with a total stranger for the sake of this research. This study came to 

life because of the treasure trove of thoughts, insights, and experiences you shared. I so enjoyed 

every one of our conversations! May all that we have done together somehow help move us 

toward positive changes in how our country and our communities support career education for 

females and males.  

 What a genuine privilege it has been to work with my dissertation committee. Dr. Larde, 

I cannot thank you enough for granting me the freedom to dream, write, and draw, and to simply 

be myself in this process. You always gave much needed guidance without being too 

prescriptive. It was the perfect balance that allowed me to even color outside of the lines when 

necessary to get me to where I needed to go. It has been a pleasure. I’m also grateful to you, Dr. 

Allee-Herndon, for grounding me in the necessary details that I needed to see, hear, and 

embrace. You also encouraged me all along the way and gave me smiley faces at all the right 

times. I’m smiling back. I also thank you, Dr. Johnson. Your kind words and helpful disposition 

and direction were critical in my ability to complete this study. You were a confidence booster 

when I needed it. 

 



 

vi 

I truly am the benefactor of so much love and sacrifice.  I honor my parents Juanita 

Baldwin Pellom and Ephraim Agnue Pellom who were born in a segregated part of the South 

that, among its many offenses, refused to educate Black and Brown children beyond the seventh 

grade. No one, however, could take away my mother’s diligent spirit, dignity, and grace, or the 

intelligence of both of my parents in the face of such systemic ignorance. Yet, their generation 

encouraged and helped so many of us to move farther along in life than they were ever allowed 

to go. For this and many other reasons, I remain eternally tethered to my rural home in Leland, 

N.C., although many of those most beloved people are no longer there to see this day. Bryan, you 

are always so very near to me, big brother, especially with every new venture and adventure. 

There are many things left to do here and I will always take you along with me for the ride. 

I bless the Lord for my daughter, Olivia Nicole Banks, and my granddaughter, Marley 

Jade Banks-Curry. When I have been at my weariest in this process, I’m often inspired by the 

fact that I have been blessed with two generations of intelligent, beautiful, funny females who I 

will forever love. I continue to marvel as I witness their many gifts and abilities, and see endless 

possibilities for their lives. I want my children to know and always remember that it is never too 

late to strive to be the best expression of yourself for yourself and for others. Never.  

What an incredible and loving community of supportive family members and friends I 

have! Whether you live in close proximity, or several miles, states, or countries away, you’ve 

shared a common mantra with me---“You can do this!” How uplifting is that?? Thank you!!! 

Thank you for encouraging me throughout this process, and for praying continually for me and 

with me (I felt it!). Thank you from the depths of my heart for feeding me, sometimes financing 

me, writing letters to me, giving me gifts, being my academic advisor and dissertation 

“paginator” and sounding board, for patting me on the back, propping me up, rejoicing with me, 



 

vii 

consoling me, and for reminding me of all that is right, true, and eternal in the heavens. God’s 

blessings upon each one of you! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

viii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Page 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...................................................................................................... v 

 

LIST OF TABLES .................................................................................................................... xiii 

 

LIST OF FIGURES .................................................................................................................. xiv 

 

ABSTRACT .............................................................................................................................. xv 

 

CHAPTER  

 

1. INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY ..................................................................... 1 

 

 Problem Statement .................................................................................................. 6 

 Research Questions ................................................................................................. 7 

 Theoretical Framework ........................................................................................... 7 

 Significance of the Study ........................................................................................ 9 

  Procedures ............................................................................................................... 11 

  Limitations .............................................................................................................. 13 

  Delimitations ........................................................................................................... 13 

  Definition of Terms................................................................................................. 14 

  Summary ................................................................................................................. 16 

 

 2. REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE .............................................................. 18 

   

  A Global Perspective on Equality and Education ................................................... 18 

   Women in Vocational Education and in Industry  

    in the United States ..................................................................................... 20 

    Legalized Sexual Discrimination Against Women and  

     Girls in the Workplace .......................................................................... 22 

    A Federal Initiative for Working Women ................................................... 24 

    Women’s Employment in Wartime and Post-Wartime 

     American Culture .................................................................................. 25 

    Legislative Initiatives for Improving Women’s Employment  

     Opportunities......................................................................................... 27  

    The Present State of Women in Post-Secondary CTE ...................................... 30 

  Benefits of Non-Traditional CTE for Women ........................................................ 34 

  Self-Determination Theory ..................................................................................... 35 

   Motivation ......................................................................................................... 36

   SDT: A Needs-Based Theory ........................................................................... 38 

   An Organismic Perspective/The True Self ....................................................... 42 

  Additional Academic Approaches to Motivation ................................................... 44 

 



 

ix 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

 

  Page 

 

  The Basic Psychological Needs in SDT: Autonomy, Competence, 

   and Relatedness ................................................................................................. 46 

   Competence....................................................................................................... 47 

   Relatedness ....................................................................................................... 51 

   Autonomy ......................................................................................................... 56 

    The Essentiality of Relationship ................................................................. 56 

    The Autonomy of Solitude.......................................................................... 57 

    Critics of Autonomy in SDT ....................................................................... 59 

     Cognitive Theory .................................................................................. 59 

     The Feminist Critique of Autonomy ..................................................... 62 

  SDT in the Context of a Learning or Work Environment ...................................... 64 

   Cognitive Evaluation Theory ............................................................................ 65 

    Autonomous Supports in Institutions  

     and Organizations ................................................................................. 66 

    Autonomy-Supportive Managers ................................................................ 67 

 

 3. RESEARCH DESIGN ............................................................................................ 69 

 

  Research Questions ................................................................................................. 70 

  Research Design...................................................................................................... 71 

  Phenomenology....................................................................................................... 71 

  Population Sample .................................................................................................. 72 

  Subjectivity Statement ............................................................................................ 73 

  Data Collection ....................................................................................................... 76 

  Data Security ........................................................................................................... 77 

  Participant Interview ............................................................................................... 78 

  Data Analysis .......................................................................................................... 79 

 

 4. RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH .......................................................................... 81 

 

  Research Questions ................................................................................................. 82 

  Pilot Study ............................................................................................................... 82 

  The Participants ...................................................................................................... 83 

  Narrative Descriptions ............................................................................................ 86 

   Zoey (The First) ................................................................................................ 86 

    Doing What Comes Naturally ..................................................................... 87 

    Life in the Shop ........................................................................................... 89 

   Miranda ............................................................................................................. 93 

    A Rather Longer Winding Road ................................................................. 94 

    When in Rome ............................................................................................ 96 

    Personal Life ............................................................................................... 98 

 



 

x 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

 

  Page 

 

   Autumn ............................................................................................................. 100 

    The Road Less Traveled ............................................................................. 101 

    Woman on Fire ........................................................................................... 103 

    The Crisis .................................................................................................... 105 

   Hope .................................................................................................................. 106 

    Providence Awaits ...................................................................................... 108 

    The Downs, and (Then) the Ups ................................................................. 110 

    Home is Where the Heart Is ........................................................................ 114 

   Vanessa ............................................................................................................. 115 

    Two Chance Encounters ............................................................................. 116 

    In the Classroom ......................................................................................... 118 

    Best of Both Worlds.................................................................................... 121 

   Jade ................................................................................................................... 122 

    A Family Affair........................................................................................... 123 

    A Different Type of Student ....................................................................... 126 

   Sophia ............................................................................................................... 129 

    A 180-Degree Turn ..................................................................................... 129 

    Dude-Bros and the Culture Clash ............................................................... 131 

    A Sister in Arms? ........................................................................................ 136 

    The Master Plans......................................................................................... 138 

   Maya ................................................................................................................. 140 

    Life Before Now ......................................................................................... 140 

    Breaking New Ground ................................................................................ 143 

   Willow............................................................................................................... 146 

    A Less Traditional Path .............................................................................. 146 

    Life Back at Home ...................................................................................... 150 

   Quinn................................................................................................................. 154 

    Born Out of Necessity ................................................................................. 155 

    “I Really Belong Here” ............................................................................... 161 

    People, Places, and Things.......................................................................... 164 

    Lending a Helping Hand and a Helping Voice ........................................... 168 

   Zahra ................................................................................................................. 170 

    An Unexpected Bounty ............................................................................... 171 

    The Dream to Fly ........................................................................................ 171 

  Findings in the Research: Four Themes.................................................................. 182 

   Theme One: “I Am a Strategist” ....................................................................... 183 

    Strategy Contextualized .............................................................................. 183 

     To Be Taken Seriously (Competence) .................................................. 186 

     To Gain Social Inclusion or Acceptance (Relatedness) ........................ 187 

     To Navigate Working in Relative Independence (Autonomy) ............. 189 

     To Successfully Reach Goals (Competence) ........................................ 191 

     To Advocate (Relatedness) ................................................................... 193 



 

xi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

 

  Page 

 

    Where and How Participants Engaged in Strategy ..................................... 194 

     Instruction ............................................................................................. 197 

     Physical Demands and Equipment Challenges ..................................... 198 

     Peers ...................................................................................................... 201 

     Instructors, Administrators, and Supervisors ........................................ 205 

     Family and Friends ............................................................................... 208 

     Societal .................................................................................................. 213 

    Summary ..................................................................................................... 213 

   Theme Two: Typical Versus the Atypical Woman 

    (Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness) ............................................... 215 

    One of the Guys .......................................................................................... 216 

    “I Am a Girly-Girl” ..................................................................................... 217 

    Undefined or Unapologetic Woman ........................................................... 217 

    Summary ..................................................................................................... 218 

   Theme Three: Pathways to Purpose (Autonomy, Competence, and 

     Relatedness) ................................................................................................ 219 

    As an Individual .......................................................................................... 221 

    As a Role Model in the Community ........................................................... 222 

    As an Advocate/Global Voice .................................................................... 223 

    Summary ..................................................................................................... 225 

   Theme Four: The Zahra Anomaly .................................................................... 226 

    Revisiting Strategy ...................................................................................... 227 

    The Representative...................................................................................... 228 

   Chapter Summary ............................................................................................. 231 

 

 5. DISCUSSION ......................................................................................................... 235 

 

  Summary of the Study ............................................................................................ 235 

  Summary of Major Findings ................................................................................... 238 

  Discussion of Findings ............................................................................................ 240 

   Research Question One: The Lived Experience ............................................... 240 

    Personal Benefits ........................................................................................ 243 

     Economic/Financial .............................................................................. 243 

     Psychological Well-Being .................................................................... 244 

    Academic and Professional Benefits .......................................................... 245 

    Personal Barriers ......................................................................................... 246 

    Academic and Professional Barriers ........................................................... 247 

    Positive Experiences ................................................................................... 250 

    Inconsistencies with the Historical Data ..................................................... 250 

    Conclusion: Relationships to Major Findings............................................. 251 

   Research Question Two: The Role of Competence,  

    Relatedness, and Autonomy........................................................................ 251 



 

xii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

 

  Page 

 

    Competence................................................................................................. 252 

     Theme One: “I Am a Strategist” ........................................................... 254 

      To Be Taken Seriously.................................................................... 254 

      To Successfully Reach Goals.......................................................... 255 

      Other Themes (Competence) .......................................................... 255 

    Relatedness ................................................................................................. 256 

     Theme One: “I Am a Strategist” ...........................................................  259 

      To Gain Social Inclusion ................................................................ 259 

      To Advocate .................................................................................... 259 

      Other Themes (Relatedness) ...........................................................  260 

    Autonomy ................................................................................................... 261 

     Theme One: “I Am a Strategist” ........................................................... 263 

   Research Question Three: The Women’s Vision for the Future....................... 265 

   Anomaly in the Research: Zahra....................................................................... 267 

   Conclusions ....................................................................................................... 268 

    Self-Determined Woman ............................................................................ 269 

    The Reality of Strategy ............................................................................... 271 

  Implications............................................................................................................. 274 

  Recommendations for Future Research .................................................................. 278 

   Participant Observations and Quantitative Research ........................................ 278 

   Peer Advocates or Envoys ................................................................................ 279 

   Comparing Non-Traditional CTE Careers ........................................................ 280 

   African American Female Aviators and Race and  

    Gender Representation ................................................................................ 280 

  Summary ................................................................................................................. 281 

 

REFERENCES ......................................................................................................................... 283 

 

APPENDICES .......................................................................................................................... 297 

 

 A. PARTICIPANT INVITATION LETTER .............................................................. 298 

 

B. PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS ........................................................ 300 

 

C. MERCER IRB APPROVAL .................................................................................. 302 

 

 



 

xiii 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

Table   Page 

 

 1. Study Participant Profile Data ................................................................................ 84 

 

 2. Where and How Participants Engaged in Strategy ................................................. 196 

  



 

xiv 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure Page 

 

1. Reasons Participants Engaged in Strategy ..............................................................  185 

 

 2.  Responses from Family and Friends About Participants’ Career Choices  ............  210 

 

 3. Three Pathways to Purpose .....................................................................................  221 

 

 4. Participants’ Non-Traditional CTE Experiences: Benefits and Barriers ................  242 

 

 5. The Role of Competence Relative to the Research Themes ...................................  253 

 

 6. The Role of Relatedness Relative to the Research Themes ....................................  258 

 

 7.  The Role of Autonomy Relative to the Research Themes ......................................  262 

  



 

xv 

ABSTRACT 

RENEE DENISE PELLOM 

 

ODD WOMAN OUT: WOMEN IN NON-TRADITIONAL POST-SECONDARY CAREER 

AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION 

 

Under the direction of PAMELA A. LARDE, Ph.D. 

 

The approval of legislation in the United States granting women equal entry into non-traditional 

career and technical education (CTE) occupational fields has not guaranteed their equitable 

inclusion into non-traditional occupations. In general, government, education, and industry 

leaders have not been successful in their attempts to adequately recruit, retain, and provide 

necessary supports for females to enroll in and remain in non-traditional post-secondary CTE 

careers. The purpose of this study is to describe the lived experiences of current and post-

graduate women in post-secondary non-traditional CTE.  This description of their experiences of 

navigating a predominantly male environment is considered through the lens of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness in self-determination theory.  

The researcher utilized a qualitative phenomenological line of inquiry to describe and understand 

the under-told experiences of the participants. A purposeful sampling strategy was used to recruit 

11 adult women (18 years or older) who were current students or recent graduates from a non-

traditional CTE program in the last 18 months. Participants who were graduates were required to 

be currently employed in their field of study. The researcher engaged in semi-structured one-on-

one interviews and utilized strategies to address data credibility that included transferability of 

the data by way of a thick, rich description, triangulation, engagement in reflexivity, verification 

through an audit trail, and utilization of external auditors.  
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ABSTRACT (continued) 

Results of the research show that participants were highly motivated, self-determined individuals 

who actively engaged in multi-dimensional behaviors that expressed a marked sense of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness throughout their academic, professional, and personal 

lives. The women utilized diverse forms of strategy and dynamic engagement to aid them in 

navigating relationships with individuals at their schools, on their jobs, and among family 

members and friends. Most women identified physical or interpersonal challenges at school or 

work because of their gender. They also reported ultimately forming positive relationships with 

many of the men around them, but several women continued to lack needed physical and social 

supports. Recommendations for future research include utilizing participant observations, and 

conducting additional qualitative and quantitative studies with women from diverse non-

traditional post-secondary CTE careers and institutions.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

The test of civilization is its estimate of women.  

 

--George William Curtis  

 

If the words of American writer George William Curtis are indeed true, then civilization, 

as a whole, has all too often, for far too many women, profoundly and perniciously failed to pass 

the equity test. One such area where girls and women have both made measurable strides and 

have simultaneously remained enmeshed in struggle is in the area of education. Around the 

globe, statistics consistently reflect mixed results relative to the equity of access that girls and 

women have to education and to the careers that may result from the successful completion of a 

field of study (Ganguli et al., 2014; Ray et., 2018). Female access to and support in education 

endeavors often varies significantly from country to country and from culture to culture. For 

example, within the United States’ education spectrum there exists a tale of two diametrically 

opposed narratives.  

On one hand, there are the apparent exemplars such as the medical field, and 2017 proved 

to be a banner year for women, in general, relative to medical school enrollment in the United 

States (Association of American Medical Colleges, 2017). Female matriculation increased by 3.2 

percent from the previous year to 50.7 percent, and for the first time in the history of the nation, 

more women enrolled in medical school than men (Association of American Medical Colleges, 

2017). The statistics appear even more impressive for women who choose the legal profession. 

According to the American Bar Association (ABA) (2019), the number of women enrolled in 

juris doctorate programs in the United States has eclipsed male enrollment since 2016. Statistics 

from the 2018 school year reflect that 52.39 percent of all students enrolled in ABA-approved 

schools were women (American Bar Association, 2019). In fact, some scholars assert that the 
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differences in education between women and men (but not in the employee pay scale) have all 

but “disappeared” or been “reversed” in nearly every developed country and in many of the 

developing countries (Ganguli et al., 2014, p. 174).  

 There exists, however, another often overlooked and under-considered other hand. For a 

country as developed as the United States, once male-dominated fields like medicine and law 

tend to reflect the exception and not the ordinary when compared to male typical occupations in 

career and technical education (CTE) (Brenton, 2011). These non-traditional CTE professions 

are generally and stubbornly un-reversed and slow toward making significant improvement for 

women who might enter these areas of study and employment.  

Like the professions of law, medicine, and a number of occupations, post-secondary (and 

often secondary) career and technical education (CTE) is also often defined according to the 

education goal of providing learners with the kinds of academic and technical skillsets necessary 

to gain employment in the area of study (Gordon, 2014; Shaw & Hartmann, 2019; Whitehead, 

2001). In the past, CTE was more commonly referred to as technical training, occupational 

education, vocational training, or vocational education, but despite the fact that these terms are 

often used interchangeably, the CTE mission has generally remained unchanged (Gordon, 2014; 

Whitehead, 2001). CTE coursework is designed to prepare learners for the world of work and 

lifelong learning by exposing them to workplace and academic competencies and instruction that 

align with a hands-on component (Gordon, 2014; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). More 

succinctly stated—successful completion of a CTE field of study is directly linked to 

employment in that field of study.  

With regards to CTE and other occupational fields, the U.S. Department of Labor (2014) 

categorizes non-traditional careers for women as those in which 25 percent or less of the total 
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employed population in a career includes women (2014; 2018). These non-traditional careers for 

women tend to earn wages that are 20 to 30 percent higher than those occupations that 

traditionally employ women (U.S. Department of Labor, 2014). 

In a country where full-time working women continue to earn approximately 82 percent 

of the salary of their male counterparts and earn less than men in almost every career field for 

which earnings ratio data exists (Shaw & Hartmann, 2019; U.S. Department of Labor, 2018), 

there continues to be an overwhelming need for equitable employment practices for women. This 

need is especially palpable when the primary breadwinner in nearly 66% of low-income 

households is a woman (Boushey et al., 2013). Consequently, women are more likely to 

experience poverty than men (Gutierrez- Rodriquez, 2014); however, research shows that for 

families that have a working woman, equal pay would reduce poverty by half—from 29.9 

percent to 14.5 percent (Milli et al., 2017). Fair access to, and support within, the kinds of non-

traditional education options that can generally lead to the higher earning potential of many non-

traditional CTE careers is one needed alternative to help many women gain more equitable 

employment options, while also assisting in moving them out of poverty into the middle class 

(Ray et al., 2018; Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 2014). Otherwise, if wages for Caucasian women 

continue at their current snail-like trajectory, it is estimated to take an additional 40-50 years 

(2049-2059) before women gain pay parity with men (Milli, 2017). The news is far bleaker for 

women of color. Black women will wait more than 100 years (until 2124), while Hispanic 

women will wait even longer—not reaching wage equity with men until 2248 (Milli et al., 2017). 

For those women who choose non-traditional CTE careers, there are often numerous 

barriers that they must navigate. The barriers are present as they attempt to enter and to 

successfully complete a non-traditional CTE course of study and as they seek employment in 
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these occupational fields. These barriers include: sex-role stereotyping at school and work, bias 

against women through curricula and by instructors, sexual harassment, threats, intimidation, 

childcare needs, lack of proper supplies and equipment for smaller or different-sized or shaped 

female frames, general employer discrimination, and family pressures to conform to traditional 

female occupation choices, among other concerns (Ganguli et al., 2014; MacIsaac & Domene, 

2014; Ray et al., 2017; Rousseau, 2010; Simon, 2016; van der Meulen Rodgers & Boyer, 2016; 

Vezina & Courville, 1992; Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 2014). These impediments to student and 

employee success clearly reflect multiple sources of challenge that prove problematic for many 

women and even girls who would otherwise consider non-traditional CTE as a future career 

option.  

Too often, traditional ideals about masculinity and femininity are learned and reinforced, 

and then enforced in the social and political arenas (Ray et al., 2017, 2018; Stromquist, 2013). It 

is not surprising that the barriers to accepting women and girls in non-traditional CTE fields have 

continued to exist despite the passing of numerous laws, such as the Civil Rights Act (1964), the 

Patsy Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act (1972), which is commonly referred to as Title 

IX legislation, and the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act (1984) [and its 

three subsequent reauthorizations (1998, 2006, 2018) in the years that have followed] (Civil 

Rights Act, 1964; Gordon, 2014; Heen, 1984; Patsy Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act, 

1972; Perkins Acts I, II, II, IV; Threeton, 2006; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.; Valentin, 

1997). Each of these laws were created to ensure that women and other marginalized peoples had 

fair and equitable access to a myriad of educational and employment options and to 

opportunities, as a whole, throughout society (Gordon, 2014; U.S. Department of Education, 

n.d.). Research shows that the on-going perpetuation of gender disparity in CTE education and in 
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industries that hire CTE students is damaging to both women and men. (Chatigny et al., 2012). 

Traditional gender roles result in barriers to change for women and the continuation of male 

chauvinist behavior in the classroom has been shown to compromise occupational safety for both 

genders. It is imperative that women have an entryway to the kinds of supports and resources 

they need to successfully participate in CTE programs (Chatigny et al., 2012; Ray et al., 2017). 

In fact, CTE advisors provide a significant contribution by assisting female students to identify 

their education and career goals, which helps them to determine appropriate courses and 

enrollment options (Ray et al., 2017). Such efforts can assist in the recruitment and retention of 

female students in non-traditional programs and industries (Ray et al., 2017).  

Where, then, does the on-going responsibility and accountability for helping women gain 

equitable access and support in non-traditional CTE lie? The short answer is that it lies with a 

multitude of agencies, entities, and individuals. In the public sphere, too many political leaders, 

state and federal officials, education administrators, and industry leaders have too often failed to 

enforce existing laws adequately and consistently, to successfully develop processes that 

significantly increase the number of women in non-traditional programs and careers, or to 

provide the types of supports women need to be successful (Moir et al., 2011; Ray et al., 2017, 

2018; Whitehead, 2001). Consequently, female representation in male-typical career and 

technical education fields remains abysmally low within most of these types of occupations (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2014).  

Studies that pertain to women and non-traditional CTE in countries around the globe also 

reflects that women encounter formidable challenges in their non-traditional education and 

employment pursuits. Research in Australia reveals that the country’s policies and practices 

create roadblocks for women in CTE (Butler & Ferrier, 2006). A study has shown that women in 
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Malawi who are in the decision-making stage of determining their CTE pursuits are sensitive 

(and perhaps responsive) to external pressure to fulfill traditional gender norms in their chosen 

CTE courses of study (Cho et al., 2013).  

In addition to the fact that women experience these roadblocks and additional types of 

barriers in these and other countries relative to non-traditional CTE, there is also an unfortunate 

scarcity of academic literature pertaining to the female experience in this arena (Makarova et al., 

2016; Ray et al., 2017). For example, there are no publications in the Caribbean or in Latin 

America that examine the relationship between CTE and gender omission (Ray et al., 2017). 

Women’s voices within this expanse of countries are ultimately silenced due to the sheer 

omission of even the most basic of data. Consequently, there exists an unfortunate irony and 

tension—many women the world over share a common reality of discrimination, 

marginalization, and exclusion pertaining to female-atypical CTE. Concurrently, there exists a 

gross lack of meaningful academic conversation and academic literature on these common 

experiences of gender bias from the woman’s point of view. A meaningful, in depth study about 

CTE and women’s lives and their livelihoods relative to the non-traditional field is well 

warranted.  

Problem Statement 

The approval of legislation in the United States granting women equal entry into non-

traditional career and technical education (CTE) fields has not guaranteed the fair and equitable 

inclusion of women into non-traditional (NT) occupations. In general, government, education, 

and industry leaders have failed to adequately recruit, retain, and provide necessary supports for 

females to enroll in and remain in NT post-secondary CTE programs that lead to non-traditional 

CTE careers.  
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Research Questions 

This study was designed to describe the lived experiences of current and post-graduate 

women in non-traditional post-secondary career and technical education (CTE) from the 

perspectives of their academic and work experiences as they navigate a predominately male 

school and work environment. 

Based on this goal, the researcher approached the study by addressing the following research 

questions and sub-questions: 

1. What are the lived experiences of women enrolled in non-traditional post-secondary 

career and technical education (CTE) programs as they navigate learning and working 

in a traditionally all-male school and work environment? 

a. What is the role of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (in self-determination 

theory) in the lives of women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE fields as they 

navigate school and work environments? 

2. How do women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE careers envision their futures 

in their chosen occupations, which are traditionally all-male? 

Theoretical Framework 

 

In this study, the researcher provided an extensive discussion of the theoretical 

frameworks, structures, and worldview that will be utilized in this qualitative phenomenological 

investigation. The primary theoretical framework for this study was self-determination theory 

(SDT). This perspective was more thoroughly discussed in the review of the literature. 

Presently, women continue to constitute a relatively small percentage of all workers 

employed in their non-traditional CTE fields (Eardley & Manvell, 2006). Depending on the 

profession, some women comprise populations of less than one percent of all workers in their 
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occupations (U.S. Department of Labor, 2014). Despite any previous or present-day challenges 

to women, studies reflect that women working in non-traditional CTE careers tend to possess 

qualities of personal strength and resilience (MacIsaac & Domene, 2014; Makarova et al., 2016).  

For this reason, self-determination theory (SDT) was an appropriate framework for 

studying human motivation in these female student-workers. This approach provided a 

framework for understanding and describing the various forms of intrinsic and extrinsic sources 

of motivation in cognitive and social development, and how motivation manifests differently in 

individuals (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2017). A crucial component in the conversation regarding the 

effects of pursuing and attaining one’s goals concerns the extent to which a person can satisfy 

their essential psychological needs while in pursuit of those goals (Ryan & Deci, 2000b, 2017). 

In Deci and Ryan’s estimation, individuals who possess the level of psychological well-being 

and stick-to-itiveness to overcome difficulties, which could include navigating the kinds of 

barriers women in CTE careers face, are often able to do so because they successfully integrate 

the SDT-related characteristics of autonomy, competency, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 

1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b).  

Autonomy is defined as “volition—the organismic desire to self-organize experience and 

behavior and to have activity be concordant with one’s integrated sense of self” (Deci & Ryan, 

2000, p. 231). This alignment between individual will and the individual having an acute self-

awareness, must also occur in the context of that person possessing competence. Competence, as 

described by Ryan and Deci (2017), refers to individual effectance, that is the tendency to 

explore or influence one’s environment (White, 1959). The last component in the triad of 

required behaviors necessary for self-determination to exist is relatedness. Relatedness is 

described as the need for a person to feel connected to others—to love and care for others and 
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have that love and care reciprocated (Deci & Ryan, 2000). With a consideration for relatedness, 

the thoughtful researcher would ask, “What meaningful relationships do these women have that 

help keep them motivated, even as they resolutely pursue their own aspirations and goals?” The 

three fundamental psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are necessary 

for long-term psychological well-being and a sense of commitment (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

Consequently, a lack of any of these three attributes tends to result in the thwarting of individual 

motivation and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

Within the SDT framework, the research was designed to encompass the entire 

educational experience of women in CTE—via their classroom instruction (didactic and 

laboratory) and their field or work experiences, if required. This study also included women’s 

work experiences outside of classroom instruction since many CTE programs require that 

students extrapolate what they have learned in the classroom to a work setting. This external 

learning activity is not only an inextricable component required for the successful completion of 

the coursework, but is designed to expose students to the realities of work life, while improving 

and enhancing their overall knowledge base and skillsets. 

Significance of the Study 

 Studying women in non-traditional postsecondary CTE is an important research and 

academic conversation for several reasons. For decades, many institutions and industries have 

continued to operate out of compliance with laws and mandates set forth by federal and state 

governments and other entities relative to the recruitment, retention, and placement of women in 

non-traditional CTE fields (Moir et al., 2011). Scholarly efforts that can provide enlightenment, 

enhance learning, and perhaps spawn innovation to develop and better support efforts that more 

expansively aid women in non-traditional CTE at the institution and employer level are sorely 
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needed. Therefore, this study’s aim is to assist relevant stakeholders toward the consideration 

and, perhaps, implementation of practical applications that can ultimately assist, improve, and 

not continue to forestall, the education and employment success of both girls and women in non-

traditional CTE fields. Because there exists only limited research on the experience of women in 

these careers (Makarova et al., 2016), this study was designed to add to the conversation relative 

to the cross-culture and cross-gender phenomenon of non-traditional post-secondary CTE. 

Additionally, this study sought to describe and understand how motivation is manifested in and 

through women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE relating to autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness. This asset-focused approach to studying these women in light of the theoretical 

framework of self-determination theory has appeared to be unprecedented.  

 The phenomenological methodological approach employed in this study provided primary 

source data from its participants via one-on-one interviews and other forms of observation. This 

proposed first-person perspective was not only essential to the fundamental tenets of this study 

regarding the lived experiences of women in non-traditional CTE, but these women provided a 

unique and under-represented point of view within the academic literature (Makarova et al., 

2016).  

   Finally, the research represents a diversity of women’s voices from myriad non-

traditional programs. Those programs range from the multiple types of careers available within 

the construction and extraction occupations, to automotive technology-related fields, to the 

aviation industry, and more (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). The study was also 

designed to provide representation from women in diverse postsecondary CTE environments. 

The schools ultimately represented were proprietary career schools, public post-secondary 

technical institutions, and registered apprenticeship schools. This level of institutional diversity 
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at the career and technical post-secondary level also does not appear to have been addressed in 

the academic literature about women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE. 

Procedures 

The researcher employed a qualitative research methodology to study the lived 

experience of women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE. The purpose of the qualitative line 

of inquiry was to understand and describe how people interpreted their own experiences and 

navigated the process of making meaning of their lives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Within this 

qualitative tradition, the researcher employed a phenomenological approach to the study. The 

goal of this form of inquiry was to bring the human experience “to the light of the day” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 26). For these reasons, qualitative phenomenology research aligned well 

with the research aim of this study to understand the presently under-told stories of women in 

non-traditional CTE (Makarova et al., 2016). 

This study used a typical purposeful sampling strategy to gather data for the 

phenomenological research. This means that the participants recruited for the study reflected 

what was considered average, normal, or typical for a person, situation, or circumstance 

(Bazeley, 2013; Creswell, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The criteria for inclusion in this 

study were the following: 1) the individual must be a woman (age 18 or older); and 2) the 

individual must be enrolled in a non-traditional CTE program or someone who has graduated 

from a non-traditional CTE program within the last 18 months (January 2018-June 2020) and is 

employed in the field of study. These women were also required to be current or post-graduates 

of a non-traditional post-secondary program, as defined by the U.S. Department of Labor.  

As is the case with any research methodology, it is not possible for a researcher to 

function in pure objectivity (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). It is critical, particularly 
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in qualitative inquiry, that the researcher engage in a process that strives to mitigate researcher 

subjectivity as much as possible and epoche or bracketing is a means by which the researcher 

works to set aside prejudices, judgments, and preferences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moustakas, 

1994). The researcher is a woman who has a long history of employment with career and 

technical education and believes in the necessity of increasing the number of women in non-

traditional CTE careers. The details of the researcher’s epoche is further detailed in Chapter 

Three of the study. The researcher also engaged in triangulation, which is another means for 

addressing potential research bias (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These 

triangulation strategies included the use of multiple study participants, a defined research 

method, and the employment of a theoretical framework. Additionally, the researcher ensured 

the transferability of all data through the use of a thick, rich description and textual analysis 

(DeWalt & DeWalt, 1998; Geertz, 1973; Padilla-Diaz, 2015). Another means for ensuring that 

the data was credible was through the processes of dependability (via an external audit and pilot 

study) and through confirmability, by way of an audit trail. (Bazeley, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 

2018). 

With regards to data security, the researcher created a system for organizing all data, 

whether it is in digital or hard copy format, in keeping with the prescribed means for securing 

data (Bazeley, 2013). All electronic information has been stored on a password- protected system 

and backed up via a cloud platform. At least one additional secured external storage device has 

been stored in the researcher’s locked file cabinet, and will later be relocated to the Mercer 

University archives after the research is completed.  

As previously described, only individuals who met the requirements necessary to 

participate in the study engaged in participant interviews. This is considered the data collection 
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strategy that is most appropriate for phenomenological inquiry (Moustakas, 1994; Padilla-Diaz, 

2015). These interviews consisted of open-ended questions in a one-on-one format. Interviews 

occurred via the Zoom on-line platform in an audio-visual or audio-only format, according to the 

method that worked best for the interviewee and the researcher.  

The researcher also engaged in data analysis that emanated from the data gathered during 

the interviews, which were used to create a thick, rich description from the interviews (Bazeley, 

2013; Creswell, 2012). Also, the researcher integrated additional displays that reflect the 

outcome of the gathered data. 

Limitations 

 One limitation in the proposed study was that the researcher is employed by a national 

accreditation agency of career and technical education institutions and believes that women face 

barriers in multiple ways as it relates to pursuing and persisting in non-traditional CTE careers. 

Because the researcher’s assumption is that non-traditional CTE is functioning at a level of 

deficit as it relates to female inclusivity, the researcher must be particularly mindful to 

implement the multiple procedures and processes designed to mitigate subjectivity. An additional 

limitation in the proposed study is that the researcher will not have the benefit of gaining first-

hand exposure concerning how a traditionally male school and work environment functions or 

perhaps malfunctions with the addition of women.  

Delimitations 

A delimitation in the proposed research was that, due to the scope of the research relative 

to women’s lived experiences in non-traditional post-secondary CTE, women will be the sole 

representative voices on this subject beyond the researcher’s voice. This study will address 

gender in binary terms (female or male) and does not make provision for any additional forms of 
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identity on the gender spectrum, nor does it address how individuals other than those who 

identify as female or male might be impacted by this study. In like manner, no additional 

perspectives (e.g., legislators, education administrators, faculty members, employers, or other 

representatives of any gender) are included in the research. Any and all of these perspectives 

have the potential to add meaning and depth to a study about this subject.   

 An additional delimitation is that the study was designed to include a diverse participant 

sample of women from a variety of school types, states, and careers may not mirror the 

experiences of women in differing regions, states, communities, professions or dissimilar 

learning or work environments. These differences may limit the generalization of the data to 

other institutions and work arenas. 

Definition of Terms 

Effectance is the on-going propensity to generate the needed effort to influence one’s 

environment (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

Efficacy is the satisfaction that one gains from producing effects (Bandura, 1989, 1996). 

Extrinsic Motivation is a behavior that happens as the result of a separable external consequence. 

An individual can deem the consequence as positive for gain (e.g., reward) or as negative or 

undesirable (e.g., punishment or disapproval) (Deci et al., 2001; McGregor, 1966; Ryan & Deci, 

2017).  

Homonymy is the inherent desire that many organisms have to connect with others (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). 

Intrinsic Motivation refers to the types of activities that many organisms engage in for the 

inherent satisfaction of engaging in them (Benware & Deci, 1984; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
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Internalization is the degree to which people adopt the practices and regulations of their social 

group by transforming the activity into self-regulations. The acquired regulations are then 

manifested and executed volitionally and independently of the social group (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 

p. 238). 

Introjection is the process by which an individual takes in but does not fully internalize external 

controls. These individuals are often motivated by fear of disapproval, shame, guilt, 

enhancement of ego, or other forms of negative affect they experience as internally controlling 

(Ryan, 1982; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

Registered Apprenticeship Schools are institutions registered with and approved by the U.S. 

Department of Labor to offer instruction that provides its students with the opportunity to 

simultaneously matriculate and work in the field of instruction as an employee 

(Apprenticeship.gov., n.d.). 

Sex Bias refers to an attitude, behavior, or prejudice that assumes that one gender is superior to 

the other (Gordon; 2014).  

Sex Discrimination occurs when individuals are denied opportunities, privileges, positions, or 

rewards on the basis of their gender (Cimpian, 2018; Eardley and Manvell, 2006).  

Sexual Harassment happens when one experiences undesired conduct of a sexual nature. The 

conduct can be verbal, non-verbal, or physical. The activity occurs because of one’s gender and 

it can affect the dignity of women or men (Gordon, 2014; Zula 2014).  

Sex Segregation is a type of separation that is based on one’s occupation. As it pertains to 

women in non-traditional CTE, this practice often means that women historically remain in more 

low-skill, lower paying jobs than their male counterparts (Gordon, 2014; Schultz, 1990).  
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Sex Stereo/Sex-role Stereotyping refers to the types of practices, behaviors, attitudes, and roles 

generally ascribed to a gender that often place them at a social, education, and economic 

disadvantage (Gordon, 2014). 

Summary 

Women continue to be challenged in gaining equitable entry in non-traditional CTE 

careers despite the numerous federal and state mandates passed in the United States (Ray et al., 

2017; Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 2014). The types of roadblocks to women’s success all over the 

globe include, but are not limited to, a lack of support from family, education administrators, 

practitioners or employers, sex-role stereotyping, childcare needs, and pressures to pursue 

female-typical education and employment options (Ganguli et al., 2014; Ray et al., 2018; Simon, 

2016; van der Meulen Rodgers et al., 2016; Whitehead, 2001). This study relative to the 

recruitment, retention, and placement of women as an underserved population, is designed to 

address means of support for women in non-traditional CTE and to initiate and advance much-

needed conversations. The research also sought an understanding of motivation in women in 

CTE; it aimed to contribute toward the improvement of existing underperforming policies and 

practices; and its goal is to promote consideration for new stakeholder-generated initiatives that 

can better support and promote girls and women in non-traditional careers. 

The voices of women in non-traditional CTE occupations are not well-represented in the 

academic literature (Makarova et al., 2016). For this reason, this study employed a qualitative 

line of inquiry that included a phenomenological approach designed to capture and make 

apparent women’s experiences in non-traditional post-secondary CTE. The lens of self-

determination theory (SDT) and its core components of autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

were the primary framework for viewing this subject matter. Also essential to the assertions 
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within the research was the inclusion of the secondary epistemological and theoretical 

frameworks of critical social theory, feminist theory, and grit theory. These topics and the related 

literature are further detailed in the chapters that follow.
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 

In chapter one the researcher discussed proposed exploration into the lived experience of 

women in post-secondary non-traditional career and technical education. This conversation 

included a consideration for how women experience and express autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness according to self-determination theory. This study has sought to gain insight on these 

dynamics relative to how women navigate their gender minority status in the non-traditional 

classroom and work environment. The inclusion of a comprehensive review of the literature 

provides the basis for describing how this study adds to the existing academic literature on the 

topic of study (Creswell, 2012; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As a result, 

this literature review is designed to highlight the history, theory, epistemology, and other areas of 

research relevant to this study on women in non-traditional CTE. Additionally, the research 

looked to the literature to address the role of education leaders in better supporting the 

recruitment, retention, and overall support of women in non-traditional CTE occupations.  

A Global Perspective on Equality and Education 

 

Freedom makes a huge requirement of every human being.  

With freedom comes responsibility. For the person who is unwilling to grow up, 

 the person who does not want to carry his own weight, 

 this is a frightening prospect. 

 

--Eleanor Roosevelt 

 In 1948 the recently formed United Nations (UN) created and adopted the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights. For the first time in history, a document was designed to provide 

an assurance that the fundamental right of humans to engage in social progress would be 

acknowledged and protected (United Nations, 1948). The declaration was a recognition and 

assertion of the innate humanity and dignity of all people everywhere, regardless of nationality, 
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race, or any other form of difference. The declaration’s preamble makes a monumental and 

daring statement. It strongly asserted that women and men are inherently equal and, for this 

reason, the genders deserve equal access and opportunities within all areas of society: “…the 

peoples of the United Nations...reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights…in the equal 

rights of men and women…” (United Nations, 1948).  

To further the statement’s premise pertaining to equality of the sexes, Article 26 of the 

Declaration is a mandate for the individual right to free, compulsory education at the elementary 

level, and for the availability of “technical and professional education” for every person that is 

predicated solely on merit (United Nations, 1948). This pronouncement for equal access to 

quality education at every level was tied to human rights and human progress. Specifically, the 

article states that “technical and professional education shall be made generally available and 

higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit” (United Nations, 1948, 

Article 26). When the Declaration was created, it was also legally bound with two covenants—

the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (Johnson, 1987). Ultimately, the Declaration and its sister covenants would not be 

approved until the UN General Assembly in 1966. Central to the development, drafting, and 

advocacy of these monumental documents was the chairperson of the committee that initiated the 

work—former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt, who also served as the first chairperson of the 

fledgling UN Commission on Human Rights (United Nations, n.d). Today these documents are 

considered foundational to the present-day international structures created to protect and enhance 

the rights of all people around the globe (Johnson, 1987).  

The UN’s undeniable position concerning the sanctity of human life and the fulfillment 

of one’s innate abilities was asserted in a pre-civil rights and pre-women’s rights movement era. 
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It is not surprising that the declaration’s strong and unapologetic stance could have been and 

often was considered subversive ideology by many nations, including some people in the United 

States (Current et al., 1983). Regardless of the controversy, in the eyes of the United Nations’ 

Declaration, all women, along with men, possessed the inalienable right to receive basic 

education, along with technical and professional education according to her or his intrinsic 

ability to be educated, to work, and to thrive. 

Women in Vocational Education and in Industry in the United States 

 

In our civilization, men are afraid that they will not be men enough,  

and women are afraid that they might be considered only women.  

 

--Theodor Reik 

 It is nothing short of iconic: Rosie the Riveter dons her famous look of determination and 

tell-tale red polka-dotted work scarf, while brandishing a rolled-up sleeve that reveals her 

impressively flexed bicep. Rosie’s declaration confidently asserts that women can (and, indeed, 

did) “do it”—that is, women possessed the full abilities to work powerfully and masterfully in a 

“man’s job”. This World War II-era image promoting the strength and necessity of women 

during the war has continued to be modified over the decades, with countless iterations and 

variations on the Rosie theme that usually promote the abilities and strengths of women, to some 

degree.  

Ironically, this bold statement of can-do attitude tends to stand in sharp contrast to the 

reality of legal, social, political, and other barriers women have often faced attempting to gain 

access to the workplace, regardless of their abilities or potential. This study will speak more 

intently toward detailing the history of women working in the twentieth century. Significantly 

less information, however, is generally known or discussed in the mainstream culture concerning 

the status of free women working in the United States in the years prior to World War II (as 
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opposed to enslaved women or most women of color). Having a historical context is essential to 

understanding women’s work lives in the United States and beyond. This country’s early history 

signals the beginnings of the systematic and inequitable employment practices that women of all 

races continue to grapple with to this present day.  

In the 19th and 20th centuries vocational education most often responded to the needs of 

industry by providing vocational education training for jobs created by men primarily for men 

(Gordon, 2014). As the Industrial Age labor force of the early and mid-1800s expanded, so did 

the inclusion of women, particularly in the textile occupations (Gordon, 2014). In time, women’s 

education and employment horizons expanded through access to vocational education training 

that prepared them to work in these jobs; however, the general cultural mindset remained narrow 

and repressive for women (Gordon, 2014). Sex stereotyping or sex-role stereotyping was 

pervasive. This practice, as it relates to women, concerns the attributes, attitudes, behaviors, and 

roles generally ascribed to women that often placed them at a social, education, and economic 

disadvantage (Gordon, 2014). During this period (and perhaps for all times before and since), the 

stereotypical female was idealized as feminine. Woman personified represented a non-

confrontational gender —a diminutive, often submissive, non-competitive individual with no 

assertion of being dominant over, or possibly equal to, a male. It is not surprising that the 

pervasive culture held to the belief that a woman’s place of preeminence existed exclusively 

within the confines of her home life (Willard, 1819). Any external place of employment, whether 

it was in a factory or in any other employment context external to the home, was generally 

deemed inappropriate.  

During the latter half of the 19th century, the country began to witness instances where 

educating some women for vocational education became more normative. As early as 1874 the 
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Kansas State Agriculture College educated women in the rather atypical and progressive “female 

version” of “shop work” which allowed them to learn skills such as carving, scroll sawing, and 

engagement (Gordon, 2014). Although most females tended to matriculate within the 

coursework under the “department of sewing”, the rather unorthodox approach to training young 

women in the industrial arts was a noteworthy initiative. Meanwhile, able-bodied and able-

minded young men at the school engaged in the typical subjects of ship work, mathematics, 

science, and drawing (Gordon, 2014).  

Approximately one decade later, the Toledo Manual Training School delineated a clear 

difference in the vocational training for young women versus young men. While the subjects for 

boys included male-typical instruction in carpentry, welding, and gas engines, girls delved 

exclusively into the curriculum of “domestic economy” (Gordon, 2014, p. 157). Girls enrolled in 

these female-centered studies would receive instruction in the less “masculine” studies of “light 

carpentry”, wood carving, food preparation, garment-making, care of the sick, and home 

decoration (Gordon 2014., pp. 157-158). For the Toledo school and for many similar institutions 

that would follow, sex-role stereotyping in vocational education was being standardized within 

school curriculum and institution policy-making practices throughout the country’s burgeoning 

education institutions (Gordon, 2014).  

Legalized Sexual Discrimination Against Women and Girls in the Workplace  

 Ironically, it was national crisis that occurred approximately 25 years earlier that proved 

to be the primary impetus for the expansion of women’s roles in industry and production 

(Gordon, 2014). For the first time, some White women, but generally not women of color, were 

granted entry into the workforce as government clerks and allowed to join the workforce with 

men who also worked in that capacity (Bureau of National Affairs, 1987). The two genders, 
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however, would not be paid equally. Congress ensured that the appropriation for women’s 

earning capacity would be capped at an annual salary of $600 per year, which was less than half 

the salary of a male government clerk (Bureau of National Affairs, 1987).  

Private industry, in turn, determinedly embraced the federal government’s lower pay 

scale for women employees by stipulating that women would make no more than 50 percent of 

the pay of their male counterparts for doing the same work (Heen, 1984). Ultimately, these 

traditions of sex-based segregation would prove to have a long-lasting and detrimental impact on 

the country’s hiring culture. More than seventy years after the Civil War, corporate giant 

Westinghouse’s personnel manual stipulated that the lowest paid male job would never be paid 

less than the highest paid female, regardless of the female’s job content or its value, per (Heen, 

1984).  

Not only would women be paid markedly less than men, but their opportunities for 

employment would also be substantially limited when compared to the employment options of 

their male counterparts. By the year 1900, ninety percent of all women worked in only 25 

percent of the 252 occupations listed by the U.S. Department of Labor (Gordon, 2014). It would 

take an additional five decades and federally mandated equal opportunity legislation to ensure 

that it would be illegal for employers to specify the preferred sex of an applicant in a job listing. 

(Shaw & Shaw, 1987). The practice of 19th century sex segregation in vocational education 

institutions like Toledo Manual Training School and generations of schools that followed, 

severely limited female education choices, and it limited the number and types of occupational 

fields available to female graduates of education institutions.  

The Civil War-time initiative to hire women as professional clerks may have appeared to 

be a momentous first step toward securing employment equality for some Caucasian females. 
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Reality, however, provided a far less ideal outcome. By congressional order, an overwhelming 

percentage of all jobs could be strictly reserved for men, while other jobs would be categorized 

as employment into which women would be allowed entry (Gordon, 2014). In jobs where either 

gender might be employed, males could overwhelmingly rely on established practices, policies, 

and processes to ensure they would receive the better of all employment options and benefits 

over women. Without a doubt, the United States Congress had decisively established and 

promoted an actionable and robust legal precedent to create and support federal, education and 

corporate structures that mandated blatant employment discrimination against females for many 

generations that followed (Gordon, 2014). 

A Federal Initiative for Working Women 

In 1920 in the wake of some women gaining the legal right to vote in the United States 

the previous year (which was not the case for many people of color of either gender), 

government leaders created an office within the U.S. Department of Labor called the Women’s 

Bureau. The Bureau was established to create policies and standards that would support and 

advocate for many wage-earning women, improve the conditions under which they worked, aid 

in work efficiency, and it engaged in activities for women’s profitable employment (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2014; Virginia Commonwealth University, n.d.). Just decades earlier, the 

federal government had carefully crafted policy that ensured the on-going unjust treatment of 

women in the workplace. Now, the federal government was creating the only federal agency with 

the mission of addressing and representing wage-earning women in the sphere of public policy. 

It continues to be the only federal agency of its kind in the United States today (Gordon, 2014).  

The Women’s Bureau of the 1920s and 1930s focused much of its energies toward 

studying the often-harsh women’s working conditions within the industries in which women 
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tended to work. Although, the turn into the 20th century brought about a small increase in the 

range of occupations open to women following World War I, the highest concentration of 

women’s employment remained in the types of traditional jobs listed the Bureau’s studies in the 

1920s and 1930s: candy industries (1923), employment in private homes (1924); canning 

industries (1926, 1927, and 1930); cotton mills (1926, 1929, and 1933); laundries (1930 and 

1936), bookkeepers, stenographers, and office clerks (1932, 1934, and 1935); sewing trades 

(1932 and 1935); and, the millinery (women’s hat) industries (1939), among other industry 

studies (Gordon, 2014).  

During the 1940s, the Women’s Bureau would focus on working conditions and the 

modification of labor laws for females employed in non-traditional vocational employment on a 

scale not previously experienced in the history of the United States (Current et al., 1983; U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2014; Virginia Commonwealth University, n.d.). Once again, the onset of 

war and the federal government’s response to it would be the impetus for making unprecedented 

changes that would shift the employment opportunities for women in the country (Anderson, 

1982;  Current et al., 1983; Zula, 2014).  

Women’s Employment in Wartime and Post-Wartime American Culture 

“…She’s making history, working for victory, 

Rosie (brrrr) the Riveter… 

…That little frail can do more than a male can do, 

Rosie (brrrr) the Riveter.” 

 

--Rosie The Riveter, Lyrics by Redd Evan and John Jacob Loeb 

(YouTube, 2013) 

 

The mass inclusion of women into the non-traditional CTE workforce is an enterprise 

that arose out of crisis and necessity at the onset of World War II. With most of the young male 

workforce drafted for military service and fighting in countries all over the globe, American 
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government and industry leaders looked inward to the only substantial, able-bodied, and 

available population remaining—women (Anderson, 1982; Current et al., 1983). For the first 

time in United States history, significant numbers of women were gainfully employed outside of 

the home in what would have been considered some of the least feminine of jobs (Current et al., 

1983). Between the years of 1941-1945, a total of 20 million highly skilled women-built ships, 

airplanes, bombs, and produced other war-time equipment and supplies for the Allied cause 

(Current et al., 1983; Zula, 2014). These Rosie-the-Riveter types, along with women working in 

various occupations, proved critical to the war effort. Women had also clearly answered the 

nation’s call to serve their country in a unique and meaningful way. As they entered the 

workforce in droves, they substantially increased the number of females employed in the United 

States’ labor market by 50 percent since a few years earlier in 1940 (Zula, 2014).  

The wartime experience had, however, been different for many Black women who were 

challenged with persistent discrimination as they attempted to enter into what had often become 

predominantly White female-dominated wartime industries. The National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) 

would rally on behalf of women of color against the discriminatory practices of the Ford Motor 

Company and other employers, and government officials to protest the nation’s severe 

“underutilization of Black womanpower” (Anderson, 1982, p. 94). Ultimately, Black and non-

White women were more systematically (although not equally) granted employment in industry 

jobs during the war (approximately 1943). These fairly new-hires with low-seniority would also 

prove to be the first to be laid-off at the end of an industry’s wartime contract. This practice 

resulted in Black women experiencing the greatest degree of job discontinuity above every other 

group during the war (Anderson, 1982). Once these women of color were fired, they were, as 
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reported by an administrator in the Baltimore Urban League, most likely to be recommended by 

the United States Employment Services (USES) for jobs as laundry pressers, maids, and counter 

girls, while White women were more often reabsorbed into other industry jobs (Anderson, 1982).  

When the war ended, however, former soldiers returned to home soils to regain what was 

traditionally considered to be their rightful places in the male-dominated workplace (Anderson, 

1982; Current et al., 1983). Many of the once-thriving female population of Black and White 

working women returned to their previous ways of life—existing within the confines of 

traditional female roles (Anderson, 1982). The country, however, had been forever affected by 

the seismic employment of women and the undeniable cultural paradigm shift that occurred in 

the four years of American involvement in the second world war (Current et al., 1983; Zula, 

2014).  

Legislative Initiatives for Improving Women’s Employment Opportunities 

 As discussed earlier, it was not until after the 1950s that it became illegal for employers 

to specify the sex of individuals who could apply for job openings (Shaw & Shaw, 1987). This 

form of sex-typing was directly addressed with the Equal Pay Act of 1963 (Gordon, 2014). Many 

considered it the first time that significant legislation relating to employment equity for women 

had been passed (Gordon, 2014). The initiative was also a mandate for the end of sex-based 

discrimination that prevented women and men from receiving the same pay for performing the 

same job. Soon afterwards, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act (1964) was enacted and served as a 

more extensive law than its predecessor. It not only banned employment discrimination based on 

sex but made illegal any forms of discrimination based on race, color, or religion, as well. (Gold, 

1980; Burge & Culver, 1989; Heen, 1984). 
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Two decades after the end of World War II massive numbers of women would organize, 

lead protests, and engage in other forms of activism throughout the country that would prove 

essential to the creation of federal and state legislation that ensured women the legal right to 

education and employment opportunities in practically every occupational field as their male 

counterparts (Current et al., 1983). As a result, one and a half generations after the war’s end, the 

country’s workforce began to experience a massive re-employment of women into the American 

labor market (Current et al., 1983). This second great wave of women entering into the 

workforce most often did so, however, into positions that were overwhelmingly traditionally held 

by women (Current et al., 1983; U.S. Department of Labor, 2014).  

As in the past, traditional female employment had been comprised of a limited number of 

options that often required a lower skillset, and usually yielded lower wages than traditionally 

male-dominated occupations (U.S. Department Labor, 2014). These traditional female forms of 

employment include clerical workers, childcare providers, salesclerks, and other low-wage forms 

of employment that have not traditionally led to individual or family upward mobility (Zula, 

2014). Conversely, non-traditional careers tend to offer higher salaries and greater benefits and 

amenities for their mostly male employees (Zula, 2014).  

The Patsy Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act (1972) or Title IX was, however, a 

milestone in legislation for girls and women that prohibited denial of access to education and 

activities on the basis of gender (Gordon, 2014; Patsy Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act, 

1972; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Laws were enacted like The Women’s Educational 

Act of 1974, which funded projects aimed at advancing education between women and men 

(Burge & Culver, 1989). This act made additional provision for the inclusion and improvement 

of programs for women in vocational and career and technical education. Despite these landmark 
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legislative initiatives designed to improve vocational opportunities for females, the 1970s and 

1980s witnessed minimal change for women in enrollment from previous years (Fishel & Potter, 

1977; Gordon, 2014). These newly passed legal requirements and the removal of long-held 

barriers for education and employment were clearly insufficient to ensure that more females 

would enroll in nontraditional career and technical education programs.  

By the end of the 1970s and into the 1980s Congress took more substantial action by way 

of the Education Amendments Act (1976) by appropriating funding for creating and 

implementing programs that would eliminate all forms of sex discrimination, sex-role 

stereotyping, and sex bias (Education Amendments Act, 1976; Gordon, 2014). As a result of the 

new law, every state was mandated to follow guidelines that implemented personnel and 

programs to address sex-equity in schools. The project ultimately had minimal impact, however, 

on improving the number of women in non-traditional CTE (Gordon, 2014).  

Another seminal piece of legislation, the Perkins Act (1984), and the reauthorization of 

its vocational education amendment in 1994, provided the largest investment ever awarded by 

the federal government to support vocational and CTE ever awarded (Perkins Act, 1984; 

Gordon, 2014; Threeton, 2006; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Among its tenets, the act 

focused on improving gender equity in CTE by requiring that 8.5 percent of all CTE funding 

provide vocational education specifically for women. Also, institutions were required to address 

barriers that disproportionately impacted women by providing needed support services for 

homemakers, displaced homemakers, and single parent households. The legislation also provided 

state funds for programs to eliminate forms of sex bias and it expanded efforts to increase the 

number of students who are enrolled in programs that are considered non-traditional to their 

gender (Gordon, 2014). Ultimately, however, women in the United States never regained the 
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level of entry and expansion of opportunities into non-traditional career positions as their female 

predecessors some 75 years earlier (Current et al., 1983; U.S. Department of Labor, 2014). 

The Present State of Women in Post-Secondary CTE 

 

 Five decades of legislation initiatives enacted to include girls and women in education 

employment opportunities have not yet been able to dismantle over 150 years of government-

mandated exclusionary and discriminatory hiring practices against females. Although a statement 

on the U.S. Department of Labor website purports that, “Non-traditional occupations span all 

major occupational groups and provide many employment options for women” (2014), a link 

within the agency’s site appears to reflect a different reality. The page entitled Traditional and 

Nontraditional Occupations (U.S. Department of Labor, 2014) provides a list of approximately 

125 non-traditional occupations in the United States. Data is categorized according to the total 

numbers of workers, the percentage of women employed in these occupations, and a comparison 

of the earnings of females to males. In eight of the occupational fields, women comprised less 

than one percent of all workers. Approximately 75 of the occupations (half of the list) reflected 

that less than 10% of the employee workforce were women. The remaining occupations 

employed fewer than 25 percent women (consistent with the definition of a non-traditional 

occupation), with most of those fields employing less than 20 percent women (U.S. Department 

of Labor, 2014). 

There is, however, some disagreement in the research regarding the percentage of 

minority individuals that constitutes a non-traditional occupation—one study listed the number at 

30 percent, instead of 25 percent (Perrone, 2009; U.S. Department of Labor, 2018). Despite these 

inconsistencies, it is apparent that in non-traditional careers there exists an apparent majority 

number of male workers who far exceeds the female workers in the same occupational field, 
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typically by at least 70 percent or more. What is also clear, is that these numbers reveal that in a 

post-civil rights and women’s rights era, many women (among other groups) have not gained 

equitable access to the same socio-economic and educational opportunities as their non-female, 

non-ethnic counterparts (U.S. Department of Labor, 2014). As discussed earlier, this form of 

gender-based apartheid is not only exclusionary, but has been illegal for decades (Moir et al., 

2011).  

Prior to the creation of the Equal Pay Act (1963) and additional mandates relative to the 

Patsy Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act (1972) (Title IX legislation) and the Perkins Act 

(1984), career and technical education programs were segregated by gender (Gordon, 2014; 

Patsy Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act, 1972; Perkins Act, 1984; U.S. Department of 

Labor, 2008; Valentin, 1997). The problem is endemic for girls at the secondary education level, 

as they chronically face numerous forms of occupational sex discrimination that often results in a 

devaluation of girls’ abilities in male-typical education pursuits that begins from their earliest 

experiences in the classroom (Cimpian, 2018; Eardley and Manvell, 2006). Also, discrimination 

is, in fact, one of the barriers most consistently mentioned in the literature pertaining to women’s 

trades (MacIsaac & Domene, 2014). It is often the case that parents and education practitioners 

of both genders do not provide girls and women with the kinds of information and supports they 

need to be recruited and retained in non-traditional CTE programs (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; 

MacIsaac & Domene, 2014). Such instances of sex-bias are reflected in the practices of 

education leaders who often provide biased academic and career counseling to their female 

students that intentionally or unintentionally discourage them from enrolling in non-traditional 

CTE offerings (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; Ray et al., 2017). When women or individuals who do 

not conform to a more traditional gender role enter into traditionally male fields, they disrupt the 
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status quo (Ray et al., 2018). The female presence can garner resistance from student peers, co-

workers, educators, and supervisors (Gordon, 2014; Ray et al., 2018). The degree to which 

females have reported sexual harassment from educators and students in the non-traditional CTE 

classroom has diminished significantly over the last several decades, but remains in education, to 

some degree (Gordon, 2014; Zula, 2014). Unfortunately, these multiple and varied barriers to 

female career success not only reinforce negative gender stereotypes, but also deny females and 

others atypical for their environments equal opportunity to be hired for jobs that offer 

opportunities for better wages and benefits (Eardley and Manvell, 2006; Ray et al., 2017; 

Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 2014). 

 Scholars contend that the problems girls encounter in navigating long-established 

educational barriers in secondary education are also not remedied in post-secondary adult 

training, or in the workplace (Greene & Stitt-Gohdes, 1997; Ray et al., 2017). Women are faced 

with various manifestations of implicit bias and numerous deterrents to becoming students and, 

ultimately, employees in non-traditional CTE fields (Gordon, 2014; Ray et al., 2018); Zula, 

2014). These roadblocks to academic and career success include: 1) the female’s personal 

upbringing and the existence or non-existence of sex-role stereotypes in her household, 2) 

employer skepticism or opposition about females in non-traditional CTE, and 3) the presence or 

lack of family pressure for the female to conform to traditional gender norms (Chang, 2003; 

Greene & Stitt-Gohdes, 1997; Ray et al., 2017). Research in countries beyond the United States 

reflect that girls and women must navigate similar paths of systemic challenge, as they, too, are 

also profoundly underrepresented and discriminated against (Ray et al., 2017; van der Meulen 

Rodgers et al., 2016). In addition, according to Makarova et al., (2016), the female voice is not 
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well-represented in the academic literature on this subject, resulting in a paucity of research on 

the experiences of these girls and women. 

Even as this study considers how gender continues to not only be the principal 

determining factor for how an individual chooses a job, but also how the job selects the 

individual (Woodfield, 2007), such forms of inequality continue to prevail in American and 

international societies (Cho et al., 2013; Ray et al., 2018; Simon, 2016). The presumption that 

some jobs should be worked by males, while others should be women’s work continues to be a 

familiar and prevalent societal mindset (MacIsaac & Domene, 2014; Ray et al., 2017; Simon, 

2016). Challenges to women seeking post-secondary education include a lack of a broad 

representation of women role models, and a lack of information about their education options 

(Gilbert, 1985; Gordon, 2014; Quimby & DeSantis, 2006; Whitehead, 2001). Girls and young 

women are making decisions about their futures which are often shaped by male administrators 

and instructors whose interest become primary in the decision-making process (Ray et al., 2017; 

Whitehead, 2001). Non-traditional careers are often not offered to females as a viable career 

option (Cimpian, 2018; Ray et al., 2017; Whitehead, 2001).  

Over the last several decades, academics like Chusmir (1983), Burge (1990), and Kerka 

(1999) have long contended that women need more than mere barrier removal to gain a foothold 

in non-traditional careers; they need special support services. They argue that women require 

emotional support, basic skill development, enhancement of their self-esteem and educators who 

can help students to counteract stereotypical thought-processing regarding what constitutes 

acceptable female behaviors and activities, among other forms of support.  
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Benefits of Non-Traditional CTE for Women 

As discussed in the previous chapter, non-traditional occupations for women comprise 

some of the highest paying jobs in the country. These occupations also tend to offer a variety of 

benefits that often make it possible for women and girls to become economically self-sufficient 

by allowing them to help to support their families and build assets that can lead to long-term 

goals, such as home ownership (MacIsaac & Domene, 2014; Zula, 2014). According to the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics’ employment projections for 2024, many non-traditional occupations 

are expected to continue to experience growth and will, thus, offer employment opportunities for 

many individuals seeking jobs in the United States (Hogan & Roberts, 2015).  

A conversation about wages in non-traditional CTE jobs is a particularly relevant and 

telling one concerning the relationship between gender and pay. Non-traditional CTE 

occupations generally offer 20 to 30 percent higher wages than traditional jobs that normally 

employ women (U.S. Department of Labor, 2018). Typical male-dominated occupations also 

tend to provide higher wages at the entry level, along with greater opportunities for career 

advancement, and greater employee satisfaction than jobs that have been traditionally reserved 

for women (U.S. Department of Labor, 2014; Zula, 2014). Some examples of these non-

traditional careers include, but are limited to, computer programmers, construction and building 

occupations, engineers, fire fighters, and small and large engine mechanics (U.S. Department of 

Labor, 2008).  

Along with statistically higher pay, non-traditional CTE employees tend to have better 

benefits, and greater opportunity for job advancement (Zula, 2014). The majority of these 

occupations are within the trade and technical field and tend to be within union environments. 

Unionized environments have fringe benefits, and the organizations with the better benefits 
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include medical and dental insurance, vacation and sick leave, and pension plans. Some unions 

also help with transportation and they provide education subsidies for employee attending work-

related training. Better pay, higher wages, and various benefits often lead to greater on-the-job 

satisfaction, which creates an increased level of self-esteem, and high level of morale among 

employees (Gordon, 2014; Zula, 2014). As a result, employee output is increased, which tends to 

lead to higher profit margins and good employer/employee relations (Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 

2014). Conversely, because of the low wages generally paid to females in traditional 

employment, employers are not likely to provide paid on-the-job training opportunities, or 

supplement any of their employee’s formal education or training (Zula, 2014).  

Self-Determination Theory 

As discussed earlier, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was an affirmation of 

the innate humanity of all people, a recognition of each person’s inherent capacity toward 

progress, and a defense of the fundamental rights of all people to have an opportunity to thrive 

according to their abilities. It is an essential tenet written to aid in ensuring the success of human 

progress was addressed in the declaration’s mandate to provide access to a quality education. 

Specifically, the document asserts that education is considered necessary for “the full 

development of the human personality…” (United Nations, 1948, Article 26). In the eyes of the 

declaration’s authors, these overarching principles regarding the nature and need for human fulfillment 

applied to every individual, regardless of who they were (gender, race, ethnicity), what they believed 

(religion or lack of religion), or the place from whence they came (country, region, or other 

location). Furthermore, when the declaration was adopted in 1948, the document was not only a 

statement about the nature of our shared human condition. It also implied, and perhaps asserts, 
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that this shared core existence that humans possess has existed throughout all time, and it will 

continue to exist in the future.  

In addition to the aforementioned example regarding the propensity of all humans to be 

innately motivated toward progress and growth, there are numerous references throughout the 

body of the United Declaration of Human Rights that emphasize this concept. The idea that there 

exist basic human propensities that facilitate innate natural development in all people is a 

concept that is well-aligned with the fundamental principles of intrinsic motivation within Self-

Determination Theory.  

Motivation 

The Oxford Dictionary defines motivation as “a reason or reasons for acting or behaving 

in a particular way” or the “desire or willingness to do something; enthusiasm” (Oxford 

Dictionaries, n. d.). Scholars Ryan and Deci are among the preeminent researchers and 

proponents of self-determination theory (2000, 2017). At its core, SDT is concerned with innate 

psychological needs, which are the internal and external factors and phenomena that support or 

undermine individual motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The previously described definitions are 

well aligned with the tenets of SDT theory, in that motivation both serves as an impetus for 

activity and conduct, and it acts as a means by which people can be organically enlivened and 

enthused. A conversation about motivation and the encouragement or the thwarting of it is a 

crucial one, especially as it relates to girls and women in non-traditional education across 

multiple career fields and at all levels. Studies reveal that once girls enter the education system in 

the United States and in other countries they are often discouraged from pursing non-traditional 

career paths (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; Ray et al., 2018). This process begins from the time girls 

begin school in the United States as they are immediately underestimated when compared to 
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boys in the classroom in areas relative to Math, STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 

math) and other education pursuits considered non-traditional for females (Cimpian, 2018; 

Rinfret et al., 2014; Rousseau, 2010). Studies found evidence that such forms of teacher bias 

against female students both undermines female self-esteem and it discourages girls and women 

from seeking non-traditional career options. These cultural and societal obstacles regarding the 

perceived innate abilities or inabilities of females not only adversely impact female student 

success, but it can also undermine female motivation relative to non-traditional educational 

pursuits (Cimpian, 2018; Ray et al., 2018; Rinfret et al., 2014; Rousseau, 2010).  

 The term motivation is also defined as that which propels an individual to act, according 

to Ryan & Deci (2017). Theories concerned with motivation seek to determine what stimulates 

and directs individuals toward a particular behavior. In like manner, intrinsic motivation (IM) 

speaks to behaviors that manifest because the individual’s interest, sense of inquiry, enjoyment, 

or feelings of effectiveness. Engaging in an activity is viewed as its own reward. Such capacities 

for curiosity are not predicated on one’s gender, and this reality speaks to the tenets within the 

Declaration of Human Rights (1948) which are an affirmation of the equal inherent abilities of 

women and men to both learn and thrive.  

By contrast, extrinsic motivation or extrinsic rewards speak to behaviors that are 

impacted by external consequences, such as external reward or external approval or disapproval. 

There are a wide range of behaviors that can be categorized as extrinsic motivators. Individuals 

can be extrinsically motivated, as long as the behavior yields outcomes that are aligned with 

one’s own personal values (Deci, 1971; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Human motivation in SDT is a 

consideration for the multiple ways in which a person can be motivated intrinsically, 

extrinsically, or perhaps by both forms simultaneously.  
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SDT is not only a consideration for the manifested behavior, but it is an examination of 

the quality of the behavior and the psychological health and well-being or the maladaptive 

outcomes that result from the behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Therefore, SDT also speaks to what 

it deems as the necessity of congruency between what one does and who one is.  

SDT reaches beyond the realm of science, possessing not only a practical component, but 

it also includes a fundamental critical component (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Healthy psychological 

development and growth is supported and facilitated by intrinsic forms of motivated behaviors, 

or by extrinsic forms of motivation that an individual has integrated within a healthy 

environment. SDT, however, also seeks to determine how the inverse of the ideal context and 

how the pervasive political, economic, and cultural contexts impact and, perhaps, undermine 

motivation and needs satisfactions in individuals (Ryan & Deci, 2017). To this end, SDT looks to 

identify and measure the types of contexts and conditions that foster growth so that these types of 

conditions might be systematically applied in other settings such as classrooms, families, 

workplaces, and health clinics, to name a few arenas (Ryan & Deci, 2017). These concepts of 

active IM are, however, not unique to humans. The earliest studies regarding IM were performed 

on primates and other mammals, and the research revealed the existence of undeniable intrinsic 

motivators that also proved essential for primate development (Harlow, 1950). 

SDT: A Needs-Based Theory  

SDT frames its theory of human motivation from a needs-based perspective. The term 

need in SDT is contextualized within both scientific theory and practical knowledge constructs 

and speaks to the essential nature, necessity, and viability of human psychological needs (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000; Dover, 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2017). In order to be considered a basic need there must 

be apparent positive, healthful consequences from its satisfaction and presence, and a 
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pronounced apparent harm from its deprivation or absence. The three basic needs in SDT 

(autonomy, competence, and relatedness) are described as “nutrients that are essential for 

growth, integrity and well-being” (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The need, however, for these nutrients 

are not dependent on the subjective values or goals of the individual (Chen, et al., 2015, p. 10). 

In fact, basic human needs exist regardless of personal preference. To this point, SDT posits that 

just as it is an observable phenomenon that deprivation of physical needs will lead to marked and 

measurable diminishment of human functioning, in like manner, the forestalling of any of the 

psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness will also result in a discernable 

depletion of human wellness, thriving, and integrity (Ryan & Deci, 2000b, 2017). 

To further explicate that needs are essential for psychological wellness, Deci & Ryan 

(2000) borrowed from an earlier example used in Hullian drive theory. Drive theory asserts that 

four distinguishable physiological needs drive behavior for humans and many living organisms: 

the need for water, food, sex, and freedom from pain (Hull, 1943, as cited in Ryan & Deci, 

2017). Although SDT and drive theory clearly part academic ways as it relates to what 

constitutes essential human need, Ryan and Deci offer an analogy of plant care that exemplifies 

the implications of needs satisfaction or needs deprivation. They explain that it is an easily 

observable phenomenon that plants thrive when they are properly watered, but they obviously 

diminish significantly when they are not. Physiological needs satisfaction for a plant, they argue, 

is not unlike human psychological needs satisfaction. Like the plant, psychological needs in 

humans are also identifiable—one can observe that under positive conditions that allow 

psychological needs satisfaction, positive psychological consequences are the result. In like 

manner, when negative situations that undermine human needs satisfaction occur, negative 

consequences accumulate as a result. SDT addresses the types of conditions in a needs-based 
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setting (biological, social, and cultural) that either enhance or forestall the innate capacity of 

humans for psychological growth, engagement, and vitality, all of which constitute well-being 

(Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

 As stated, SDT is a consideration of how psychological need fulfillment is an essential 

ingredient for healthy human motivation and goal attainment (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Because of 

the essential role of these nutriments in healthy human thriving, the role of needs in SDT should 

not be understated. SDT also assumes that the relationship between needs and motivation is 

inextricable (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The focus on needs relative to motivation or other 

psychological processes has yielded a substantial and robust archive of academic research. 

Regarding the link between human needs and motivation, however, Abraham Maslow stated, 

“…the study of motivation must be in part the study of the ultimate human goals or desires or 

needs.” (Maslow, 1943, p. 22). Other needs-based research has focused on how human need 

affects an individual’s sense of social connectiveness. (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maslow, 

1943). A more detailed conversation about the effects of human needs and the role of motivation 

from the perspective of SDT will be addressed more fully in this chapter.  

Also, regarding what constitutes human well-being, there is no unified academic voice. 

Some scholars have asserted that there are no specific basic human needs associated with well-

being. Rather, well-being varies across individuals—according to the person’s specific values 

and goals (Oishi, 2000; Oishi et al., 2011). Labeling this concept as subjective well-being, Oishi 

and his colleagues construct their argument through the lens of a goal-centered, extrinsic 

approach to motivation and well-being. They posit that people attain and maintain their well-

being based upon what they determine is most important or satisfying to them. In contrast to this 

argument, one postulate of SDT is that extrinsic goal attainment does not promote well-being 
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unless it also satisfies the three basic psychological needs (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In fact, research 

has revealed that when individual intrinsic aspiration is strong, it is associated with personal 

well-being. The converse is also true of the opposite form of motivation—when individual 

extrinsic aspiration is strong, it is associated with personal ill-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

Just as the characteristics and definitions of human well-being have been well contested 

within the academic community, so has the question of what constitutes the needs requisite for 

attaining human well-being. As explained previously, SDT somewhat distinguishes itself from 

many other forms of research that focus on needs by positing that there exists a core set of 

psychological needs (autonomy, competence, relatedness) that must be present in a person in 

order for healthy human functioning to occur. This notion of the existence of specific 

fundamental needs is also not, however, wholly unique to SDT. Cognitive experiential self-

theory (CEST) theorizes the existence of four fundamental needs: 1) to maximize one’s pleasure 

and minimize one’s pain; 2) to sustain a conceptual means for ordering experiences; 3) to 

preserve relatedness (a need shared with SDT); and 4) to retain an ongoing positive feeling of 

self-esteem. Unlike SDT, CEST contends that there is an ongoing system of checks and balances 

within each person that helps to regulate behaviors, as needed, with no one need generally 

having priority over the other (Epstein, 1994). CEST asserts that “good adjustment” is nurtured 

when the four basic needs are sated in a collaborative and balanced way, and “poor adjustment” 

results from efforts to satisfy the needs in a competitive and contentious way (Epstein, 1994, p. 

716).  

The assertions of this framework sit in sharp contrast to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. 

Maslow’s hierarchy (1943) contended that human need is satisfied on five levels. Those levels 

are categorized in two ways—lower-order needs and higher order needs. Lower order needs were 
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designated as physiological, safety, and the need for love or belonging, whereas the latter needs 

(esteem and self-actualization) speak to the human need for a more aspirational existence. 

Maslow also posits that at any given time some needs may require prioritization and satisfaction 

above others (Epstein, 1994, Maslow, 1943; Pittman & Ziegler, 2007).  

 The human propensity to prioritize needs is also a central assertion in root theory, which 

contends that each person is primarily motivated by a single need that takes precedence above all 

other needs (Pittman & Ziegler, 2007). There are multiple forms of root theory, such as: 1) core 

social motives theory (needs that emerge relative to social settings); 2) attachment theory 

(focuses on the development and normal course of attachment within relationships and 

implications of deviant or divergent forms of attachment); and 3) terror management theory 

(assumes that self-preservation is the overriding need above all needs) (Pittman & Ziegler, 2007; 

Sroufe et al., 1999).  

SDT posits that unlike the assertions of CEST, Maslow’s hierarchies, root theory, or 

McClelland’s Human Motivation Theory, the three fundamental needs of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness function relatively independently of one another and no one need 

functions at the expense of the other needs (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Moreover, they contend that all 

three needs in SDT must be separate and fully functional for healthy psychological well-being to 

take place.  

An Organismic Perspective/The True Self 

SDT is also based upon principles that constitute what Ryan and Deci (2017) describe as 

the true self of a human being. This understanding of the nature of human identity is abstracted 

from the research of Fromm (1955), Jourard (1968), and Kierkegaard (1987), among others 

(Ryan & Deci, 2017). Ryan and Deci created four universal principles which reflect their 
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understanding of the attributes and the needs inherent within the individual true self: a) true self 

is as a natural attribute, which is present from birth; therefore, it is not a mere social construct or 

product of the culture; b) true self is not a cognitive concept, but it is a catalyst for or tendency 

toward progress; c) true self is driven toward interdependent, synergistic relationship with others, 

which is an essential activity for health-promotion; and, d) true self exists in all people. It is upon 

these four premises about the nature of humanity that Ryan and Deci’s fundamental propositions 

about SDT exists (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

 These principles about the true self reflect that SDT takes an organismic position, by 

asserting that individual well-being, psychological growth, and integrity are viewed as life 

science (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In alignment with the concept of SDT as a life science, Ryan and 

Deci maintain that there are four essential elements for healthy human development: proactive 

engagement, social integration, the ability to assimilate information, and the ability to regulate 

one’s behavior (2017). The manifestation of SDT in individuals reflects an inherent human 

tendency toward curiosity, a desire to explore, and a need to challenge and gain mastery with 

respect to a person’s inside and outside contexts. Within a supportive social context, as 

individuals are organically motivated by their inherent curiosities and interests, meaningful 

learning occurs (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

As stated, the organismic approach is rooted in the fundamental concepts of human well-

being, psychological growth, and individual integrity. It is the nature of internal motivation that 

beckons humans toward integrity—that is, to be true to their individual selves (Ryan & Deci, 

2017). That true self is, by nature, motivated to learn and grow and be socially engaged. True 

self assumes both an individual and a corporate identity. In a healthy context, the propensity to 

thrive internally and externally is a shared human experience. What differs from person to 
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person, to some extent, is the intrinsic spark within each individual that uniquely motivates her 

or him. From the point of infancy forward, there are individualized approaches people take 

toward engaging in that shared act of being motivated. According to the principles of true self, 

these natural motivations to thrive in both an individual and corporate context are not constricted 

by gender, race, or any factors external to the true self (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

There is a sanctity inherent in true self that is worth promoting and protecting. What does 

a person do, however, if her innate or potential career interest conflicts with her opportunities? 

Unfortunately, true self threatened or stifled often translates into true-self unrealized (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017). As stated earlier, many girls and women are not encouraged to 

pursue their interests in a way that is unfettered by societal and cultural expectations or 

unblocked by other forms of human-made barriers (Cimpian, 2018; Moir et al., 2011; Eardley & 

Manvell, 2006; MacIsaac & Domene, 2014; Ray et al., 2017). This culture of challenge is often 

the mainstay for females relative to non-traditional CTE. Girls and women tend to be 

discouraged from or, at best, not encouraged in this country and around the globe by family 

members, educators, and general societal norms to pursue non-traditional careers (Gordon; 2014; 

Ray et al., 2017; Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 2014).  

Additional Academic Approaches to Motivation 

The preponderance of academic conversations and theories about motivation has 

concentrated on the behaviors that lead to individual goal attainment, and not on the role of 

human needs in pursuing those goals (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Ryan and Deci’s description of true 

self as an intrinsically integrated, motivated individual is, however, a concept that is 

diametrically opposed to several previous prevailing approaches and theories about the nature of 

human motivation. Many contemporary theories approach motivation from the standpoint that 
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people initiate behaviors and continue through them until a desired goal or outcome is reached 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000). This proposition resulted in focused study on the value people attribute to 

goals (Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Vroom & Jago, 2007), their expectations as it relates to goal 

attainment (Bandura, 1989), and the structures people use to move toward those goals (Carver & 

Baird, 1998).  

The work of earlier psychologists like Woodworth (1958) provided academic push-back 

against the theoretical positionings of the mid-century behaviorist movement. Theories in the 

behaviorist vein once popularized by scholars, such as Skinner’s operant theory (1953) and 

Hull’s drive theory (1943), contended that internal motivation did not exist (as cited in Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). They argued that humans and other organisms were only externally motivated by 

their physiological needs for food, water, sex, and freedom from pain (Hull, 1943, as cited in 

Deci & Ryan, 2017). Ironically, Skinner’s (1953) own description for reinforcement within 

operant theory left academic space for an almost inexplicable phenomenon in which the operant 

volitionally and spontaneously “operates” on the environment (as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

In response to the behaviorist approach, Ryan and Deci (2017), and similarly minded 

members of the academy have argued and demonstrated over decades of study, that not all 

behavior can be purely attributed to the need for reinforcement (Stern, 1985, as cited in Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). Neither can organismic motivation be merely reduced to an activity used for sating 

base physiological desires. Ryan, Deci, and other researchers have posited that laboratory-

generated outcomes like those famously created by Skinner and others of the theoretical bent 

failed to test their theories in a real-world setting—noting that although rewards can control 

behavior in a lab it does not mean that they do control behavior in a real world setting (McCall, 

1977; Deci et al., 1999). In the wake of such challenges, many of the behavioral theory 
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constructs have essentially fallen out of general academic favor. It’s once widely held popularity 

and academic support have since waned in the past several decades (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

Since the mid-century behaviorist movement, there has been a paradigm shift in 

academia toward cognitive theories of motivation, which generally dismiss the primacy of needs 

in goal attainment and focus on goal-related efficacy (Deci & Ryan, 2007). Social cognitive 

theory (SCT) is one such form of cognitive theory that touts an almost middle-of-the-road 

approach pertaining to human agency. It lies between the more mechanistic theories of extrinsic 

motivation endorsed by the behaviorism movement, and the intrinsic motivation stance asserted 

by SDT. The critiques against SDT leveled by SCT theorists like Bandura (1989) will be 

addressed more fully in the section that follows.  

The Basic Psychological Needs in SDT: Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness 

 

The idea that only lower order needs drive human behavior was strongly contested by 

academics like Douglas McGregor (1966) who pronounced that “Man lives for bread alone when 

there is no bread” (p. 8). McGregor and other Maslow-inspired extrinsic motivation scholars 

agreed that bread is effective when one is hungry, and only when one remains hungry (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). After hunger is consistently sated, lower level needs lose their preeminence in 

human thought life and higher order needs (e. g., esteem or self-actualization) replace them 

(Maslow, 1943). As previously explained throughout this chapter, SDT, however, does not 

attend to matters relative to any such hierarchical levels of physiological satisfaction, but it 

attends to the base needs necessary for psychological health and wellness. 

  In order for innately healthy forms of psychosocial development, functioning, and human 

thriving to take place, Ryan and Deci assert that three elements must be actively integrated and 

engaged in the life of an individual—autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 
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2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017). According to SDT, psychological well-being is dependent upon the 

satisfaction of no less than each of these three fundamental psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 

2000). These three fundamental psychological needs must each be actively energized, integrated, 

and satisfied in a person to cultivate long-term psychological health (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In 

addition, research has shown that contexts that support autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

are more likely to provide the necessary motivation to produce commitment, effort, and a high-

quality performance in individuals. Without the existence and dynamic workings of all three 

psychological needs in an individual, however, motivation is forestalled (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  

Research on the subjects of relatedness, autonomy, and competence has long considered 

these basic needs in terms of how they affect a person’s general disposition, which is at the trait 

level (Reis et al., 2000). More recently, however, studies began to address the independent 

potential influence of each of the basic needs on a person’s daily well-being. Trait level and daily 

levels of autonomy, competence, and relatedness function in a somewhat symbiotic manner. 

High levels of well-being on the trait level yield enhanced levels of daily well-being, and 

activities that thwart needs fulfillment, consequently, also diminish daily well-being. A person’s 

feeling of satisfaction relative to relatedness, competence, and autonomy is inextricably linked to 

their psychological well-being at both the trait and daily levels (Reis et al., 2000). Each of these 

essential components of SDT will be addressed more extensively in this section.  

Competence 

 

I did it, I did it, I really did it! 

 (After successfully blowing a floating bubble through her bubble wand) 

 

        --MJ, age two 

The subject of competence in motivation is one of the most researched areas in 

psychology and motivation-related studies and it is generally considered to be a core component 
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of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Competence refers to the need that is expressed in a variety 

of organisms to feel achievement, mastery and effectance (Houlfort et al., 2002; Ryan & Deci, 

2017). This inherent necessity for achieving proficiency was well exemplified by MJ who 

expressed genuine exhilaration when she finally created a bubble after numerous unsuccessful 

attempts.  

The SDT approach to competence is based in the early research of White (1959) who 

asserted that there exists a propensity within humans and many animals to strive for competence, 

even as they attempt to influence the environment from which those feelings are derived. White 

(1963) created the term effectance motivation to describe the natural predisposition to seek 

feelings of efficacy, even as a person interacts with and produces results from that environment 

(as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2017). In addition to the earlier definition put forth by White, Ryan & 

Deci further describe competence as an “inherent striving” that manifests in a wide range of 

motives that include curiosity and the desire for manipulation of the environment (2017; p.11). 

Such manifestations in humans can range from anything that includes, but is not limited to, 

learning how to ride a bicycle, swim or play horseshoes, to deeply engaging in forms of scientific 

or other academic discovery. Such propensity for mastery over the environment is also widely 

found in the animal kingdom (White, 1959).  

 This groundbreaking research by White (1959) made way for modern-day research on 

motivation. He persuasively showed that drive-based theories put forth by behaviorists for 

decades were unable to account for the natural inclinations that propelled organisms toward 

exploration and growth-oriented activities (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Although, these innate 

organismic pursuits toward mastery tend to result in the acquisition of widely adaptable skills in 

the participant, the achievement is not most important, but the greatest pleasure is found in the 
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sheer joy of competence, as described by White (1959) and Ryan & Deci (2017). Satisfaction, he 

argued, is gained through intrinsic enjoyment and satisfaction associated with the activity, and 

not as the result of a reward or reimbursement of any kind. White’s (1959) theory addressed two 

critical areas pertaining to motivation: 1) competence is established as an activity independent 

from drives; and, 2) the strong biologically-based intrinsic need in organisms to achieve 

competence separate and apart from the need to gain material benefits or rewards as a result of 

attempting to gain competence (Deci & Ryan, 2017). The latter part of White’s stance differs 

from the work of other academics, such as Bandura (1989, 1994), whose focus is on the extrinsic 

achievement one gains from reaching a goal. White, however, was focused on the intrinsic 

satisfaction one gains through the exercise and extension of one’s capacities in a given activity.  

Despite the healthful benefits that such activities can provide, competence can, however, 

be easily undermined or forestalled. In fact, competence wains in contexts where challenges may 

be too difficult; where pervasive negative feedback exists; or when feelings related to personal 

mastery or effectiveness are undermined (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

White (1959, 1963) argued that the innate desire to learn is indeed fueled by competence. 

In actuality, studies have indicated that when reinforcers and rewards are externally applied in 

many circumstances, they often suppress competency, and do not promote it (Danner & Lonky, 

(1981); Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Warneken & Tomasello, 2008). Thus, when individuals 

experience feelings of effectance, they feel supported and nourished. Consequently, feelings of 

ineffectance that occur by way of external demands tend to endanger people’s feeling of personal 

agency and subvert their ability to self-organize and mobilize. As a result, it is critical that people 

have the opportunity to take ownership of the activities in which they are engaged in order to 

succeed (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Consequently, when people perform well on tasks for which they 
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do not feel a sense of self-initiation or self-regulation, engaging in the activity does not increase 

the individual’s sense of perceived competence, vitality or IM (Nix et al., 1999; Reeve et al., 

2003; Ryan, 1982). Understanding how to protect and perhaps better enable an individual’s, 

student’s, or employee’s feelings of competency could prove to be a worthy consideration for the 

academic and workplace communities.  

It is most appropriate that the chapter on Competence and Expertise Research is featured 

in the Handbook of Technical and Vocational Education and Training Research. As it relates to 

the vocational, career, and technical education arena, researcher Peter Roben defines 

competence, in part, as both the “motivation and the ability" to develop knowledge and skills in a 

particular field independently (2008, p. 317). In the world of career and technical education, 

competence-based education practices that previously focused on the development and 

acquisition of work-related skills, has since begun to also address the issues of social 

competencies. Issues such as family relatedness, and a worker’s ability to cope with unfamiliar 

situations are now seen as priority conversations in the ever-expanding cultural and global 

workplace.  

 This relatively newly discovered need for hard and soft skill-building in vocational 

education have led some educators to call for a “moral superstructure” to support and foster 

worker motivation to prepare workers for social competence development (Roben, 2008, p. 374). 

The proposed competence-building structure is based on a three-pronged approach that is 

designed to help workers to master technology, to further develop skilled work, and to 

understand the rules of the social organization of the skilled work. The focus on social 

organization is well-aligned with one of the ways Ryan and Deci (2017) champion the effective 

workings of competence. They explain that competence also involves one’s feeling of 
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effectiveness in a social environment, and that positive social experiences provide the individual 

with the opportunities and supports they need to demonstrate their abilities and talents. The need 

to feel effective in one’s work environment is consistent with the academic literature regarding 

women in non-traditional CTE which contends that simply removing women’s barriers to non-

traditional CTE career paths is insufficient. Women and girls also need forms of emotional 

(social) support that help to enhance their self-esteem (sense of competence) in their learning and 

work environments (Burge, 1990; Chusmir, 1983; Kerka, 1999; Moir et al., 2011; Ray et al., 

2018; Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 2014). In the future, it may be well worth exploring the ways in 

which social competence training may have an effect on individual competence levels for all 

people, to include women in non-traditional CTE. 

Relatedness 

 

In the most basic terms, relatedness refers to feelings of interconnection with others, and 

people experience a sense of relatedness when they feel as if others genuinely care for them 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan, 1995). There is an established body of psychological and 

medical literature which shows that individuals who feel satisfactorily connected and well-

integrated in a social group tend to live longer and benefit from better physical and mental health 

(Berscheid & Reis, 1998; Ryff, 1995). These feelings of connection, however, go beyond 

feelings of care for others. In fact, in relationships where relatedness occurs people must also feel 

as if they are significant to others—that they are contributing to the members of the social group 

with which they are connected (Deci & Ryan, 2014). Such an inherent desire to connect to others 

in community was originally labeled by Angyal (1941) as homonymy (as cited in Ryan & Deci, 

2017). These propensities to engage in caring relationships reflect that humans innately possess 

the need to feel respected, included, acknowledged, and important to others. Conversely, 
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however, humans are also wont to avoid feelings of rejection, unimportance, and separation from 

others. The manifestation of this phenomenon not only occurs in humans but is also typically 

found in other kinds of primates (Reis, 1994). 

Much of human behavior can be attributed (directly or indirectly) to the basic human 

need for relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). These behaviors range from how we dress, to 

our various forms of personal hygiene, to our sometimes-relentless focus on personal image or 

achievement. Because people need connection, they often behave in a manner that they feel will 

bring them acceptance and approval by the desired group. It is critical to understand the basic 

need for relatedness as it pertains to the human tendency to internalize the values and behaviors 

from their culture (Ryan & Deci, 2011). Internalization is the degree to which people embrace 

practices or ordinances from a social group, incorporates those activities, and execute them 

autonomously and of their own free will (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b, 2017). Conversely, 

introjection occurs when an individual has, to some degree, taken in but not wholly accepted 

external controls. The individual is motivated by fear of disapproval, shame, guilt, enhancement 

of ego, or other forms of negative affect experienced as internally controlling (Ryan & Deci, 

2017). SDT is concerned with the degree to which people internalize values and goals and how 

those aims become integrated to the self, as opposed to being detached from the self (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017).  

Not all interactions will yield the sense of relatedness necessary to satisfy this basic 

psychological need (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Such examples can be found in the typical interactions 

that occur between people and their bank tellers, grocery store clerks, and parking attendants. 

These rather impersonal interactions may generally be positive ones, but they cannot compare, 
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relatedness-wise, to the depth of connection between close parent and child, sibling, and spousal 

relationships, for example (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

SDT is also concerned with the difference between behaviors designed to attain 

relatedness and the actual satisfaction of this basic psychological need. Another example of 

relationship void of relatedness can be found when people behave in ways which they believe 

will gain them the acceptance into the desired social group. They attempt to “fit in” at the 

expense of being their true selves. Unless, however, the individual is genuinely connected to 

others and feels affirmed for who they are in their actions, the basic need for relatedness will not 

be satisfied (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Just as competence must “be owned” by the individual to 

support true self, people must feel as if they are cared for unconditionally by others, and not 

conditionally so, and that they are genuinely accepted for themselves (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In 

fact, research has shown that relatedness has proven to be one of the greatest predictors of 

autonomous motivation in a classroom setting (Wang et al., 2019).  

The topic of relatedness is significant for women in non-traditional CTE. Many women’s 

non-traditional CTE experiences have been fraught with gender stereotyping, social isolation, 

and other forms of interpersonal sexism and discrimination (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; Gordon, 

2014; English & Irving, 2015). It has also been explained that many non-traditional CTE 

programs require instruction that both occurs in the classroom and in the field, via internship or 

externship-type activities in which students apply their knowledge and skills in real-life work 

settings. Women who are working and face on-going sex discrimination at their jobs tend to 

experience higher rates of psychological and physical distress than those who are not exposed to 

these experiences. The stressors these women are exposed to often manifest as ulcers, anxiety, 

depression, high blood pressure, and sleeplessness (Klonoff et al., 2000). On a more positive 
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note, however, research asserts that there is a strong correlation between job satisfaction and 

social support (which translates into a sense of interconnection or relatedness with co-workers) 

(Bond, et al., 2004). In light of this research, there should be no expectation, however, that male 

classmates, colleagues, or supervisors should be required to embody the ideal model of 

relatedness in which they connect deeply with their female counterparts. One should, however, 

consider the repercussions for girls and women who have interactions with school and work 

peers or those in leadership positions of any gender that are the antithesis of relatedness—where 

females are subtly or blatantly ostracized because of their gender, or where females fall prey to 

overtly sexual or generally antagonistic behaviors. For women whose experiences do not mirror 

the reprehensible activities previously described, it is equally important to discuss relatedness in 

its more positive contexts, as these experiences may also manifest for women in non-traditional 

CTE.   

Researchers have considered how relatedness manifests in the human experience by 

seeking to address the question, “How does relatedness manifest in an individual?” Studies have 

indicated that different types of interaction will contribute differently to a person’s feelings of 

connection with their social partners (Reis et al., 2000). As a result, researchers have examined 

the relationship between various types of social activities and the individual’s resultant sense of 

relatedness.  

What has often proven problematic about this research is that studies have often 

interpreted relatedness rather myopically, basing it upon participants subjective reflections of 

their social interactions. Some researchers like Hinde (1995) have contended that additional 

empirical study is needed to consider the relationship between social activity and feelings of 
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relatedness. Reis et al. (2000), however, identified various forms of social activity that may 

contribute to one’s sense of relatedness: 

• Communicating relevant matters that are personal (Parks & Floyd, 1996) 

• Engaging in activities that are shared with others (Duck &Wright, 1993; 

Wood & Inman, 1993) 

• Participating in activities that are enjoyable (Clark & Watson, 1988)  

• Avoiding feelings of insecurity or self-consciousness that focus on self and away 

from others (Wood et al., 1990) 

This list is not considered exhaustive, but it does exemplify why relatedness is generally linked 

to outcomes that are positive, and not negative (Reis, et al, 2000). As explained earlier, positive 

affect is increased as people socialize, but negative affect tends to occur during stressful or 

contentious situations.  

 Conversely, this study (Reis et al., 2000) also showed that in certain contexts having an 

argument or conflict of a substantive nature did not necessarily lessen an individual’s sense of 

relatedness. Researchers suggest that engaging in emotionally significant quarrels (especially 

those that move toward resolution of interpersonal conflict) with those in close relationship may, 

at times, occur while people feel a sense of connection. When those in close relationship 

experience conflicting interactions, these feelings do not necessarily imply that they feel less of a 

sense of relatedness. These findings suggest that social interaction that contributes to daily 

psychological and emotional well-being can be expressed in ways that expand the traditional 

understandings of what constitutes connectivity and closeness with others (Reis, et al, 2000). 

Additional research is required to better understand how the role of specific daily activities and 

the individual choice to engage in those activities contributes to social interaction, motivation, 

and emotional well-being (Reis, et al., 2000). 
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Autonomy 

 Autonomy is described as “the central construct” of the basic human need components in 

SDT because it is the means through which individuals self-regulate behavior and fulfill other 

physical and psychological needs (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 97). As it relates to basic human needs 

according to SDT—the full satisfaction of competence can only be accomplished when 

autonomy is appropriately fulfilled in an individual (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

According to SDT, autonomy is defined as the human need to self-regulate and self-

organize one’s experiences and actions in a way that aligns with one’s sense of self (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 10). Autonomy manifests as the individual need to function 

within feelings of volition, coherence, and connectedness with others (Friedman, 2000). SDT 

purports that there are degrees of autonomy in which individuals operate. The degrees of 

autonomy are often dependent on the extent to which an individual has consciously and 

thoughtfully integrated either a value or a regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

The Essentiality of Relationship. Because volunteerism of oneself in relationship is a 

requisite component of autonomy, seeking independence from others or acting in self-reliance 

are not the behaviors associated with autonomy in SDT. Autonomy is also not a separation from 

other forms of external inputs (Chirkov et al., 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2017). According to the tenets 

of SDT, autonomous individuals may have healthy relationships that function based on 

dependence or interdependence with important others (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Having behaviors 

and forms of relatedness that are wholly self-endorsed or that align with one’s interests and 

values is the hallmark of autonomous behavior, in Ryan’s and Deci’s estimation (2017). 

Conversely, when a person’s experience is incompatible with or collides with her or his innate 

feelings of volition or self-regulation, there will be an incongruency between individual 
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autonomy and the source of the conflict (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In like manner, any and all forces 

that attempt to coerce, control, or seduce an individual in a direction that creates a misalignment 

between her or his innate values and core sense of self are problematic for psychological 

wellbeing (Van Petegem et al., 2015).  Living a life of genuine autonomy requires that an 

individual do so in relationship with others, and that the connectedness between self, everyone, 

and everything else not occur at the expense of one’s ability to function in alignment with one’s 

authentic (true) self. Also, the need for girls and women to garner supportive relationships to 

enhance their self-esteem as they navigate non-traditional CTE careers cannot be overstated 

(Burge, 1990; Moir et al., 2011; Ray et al., 2018; Zula, 2014). 

The Autonomy of Solitude. In light of the SDT conversation thus far, touting the critical 

importance of the basic psychological needs of relatedness, competency, and autonomy, having a 

consideration for autonomous solitude may appear counterintuitive, if not oxymoronic. As 

discussed in the previous section, people are generally and understandably thought of as social 

creatures. There is an extensive history of academic research that clearly associates loneliness 

with numerous negative outcomes that include depression (Nolen-Hoeksema & Ahrens, 2002) 

and poor health (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2003). Scholars have not all agreed on the 

conceptualization of solitude. Some have argued that solitude cannot be viewed as a single form 

or experience (Averill & Sundararajan, 2014). Rather, the common understanding of solitude 

tends to be conflated with other psychological experiences that result from being alone, which 

are experiences that are often attached to social withdrawal, social rejection, or social isolation 

(Coplan & Bowker, 2014).  

SDT, however, makes a clear distinction between loneliness or social isolation, and a 

form of solitude that is volitional and reflects autonomous behavior (Nguyen et al., 2018). 
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Autonomous behaviors are those behaviors experienced as self-endorsed and are based on 

individual free will (Chua & Koestner, 2008). Conversely, controlled behaviors are experienced 

as forced on the individual by external or internal factors (Chua & Koestner, 2008). SDT 

scholars have hypothesized that engaging in alone time does not necessarily have negative 

outcomes. Instead, individual motivation is the determining factor for generating a positive or 

negative effect from this behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). To test this hypothesis, researchers 

Chua & Koestner (2008) conducted a correlational study of 108 participants employing a number 

of tools. These instruments included the Relationship Questionnaire (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 

1991) as a measure for attachment, the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, 1996) as a measure for 

loneliness, the 5-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985) as a measure for well-

being, and a 3-item scale regarding individual experiences of autonomous solitude or loneliness 

was used for measuring motivation (Chua & Koestner, 2008). The findings revealed that solitary 

behavior is, indeed, only associated with having negative outcomes when it is the result of 

controlled motivation (Chua & Koestner, 2008). More recent research on the subject of solitude 

by psychological well-being has yielded similar results, in that 1) positive affect did not lessen 

when people were in a solitary condition if they were engaged in positive thoughts or when they 

were able to choose what to think; and 2) being alone can lead to relaxation and a decrease in the 

stress experienced when a person chooses to be alone (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Once again, the 

common experience is based on the frame of reference or the mindset of the individual who is 

functioning in solitude, as to whether or not this behavior will positively or negatively impact 

their psychological well-being. An inquiry into this topic is a consideration of what autonomous 

solitude may look like for women in non-traditional CTE in a way that is healthy and 

meaningful.  
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 Critics of Autonomy in SDT. As previously discussed, the subject of autonomy is not 

without its detractors. A number of contemporary philosophers and scientists have purported that 

the existence of an individual authentic self is a fictitious concept and a mere apparition (Hood, 

2012 and Wegner, 2002, as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2017). Also, autonomy, as defined by SDT, 

lies in sharp contrast to much of the contemporary and, perhaps, more popular definitions and 

conceptions of the term. According to Merriam-Webster, autonomy is that which is “existing or 

capable of existing independently” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). A second definition by Merriam-

Webster states that autonomy is determined according to how an individual is “responding, 

reacting, or developing independently of the whole” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Within these 

definitions, there is a clear through-line which purports that autonomous behavior is marked by a 

lifestyle that is independent of or relatively separate from others in meaningful ways. This 

misappropriation and misinterpretation of the concept of autonomy as it relates to the SDT 

tradition has been the persistent source of much debate within the academic community. As 

previously explained, autonomy is of central importance in the functioning of physical and 

psychological wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2000b, 2017). It is also apparent that the subject of 

autonomy, itself, is also essential, conceptually, as a central component of SDT. For these 

reasons, it may be understandable why autonomy as described by Ryan and Deci, is considered 

the most controversial of the three components of human need within SDT (2017).  

Cognitive Theory. In the latter decades of the twentieth century and beyond, cognitive 

theories (CT) of motivation have replaced the drive theory-centered concepts in the experimental 

approach, which once dominated the mid-twentieth century behavioral psychological movement 

(Bandura, 1996; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Deci & Ryan, 2000). CT, however, also generally serves as 
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the dominant academic voice relative to the subject of human motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017; 

Deci & Ryan, 2000).  

Like its predecessor framework, CT has also maintained a singular view of behavior 

change and motivation (Bandura, 1989; Ryan & Deci, 2017). CT contrasts this singular concept 

of motivation with un-motivation, or the lack of motivation. Within this unitary approach, there 

are two types of cognitive theories—expectancy-valence theory (EVT) and social learning 

theory, which is also known as social cognitive theory (SCT) (Bandura, 1989; Ryan & Deci, 

2017).  EVT determines behavior based on the amount of motivation the individual possesses 

relative to the probability that the person can have a successful outcome (Feather, 1990 and 

Vroom, 1964, as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2017). Social cognitive theory is also a predictor of 

motivation that is similarly based on one’s belief or efficacy expectations that she or he can 

achieve the desired outcomes (Bandura, 1989, 1996).  

Within the SCT tradition, self-efficacy is defined as a person’s belief in their own abilities 

to produce the outcomes, effects, or performance they desire (Bandura, 1989). How an individual 

understands, feels, self-motivates, and behaves are all determined by an individual’s belief about 

their self-efficacy. These beliefs affect individuals in ways motivational, cognitive, and 

emotional (Bandura, 1994). In other words, what an individual believes about their ability to 

succeed will determine how much energy and sustained time they will exert toward completion 

of the desired goal (Bandura, 1989). According to Bandura, self-efficacy is the fundamental 

mechanism for all motivation. Similar to how competency functions in SDT, self-efficacy is 

needed for an individual to persevere toward a desired outcome, according to Bandura (1989) 

and Bandura et al. (1996).  
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Unlike SDT, however, self-efficacy in Bandura’s estimation, is the singular behavior-

related element necessary for goal attainment (Bandura, 1989). In this way, SDT is dissimilar to 

self-efficacy since SDT asserts that competence occurs within the context and interactional 

workings of all three basic human needs, which includes competency and relatedness (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Self-efficacy, like the behaviorist unitary approach to 

motivation of decades earlier, does not consider environmental factors that can impact individual 

consent, volition, and agreement (Ryan & Deci, 2017). What if one’s set goals and the behaviors 

relative to those goals do not align with one’s core beliefs or personal values? Self-efficacy does 

not address such considerations of individual misalignment that may lead to alienation, lack of 

meaningful personal commitment, and the thwarting of wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

Self-efficacy also does not broach the matter of authentic living versus empty existence. 

It is relatively easy to see many examples of people in the world who are highly efficacious and 

motivated by a need for external approval and rewards but who, undoubtedly, lack an essential 

moral core (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Similar phenomenon has, in light of the recession of 2008, 

been described as The Enron Effect (Bentson & Hartgraves, 2002; Giroux, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 

2017), and has exemplified what can happen when individuals have high self-efficacy but lack 

meaningful moral considerations and accountability with themselves and others. In fact, the 

pursuit of social dominance and power may serve as a form of compensation for an individual 

who has been deprived of feelings of autonomy and the inability to feel effective in an 

environment (Ryan & Deci, 2017). To this point, researchers have shown that when one gains 

autonomy, this extinguishes the need for power (Lammers et al., 2016). The results of such 

studies bring to mind the cautionary and sage advice that “money [nor power] can buy you 

happiness” (Rousseau, 1750). More precisely, Rousseau (1750) asserted that “with money one 
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has everything except morality and citizens.” Similarly, SDT contends that existing in true 

autonomous self is a call to live a form of authenticity and morality that cannot be feigned, 

replaced, or purchased, but should be embraced and lived out earnestly and with fidelity (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017).  

The notion of individual autonomy in SDT has also been a source of criticism within 

SCT because of the perception that autonomy is the promotion of total self-reliance and almost 

maverick-like behaviors and motives (Bandura, 1989). As discussed earlier, SDT has, however, 

promulgated a different perspective of autonomy, which for an individual can only function as 

the person lives authentically within a healthy, interdependent social and relational context.  

The Feminist Critique of Autonomy. Although the theoretical framework purported in 

SDT clearly has broad support in the bastions of the academic community, the theory and its 

proponents are also not without its detractors. Feminist theorists like Gilligan (1982), Iyengar & 

Lepper (1999), and others have been particularly critical of what they perceived as a two-fold 

problematic use of autonomy as it pertains to human motivation. First, in their estimation, the 

word autonomy is also equated with an individual’s need for independence and self-reliance 

(Code, 1991, as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2017). For Gilligan (1982) the notion of the autonomous 

individual promotes a particularly self-absorbed image that is rooted in the false premise of self-

made men and the egocentric individual (pp. 12-17; pp. 21-23; p. 27). The second criticism is 

based on the proposition of the first—that the SDT principles of autonomy and relatedness have 

a fatally antagonistic relationship with one another (Gilligan, 1982, pp. 46-48; Iyengar & Lepper, 

1999). How can the self-made lone(male)wolf see himself as one who is in relationship with 

other people? 
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The subject of autonomy is also one with which Fay (1987) takes particular issue. He 

argues that philosophers like Sartre understood that there is a “burden” to living an autonomous 

life. In Fay’s estimation, gaining autonomy (collective or otherwise) can lead to a loss of 

predetermined security. Existing at such distance from others, he argues, can lead to an inability 

to find genuine happiness and fulfillment. The “great strain” to achieve a sense of freedom or 

autonomy, he contends, should not be realized if the individual functions as if her or his “identity 

and culture were wholly other” (Fay, 1987, p. 208). He adds that humans are far too 

interdependent and embedded a species to attempt to live disconnected or autonomously from 

community.  

SDT scholars would wholeheartedly agree with Fay’s conclusion on this matter—true 

autonomy cannot successfully function without the on-going inclusion of healthy forms of 

relatedness in an individual’s life (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Fay’s argument as it pertains to his 

interpretation of autonomy is clearly not unlike the criticisms leveled by Gilligan (1982) and 

Code (1991). His use of the term autonomy, like theirs, is based on the more traditional 

interpretation of the word, which generally implies the existence of a lifestyle set apart and 

disconnected. Again, Ryan and Deci (2000, 2017) would not agree with this definition. In fact, 

they posit that the idea of a purely independent person is nothing short of mythological (2017; p. 

57). According to SDT core principles, all humans are innately motivated toward profound, 

healthy relationships with one another, even as they function autonomously. The embrace of this 

area of true self, the authors maintain, is equally foundational to individual health and well-

being.  

Ryan and Deci (2017) contend that their critics have consistently failed to aptly address 

the concepts of autonomy, competence, and relatedness as they, themselves, have defined these 
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terms. According to SDT, autonomous behavior, by definition, must be congruent with one’s 

internally embraced values, which is not the same as having an independent mindset. Autonomy 

in SDT is fundamentally about volition—the alignment and congruency of one’s behaviors with 

one’s authentic self (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Also, as described earlier, SDT and the elements that 

comprise it are constructed within the four principles of true self and no element, including 

autonomy, can function void of relationship with others (Chirkov et al., 2003; Friedman, 2000; 

Gagné, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b, 2017). For SDT there is no disconnect between 

autonomy and relatedness. Individuals can engage with others but also do so in an autonomous 

way. SDT, in fact, argues that individuals who wholly and highly embrace their innate autonomy 

tend to be more successful at relatedness with other people (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2017).  

SDT in the Context of a Learning or Work Environment 

 

 IM (intrinsic motivation) is described as a phenomenon in which people engage in 

activity simply because they consider it interesting. With IM, the satisfaction of the activity is in 

the doing of it, and the innate joy of learning and mastery is not tied to any external reward or 

benefit. Extrinsic motivation, however, is a behavior that occurs because there is a separable 

consequence, whether it is deemed positive for gain (e.g., reward) or negative for undesired 

consequences (e.g., punishment or disapproval). Also, as explained earlier, extrinsic behavior 

may be internalized (adopted and volitionally embraced) by the individual to yield positive 

results if the reward is wisely applied (Deci, 1971; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Such an application of 

extrinsic reward or repercussion must not be used to control behavior, to alienate individuals 

from their core values, nor thwart or derail their personal values nor sense of true self. Education 

practitioners and industry leaders must ensure that females are not discouraged from pursuing of 

their own intrinsic motivations toward any and all careers, to include non-traditional CTE. 
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Females who have not previously considered non-traditional CTE fields should be encouraged to 

consider them as legitimate career options. Studies have underscored the positive impact of 

extrinsic motivators that help women to discover external motivators and, in turn, internalize and 

embrace them. For example, female role models are perceived as important by women who want 

to pursue non-traditional careers (Gilbert, 1985; Quimby & DeSantis, 2006; Smith & Erb, 1986). 

The role of IM and the process of embracing forms of external motivation are further discussed 

through a sub-theory of SDT known as cognitive evaluation theory.  

Cognitive Evaluation Theory  

Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET) is one of six “mini-theories” of SDT, and it focuses 

exclusively on the factors that either facilitate or undermine IM (Gagne & Deci, 2005; Ryan & 

Deci, 2000b, 2017). More specifically, CET proposes that feelings of autonomy and competence 

are key for IM, and CET is concerned with how IM is impacted by happenings in the social 

environment. This mini-theory was first to suggest that external factors such as evaluations 

(Smith, 1975, as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2017), material rewards and deadlines (Amabile et al., 

1976) and surveillance (Lepper & Green, 1975) are prone to decrease feelings of autonomy, and 

trigger change in one’s perceived locus of causality (PLOC) from internal to external (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). The perceived locust of causality (PLOC) is the degree to which one feels their 

actions are the result of internal reasons (I-PLOC) or external reasons (E-PLOC). How an 

individual interprets their PLOC will either promote (I-PLOC) or lessen (E-PLOC) based on the 

person’s feelings of effectance and perceived competence. (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Deci & Ryan, 

2000). External factors, such as allowing individuals to choose some aspects of how they engage 

in a requisite task, are likely to increase IM, enhance feelings of autonomy, and reposition PLOC 

from external to internal (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Zuckerman, et al., 1978). 
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Autonomous Supports in Institutions and Organizations. Because CET is concerned 

with the functions of IM, particularly in the social environment, a conversation regarding the role 

of IM in CET in the learning institution and work environments is critical. Autonomy support is 

considered one of the key social-contextual factors for determining how an individual self-

identifies and integrates and, therefore, engages in autonomous behavior (Gagné and Deci, 2005; 

Ryan & Deci, 2017). A number of studies have shown that environments that are interpersonal 

and autonomy-supportive encourage integration and internalization of extrinsic motivation, 

which results in positive outcomes. For example, research by Black and Deci (2000) reveals that 

instructors of a university organic chemistry course who were autonomy-supportive showed a 

statistically significant increase in student autonomous motivation over the course of a semester, 

after controlling for GPAs and SAT scores. These findings were considerably strong for students 

who initially had low degrees of autonomous motivation (Gagné & Deci, 2005).  

To explore the factors that comprise autonomous support and make internalization of 

extrinsic motivation possible, Deci et al., (1994) found there were three specific factors that led 

to greater levels of internalization. Those factors were: 1) the need for a meaningful reason for 

doing the task; 2) an emphasis that is placed on participant choice and not control; and 3) an 

acknowledgment that the task may not be considered interesting. These findings were based on 

participants’ self-reported attitudes about the task and the amount of time participants spend 

engaged in the task (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Additional studies were done to test if the if 

internalization would differ if different amounts of autonomy support were provided to different 

groups. Researchers divided participants into two groups where two or three of these facilitating 

factors were present in one group, and the other group included none or one of these factors. 

Results showed that both groups yielded some form of internalization, but more internalization 
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occurred in groups with more facilitating factors. The groups with two or three facilitating 

factors showed significant positive correlations between the participants’ degree of resulting 

behavior and their self-reporting that they feel free doing the task. Conversely, the group with 

zero to one facilitating factor yielded a negative correlation between their self-reported variables 

and their behavior. Ultimately, these findings show that autonomy-supportive conditions lead to 

more internalization of extrinsic motivation and they ensure that any form of internalizations that 

occurs will be more integrated, and not introjected (Deci et al., 1994; Deci et al., 2001).  

In summary, studies have found that supports for basic psychological needs of 

relatedness, competence, and autonomy facilitate internalization and integration of extrinsic 

motivation, with autonomy supports being the most critical factor for facilitating the integration 

process (Gagné & Deci, 2005). These autonomy supports fall within two categories: 1) specific 

factors relative to the social context, such as positive, significant feedback, which is comparable 

to particular facets of one’s job context or content; and 2) the interpersonal environment, which 

is analogous to the interpersonal style of the manager and the overall organizational climate 

(Gagné & Deci, 2005). 

Autonomy-Supportive Managers. Studies suggest that autonomous work motivation is 

facilitated within environments where jobs challenge workers, arouse their curiosity, allow for 

employee choice, and are autonomy-supportive (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

Employees must be high on the autonomous causality orientation, which refers to the worker’s 

general propensity to be self-determined and to experience a given social environment as 

autonomy-supportive. Managers, however, can only have a minimum effect on personality 

differences in their subordinates. It is crucial that leaders focus on how to alter the working 

climate to foster autonomous extrinsic motivation as a more productive approach (Gagné & 
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Deci, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Within autonomy-supportive work environments managers can 

provide more choice, consider the employees’ perspectives, and encourage self-initiation. 

Research has indicated that this approach to employer-employee relationships strengthens 

autonomous extrinsic motivation and IM (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2017). With such 

an extensive body of research on work motivation thus far, it bears considering how autonomy-

supportive climates might be promoted and realized in other types of learning and work 

environments, to include women in non-traditional CTE. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

A non-traditional occupation is typically defined as one in which fewer than 25% of 

workers are of the same gender (U.S. Department of Labor, 2014). The approval of legislation 

guaranteeing women’s entry into non-traditional career and technical education (CTE) fields, 

however, has not guaranteed the fair and equitable inclusion of females into every professional 

area of endeavor. Discrimination is one of the barriers most often mentioned in the literature 

pertaining to women’s trades. Some of these instances of discrimination occur in the form of sex-

bias and is reflected in the practices of education leaders who often provide biased academic and 

career counseling to their female students to discourage them from enrolling in non-traditional 

CTE offerings (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; Ray et al., 2018). Wages for non-traditional jobs (that 

employ men) are generally 20 to 30 percent higher than the wages for traditional jobs that 

normally employ women. Typical male-dominated occupations also tend to provide higher 

wages at the entry level, along with greater opportunities for career advancement, and greater 

employee satisfaction than jobs that have been traditionally reserved for women. Women also 

tend to face several deterrents to becoming students and, ultimately, employees in non-traditional 

CTE fields.  

The approval of legislation in the United States granting women equal entry into non-

traditional career and technical education (CTE) fields has not guaranteed the fair and equitable 

inclusion of women into non-traditional (NT) occupations (U.S. Department of Labor, 2018). In 

general, education leaders have failed to adequately recruit, retain, and provide necessary 

supports for females to enroll in and remain in NT CTE programs that lead to NT CTE careers.  
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The purpose of this study was to describe the lived experiences of current and post-

graduate women in post-secondary non-traditional career and technical education (CTE) from 

the perspectives of their academic and work experiences as they navigate a predominately male 

school and work environment. Women who pursue CTE careers dominated by males often face 

numerous barriers to their success both in the classroom, and as working professionals. The 

systemic problems that plague these industries have been described by Chang (2003) as existing 

under a form of “occupational sex discrimination” (p. 37). This form of economic and 

employment dysfunction is not only endemic to these shores, but it stretches well beyond the 

boundaries of the United States into the global classroom and workplace (Ray et al., 2017; van 

der Meulen Rodgers et al., 2016).  

Research Questions 

The aim of this study was to describe the lived experiences of women who are students in 

post-secondary non-traditional career and technical education (CTE) programs, or women who 

are working in these occupational fields. In this effort, the researcher will pose the following 

research questions and sub-questions: 

1. What are the lived experiences of women enrolled in post-secondary non-traditional 

career and technical education (CTE) programs as they navigate learning and working 

in a traditionally all-male school and work environment?  

a. What is the role of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (in self-determination 

theory) in the lives of women in NT CTE fields as they navigate school and work 

environments? 

2. How do women in non-traditional CTE careers envision their futures in their chosen 

occupations, which are traditionally all-male? 
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Research Design 

In light of the proposed questions, qualitative inquiry is the most appropriate approach for 

addressing the research on women in non-traditional career and technical careers because its 

focus is on the study of things in their natural settings, and it is comprised of “interpretive 

materials and practices that make the world visible” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3). The 

experiences of women in CTE fields are, according to Makarova et al., (2016), widely unknown 

and unresearched. The qualitative approach is a well-positioned means for situating, conveying, 

and “making visible” underrepresented and under-told stories of women in non-traditional CTE 

careers (Padilla-Diaz, 2015). Conducting qualitative research is an effort to understand what 

makes a situation unique in its context (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Each situation is, however, 

rooted in a broader, deeper context. That situatedness reflects structures and social orders within 

the broader society, which include history, human consciousness, and relatedness within a 

society (Armstrong, 2005; Byrne, 2009, as cited in Bazeley, 2013). Through these women’s 

stories, the goal was to understand the immediate and larger educational and occupational 

structural challenges these women must navigate as they learn and work in their chosen fields. 

Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is a philosophy embedded in the importance of the lived experience as it 

relates to a concept or phenomenon (Armstrong, 2005; Creswell, 2012). The ultimate purpose of 

this approach is to unearth the essence of the data being collected, which, according to Creswell 

& Poth (2018), is “the culminating aspect of a phenomenological study” (p. 77). This unearthing 

is best achieved by way of the phenomenological interview—the primary method of data 

collection for phenomenological research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; 

Moustakas, 1994; Seidman, 2013). Through the use of the “profound interview” (Padilla-Diaz, 

2015; p. 104), the researcher can gain the essence and the underlying meaning of the experience 
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(Lin, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I will serve as the primary instrument—responsible for 

interviewing a small, purposeful sampling of women and will allow the data to emerge to 

discover what is to be learned.  

The phenomenological approach is appropriate for this study because the researcher’s 

goal is to describe the lived experiences of women who are students of or employees in a non-

traditional CTE occupations. The fact that the subjects have the shared experiences of sameness 

in gender and non-traditional career choice, although the type of career may vary, are the two 

most important and defining factors in this study. Only these women can speak to the nature of 

their direct experiences and describe how they navigate their education and careers. In 

phenomenological research it is crucial to hear each story through individual interview. Because 

of the subjects’ commonalities (women in non-traditional careers), which are requisite for entry 

into the study, the researcher can also follow the steps described by Creswell & Poth (2018) and 

Merriam & Tisdell (2016) to essentially develop a composite description of the essence of these 

experiences. Through a phenomenological lens, the investigator is able to research stories on 

both an individual and collective level, gathering what these women experience and how they 

experience it (Groenewald, 2004; Moustakas, 1994; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Population Sample 

This section will provide the details for the participant group used in the study—the 

recruitment procedures, projected sample size, and the proposed survey, interview, and 

observation processes. The researcher engaged in a purposeful sampling for the proposed 

phenomenological study which, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), should consist of 

participants who have experienced the phenomenon being studied. For this reason, the criteria 

for inclusion in this study was based on the following requirements:  1) the individual must 
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consent to participate in the study and be a woman (age 18 or older), and 2) the individual must 

be enrolled in a non-traditional CTE program or someone who has graduated from a non-

traditional CTE program within the last 18 months (January 2018-June 2020) and is employed in 

the field of study.  

The researcher determined that a purposeful sampling of adult females 18 years or older 

who are current or post-graduates of a post-secondary non-traditional CTE program will be the 

participants for the study. These women represent any number of career fields deemed non-

traditional career and technical education programs, according to the U.S. Department of Labor 

definition, where 25% or less of the employees in field are of a different gender. For the students 

still enrolled in their programs, they must be in good standing with the institution in which they 

matriculate or from which they have graduated. The women participated in the study of their 

own volition—not coerced in any way by the researcher or by any representative of the 

institution. Because these women are in non-traditional career and technical education programs, 

they represent a gender minority voice in their fields and, therefore, qualified to speak to the 

questions relevant to women in non-traditional career and technical education programs.  

Subjectivity Statement 

Because of the interpretative nature of the qualitative hermeneutical approach, the 

researcher, engaged in epoche, or bracketing, as much as possible. Epoche or bracketing is the 

process to temporarily suspend the researcher’s existing personal biases, beliefs, preconceptions, 

and assumptions about the phenomenon to get to the purest vision of what exists (Lin, 2013). It 

was impossible for the researcher to have created a completely objective review or analysis of 

any data. It is important that the researcher has been forthcoming about her experiences and 

possible connection to the research topic. The researcher’s bracketing included: 
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• I am a woman who is an advocate for women’s issues, in general. 

• I have twenty-four years of experience in CTE as an employee of an accreditation 

agency that accredits CTE institutions.  

• I am responsible for coordinating accreditation visits and I have worked with schools 

to assist them in evaluation visit preparation and I, at times, have participated as an 

observer on these teams. 

• As Associate Executive Director, I am in a position of authority over the schools that 

I ultimately sought for assistance in helping me to find women to interview. 

• I am witness to the minimal representation of women in non-traditional CTE 

programs first-hand. 

• I am a proponent for the greater inclusion of women in these fields and am hopeful 

that this study has added value to this subject in a substantive, meaningful way. 

• I am an advocate of all students in career and technical education but am especially 

interested in women and their efforts toward inclusion in all occupational areas. 

To address the researcher’s inherent bias, the researcher mitigated the degree of subjectivity in 

the study in several ways. First, the researcher ensured credibility of all documentation through 

triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Triangulation is a strategy of validating obtained data 

from independently alternative sources to determine if the inferences the independent sources 

draw are comparable with those the researcher obtained in the first instance (Bazeley, 2013; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Creswell, 2012). Triangulation was achieved by 1) employing multiple 

sources (many women from different institutions and various types of institutions; 2) multiple 

research methods (surveys, interviews, and participant observations); and 3) using multiple 
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theories to provide collaborative evidence (self-determination theory, critical social theory as 

epistemology, grit theory, and the ethic of care and ethic of the profession stances).  

The researcher worked to ensure the transferability of the data collected, which 

determines whether findings can be applied in other contexts. To determine transferability, the 

researcher relied on a thick, rich description of the school and work experiences of the women 

who would be surveyed, interviewed, or observed. The researcher searched for data and themes 

which reflected the types of challenges the women face. A rich, thick description is a means for 

providing detailed accounts of field experiences, which are then used to illuminate patterns of 

cultural and social relationships within those findings (Creswell, 2012). More specifically, a rich 

description will be used to ensure that detailed information is provided about the data and 

interviewees and environments the researcher observes. Whereas, a thick description provides 

the underlying meaning of the data from the survey, interviewees, participant observations and 

all that data interpretation (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011; Geertz, 1973). Through these processes, the 

researcher was able to provide both a textual analysis (a description of what the women 

expressed) and a structural analysis (an interpretation of how the women expressed themselves) 

(Padilla-Diaz, 2015).  

An additional means for increasing trustworthiness was through reflexivity, which is the 

awareness that the researcher’s values, personal background, and experiences with the area of 

study can affect the research process. Since the researcher is considered the research instrument, 

the researcher must remain acutely aware of her bias. Another way that the researcher addressed 

this matter, was to keep a reflexive journal, which reflected thoughts and feelings about the 

research, and the researcher’s bracketing perceptions (Mantzoukas, 2005; Polit & Beck, 2010). 
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The researcher also utilized dependability as a means of ensuring the credibility of the 

data. Dependability is the degree to which a finding is considered to be sufficiently durable and, 

thus, can be repeated in other research settings (Bazeley, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016). The dependability of the research was to be ensured in three ways. First, word-

for-word transcription of all interviews was implemented to ensure that participants’ responses 

were aptly captured (Bazeley, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell; 2016). Second, the researcher utilized 

two external auditors. The external auditor is an individual not affiliated with the study or 

research, who assesses the study process for integrity and accuracy (Bazeley, 2013; Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). Third, pilot studies were conducted as a means of determining if the research design 

produced data that could be analyzed, and that was relevant to its intended purposes (Bazeley, 

2013). For this study, the researcher sought post-secondary CTE professionals with long-term 

leadership and other relevant experiences in the field for their input on the study.  

 Finally, the researcher ensured the trustworthiness of the data through confirmability of 

all data, which is the degree of neutrality or the extent to which the findings of a study are shaped 

by the participants responses, and not based on researcher bias (Lincoln & Guba, 2018). The 

researcher utilized an audit trail, which is a technique that provides a thorough account of the 

processes for conducting the research and for analyzing the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Also, as discussed earlier, the researcher engaged in epoche as an individual who is a proponent 

of CTE and women in nontraditional CTE, and as one who is a long-term employee of an 

accreditation agency of CTE-related institutions. 

Data Collection 

The data collection process began with the researcher’s completion of the requisite 

processes necessary to secure institution review board approval. Prior to contacting any  
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participants, the researcher completed the application needed to gain required institutional 

review board (IRB) approval entitled Mercer Student Research Involving Human Subjects: 

Minimal Risk Studies Involving Human Subjects. In completing the document, the researcher 

detailed the proposed project and procedures to be used to gather data from study participants 

(Creswell, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As part of the IRB process requirements, the 

researcher created the IRB form, along with accompanying participant survey questions and 

interview questions, that were vetted by the dissertation committee in advance of submission. In 

addition, the researcher provided the following to all participants: 

• A letter of introduction generally describing the purpose of the study, how the data 

would be used, and the time involved in completing the survey or interview; and  

• The Informed Consent Form detailing the purpose of study, potential risks, and 

benefits of the study, how data would be stored, and study participation and 

withdrawal information 

Each participant’s identity remained anonymous. Participants were assigned a pseudonym by the 

researcher. Institutions and states where participants resided or worked were also assigned an 

alias, or the locations were redacted.  

Data Security 

It is imperative that the researcher develop a system for filing notes, digital data, and 

other types of files (Bazeley, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 2018). All electronic data was stored and 

backed up on the investigator’s password-protected laptop and password-protected external 

storage device. Only the investigator and Mercer dissertation committee members, who also 

maintained the participants’ confidentiality, had access to this information. All data will be 

moved to Mercer University and stored for at least three years after completion of the study.  
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With the participants’ permission, the investigator electronically recorded interviews 

(audio or audio visual) with participants. If participants had preferred to not be recorded the 

researcher would have taken notes. Fortunately, all participants agreed to be recorded. Following 

the interview, the investigator transcribed the interviews and also analyzed the data. The 

researcher developed a data collection matrix, which functioned as a visual method for 

identifying and locating data, (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Participant Interview 

As noted, the “profound interview” is considered the collection strategy that is most 

appropriate for phenomenological inquiry (Padilla-Diaz, 2015; p. 104; Seidman, 2013). The 

researcher used a purposeful sample of women in post-secondary non-traditional CTE to 

interview (See   Appendix A). Only current students in good standing at their institutions or post-

graduates who have graduated in the last 18 months were considered for this study (See 

Appendix B).  

The interview process used for this study consisted of one-on-one in-depth interviews 

with open-ended, semi-structured interview questions, and flexibility for clarifying questions. 

The type of interview was dependent on the proximity between the participant and researcher, 

the participant’s preferred method of conducting the interview, and the availability of 

interviewee and researcher. The interviews were to proceed in one of three ways, which are 

listed in order of most preferred to least preferred:  

1. Face to face interviews with participants would occur in a location that allowed for 

privacy, and the researcher would tape the interview on a digital recorder and also 

engage in notetaking. 
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2. One-on-one recorded interviews would employ Zoom or a similar software (using 

video and audio recording, if possible), and the researcher would take notes.  

3. Telephone interviews would also occur as one-on-one interviews, recorded by phone 

or Zoom, with the researcher taking notes.  

The goal was to survey a minimum of ten women who are students in or recent graduates from a 

post-secondary non-traditional CTE program who are now employed in their field of instruction.  

Data Analysis 

The researcher analyzed data that was captured from the participant interviews. 

Specifically, the researcher provided word-for-word transcription of all interviews and all 

quotations from the participant observation. Coding data allowed for the on-going summarizing, 

reducing, distilling, and condensing of data (Miles et al., 2020), even as the process attempts to 

best capture how complex these conversations can be (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher 

was seeking to construct categories and create “chunks” of data through an inductive, grounded 

method of analyzing the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To enable the full development of the 

coding process, the following approaches were employed (Bazeley, 2013; Miles et al., 2020) 

1. Open or elemental coding – initial stages of data analysis in which various types of 

units are being tagged or summarized by a single word or simple phrase 

2. Axial coding – relates categories and properties within the data to one another 

3. Affective coding – considers emotions, and values reflected within the data as part of 

the distillation process (Miles et al., 2020) 

Through these processes the researcher was seeking to track and ultimately ascribe meaning 

from repeated words, ideas, or phrases from the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). All such words 

and phrases were grouped and noted and combined into fewer more comprehensive codes 
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(Bazeley, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Also, using direct quotations from the participants 

was helpful in capturing and coding the essence of the data (Bazeley, 2013).  

Throughout data analysis the researcher engaged in a systematic process of constant 

comparison of codes, sub-theme building, and theme building in order to ultimately make 

meaning from the data (Bazeley, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Once themes appear to arise 

from the data, the researcher considered all themes—both the expected and the unexpected, as 

well as those that may be difficult to classify (Bazeley, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

 Descriptions of the gathered data has been explained in the body of the document analysis 

section of the paper. Also, as explained, the researcher used a rich, thick description as a means 

for providing detailed information on the participants, which helped to illuminate patterns of 

cultural and social relationships within those findings (Bazeley, 2013; Creswell, 2012). The rich 

descriptions ensured that detailed information was provided about the data, the interviewees, and 

the environments the researcher observed (Creswell, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Thick 

descriptions provided the underlying meaning of the data and the interviewees (DeWalt & 

DeWalt, 1998; Geertz, 1973).  

The researcher displayed a portion of the analyzed participant survey using visual displays 

that reflect the outcomes of the gathered information in the body of the dissertation and in the 

final dissertation presentation. Also, the researcher created figures or models that reflected how 

the theoretical framework and the epistemological stance are significant to the study. All of the 

work of data analysis occurred as the researcher remained diligent to consistently readdress the 

research questions to help ensure the study remained focused and relevant.
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH 

The purpose of this study was to describe the lived experiences of current and post-

graduate women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE. This focus emanates from the 

perspectives of women’s academic and work experiences as they navigate a predominately male 

school and work environment. Women who pursue these careers that are predominantly held by 

males must often navigate numerous impediments to their success both in the classroom, and as 

working professionals (Ganguli et al., 2014; MacIsaac & Domene, 2014; Ray et al., 2017). The 

necessity for many of these women to negotiate difference and, often, disadvantage in non-

traditional career and technical spheres is an experience that is not limited to a single 

geographical location. Many non-traditional career and technical school and work environs 

provide similar forms of challenge for females around the globe. (Ray et al., 2017; van der 

Meulen Rodgers et al., 2016). The researcher has employed a qualitative research methodology 

to study the lived experience of women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE. The purpose of 

the qualitative line of inquiry is to understand and describe how people interpret their own 

experiences and navigate the process of making meaning of their individual journeys. For this 

reason, qualitative research is a focus on human process, rather than human outcome (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Within this qualitative tradition, the researcher used a phenomenological 

approach to the study. This form of inquiry has the goal of bringing the human experience “to the 

light of the day” (Moustakas, 1994). Qualitative phenomenology research is well aligned with 

the research aim of this study—that is, to explore and understand the chronically under-told 

stories of women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE (Makarova et al., 2016). 
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Research Questions 

This study was designed to describe the lived experiences of current and post-graduate 

women in non-traditional post-secondary career and technical education (CTE) from the 

perspectives of their academic and professional experiences as they navigate a predominately 

male school and work environment. Based on this goal, the researcher has approached the study 

by addressing the following research questions and sub-questions: 

1. What are the lived experiences of women enrolled in non-traditional post-secondary 

career and technical education (CTE) programs as they navigate learning and working 

in a traditionally all-male school and work environment? 

a. What is the role of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (in self-determination 

theory) in the lives of women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE fields as they 

navigate school and work environments? 

2. How do women in non-traditional post-secondary CTE careers envision their futures 

in their chosen occupations, which are traditionally all-male? 

Pilot Study 

 The initial exploration of this phenomenological study began with the implementation of 

a pilot study. The purpose for employing a pilot study is to determine if the initial research 

design is appropriate for generating relevant, usable data useful for research purposes (Bazeley, 

2013). This research strategy can also assist the researcher in gauging the amount of time it may 

be necessary to conduct data analysis.  

 This pilot study was conducted with two participants via recorded, one-on-one 

interviews, using the on-line Zoom communications platform. The first interview occurred in a 

virtual face-to-face conversation, and the second interview was conducted via phone 
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communications, using the same on-line platform, but with no visual component. Following the 

interviews, all data was appropriately transcribed, and the data analyzed with first cycle coding. 

The pilot study presented the researcher with an opportunity to reevaluate and refine the 

interview questions and the process, overall. The initial instrument was comprised of nine 

questions; however, during the first interview it became apparent that another question should be 

added. The tenth question pertains to how the participant feels about working with other women 

in their non-traditional careers. No additional revisions were necessary following this change to 

the list of interview questions.  

The Participants 

This study used a typical purposeful sampling strategy to gather data for the 

phenomenological research. This means that the participants recruited for the study had to reflect 

what is considered average, normal, or typical for a person, situation, or circumstance (Bazeley, 

2013; Creswell, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To this end, 11 individuals from nine states in 

the United States, and eight occupational program fields participated in this qualitative study. 

They each met the criteria for inclusion in the study: 1) the individual must be a woman (age 18 

or older); and 2) the individual must be enrolled in a non-traditional CTE program or be someone 

who has graduated from a non-traditional CTE program within the last 18 months (January 2018-

June 2020), and is employed in the field of study. These participants were required to be current 

or post-graduates of a non-traditional post-secondary program, as defined by the U.S. 

Department of Labor. 

The women represent eight occupational programs: glasswork; glazing (installation of 

glasswork in a commercial setting); welding (basic and agricultural); automotive technology; 

automotive collision repair; heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) technology; 
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plumbing (apprenticeship-level); and aviation. They hail from nine states and were enrolled in or 

graduates of public post-secondary career and technical institutions (includes federal 

institutions), propriety (for-profit) post-secondary career schools, or registered apprenticeship 

schools. Table 1 reflects profile information on each participant.  

 

Table 1 

 

Study Participant Profile Data 

Participant 

(Pseudonym) 

Occupational 

Field 

Type of Institution 

Attending/Attended 

Enrolled in 

School or 

Graduated? 

Working 

in 

Field? 

Zoey Glass working 
Registered 

Apprenticeship 
Enrolled Yes 

Miranda Glazing 
Registered 

Apprenticeship 
Enrolled Yes 

Autumn Welding 
Public CTE 

Institution 
Enrolled No 

Hope 

Heating, 

Ventilation, and 

Air Conditioning 

Proprietary Career 

School 
Graduated Yes 

Vanessa Welding 
Proprietary Career 

School 
Enrolled No 

Jade 
Automotive 

Collision 

Public CTE 

Institution 
Graduated Yes 

Sophia 
Welding 

(Agricultural) 

Proprietary Career 

School 
Graduated Yes 

Maya 
Automotive 

Technology 

Public CTE 

Institution 
Graduated No 

Willow 
Automotive 

Technology 

Public CTE 

Institution (Federal) 
Graduated Yes 

Quinn Plumbing 
Registered 

Apprenticeship 
Enrolled Yes 

Zahra Aviation 
Proprietary Career 

School 
Enrolled No 

 

 

At the time of the interview, three of the women had graduated and were working full-

time in their respective fields of study for which they had received instruction. The remainder of 

the women were enrolled in studies at their various institutions of higher learning. Two 
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additional women have reported since their interviews that they have graduated. Three of the 

women also worked full-time jobs, thus fulfilling a registered apprenticeship academic and 

externship requirement to engage in long-term, years-long work in the field as a student. 

The researcher’s plan to engage in a participant observation was thwarted due to the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. For this reason, the researcher was also unable to conduct 

face-to-face interviews, except within the constraints of a virtual platform. All interviews for this 

purposeful sampling of women were conducted at a distance, via recorded, one-on-one 

interviews, using the Zoom platform. All but one of the interviews were conducted in a virtual 

face-to-face conversation. The exception to this rule is one interview which was conducted via 

phone (without video), but also on the Zoom platform. The researcher also engaged in member 

checking. Each woman was given the complete written transcript to review and were encouraged 

to provide feedback, if desired. Two external auditors were employed to examine the research 

study, assess the data, and determine if the interpretations and conclusions were supported by the 

generated data. An external auditor evaluates the accuracy of the research and considers whether 

or not the findings, interpretations, and conclusions are supported by the data. One auditor has 

more than 20 years of experience with an accreditor of career and technical education 

institutions. The second auditor is a Ph.D. student experienced in reviewing research and 

evaluating data. Both individuals provided invaluable input that helped to strengthen the research 

findings.  

The participants’ names, the names of all schools, businesses, organizations, states, and 

most of the countries the women referenced were each assigned a pseudonym, or they were 

redacted, altogether, to ensure anonymity. The name of one country, which is the birthplace of 
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one of the participants, remained in the study because the participant and the researcher agreed 

that including it was essential to the telling of her story.  

As indicated in the literature review, self-determination theory and its elements of 

autonomy, competence and relatedness are the theoretical basis for this study. The first section of 

this chapter will present individual narrative descriptions of each of the 11 participants in the 

study. In the sections that follow, this chapter will provide a discussion on overarching concepts 

and themes that arose from these interviews as they relate to the theoretical framework and the 

research questions. 

Narrative Descriptions 

Each of the eleven women discussed in this section expressed her eagerness to describe 

her experiences in her non-traditional career field. The information these participants generously 

shared about their professional and personal journeys would prove to be critical to the formation 

of this study.   

Zoey (The First) 

If someone tells you you can’t do something, do it twice, 

 and then take a picture. 

 

                   ---Zoey’s Parents 

 

The name Zoey is derived from a Greek word that means life (CollinsDictionary.com). 

The researcher assigned this name as the pseudonym for the first participant who would be 

interviewed in the study. The researcher’s hope was that the first participant who would 

ultimately be designated as the Zoey could, somehow, infuse life into this research. Zoey, 

fortunately, did not disappoint. Neither did any of the women who participated in this study.  

 Zoey is a first-year glassworker apprentice for a registered apprenticeship school in a 

large metropolitan city. Professional workers in her occupational field ensure that the glass 
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windows and doors in places like gas stations, malls, storefronts, on skyscrapers, and in multiple 

commercial and non-commercial locations are properly framed. The goal is, of course, that once 

installed, the glass stays firmly in place. Glassworker’s expansive skillsets are far more complex 

than this basic description, and Zoey explained that she has goals to learn as many of the 

intricacies of the occupation as she possibly can. As a glassworker apprentice, Zoey is sponsored 

by her employer to attend the registered apprenticeship school, and she will labor for her 

credential for a minimum of 3,000 hours in the field. She will also attend class intermittently for 

instruction before graduating to journeyman status. A journeyman is an individual who has 

successfully completed the years-long academic and skill-related competencies required for 

program completion for them to become skilled at their trade or craft as an experienced worker 

or artisan (Vocabulary.com). Presently, Zoey, is working to reach this goal and goes to school 

two days per month for eight hours. 

Doing What Comes Naturally 

 As a full-time employee, Zoey shares her workspace in a shop of 11 people. Ten of her 

co-workers are male, and Zoey is the only female. She knew of one other female worker in “the 

other building” who also worked as the only woman among men. When Zoey began her job, 

there had been another woman in the shop, but her female co-worker, at some point, moved out 

to work in the field. Zoey is also the only female in her classroom of approximately eight 

students. When asked about her experience as a female worker, she described herself as someone 

who has always been comfortable working with her hands. Entering into her career field with a 

natural propensity toward performing manual labor gave Zoey a degree of advantage, in her own 

estimation. She also explained that she had a bit of a “head start” in that she also works in the 

same shop as her father. Zoey stated that they are both mindful to keep their work relationship 
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professional and apart from their personal lives. Yet, she added that it is through their 

relationship as father-daughter that she initially gained a modicum of respect from her male 

colleagues, simply because she was her father’s “kid”. At the same time, Zoey contended that 

she has continued to earn her own respect because, she asserts, “I proved myself. I showed 

myself—that I know what I’m doing, and I can, you know, hold my own.”  

 Zoey would later describe her pleasure at hearing her dad, who she considers a mentor, 

brag on her to her male co-workers because of something she did. Apparently, she has not only 

been the benefactor of an encouraging father, but has had the long-term support of both parents. 

Zoey stated that her mother and father were open-minded about their children’s ambitions and 

interests and always reinforced that “…you can do whatever you want; be whatever you want.” 

Zoey’s interests always “drifted toward” what she described in air quotes as “more guy things”. 

Among the traditionally male activities that she enjoys are hunting, fishing, and an interest in 

trucks.  

 True to her rearing, Zoey, who had also once considered being a police officer, said that 

she never believed that being a glassworker or any other “male-dominated thing” was outside of 

the realm of her career possibilities. In fact, her parents affirmed in their children the importance 

of following whatever professional or other dreams they had. They also advised their children on 

how to address any potential naysayers: “…If someone tells you you can’t do something, do it 

twice, and then take a picture.” When asked how she feels about working in an occupation that is 

non-traditional for women, Zoey explained: 

I think I’m good at it…That I can be really great at it…And the other thing—being a 

female is like an added bonus. I never look at being a female as a negative. Like, it’s 

usually just a bonus to me. It’s an added empowerment. So, it is kinda nice when like 
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your teacher, your dad is bragging to the guys about something you did. Yeah, like, “I 

beat all the boys”. You know there’s still that stereotype in everybody’s head that girls 

are usually…guys are better when it comes to working with your hands…and no body 

treats me that way…but having that little “Yeah, you got your butt kicked by a 

girl”…you know, it’s just kind of…little added pleasure (slight laughter)…I found 

something I like doing is probably the most empowering thing.  

Life in the Shop 

 Even as Zoey considered being female in the midst of men at her job to be an asset, she 

particularly celebrated when she, her dad, or, perhaps, others indicated that she had performed a 

task better than the males around her. Although Zoey has worked diligently to prove herself to be 

a competent glassworker, she also relayed that it was helpful to have her father present when she 

started her job. It was, she explained, “comforting to have him there in case…although I don’t 

expect anything bad to ever happen like a conflict…like, I know I have someone who has my 

back…” There were no such conflicts with co-workers, per Zoey’s report. She consistently spoke 

positively about her co-workers and classmates, and indicated that her co-workers, in particular, 

enjoyed a great work environment where they each complemented one another, overall. 

 Zoey, who described herself as “one of the smallest people in the shop” found it easy to 

find instant, common ground with her male co-workers and classmates. Prior to working full-

time, she and her sister had already worked in the shop during the two previous summers. Zoey 

was, in part, acclimated to the job expectations and the men with whom she would be working. 

This early introduction to the workspace also meant that she had spent more time with her co-

workers than she had spent with her classmates. Regardless of the differences in work or school 
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settings, Zoey states that she not only felt comfortable with the idea of being a glassworker, but 

that she felt comfortable working with the men.  

 Ironically, it would be her male co-workers and classmates who she described as initially 

being uneasy, if not uncomfortable, in her presence: “The guys would kind of catch themselves 

with how they talked and stuff like that, at first, until they got to know us (Zoey and her sister). 

Then I was like, ‘Let it fly. I can take it’.” This was clearly not the type of work environment that 

the new summer employee desired or hoped to foster. Zoey provided another account where she 

decidedly encouraged her co-workers to be comfortable with her being there: 

Oh yeah, there’s definitely a few times—you know if someone says something that’s 

kinda, like, you can turn it into a dirty joke or something like that—one of the guys 

would, like, start to say it and then they’d bite their tongues because I was standing there. 

And I would intentionally, like, say it for them: “I know what you’re thinking, so I’ll say 

it out loud”. So yeah, and I’ve told them, too, and everybody I’ve worked with at the 

shop knows because I told them all, “Say what you want. It’s not gonna bother me. At the 

same time, if you offend me or you say something that I don’t like I will tell you. I’m not 

gonna blow up at you because how are you gonna know what I don’t like if I don’t tell 

you first.” And they’re like, “You sure?” and I’m like, “Well, yeah. Say whatever you 

want. You not gonna know it offends me until it does, and I’ll let you know.” So yeah, 

they’ve actually listened to that, so they’re [now] like, “We can say what we need to and, 

whatever, and if it bothers her she’ll let us know.” And it doesn’t…nothing really bothers 

me. If they say something I’m like, “Hey could you maybe not say that—at least when 

I’m around?” They’re like, “Oh yeah, sorry.”  
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During the course of the interview, Zoey made a total of five such references where she 

explained that she encouraged her male co-workers or classmates not to “hold” or “bite their 

tongue(s)” in her presence. She would also describe how her male co-workers no longer found it 

necessary to “bite their tongue(s)” because they learned she would likely not be offended. In 

other references, Zoey indicated that men who had once been “biting their tongues” in her 

presence now felt sufficiently comfortable in speaking as they had previously done, with no 

(verbal) holds barred.  

 As Zoey explained, she has drawn a proverbial line in the sand in that, if necessary, she 

has decided to address any conversation she deems inappropriate from her co-workers. When 

asked if she had ever confronted a male colleague about something he said, she surmised that she 

had only done so once or twice because “like I said, not a whole lot bothers me.” In the only 

incident Zoey recollected needing to address, she confirmed that the offending person(s) quickly 

apologized. Zoey, in turn, followed her self-prescribed policy by granting a warning to the verbal 

offender: “…I was like, ‘It’s the first time you’ve said it. So, of course, you didn’t know. Now 

you do.” 

 In only one area of Zoey’s work or school life does she appear to have something of an 

unreconciled challenge. She described the individuals involved in the “matter” (and refused to 

describe the situation as a problem). The men are external to her shop, and she labeled them as 

“outside guys”. Zoey notes that these men are usually from outside the field. According to her, 

they also tend to be older (“in their 60’s”), with long careers in the trades or in their occupational 

fields. Also, as Zoey indicated, these men are also not accustomed to working with women. She 

explained that when certain of them who fit this profile (but not all) visit their shop, they tend to 

be a “little abrasive” with her and show a degree of “apprehension” in dealing with her: 
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I’ve brought it up to them, to people before. To me—it doesn’t bother me. I understand 

they’ve been doing this for a long time and they’re not used to being around women in 

this career. That’s fine. To me, it doesn’t bother me…as long as you’re not bad-mouthing 

me or anything like that, it’s fine….But there’s few times when it’s been like 

(pause)…could give me a little leeway sometimes but otherwise, most of the time I just 

brush it off and go find something else to do…because usually it’s the ones that are 

outside the field and come into our shop and they’re all inside for like an hour or 

something like that. So, I spend…It’s not like spend… [not] be in contact with them very 

often. So, I think that’s another reason why it’s that abrasiveness--is still there because 

they haven’t gotten to know who I am and what I can do.  

Zoey was asked how she defined “abrasiveness” as it related to her dealings with these men who 

visit the shop. She responded: 

Um, most of it is actually like, kind of like…I don’t want to say being ignored, but being 

looked around. So, let’s say you had a question about something, and I was standing next 

to a guy, they would go to the guy. They wouldn’t come to me or…they acknowledge 

that I’m there. They acknowledge my existence. They’re not doing anything like that. But 

if they have a question about something they go to the guy versus going to me even 

though…even in a case where the person that they asked will come up to me because 

they don’t know the answer and I know the person. I’ve worked with the other person 

longer. So, they know, and so they’ll, like, “Oh, hey, what was the answer to this 

question because he was asking?” You know. I give the answer. Then the same person 

would do the same thing so, it would almost be like they wanted an in-between and didn’t 

want to come directly up to me and ask me questions kind of a thing.  
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In response to these situations Zoey explained (at least five times) that she either “brushes” them 

off, takes them lightly, or that “it doesn’t bother me”. She also twice added that she would not 

label these interactions as “disrespectful” stating that she felt the word was “really intense” a 

descriptor for the situation. She would, however, describe the matter as “kind of like, I’d guess 

I’d say annoying.” She went on to say: 

Like, especially if you’ve asked...if that abrasive person asks somebody else three 

questions and that person came to me and I give all three answers and they continue to do 

it. It becomes like, “Okay dude, just come talk to me.” Like it’s just almost annoying, 

not…I don’t see it as disrespectful. Like, that’s just not how I view things…yeah, just 

more of an annoyance. Just get over yourself and just ask me a question. I’m not gonna 

bite…I’m not gonna… 

Although Zoey categorized this situation as something of an “annoyance”, she showed no signs 

of being deterred or, even, remotely discouraged from pursuing her goal of becoming a 

glassworker. Ultimately, she envisioned having a long-term relationship with her union, her job, 

and with “the helping environment” of which she genuinely appeared pleased to be a part.  

Miranda 

I know I'm a hard worker. I know I show up. I know I give it my all. 

                      ---Miranda 

 Miranda is the only other participant in this study who, like Zoey, is both in a registered 

apprenticeship program and working in the glass field. Her area of specialization, however, is 

different from her fellow glassworker, in that Miranda is a glazier. Whereas Zoey labors inside 

an enclosed space or shop, Miranda and her co-workers are outside and inside installing glass in 

and on commercial spaces throughout the large city where she lives and works. Miranda 
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explained that she had no preference for a job that keeps her inside or outside, just as long as she 

could remain “up and active.”  

 While Miranda was working as a landscaping professional she posed a question online 

asking for ideas for career options she might consider. One of her friends suggested she consider 

being a glazier, and that advice set Miranda on the road to life as an apprentice in the field. 

Ultimately, that good advice led Miranda to work she said she enjoys doing and it led her to 

people she likes working with, as well.  

A Rather Longer Winding Road 

 Miranda’s path to apprenticeship took a considerably more circuitous route than that of 

her glassworker colleague. The glazier-to-be began her employment in approximately 2016, but 

was first hired as an industrial worker. As Miranda explained, the industrial worker position is 

considered “…the bottom, bottom of the totem pole.” She stated that despite the lower worker 

status, individuals who are hired as industrial workers are often still able to gain their 

apprenticeship statuses right away. Unfortunately, a rapid acceptance into school would, 

however, not be Miranda’s story. Her company, which was responsible for determining who 

would be awarded the apprenticeships, had not chosen her even after one year of employment 

(the “unspoken” deadline for admitting an employee into the program). Fearing the worst, 

Miranda sought an explanation from her boss on more than one occasion as to her status with the 

company as a potential apprentice. She stated that she would not have been able to continue 

working in her current low wage-earning position for an additional year. Miranda recalled some 

of the inner conversations she was having at the time, as well as some of the other dialogues she 

engaged in with colleagues about the status of her professional life:  
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...I mean, I know I'm a hard worker. I know I show up. I know I give it my all. And there 

were journeymen that I worked with that would tell me how it was pathetic that I didn't 

have my apprenticeship yet, and that they should really give it to me. So, that was 

reassuring. I knew it wasn't me (laughs)…was kind of just a decision. I had to wait for an 

answer, I guess, a little longer than some people.  

Miranda would also question whether or not she needed to seek employment with another 

company within the union to gain her apprenticeship because, as she once contended, “I’m not 

waiting here forever (laughs).” When Miranda was ultimately awarded an apprenticeship 

position she was then able to begin her education, attend class two days per month, and work in-

field with the other 11 glaziers on her current crew. Before doing fieldwork, Miranda worked in 

the shop with one other woman. Her female co-worker, who eventually became shop foreman, 

taught her, to some degree, how to fabricate frames and do other tasks. When asked if it made a 

difference having another woman with her in the shop, she responded, “No, not really. We’re all 

here to work and get home safe.” 

 Now, Miranda is the only female on her crew on the jobsite, and the only female in her 

class. Earlier in the year there had been 40 workers. She added that some of these male co-

workers:  

“…just got hired—ugh, makes me mad (laughs), but just got hired like six months ago 

and just got their apprenticeship, so…(sigh) Yeah, I mean, what do you do? I don't think I 

like to think it wasn't anything to do with me being a woman or anything. It’s like, I 

mean, I would sure hope that wasn't the reason (laughs). 

Despite the less-than-preferred route Miranda has taken to gaining a glazier apprenticeship 

position, she has been clearly pleased with her chosen profession that has somehow also, 
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literally, chosen her. When asked about how she manages the dichotomy of work and school life, 

she explained that school is “good”; however, consistent with her strong tactile learning 

preference, Miranda favors working in the field above staying in the classroom. In her 

estimation, she comprehends more on the job because she is able to “watch by, learn by example, 

or just [understand by] working side-by-side with somebody doing it.” 

When in Rome…  

 When the researcher asked Miranda about her experiences at work, she states that 

“…everybody’s awesome. Everybody’s really accepting, like, nobody’s judgmental.” She then 

explained that her early work environment was not unlike the first days Zoey and her sister 

experienced in their shop. Miranda’s male co-workers were also not comfortable when she was 

nearby. Miranda notes that co-workers “would kind of walk on eggshells around me because 

they don’t, like, want me to…be uncomfortable or anything.” She further explained that guys are 

often “BS-ing”, but that she grew up with brothers and felt comfortable enough to “give it right 

back (laughs)”. The researcher asked Miranda what changed that she no longer needed to walk 

on eggshells: 

(Laughs) Yeah, I don't know, I guess it's just happened… I mean, conversation, like, 

(softer voice) “Oh, you're not offending me” or whatever. I mean, I told the guys, like, 

right away when I started, “Hey, you know, if I'm doing something wrong don't hesitate 

to let me know. You're not gonna hurt my feelings, you know, I have pretty thick skin. 

So, if there's anything you see that I'm doing, but I’m doing it wrong, or you have a better 

way of doing it like just…just things in general…I’m like, don't be afraid to tell me.” I 

said, “If I had thin skin I wouldn't be in this field”, you know (pause)…not that I have to 

be super tough or anything like that, but just…I mean some of the things I feel like a lot 
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of females would just be like, “Oh my gosh!”, and just really taken aback by it. It's just 

like, “Whatever!”, you know, it's not a big deal. “Just relax.” (Laughs). 

Miranda, like Zoey, was apparently aware and empathetic to the plight of her co-workers who 

were noticeably ill-at-ease in her presence, causing a drastic shift the workspace dynamics. At 

the same time, Miranda surmised that her male colleagues believed that they were responsible 

for making her feel uncomfortable because of the things they said or did. For this reason, they 

treated her gingerly. Their response meant for Miranda that she was somehow labeled as 

different or the “other”—a title and position she certainly did not want to hold. As a result, 

Miranda became proactive. She took the initiative to make a series of statements: she explained 

to her co-workers that she is not easily offended by their conversations; she made it clear that she 

is open to their professional critiques; and she contended that she is not unlike them. Miranda 

also clearly wanted to differentiate herself from what she deemed the more typical woman who 

does not tend to have the “thick skin” that she does:  

I don’t know--just like the constructive criticism stuff and just some of the language. I 

mean, it doesn't bother me at all, but I could see some women get offended by somebody 

dropping the F-bomb all the time, right, you know, I mean like...oh, it doesn't bother 

me….And I just dish it right back (laughs).  

By her own admission, Miranda ultimately found place and community by fitting in with the 

men, and also by holding her own with those same men with whom she became a part. In light of 

all that she was accomplishing, when she was asked what it meant to her to be a female glazier 

apprentice, Miranda replied, “I mean…I'm proud of what I do. Like, when I tell somebody what 

I do for a living they're like, ‘No way, no way!” Not only are people seemingly taken aback 

because Miranda is a female working in her chosen professional, but they are surprised because 
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of her appearance. She is not who people expect her to be in another way. Miranda explained 

that when she is working she looks just like one of the guys, replete with a tee-shirt, baggy pants, 

and steel-toed shoes. Yet, Miranda describes herself as a true “girly girl”, meaning she enjoys 

being able to “dress up and look nice”. 

Personal Life 

 When it comes to what she does for a living, Miranda states without hesitation, “I look 

forward to going to work every day.” She also looks forward to finishing school and then 

working full-time because, as she explains, the two days that Miranda is in school are two days 

that she does not get paid. Once she graduates, she will automatically be promoted to 

journeyman and receive a pay increase. Miranda said that then she and her boyfriend, who is a 

journeyman working in the same industry, can enjoy more of the things they like. What are those 

preferred things? Miranda answered this question in response to an inquiry about her envisioned 

future or goals beyond graduation. She indicated only one thing—because she and her boyfriend 

enjoy scuba diving, they would like to one day have a home in a tropical locale. When prompted 

by the researcher, Miranda discussed the relationship that she has with her boyfriend, who has 

been a journeyman for ten years. They met when they worked together on a jobsite. She 

discussed some of the benefits of having him in her life: 

So, if I have questions, you know…I don't have to go to one of the guys that work, and 

feel like, “I feel kind of stupid for asking this question. But how does the system work?” 

or, you know, I can ask my boyfriend. He's generally pretty…pretty understanding...I 

mean, he tells me stuff that I need to know. Or you know, I'll come home, he’ll buy me 

tool like a tool that…“Oh, I just bought myself one of these, so I figured I’d get you one, 

too.” “Oh, alright. Cool!” (Laughs). 
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Miranda confirmed that the relationship that she has with her boyfriend is an overall supportive 

one that is beneficial to her personally and professionally. She felt that when he bought her a tool 

that he knew would help her at work it was, undoubtedly, a romantic gesture on his part. 

 Miranda also reinforced how much she appreciated constantly learning new things. On 

one hand, Miranda adds that she feels comfortable asking questions on her jobsite, but, on the 

other hand, there are some instances she states that she may not. These feelings, however, appear 

to be related to her sense of competence in a particular situation: “I don't get embarrassed about 

stuff like that [asking questions]. But I mean, obviously, there's some things—it's like, and I feel 

like, “Uh, I should know this (laughs).” Despite the fact that Miranda feels there are areas of her 

work where she does not yet have clear understanding, she indicated that she felt supported at 

work. She emphasized that everyone she works with is “helpful [and] accommodating”. Miranda 

contends that she is not out to prove that she is “this macho girl”, but that if she needs assistance 

lifting something, for example, she will ask for help and her co-workers gladly come to her aid. 

At times, Miranda’s story appeared to parallel Zoey’s, to some degree. She, too, described some 

of the older guys who are “stuck in their ways of how they want things done” and how they insist 

on doing the lifting for her. In response to their actions, Miranda stated, “I totally understand 

that. I just sit back, respect what they want to do.” Other guys on her job have an opposite 

perspective on her ability to do her job: “Hey, Miranda, get in here and help us.” Miranda clearly 

prefers the second approach: 

I mean, I'm always willing to be there and I mean, not just to help, but even to help, like, 

to guide things, too, so that way they don't feel like I'm just standing there waiting for 

direction. I hate that—when people are doing that. It's like, “Okay, you've been doing this 

long enough. You should know what the next step is.”, you know. So, I think that's 
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something that I really picked up on early was realizing what's the next step for 

something else and there's definitely a few people that I work with that still don't get it 

(laughs). And it's like, “How long have you been here?” (laughs) 

As Miranda would constantly affirm, it was imperative to her that she know how to do her job, 

that she work hard at it, and that she not get different or special treatment simply because she is a 

female. He added that she looked forward to finding ways to continue to stay physically active 

and mentally astute for the duration of her professional career.  

Autumn 

Knowledge is unisex. It’s not [just] for certain people.  

Knowledge is knowledge. 

 

      ---Autumn  

 Autumn, by personality and approach, possessed a strong disposition toward the 

philosophical. This tendency did not, however, diminish her ability to descriptively convey the 

practical aspects of her story. She was undeniably introspective and plain-spoken about her sense 

of reality as it pertained to her education, her occupational program, her own life, the lives of 

those within the greater society. In essence, her straightforward demeanor would prove to be the 

source of seemingly unfettered conversation, overall.  

 Autumn is studying to be a welder. She attends a program in a public career and technical 

education college in a mid-sized town and is “one of only a few females” among the several 

welding classes offered by the institution. Early in the conversation, she described herself in a 

way that is similar to Zoey: “…the first time I started I was quite small”, she adds. Autumn goes 

on to discuss the physicality of welding metal for both men and women, but especially when one 

possesses a frame like hers: 
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You know, I'm a very short person and at the time when I started, I didn't have a lot of 

muscle on either. So, there were things that were difficult, you know. As a welder, I'm 

not going to lie to you, I am floating around metal all day. You know, there's certain 

processes that you have to take, like cut your metal, you have to clean it, and then while 

you're cleaning it, you're having to drag it to a different location. So, it is grueling work 

and, you know, when I first started I wasn't very compatible with it. 

Autumn further explained how she determined to address her lack of physical “compatibility” 

with her newly chosen career in two ways: for one, she gained weight, which was a shift from 

being what she self-described as “quite tiny”. Second, she decided it was imperative to “start 

working on my muscles”. Despite Autumn’s initial struggles to successfully perform the duties 

of a welder and combat what she describes as the “grueling” nature of the work, she got stronger, 

more skillful, and discovered that “…welding is very fun.” She further explained that during the 

course of her instruction that many of her male classmates became discouraged and left. Autumn 

stated that she had decided not to let school “break my spirit. You know, even though everything 

is tough, you know, things aren’t supposed to come easy in life, right?” 

The Road Less Traveled  

 Autumn was one of several participants in the study who had previously earned her 

bachelor’s degree at a four-year institution. She is also one of several women in the study who 

reported that she had either considered, or had been enrolled in a different non-traditional CTE 

program than the one in which she was presently enrolled. In Autumn’s case, she was an 

individual “with a passion for cars” and she “at least wanted to get some maintenance sense”, so 

she followed her interests and enrolled as an automotive technology student at a different 

institution. She explained an incident that happened in her class one day: 
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I remember I had said something regarding how difficult it was …something like that, 

and then one of my male classmates, he was like, “Then quit. Just don’t do it. If you have 

a problem, then maybe you shouldn’t be here.” That was one of the things that gave me 

drive to keep going. I never thought about quitting in the first place, but, you know, 

things like that really, really convinced me that I should really stay strong and complete it 

to the end.  

When asked if the impetus for leaving the program was this incident with her classmate, Autumn 

responded with an unequivocal “no, not at all…” In fact, Autumn would report that the personal 

dynamics of the class improved over time, and that her experience in the automotive technology 

program became such that “they kind of warmed up to me, you know, and started treating me 

like family.”  

 Autumn, like Miranda, was among several of the participants who reported instances 

where people appeared genuinely surprised or in disbelief when they were told that the woman in 

front of them was student or employee in a non-tradition career:  

…I meet a lot of people. When they ask me what I do and I say, “welding”. They said, 

“Really, are you sure? She does welding?” There’s a lot of those comments. I actually 

had an experience like that—he was a grown man. He's probably in his 40s or so and he 

was flabbergasted. It will be fine to know that I'm actually one of the best students there. 

So, you know… a lot of times people just judge me based on how short I am or things 

like that--you know, “Oh, a girl! She can’t possibly do this. She can't possibly do that.” 

You know, and there's been a lot of situations like that. But it doesn't matter. It really 

doesn’t.  
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Throughout the interview, Autumn consistently affirms that she is undeterred by people who 

question or challenge her abilities or her rights because of her gender, race, or any other factors 

that she strongly contends are irrelevant. She asserts that such incidents of inequity, 

discrimination, or sexism never discourage her. They actually have the opposite effect since she 

states, “[I] love doing things people told me that I can’t do.” It was not surprising that Autumn 

would contend that knowledge is both universal and unisexual, and that it transcends all things 

external, to include societal expectations.  

Woman on Fire   

 Autumn attributes much of her personality and her overall sense of resilience and fair 

play to her Caribbean upbringing. She often spoke in terms that describe female and male equity 

as the leveling of the playing field (e.g., “I can do this because you can do that.”). Autumn also 

expressed her limited tolerance for people who she felt were guilty of narrow-mindedness. These 

are people whose modus operandi, in her opinion, is one of business-as-usual, where an 

individual never ventures beyond the parameters of their familiar world:  

…I guess, you know, somehow, I’m seen as, “Oh, you're so mean.” I get that a lot. I think 

it's funny. There's a lot of times men and boys have said a lot of things to me. They said 

whatever they felt was on their mind, so why can't I, right? (laughs). It’s ridiculous. I'm 

very quick to shut people down, as well. Yeah, you know, I've been worried about it 

recently. Maybe I shouldn’t be so quick to shut people down, but I find that I don't like to 

deal with a lot of nonsense, either. And I think that's thanks to a lot of my upbringing and 

my mother and my family, as well…I don't like to deal with people who, as I said earlier, 

are content staying in one state of mind their entire lives. I can never understand it really. 
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So, I think it contributes to that, as well. My family's Caribbean. So, I think, Oh, 

nope…So, yeah I do not, do not, do not, do not, like to deal with any foolishness. 

In the above excerpt, Autumn stands firm that she feels comfortable being viewed as the person 

who is often called “mean” by numerous people in her sphere. She adds that this critique of her 

is even humorous because it represents, at least in part, another means by which women are 

judged harsher than men. Soon after that statement, she appears to withdraw from her stance, to 

some degree. She confessed that she had begun to feel conflicted about how people perceived her 

as the person who is “so quick” to “shut down” what she deems as “nonsense”. Ultimately, 

however, Autumn concluded her conversation on the matter by once again stating how she finds 

it extremely difficult to tolerate “foolishness”.  

 What Autumn appears to be particularly impressed by and supportive of, however, are 

women who are willing to follow the non-traditional career path. She shared some of her views 

on the subject about those women and about women, in general: 

…But when I meet females who actually want to do something that's quite challenging, 

you can tell that they have a lot of spirit. A lot of ones that I've met, you know, they don't 

like to be bossed around, or they're all very fiery.  

At the request of the researcher, Autumn would further define what it meant to be fiery: 

… I think women, in general, are quite fiery--a lot of us are. You know, even, those who 

are shy, or I guess I could say, soft. You know, deep down, we've all got this fiery spirit. 

I'd like to say, you know, sometimes it just causes for certain situations to make us that 

way. But our hard trades—the women that I know in these difficult trades mostly held by 

men—they are fiery all the time…So, yeah, yeah, you know, especially when dealing 

with people like that, you know, I think you do need to be headstrong. You need to be 
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fiery. You do need to have a certain mindset to deal with people like that. You need to 

know what you want. You need to be determined to do it…whatever it takes. And you 

definitely need to be able to not let other people walk over you. And I think this is true 

for the welding situation, but especially when you're in the field surrounded by men. You 

know, there's lots and lots of situations where, for whatever reason, they decided to 

trample on you for being a woman in that field. So fiery is just a short, you know, short 

word for the for the personality traits that they would need be able to handle…to really 

deal with it, to thrive in it. So yeah, I definitely would say that a lot of the women that 

I've met in these types of trades are very fiery. 

Ironically, the strongly opinionated individual who considered women, and especially women in 

non-traditional careers, to be nothing short of “fiery”, is also, by her own admission not overtly 

social. Autumn would be the first of several women interviewed who would describe herself as 

“introverted”, “shy”, or “not very social”, and as one who is doggedly determined to have her 

own way when she makes up her mind.  

The Crisis  

 For all of Autumn’s sheer inertia and grit, she eventually faced a challenge that she was 

not certain she could withstand. What ultimately brought her education to a near screeching halt 

was the global pandemic due to COVID-19. At first, it was the cause for the complete closure of 

her technical college and of many schools and businesses in March 2020. At the time of the 

interview, Autumn had not been in the classroom and lab for approximately two months. It was 

apparent that she had been working to mentally process her academic status and her emotions, as 

well. Prior to the pandemic, Autumn had taken the initiative to work ahead of the established 

course curriculum, she also read additional materials to position herself with as much of a head 
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start as possible: “…And here the situation came”, she explained, “and then kind of unraveled all 

of that.” She added that one of the reasons she was so upset was that at the advent of the 

pandemic “kind of, I felt like my work, my efforts were kind of in vain…and I was almost 

done.” Autumn also discussed her concerns about navigating what would soon be her 

institution’s move to makeshift on-line instruction—a consideration she found particularly 

challenging in its ability to effectively provide the instruction she felt she needed. She described 

herself as presently feeling “pretty distraught” over her predicament because she was not sure 

what was going to happen. She would also say shortly afterwards that she has since “calmed 

down a bit” and that she had decided to “wait and see which direction it will go.” Autumn asserts 

that, ultimately, that she had reason to possess an “underlying hope” because she has gained 

many skills and has several career options because of her multiple credentials. She contends that 

“I will persevere. That’s just how it is…” At last report Autumn was still awaiting the re-opening 

of her institution.  

Hope 

I want them (my children) to see me and know that they need to work for what they have,  

and, you know, put effort, and give it their all and stuff 

 

        ---Hope 

 Family was a central theme in Hope’s narrative. Zoey previously described how she 

benefited from having family support and, specifically, from having the aid and attention of her 

father in their shared workplace. Hope’s family-centric narrative was focused on her goal of 

finding a means to successfully provide for her two young sons. Hope was a pseudonym 

assigned to this participant prior to the interview, but her name appears to be one that is 

particularly providential in light of her story.  
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 Hope has been studying to be a heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) 

technician. Her program lasts nine months and she was nearing the end of her instruction when 

the COVID-19 pandemic caused her institution to cease its operations. She explained that many 

of the internships that students would normally have been assigned, allowing them the 

opportunity to gain instruction while working in the field, had been cancelled. Although Hope 

had completed some internship assignments, she explained that the institution had to “basically 

write off all the hours that we needed.” After graduation, she noted, it would then be time to 

search for a job. Graduation was timed to occur even as the global pandemic was still underway.  

 The HVAC program, Hope explained, is designed to ensure that the majority of the work 

experience is gained through hands-on learning after graduates are hired. These new employees 

rely heavily on fieldwork to provide the brunt of their learning by “kind of getting tossed into it”. 

When asked how she felt about starting her career, Hope indicated that she was “Very nervous. 

(laughs) I'm so nervous…I'm getting every day that passes closer to graduation I just get so much 

anxiety and, like, pressure…” When asked what her biggest concern was, she said: 

Um, just like, not knowing what to do. We have nine months of training and they've, like, 

drilled everything they can into our heads, and it's been so much information. It's 

impossible to grasp it all. Um, and, like, it's impossible to teach someone everything you 

need to know in nine months. So, even all the stuff that I've learned, I've come so far in it. 

I know once I get out in the field I'm like, it's still not gonna be enough…And so, that's 

kind of nerve wracking—just being able to keep up and learn and do it and, like, I'm a 

single mom and, like, it is the male-dominant thing. They're used to men who can come 

and work whenever you tell them to work, and work as long as you want them to work 
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and I just can't. And so, I get nervous about how, like, being able to have that work and 

life balance, like finding an employer that will, you know, see that's what I need.  

As mentioned, Hope is a single parent who is the sole care provider for her two school-age sons, 

ages four and eight. She shared that prior to starting school, she had been employed in the field 

of accounting. Unfortunately, her work hours had been “interfering with childcare” and the 

matter had become the source of conflict with her employer. She added that she had also 

previously vied for several jobs that turned her down because her life schedule was not 

conducive to the hours the potential employer needed her to work. Those experiences apparently 

resonated with Hope as she considered the potential barriers she might face entering into her new 

HVAC program. In at least three instances, she reiterated the concern that, because of childcare 

needs, she would be unable to keep comparable hours with the many men who at times work the 

industry-standard 60-hour per week schedule. 

Providence Awaits  

 The story of how Hope ultimately enrolled in an HVAC school could be interpreted as 

something of a serendipitous occurrence. Her account of these events began with her explanation 

that it took her two years to eventually “hunker down and just decide to do it.” She had been 

working in the aforementioned job (the one that conflicted with her childcare needs). By Hope’s 

own admission, she had grown relatively comfortable in her accounting position, despite the 

family scheduling challenges. At the same time, she was fearful of trying something new, 

especially since she was already working in one occupation that she disliked. What if she 

disliked HVAC, too? She shared how the back-and-forth nature of her considerations was 

nothing short of “nerve-wracking”. As she remained unhappy with one job, she attempted to 

rationalize why she should not pursue another one in the HVAC field: 
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I've already been through college once and still have all those student loans and I'm like 

“What if you just go through this and it's just like another thing that you don't use and 

you spent all this money and, like, you have a career, you might as well just stick to it. 

You know, like it's solid, you know you can do it.”  

The inner conversations continued, even as Hope struggled to decide on the best course of 

action. Eventually, it would take what Hope would describe as a fateful event for her to believe 

that she received the insight and the answer she needed:  

…I ended up breaking my arm on my commute to work. I crashed my bike and broke my 

arm. And then I couldn't work. The doctor was like, “I don't want you going to work 

because you commute on your bike and you can't ride right now.” And so, I ultimately 

did lose that job because of the arm and then needing surgery. And then, it was kind of 

like I got unemployment from that, and got approved for worker training. And, like, all 

this stuff just kind of like fell into place and kind of just lined up perfectly. And I'm like, 

“You know, you might as well do it. I really think it's just…it's kind of a now or never 

thing.”, you know… 

Ironically, when Hope broke her arm, and subsequently lost her job, this turn of events, in her 

estimation, was nothing short of a sign pointing toward the need for a change for the better. She 

added that when she began school her arm was still broken and “screwed together and stuff”. 

This sudden and, seemingly, unfortunate series of events would in reality provide Hope with the 

positive momentum she needed to make the decision to enroll in the HVAC program.  

 As was the case with Autumn, Hope also earned a post-secondary credential. In light of 

her hesitation to leave her accounting job, she explained how she began her career in accounting. 

When asked if she had liked accounting, she replied:  
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No, um, (laughs) I went through school the first time and, like, it was kind of just out of 

necessity. I couldn't get anyone to hire me. I made some bad choices in life. I hadn’t 

worked for three years. Um, I was homeless. I was pregnant. I was a recovering addict, 

and I'm like,” Man, I really need to get my life together. And I need to do something, you 

know, and I don't want to be a bad mom and all that.” And so, um, I found this program 

and it was like a short program. It was like 18 months. It was the shortest program I could 

find for business technology and accounting. And I was like, “Shoot. Just do something, 

man. You got to get hired somewhere.” And I went through it and I don't like accounting, 

but I am so just grateful for that school. Like, my teachers were awesome. They, like, 

took like some homeless person off the street and made me into a professional and told 

me how to dress, and act, and talk and, like, be a hireable person. And so, like, it was just 

a really good experience. 

It is this “really good experience” in the program that Hope enrolled in that enabled her to garner 

the assistance and support she needed to change her life. Although she had no personal 

aspirations or interest in the accounting field, Hope was clearly interested in and determined to 

pursue a career that had the potential to help her change her life’s trajectory. She sought a 

paradigm shift in her situation for herself and her soon-to-be born son, and she got it. 

The Downs, and (Then) the Ups  

 When asked about her experiences at school as a student in the HVAC program, Hope, 

who, is the only female in her entire school, explained that, at first the work was “very hard”. 

She elaborated by confessing “I had kind of a few meltdowns…” and that she wanted to quit the 

program and considered going back to accounting. She explained that everything about the 

HVAC instruction was novel to her: “…I didn’t know what a hammer was when I first joined. 
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That’s how I felt…” She expressed that it was also difficult making friends when she began and 

that she did not feel that her instructor was comfortable with her being there when she arrived. 

Similar to the experiences of Zoey and Miranda, Hope also reported that it was often the case 

that when she walked into the room, her male classmates would suddenly stop talking. Also, 

much like Zoey and Miranda, Hope sought to connect with her classmates and her instructor in 

the hopes of “getting people comfortable with me and just being like one of the guys...”. She 

announced to her classmates, “…And hey, I’m just a student, too’ type of thing.” Hope was also 

empathetic to the perspective of the class because she saw them as also walking in strange and 

unfamiliar territory: 

…but I think it (my presence) was kind of off-putting to people, and I feel like guys are 

kind of always scared of just another female being like a hashtag Me-too movement. You 

know, saying the wrong thing, or looking at you wrong, and I think they were nervous, 

you know, and I understand that. Like nobody was rude or mean to me. I think they were 

just, like, nervous and they didn't really know what to do with me. And, um, I was told 

that there was going to be another girl there. So, I looked for her for like two weeks. 

After two weeks, I'm like, “I'm the only one.” (Laughs). 

Hope explained that she wanted nothing more than “to blend in and just be like one of the 

students”, but she also knew that her difference was evident from the start. It also became clear 

that she would be the only female student there who had to navigate her uncomfortable 

environment. Hope added that her predicament was particularly surprising because “my whole 

family is just a bunch of guys…To me, it’s normal, but then, once I got here, I’m like ‘Oh well, 

other people don’t see that or feel that way or…other people are raised differently’.” Hope 
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described how classmates and others eventually overcame their sense of uncomfortableness 

around her:  

I didn't really do anything in particular. All I did was just consistently just be myself and 

like not get mad at them or point it out to them. I didn't demand that they treat me the 

same. I just, like, continuously would just go and if you know, like, that somebody made 

some kind of stupid like “your mama” joke—you know, it's like, “Don't get mad. Like, 

just laughingly show them like, no, it's fine.” You know, I'm not going to just jump down 

somebody’s throat, be offended. I befriended one of my classmates who sat right next to 

me and he helped a lot, too, because he got to know me. So, we got to be close. And so, 

when I was gone and the guys would be talking and saying something or if they would 

make a comment about me he'd be like, “No, dude, she's not like that. No, it's not like 

that. I know her.” So, I think that helped a lot to…having someone to kind of… I don't 

know, teach them. Maybe he taught them for me, and I didn’t have to do it (laughs). 

Hope, much like Zoey and Miranda, determined that she would not be the female who her male 

classmates would accuse of being easily offended by their conversations. She, too, encouraged 

the males around her to generally say what they wanted and to be themselves around her (Note: 

Zoey made some exception to the parameters of male conversation).  

 To aid in this venture to gain acceptance by her classmates, Hope received assistance 

from a classmate, who shall be referred to as Frank (a pseudonym). Hope is the only participant 

in the study who reported having someone like Frank, who might be described as a peer 

advocate or envoy, of sorts, but also as an undeniable ally. Hope explained how Frank acted as 

an unofficial male-female go-between, consistently working to facilitate relationship between 

Hope and her classmates. His role was often to assure his male friends that Hope was someone 
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who deserved to be liked and trusted. At the same time, Frank encouraged Hope to continue in 

the program, no matter how discouraged she sometimes felt: “…Frank—he was a huge help….I 

just kind of broke down to him…he literally would be like, ‘This is what you want to 

do!…You're going back to school on Monday!’… he kind of set me straight.” Frank’s steadfast 

support and Hope’s own resilience helped her academic and social life to eventually turn a 

much-preferred corner: 

…I mean, I have friends [now], I get along, you know, with everyone just as much as 

anybody else does, and I'm [a] good student. My grades are great. And so, it's gotten 

easier and finally gotten to a part where we'll be going and reading through the book, and 

it's like repeat stuff, or I'm like, “Oh, I already knew this.” It's not something new. Oh, I 

already knew how to do that. I'm like, “Thank God! It’s finally starting to come 

together!” (laughs). 

It was apparent that Hope considered Frank to be invaluable to her success as a student. Several 

times during the interview she expressed her on-going gratitude for his help, overall, and for his 

willingness and his ability to help her gain access to a seemingly impenetrable circle of friends. 

As Autumn, Miranda, and Zoey have each reported, their social and, often, academic lives were 

often most difficult to navigate at the onset. In time each woman stated that over time they saw 

their situations improve, oftentimes, drastically (“the downs, and [then] the ups”). Hope, like 

each of these women, would confirm that she, too, was able to eventually develop positive 

relationships with her classmates.  

 When Hope was asked what it meant to her to be a female working in the HVAC field, 

she replied “Not a whole lot honestly. Like, I understand I'm kind of like the minority… It wasn't 

about girl power. It was, ‘I’ve been unhappy doing what I'm doing’.” As stated earlier, Hope 
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sought a career that could provide the financial stability she desired, and a job that she would 

enjoy doing. Like Miranda, she preferred to stay busy, actively working with her hands. Hope is 

also similar to Zoey and Autumn in that she expressed previous interest in other careers that 

would be identified as non-traditional for women. Hope proposed what she thought was 

important to share with girls who might consider pursuing an HVAC career:  

Well, do you enjoy what you do? Do you enjoy working with your hands?...Then do it 

and…Who cares what all the technicalities are, type of thing… It doesn't mean a whole 

lot to me—oh, other than, “Hey, I'm gonna have a career that I'll enjoy.” That's cool. 

Home is Where the Heart Is  

 Hope’s conversation throughout the interview remained laser focused on her new career 

as it related to being a means to add positively to her own well-being and to that of her 

household. The researcher asked if she had ever considered what her sons thought of her career 

choice. Hope explained that she never had a “handy mom or dad”. She, however, liked the idea 

that her sons might be inclined to explore and fix things, versus just buying new items, and 

throwing away the old ones. She added:  

…I think that's what every parent wants--their kids’ kind of view them as a good role 

model. I want them to, like, see me and know that they need to work for what they have, 

and, you know, put effort, and give it their all and stuff… I want them to earn in their 

lives, whatever that may be…might be just earning like skills or happiness or whatever 

they…I don't want them to be like her dad, basically. They need a good role model. I 

want to be that one.  

Throughout the interview, Hope would underscore how critical it was she “be here for my kids”. 

Part of being available, in Hope’s estimation, meant that she needed a plan that would allow her 
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to compete with the men in her occupational field but not at the expense of her sons’ care. Her 

envisioned solution to the problem was to earn a sufficient income to purchase a three-bedroom 

home. Hope would hire a live-in nanny with “free room and board” and the nanny’s 

responsibilities would be relatively straightforward:  

All you gotta do is pick up my kids, you know, let me go on calls, or whatever, and let 

me have that help there. And those are like the big main goals. This is like what I want to 

do. This is what I’m focusing on doing. And then, at some point, I need to update my 

very old car (laughs)…that’s gonna be falling apart. 

Despite Hope’s professed anxieties about her future employability, she forged ahead by creating 

a plan and solution for her life that she believed was actionable. A home, a car with less wear on 

it than the 300,000 miles on her Toyota, and a person who she felt could assist her in the care of 

her children, was Hope’s goal, motivation, and biggest dream. During the time of the interview, 

she was to soon begin the first step in her search for the job that would hopefully get her there.  

Vanessa 

I found…being myself. I found out what I like [is] how much I can handle… I didn't know what 

interested me, and then welding came on and I finally feel content with where my life is going 

now, rather than confused, rushing, not knowing what to do. 

 

          ---Vanessa 

 Vanessa has short, bright, auburn-colored hair and long fingernails that one cannot help 

but notice each time her hands were within view. Each nail was individually, artistically rendered 

in shades akin to burgundy, burnt orange, or basic nude/off-white. Several, if not all of her 

decorated nails, were also embellished with crystals that shimmered in the light at times. Despite 

Vanessa’s seemingly high-gloss exterior of hair and nails, she, like Autumn and several of the 
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participants in this study, self-identified as shy, reserved, or someone who is an introvert. 

Vanessa is also learning how to be a welder.  

 At the time of the interview, Vanessa was a new student at her school. The institution is a 

post-secondary proprietary CTE school in her small town, which specializes in welding. When 

asked how she felt about her occupational field, she replied: 

It's very interesting. And like, I love it. It's hard. Actually, it's very hard, but for some 

reason, I'm really good at it. It comes naturally. It’s definitely very interesting. You never 

know what to expect and…. I love it. I mean, I love it…Because, mainly because, no one 

expects a girl to be able to do it. And I love the fact that I'm better than the guys. And it's 

just cool to me to be able to do that—burning metal, hot metal, all that. That is just 

interesting and it's something I didn't even know that existed like two years ago until I 

accidentally got enrolled in the class for it. And I just loved it. 

Thirteen times Vanessa stated (with a degree of exuberance on each occasion) that she either 

loved welding (“I love it”) or that she loved some element of the field that related to her interest 

(“I love school”). Like Zoey, Miranda, Autumn, and Hope, Vanessa also disclosed that she is a 

good student, seemingly, even to her own surprise. Vanessa continued by saying that she is not 

only a good student, but that she is better than the guys in her class. She added that she also 

“loved it” because she felt she superseded the societal expectations of her gender, which was a 

consideration that seemed to bring her particular joy.  

Two Chance Encounters  

 Just as Hope reported that she enrolled in her occupational program after a series of 

unexpected circumstances, so did Vanessa. There would, however, be a single incident for 

Vanessa—an error in her class schedule. Vanessa explained that her high school allowed 
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students to attend half-days at college, so she decided to enroll in a CTE program. That program 

was diesel mechanics. Like Autumn, Zoey, and Hope, Vanessa expressed an interest in 

additional post-secondary CTE careers prior to enrolling in her ultimate career field. When 

Vanessa arrived onsite for her first day in the diesel mechanics program she was duly informed 

that “Well, you’re enrolled in welding”. Upon hearing the news, Vanessa decided that she 

“might as well give it a shot” and she proclaims that she has loved welding since her first 

exposure to it. She also indicated that doing the work of a welder is not for the faint of heart:  

Oh, it gets very hot and sometimes I just think that “What if I'm not able to do it?” but I 

pretty much think I can, but it gets really hot, and most people won’t expect a girl to even 

want to be in that kind of environment. But I get burned and stuff all the time. Like, I’ve 

burns and stuff all over my arm, so, it's definitely not something you want to do if you’re 

a huge beauty person, but I love it.  

The heat, along with the burns Vanessa had “earned” so far from practicing her craft did not 

seem to diminish her resolve to continue welding. She also intimated that she was willing to 

“sacrifice” for the sake of doing the weld. Neither the multiple burns, nor the potential loss of 

ideal beauty were enough to discourage Vanessa from consistently proclaiming: “But I love it.” 

 Although Vanessa was on her first week at her new welding school, she was not new to 

being a welding student. In fact, she explained, “…I’ve been to three different schools, now.” 

Vanessa admits that at the first school “…I kinda messed up and I was missing days and I got 

kicked out, which was actually a good thing because I went on to a different school and learned a 

different type of welding…” The second institution where she was enrolled closed because of the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, so Vanessa decided to attend her third and current school for 

welding.   



 

118 

In the Classroom  

 Of all of the participants interviewed, Vanessa was the individual who was newest to the 

institution in which she was enrolled. Because of her past school experiences in other welding 

programs, she was, however, already experienced at being a minority female welding student 

among male classmates. In her current program of approximately 22 students, there was one 

other female student, who has been given the pseudonym Bryanna. When asked about her 

experience being one of two females in her program, Vanessa stated:  

…It was like in every single welding school I went to. (Pause) And, uh, it’s not too bad. I 

mean, guys are gonna be guys, always. I always just ignore them, tune them out. But it 

just goes on with me wanting to be different—because they're like, “Oh, she can weld 

better than us.” And I just like that. A girl can do better than them.  

Vanessa’s experience may be consistent with Autumn’s assertions of a pervasive mindset in 

society—one that consistently diminishes women’s abilities in numerous professional arenas. 

Vanessa stated that at the schools she attended, her male classmates were often vocal and 

opinionated about her presence. They tended to express their low expectations, doubts, and even 

scorn, regarding her potential, if not presence, as a welding student: “Um, oh, they’re always just 

like, ‘Well, she won't be able to go out there and do it anyway’.” Vanessa’s counter to such 

comments were: “And what they say doesn’t matter.” She added that, ultimately, she has proven 

her detractors wrong, and that she was and is, in fact, a better welder than they were. When asked 

what Vanessa meant about “guys are gonna be guys”, she elaborated: “…they're (men are) very 

vulgar, dirty, nasty-talking--talking like they hate females, and I just sit there and ignore it…but, 

I guess,…wild.” Although Vanessa had indicated that she tends to ignore her male classmates’ 

behaviors, the researcher inquired as to how it made her feel to hear their comments:  
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Uh, it's entertaining to me. It’s very funny…About a girl—“She broke my heart.” Then 

they’ll ask me, “You ever had your heart broken?” I'm like, “No.” I just kind of 

(pause)…I don't know… don't really fit in with their conversations. It’s because I'm a 

girl. 

Vanessa reported that, generally, men in her classes discussed women in a way that she 

considered disrespectful and inappropriate. Simultaneously, at least some of the men also shared 

their personal stories with her or spoke within earshot about their issues. Vanessa who described 

her demeanor as one that required that she “get used to people”, was not apt to join in on her 

classmates’ conversation. As she described herself—she is both an outsider and a “girl”. The 

researcher continued the discussion by asking about her female peer in class who would also 

have heard the male classmates’ conversations:  

Um, she actually just came back from a leave yesterday…I haven't really talked to her 

much, but I know she's the type that doesn't tolerate it. She will just walk out if she hears 

something she don't like, or she'll say something, but I'm just more of the…eh,…just take 

it with a grain of salt, or whatever they say. I know it isn't directed towards me, 

personally. 

As Vanessa explained, her female classmate, Bryanna, would openly disagree with the words or 

deeds of the male students. She would be apt to “just walk out”, Vanessa said, which she had 

done as recently as the day before Vanessa’s interview. “So, I don't agree with what they say”, 

said Vanessa, “but instead of leaving, I just stay. Just ignore them.” The tactic to “just ignore” 

male classmates’ comments, when needed, is an approach also echoed by some other study 

participants. Vanessa’s contention that she was not easily offended by the men’s conversations is 

a sentiment that was also shared by Zoey, Miranda, and Hope.  
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 Vanessa reported that her family expected her to go to college after graduating from high 

school. She would, however, choose to ignore following her family’s desires in pursuit of her 

own. Because of this decision, Vanessa would go on to say, “[I] had really disappointed a lot of 

people in my family because I was the top of my class and all that”. She explained about college 

by saying, “It just wasn’t for me.” Yet, Vanessa was apparently convinced that a career in 

technical education was a far better fit for her. She stated that once she learned about trade skills, 

the low cost of the education, and the shorter period of instruction that led to working in the field 

afterwards, she was determined to take that route for her life. She continued by describing 

another reason she loves welding:  

I don't know. I'm very different from my family and I grew up and (pause) I used to kinda 

get bullied about it. And I've always just been like, “Well it’s me--take-it-or-leave-it” 

kind of person. And I grew up and it’s still the same way. So, I love it because it sets me 

different from everyone else. Like, I don't want to live a life that’s typical and a lot of 

people in my family did. Like, I think I'm gonna be the first one going to college or trade 

and going off to work. A lot of them are just home bodies. 

Vanessa revealed that although she had a history of being bullied, she also reported that she 

maintained a sense of her own identity and self-worth by exerting her “take-me-or-leave-me” 

attitude. As she stated, she determined to embrace the idea of being different. It appeared that she 

was truly different and, perhaps, breaking ground in one additional area that was also significant 

for Vanessa’s relatives. She believed to be the first member of her family to pursue a post-

secondary education of any kind. 

 Unlike Vanessa’s household of “home bodies”, her goal is to pursue her career and work 

away from the town and state where she was reared. She indicated, “So, I've always wanted to 
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travel, and I just really enjoy being able to do things that a girl typically can't do. And you don't 

really see more girls out there, nor girls of color.” When asked how her family now feels about 

her being a welder, she explained that they now fully support her decision and are excited for her 

choices. There is, however, one person who is the exception:  

…I feel kinda empowered. And I feel like I can be a role model for other women who’ve 

been put down, and say they can't do a man's job, because I hear it all the time from my 

grandfather—that I should be a doctor or go to college and do something that's meant for 

a woman… 

Despite her grandfather’s career preferences for her, Vanessa has, seemingly, been undeterred by 

his comments, having felt confident that she found her place and, even, position of power as a 

woman of color who welds. She would also indicate that she believed that having more women 

welders and women of color would help draw other women. Women, in her estimation, could 

gain more career options, instead of working “…just typical nine to five, not happy. And you 

could find yourself kind of exploring different options like I kind of did.” Based on Vanessa’s 

assertion, she was asked if she had also found herself when she started welding: “Yes, I did… I 

found…being myself. I found out what I like, how much I can handle…” 

 Best of Both Worlds  

 Vanessa, who had previously been described according to her luxe-appearing nails and 

hair, was asked to revisit her notion that her chosen profession was not for those concerned with 

beauty. Her long nails, Vanessa contended, make her a better welder because she had learned 

long ago how to maneuver with them in daily life. Welding would be no different. She explained 

that she is able to keep them safely ensconced in welding gloves when she is working. The 

researcher asked her if she felt as if her hands felt like an expression of femininity:  
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Oh, well, yeah, it's kind of feminine. I, I mean as far as, if you don't want scars on your 

body and stuff. Well, I guess I am kind of stuck on beauty. I am…I am a girly girl. And 

then I'm not at the same time, ‘cause I get dirty. I go mudding and I ride 

wheelers…fishing. I actually have a fish tattooed on me. So, I don't know how to even 

explain myself… Oh no, I'm just, I don't know (laughs). Just me, I guess. 

Vanessa is one of two participants in the study (Miranda, being the other) who would also 

specifically describe herself as being a “girly-girl”. Vanessa also shared that she had varied 

interests outside of welding, blurring the societal lines in both her professional and private life 

regarding what constitutes femininity and masculinity. Like Zoey, Vanessa reported loving to 

fish and engage in other outside activities. She, like Zoey, also had a great interest in trucks, and 

one of Vanessa’s career goals reflected this: “I really want a truck. Oh yeah, I’m gonna get me a 

big-old, jacked-up truck…Then there’s probably…money, more financial stability and 

happiness.” Her goals for her life were straightforward: a job that allowed her to work and travel 

in a career she enjoyed and perhaps help other women. In addition, she wanted financial stability 

and a big truck.  

 In a follow-up conversation with Vanessa approximately two months later she was 

continuing her education at the welding school, even amid the Covid-19 pandemic. As far as 

welding was concerned, she still loves it.  

Jade 

I feel proud. I feel good about going to school and learning something, 

 and I think anybody would. So, that's inspiration enough for me. 

 

        ---Jade  

 Jade is a graduate of an automotive collision repair program that she attended at a public 

post-secondary CTE school in her area. She is employed in her occupational field at a chain 
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automotive store, and is working toward gaining her Automotive Services Excellence (ASE) 

certification. The ASE certification is an automotive industry standard credential established to 

assure the quality of workers in a variety of automotive-related areas (National Institute for 

Automotive Service Excellence, n.d.). Certification is a lengthy, detailed process that, like 

registered apprenticeship programs, requires hours of on-the-job training. Jade informed the 

researcher that in her field ASE rules mandate that she have a minimum of two years working in 

the field before she can become an ASE-certified automotive collision repair technician. Earning 

this certification was one of several of Jade’s goals.  

A Family Affair 

 Jade, like Zoey, had a personal connection to her career before she chose to pursue it. 

When asked what attracted her to the automotive collision repair technology field, Jade 

explained that her curiosity was sparked by a close family member: 

Really, my husband is really into cars and stuff. And whenever you first go in (to enroll 

in school), you actually get those four tests. You have to take them. I passed three of the 

four whenever I first started that class because I listened to him tell me about cars all the 

time, anyways. So, I decided to do, like, the auto repair. You know, like, the body stuff 

and he does the mechanical stuff and it gives us stuff in common. 

Jade and two other participants in this study are in school or have a career in the automotive 

field. Her focus, as she explained, is primarily on a vehicle’s bodywork and, often, its aesthetics 

(automotive collision repair), versus its mechanical functionality (automotive technology). Jade 

also indicated that the many conversations with her husband about vehicles significantly 

benefitted her, in that she passed three of the four tests required before entry to the program: “I 

think I was just brainwashed by my husband (chuckles)”, she added. She would, however, 
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continue to prove that she was a sufficiently competent and well-rounded student, in her own 

right. As a result, Jade would go on to be a representative of her school at the SkillsUSA state-

level championship. SkillsUSA describes itself as “a partnership of students, teachers and 

industry working together to ensure America has a skilled workforce” (SkillsUSA, n.d.). Its 

membership and participants boast more than 4,658 schools in 53 states and territories, and the 

organization has served more than 13 million members since its inception in 1965 (SkillsUSA, 

n.d.). Each year SkillsUSA hosts a series of competitions at the local, state, regional, and 

national levels. Jade described her experience when she attended the competition, which was 

held at a university: 

…Like. their shop was huge. It was two stories; they had like a balcony because they 

worked on semis there and stuff, too. So, it was like bigger than a vo-tech, you know. It's 

a real college, you know, that you're going to and you have all these judges that are cool. 

They work at, you know, body shops and stuff around the area and they're the ones that 

judge you. You can also ask them questions, and they can't tell you specific answers, like, 

[or] necessarily help you too much, but it's cool because you get to meet a whole bunch 

of people, and then they also tell you whether they want to hire you or not. You have to 

do interviews. 

Jade is one of two participants to report competing in a SkillsUSA competition (see Quinn’s 

story). Ultimately, she placed sixth out of 60 competitors in the written competition for her 

program. When she was complimented for her impressive outcome in the event, Jade said, “I just 

enjoy it. I feel, you know, it’s fun to learn stuff every day, especially if you actually, you know, 

enjoy it. You want to learn stuff.” The desire to continue learning and developing greater  
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proficiency in the field of study is a mindset indicative of the intrinsic desire for competence, 

which was apparent in each participant in the study.  

 When Jade was also asked what her experience was like when she told others she was 

pursuing her non-traditional career, she said, “I guess you do get people maybe questioning you 

like, ‘Are you actually going to do that?’…I think I've been accepted a lot. I probably got a 

better, you know--a good start, is how I feel.” Jade added that most of the questions about her 

career choice came mostly from family members. She explained that her previous jobs were 

female-typical ones (“restaurant jobs or something like that”): “…So, they probably didn't think 

that I might stick it through or something, you know”. Jade reported that in time everyone has 

been “pretty excited for me, and I get to show them the pictures and stuff all the time and they 

really enjoy it.” What Jade shares with her family are the “before and after” pictures of her 

work—older vehicles she has restored, vehicles she has rebuilt after they were in accidents, and 

other forms of vehicle repair. She further described the scope of her work: 

I’ve had to take them totally apart. Actually, I have been doing all suspension work, 

which is like really heavy—which is like your axel, what your tires are mounted to, and 

doing brakes—all that stuff, and it's not easy, but it's fun. I'm getting to learn all that 

stuff. If I broke down I could fix it, maybe. 

Jade’s name is added to the list of women (that includes Zoey, Autumn, Hope, Vanessa) who 

reported that they considered enrolling in a different non-traditional CTE program than the one 

they chose. Jade explained that she was “sold” on ‘the automotive stuff” because her husband 

was already working in the automotive field. She noted that in automotive collision repair she 

can still “get to do a lot of welding all the time”, which she enjoys.  
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A Different Type of Student  

 The public CTE institution (or vo-tech, as it has been historically named) that Jade 

attended may include relatively small populations of post-secondary CTE (adult) students 

mingled with larger numbers of secondary (high school-age) CTE students. Jade’s programs 

were structured in this way. When asked to describe her experience as a student, she stated, “It’s 

not only a hands-on learning; you learn a lot…I enjoyed it, though. It was fine competing 

because I was in class with them, you know, younger people. I'm older…” Jade indicated that 

she is in her 30’s. She has a 15-year old son and one who is younger. As she described her 

experience, it appeared she took on a role that went beyond classmate: 

…And I got to be in class with these teenagers and get them, you know, get them 

competing on, like, grades and stuff. I'd be like, “What did you make on your test?” You 

know, try to inspire them…to, you know, want good grades and stuff, too. That was fine 

because I have a teenager. (Laugh) 

Jade admitted, with a slight chuckle, that her young male classmates most likely felt intimated by 

her presence. She explained how she saw herself in the classroom as an encourager, a 

competitor, an accountability partner, and, perhaps, even a surrogate mother since she identified 

them as the approximate age of her oldest son. She indicated that when the boys did immature 

things in class, they were “…only dumb to each other..” and that they would do things typical for 

boys their age, like play pranks on one another. She posited that if anything her presence would 

“probably give the teacher a little bit of backup because there’s more mature people in the 

class…” 

 On two occasions, Jade described how she enjoyed the competitive nature of her job by 

describing it as “fun”. She would explain that “I think you also have to be able to, kind of, prove 
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yourself if you put yourself in that. You know, you can't say you want to work in a shop and also 

get your nails done every week (chuckles).” Jade sees nail maintenance as an impossible feat for 

someone who works in automotive collision repair. Unlike welders, like Vanessa, automotive 

collision repair workers do not necessarily have their hands covered to the same degree as her 

co-participant. Jade describes her justification for this statement: 

…I guess I would put myself in a tougher crowd because… my dad raised me and I had 

two brothers when I was growing up, and now I live with my husband and my two sons 

and I was the only girl. My husband and I have my two sons.” 

Jade was both explaining and emphasizing that she was capable of proving herself as someone 

who is competent in their field. Part of her description of this “proof” was that she was the 

product of a “tougher crowd”. Also, she asserted that she had a less than typical “female” 

backstory—having been reared by her single father, alongside her two brothers. Now, she is the 

mother of two sons. In her estimation, it has not, and it will not, suit her personal or work life 

that regular nail appointments are the order of the day, regardless of the day.  

 In addition to having extensive experience living with males at home and going to school 

with them, Jade is also the only woman on her job. She has indicated that she continues to feel at 

home in this type of environment: 

…I have a really good job. It’s a big-name place, and so, it looks really good on my 

resume. I could go anywhere I wanted because I really lucked out. Right out of school 

they job placed me from vo-tech. And I did my internship there, worked for free—for, 

like, 80 hours or something, you know, and went to school, still, and I really like where 

I'm at. So, I'll probably stay there for at least, I don't know, I’d say probably five, maybe 

longer…ten years. So, I have that on my resume permanently, you know. You know, it’s 
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not just one year, you know…“Why don't you last there that long?” You know, someone 

would see on a resume. So, I plan on staying there for five to ten years and then I would 

like to open up a shop with my husband, eventually.  

Jade would describe how fortunate she felt to work with “a really good group of guys…” She 

described them as men who “listen to Christian music and everybody’s married, and they’re just 

all really a good group.” She indicated that “one of them is a pastor” and that she “really lucked 

out” where she works. As she explained, Jade’s vision for her future circled back to her husband 

who was her first automotive instructor. They now share a dream of working together. 

 When Jade was asked what she thought about seeing more women potentially following 

in her professional footsteps, she replied, “I would tell them, just not to be scared to try 

something out, even if you are the only girl in the class.” When asked why she felt women might 

be afraid to try, she responded, “I think it can be intimidating to work with only men. It can be 

intimidating for a woman. I mean, it probably could even be uncomfortable.” Jade commended 

her Christian co-workers who she reported made her feel comfortable and welcomed in the 

workplace. She would also detail what she felt was important for girls and women to consider: 

when choosing a career: 

…And if you enjoy it, you shouldn’t…I guess you shouldn't let that part of the job factor 

(being the only female) affect what you might want to do. You know, and just try to stay 

competitive. That’s the best thing, you know...try to be better every day and enjoy what 

you do.  

Several times during the interview, Jade repeated her personal goals were to always improve her 

skills and overall aptitude, and to stay competitive in her field. She also asserted that enjoying 

one’s work is not only requisite, but also motivating. Other females, in her opinion, should set 
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similar life goals for themselves, and to not be deterred by social convention. It is this mentality 

that appeared to reflect why Jade seemed to be confident and satisfied that she is presently doing 

what matters most to her, and that she is well on her way to where she wants to one day be.  

Sophia 

And so, you know, [we] never grow up being compared to a guy—.  

except he's going to be smarter and stronger and faster, 

 and you're just…you're a girl, so it's fine.  

But it's not okay, because it's not true. 

      ---Sophia 

A 180-Degree Turn 

 Sophia is an agricultural welder. Although she shares an occupational field with Vanessa, 

Sophia’s job is in a specialized area of welding—one in which workers build farm equipment, 

such as wind machines and tree shakers. She explained that she and her co-workers ensure that 

these elaborate machines are “…soundly put together and don’t fall apart because those are, one, 

expensive; and two, very heavy. We don’t want that.” Sophia is a woman of words and she 

articulates her thoughts with precision, strength, and humor. She, like Autumn and Hope, 

attained a post-secondary credential prior to pursing her non-traditional career, and it was not 

surprising that Sophia’s degree was in the area of writing and linguistics. When asked to share 

her story explaining how she ultimately decided to pursue welding, she explained:  

I graduated in 2009, which is a long time ago, and I originally went to college for writing 

and linguistics and, you know, over the past decade, I found that that really didn't bring 

up anything worth-while. I was working minimum wage jobs and customer service. I 

hated it. So, I decided if I go back to school. I'm gonna do something super different and 

then I turned 28 and I was, like, “My time is coming up and I need to do something 

different.” So, I just, you know, dove headfirst into a welding program local to me, and 
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here I am. And I absolutely love working with my hands and using tools and building 

something and I wish I had done it sooner.  

Sophia’s determination to pursue “something super different” resulted in a career that was, 

without a doubt, an extreme departure from her liberal arts education, and from the low wage- 

earning positions she had previously held. Sophia further explained how her overall disposition 

transformed once she began welding: “I physically look like I'm happier and, like, I enjoy 

waking up every day. Whereas, when I was doing those other jobs I just hated life and it, 

definitely came out in my face and how I held myself.” Despite her generally improved mental 

outlook and physical appearance, Sophia’s parents (father and stepmother) were not convinced 

that her drastic change in career trajectory was a good idea. She indicated that part of their 

hesitancy may have been based on her own stepmother’s past career aspirations:  

…My step- mom had actually tried to do the same thing when she was younger than me--

so about 20 years ago, I guess. When she entered welding there was absolutely nothing for 

women and she was concerned that I was going to face the same thing.”  

If Sophia’s hypothesis was true, it appeared that her parents may have been attempting to spare 

their daughter from the perceived inevitability of rejection and unfulfilled dreams. Sophia was 

certain that her father was immensely concerned about her safety. In her estimation, he was 

“…just, like, having visions of me getting crushed under something terrible, you know, freak 

accident—‘Oh, God no!’.” Sophia was, however, single-minded in her determination to become 

a welder, and her parents did, eventually, “come around” to her way of thinking. She remarked 

that her family’s concerns were eased and would evolve over time because she was able to do 

two things: 1) prove that she was capable; and, 2) demonstrate that she was strong enough to “lift 

things”, which are crucial attributes in many non-traditional careers, like hers. Sophia also noted, 
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“I’m almost 30 years-old. They can’t keep babying me…(laughs).” It also appeared that Sophia’s 

father was keenly aware of a personality trait that had long-ago been evident in his daughter: 

“…my dad knows exactly how stubborn I am, and that I'm going to do the thing that I want to do 

and I'm going to do it well.” Sophia, like several of her co-participants in this study, would 

indicate that they tend to be resolute in their decisions once they determine to follow a particular 

course of action. Whether this mindset is best described as determination, stubbornness, or 

something else, these women have reported that they move forward in their decisions regardless 

of the opinions of even their closest “others”. 

 Another reason that Sophia found her former work life particularly taxing was because 

she is, by her own description, “very introverted”. She explained that customer service-type jobs 

were mentally taxing, and that she did not relish the idea of “…sucking up to somebody”. Sophia 

joins the ranks of more than half of the women interviewed for this study who considered 

themselves to be “shy”, “introverted”, or the like.  

Dude-Bros and the Culture Clash  

 When asked about her experience in the classroom, Sophia explained that her class was 

comprised of 16 students and 14 of them were men. During the time she was there, she indicated 

that two or three new classes followed with no females enrolled, leaving her and her female 

classmate with “…just two of us ladies welding and dealing with dude-bros, for lack of a better 

term…” Sophia detailed the dynamics of the school where she learned to weld: 

Most of them [male classmates] were between 22 and 25, and that special age range 

where guys are very…ugh, yeah, you know…they're just macho, almost to a fault. And 

they have to prove themselves to each other. And then when there's a girl around, they 
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have to make sure that I see what they're doing. So, that was an interesting experience. It 

was like going to school with all of my brothers all the time.  

Unlike Jade, Sophia did not indicate that she felt that having brothers was advantageous in 

equipping her for her predominantly male environment. Sophia did, however, describe a type of 

interaction that seemed particularly unique to her experience—one in which the men, by her 

account, often sought to impress their female classmates. Despite what Sophia considered to be 

an on-going male search for female approval, she, however, also reported a less-than-novel 

approach. It is an experience reportedly shared by Autumn and Vanessa, in that her male peers 

did not believe that the women possessed the capacity to do the work. Sophia further detailed her 

experiences in the classroom: 

…And, you know, being told (by male classmates) how to use a wrench almost every day 

for a year… Like, “I think by now I figured it out, but thank you.” The instructors were 

really understanding that, you know, the women in the class are going to experience the 

whole thing quite differently. You know, they were accommodating because, 

physiologically, we use our hands differently than men because of our center of gravity 

and stuff. So, they're more accommodating to that and didn't have to explain how to use a 

wrench every time they came to our booths. So that was cool.  

The cumbersome nature of working with the wrench, and the classmates who attempted to 

provide the women tutelage on the matter was further detailed: 

Yeah, basically, you know, every time one of the guys would walk pass or, like, 

check…and they always want to check in on the girls just to make sure we're okay or 

something. I don't know. It's a man thing, I guess, but, God forbid, you're using a wrench 

[the way] that works for you. Like, the wrench is bigger than my forearm. I'm gonna use 
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it, you know, as comfortably as I can and I can't grip it the same as a man because my 

hands are much smaller, and they just say, “No, that's not how you use it”, and then grab 

their own wrench and then just use it properly (adds air quotes to “properly”). But I can't 

use it that way because my hand doesn’t grip there. So, it's just one of those annoying, 

small things that you can't really act on because if you do, you're going to be using the 

wrench over a guy's head and not for the intended purposes, so…okay (laughs)  

Throughout the interview, Sophia interspersed sarcasm and humor to make or emphasize various 

points, and she seemed generally prone to do so as a means of conveying ideas on even the most 

serious of topics. From her perspective, it was apparent that the male helpers had “come to her 

rescue” when she and her female colleague clearly did not feel they needed rescuing. This type 

of presumptuous behavior would be reported by at least three other participants in the study 

(Miranda, Willow and Quinn). In Sophia’s case, the men did not appear to have considered how 

their physical differences might affect a woman’s ability to utilize the same-sized equipment. As 

Sophia would summarize: “So, obviously the tools are made by men for men.” Regardless of 

these sometimes strained relationships with her fellow welding students, Sophia reported that she 

felt that the classroom was good preparation for the reality of working with men, in general: “… 

the social aspect of already dealing with the dude-bros …and understanding that I was going to 

be dealing with that for a while until I beat all the men into submission, that prepared me quite 

well (chuckles).” She would add that, as a woman welder, she would, however, have additional 

challenges with other aspects of welding:  

A big thing is, you know, what you wear your PPE (personal protective equipment). 

There are things for women, but they're poorly made and very expensive, which is kind 

of a gut punch, I guess, because I would love to have gloves that fit my hands and don't 
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fall off my wrists. But they're super-expensive and they're made just to look pretty, and 

they don't actually function, which is dumb. So, you know, you can have to, I guess, 

MacGyver up your own wrist part of the glove to make sure that it stays on there. Like, 

I've got a couple of burns on my wrist, just from, you know, UV exposure. And I've had 

to, you know, come up with some under sleeves that stay on my wrist and protect and 

still not catch fire because that's not fun, either. It's been an experience but, you know, the 

more women come into, you know, things like welding I think the more there will be PPE 

available for different body types and different sizes. 

Learning to MacGyver, or maneuver, or fashion existing equipment or supplies to fit smaller or 

differently shaped female frames was also reported by one other participant in the study. 

Obviously, not all careers have the same type of PPE and equipment requirement needs. Women, 

however, like Sophia, who are employed in fields where welding, and thus fire, is an integral 

component of their job may be particularly sensitive to the need for well-fitting PPE. 

Unfortunately, women tailoring their PPE to better fit them, or re-imagining the best way to use 

tools has been a tactic that women in non-traditional CTE have employed for decades. Sophia’s 

reported case is representative of a number of occupational fields with equally serious 

challenges.  

 When asked if she felt there was competition among the students to out-perform one 

another, Sophia’s response embraced a more society-focused perspective, at the onset. She then 

shifted to a conversation about the particular challenges and peak experiences she had while 

learning her craft—all of which happened amid the dynamics of classroom life:  

It was kind of weird to try to compare work from the women to the men because, you 

know, growing up the boys and girls are always kind of held to different standards and, 
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you know, kept separate, you know: “Oh, your math scores are low. That's okay. You're a 

girl; you did really well, in art and literature”, which was my case. And so, you know--

never grow up being compared to a guy, except he's going to be smarter and stronger and 

faster and you're just…you're a girl, so it's fine. But it's not okay because it's not true. So, 

comparing work in the classroom was really eye-opening. You know, I struggled the first 

two or three months of actual welding because I'd never done it before. And the guys, 

some of them had been doing it, you know, just in their garages, or with their friends for 

a while, and some of them just seem to be naturally into it because…I don't know. Lucky 

them. But as I would pick up my skills and develop more, you know, finesse with the 

actual welding techniques I could tell that they were, like, kind of looking at my work—

like, “Oh, oh, but the lady can do the thing.” “Oh gosh, I gotta try harder.” And you 

know, you would change around from one welding process to another. And there's one 

building process called TIG welding, which is really small, detailed work. And the men 

just really could not get it because the small tools and, like, really intricate weaving 

motions with your hands and us ladies, we just blew right through. And we were just rock 

stars for a good three months while we did that. And it was just the best. And then some 

guys, you know, come through to your work area and asked, “Can you teach me? Can I 

just watch how you're doing that?” “Like, yeah, okay. You sit down and don't say 

anything. I'm going to do that (laughs).” It was just really nice.  

As mentioned earlier, Sophia consistently infused humor in the telling of her story, whether the 

account she spoke of was based on a past reality, or whether it was created as part of an idealized 

fantasy. Sometimes she aptly blended stories with both approaches. What was clear, however, 

was that Sophia reveled in the fact that she and her other female classmate, who will be referred 
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to as Maxine or Max (a pseudonym), had mastered an area of welding that positioned them 

above their male classmates. As newly crowned “rock stars” they were placed in the peer-

instructor seat, of sorts, being sought after by some of their male classmates to help teach them 

the skill. Both welders in this study (Sophia and Autumn) would speak of their love of tungsten 

inert gas or TIG welding for the reason that Sophia described—the women proved themselves 

competent, and they greatly enjoyed being better than the males around them.  

A Sister in Arms?  

 Sophia was one of seven participants in the study who reported that they attended school 

with or worked with another woman, at some point. The other five participants’ responses varied 

from one, being relatively neutral because the presence of another woman was described as holding 

no particular significance (Miranda); or two, is considering the relationship undetermined because 

the women had yet to spend time together (Vanessa); or three, considering a woman’s presence to 

be meaningful (Zoey, Autumn, Zahra). Sophia would be placed in the last category. When asked 

what her experience was like being in class with Maxine after spending the first six months as the 

lone female student, she explained:  

It became a lot easier. I don't know if it's real or if it's just in your brain. But when you 

are surrounded by testosterone, you're just—I don't know how to explain it, other than it 

makes you absolutely insane (chuckles), especially with young macho testosterone that 

wants to impress you, but also wants to make you safe. I don't get it. But when we, you 

know, started working closer together (Maxine), I felt more like I had somebody to lean 

on who, like, would understand more of what I'm seeing and how I'm processing things. 

You know, the guys will walk around and… be idiots or try to look super cool. And, 

really, they just look stupid. And I could just…look at her and she looked at me, and 
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you'd be like. “Yeah.” “Yeah.” And it was just a relief. You know, it's a small thing, but 

it made a difference in the last six months of our studies. 

Sophia explains how, in class, she found something akin to like-minded and solidarity with 

someone of the same gender. In Sophia’s eyes, Maxine understood what it was like being a 

woman among, oftentimes, irrational men. Once it was time, however, for them to venture out 

and fulfill their required internships another challenge arose for Sophia. Ironically, Maxine may 

not have had the same degree of challenge, according to Sophia. “Max” was a skilled welder 

worthy of a placement. Sophia indicated, however, that Maxine had an additional and perhaps, 

unexpected advantage over her: 

The hardest part was, you know, trying to find, like, an internship, because a lot of places 

still won't hire women. And the other woman in my class had more of a unisex name, so 

she got a job right off the bat, and they didn't even realize she was a woman until she 

came through and physically showed up. Whereas my name is very feminine, so has just, 

you know, I was just waiting around--got lucky, I guess—very lucky. So, it could be very 

different, but…yeah, it is what it is. And somebody has to do it. So, here I am.  

Regardless of the difficulties that Sophia had gaining an internship, she was ultimately placed 

and, as noted earlier, was hired early into the COVID-19 pandemic. She noted that she enjoys 

working with her colleagues, despite the fact they check on her more than she would prefer. 

Sophia quickly proclaimed that when it came to her job “I love it. It makes me feel like…It’s 

just…I feel like a bad-ass…Like, yeah, the guys can sit down and I'll take care of it, and stuff 

like that…” Sophia also detailed her vision for improving her craft:  

You know, I'm not the strongest welder, just yet. I don't see myself as the goddess of 

molten metal, yet. But, really, to me, that's just me showing up every day, ready to work 
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with a good attitude, you know, just head down, doing my thing and producing more than 

acceptable welds. You know, going above the standard and basically just showing out the 

men and telling them, you know—just because I don't have testicles doesn't mean I can't 

do this. And just because you do, doesn't mean that you are better. 

The Master Plans  

 Although Sophia did not consider herself to be “the goddess of molten metal”, she 

confessed that she could envision herself as an advocate for girls and women to become welders. 

Her professed aversion to public speaking and spotlight aside, she stated that if she were to address 

women she would likely begin at high schools. Sophia indicated that typically the representatives 

from trade schools, trade unions, and the like are men. Sophia added that she, in fact “had never 

met a female representative from a career school. She went on to say: 

I think it would be cool to have female reps from the trades come through and talk to 

everyone, because, you know, my experience was “trades are for boys who have criminal 

histories” and it was never “trades are for anyone.” If you're a good student you can go 

into the trade. If you're poor at math you can go into the trade. If you really like drawing 

and singing songs you can go into the trades. It was always “trades are for boys who 

probably had some troubles, but they're trying to be better.” That was always, you know, 

not necessarily spoken out loud, but that was the emphasis, the feeling that you get when 

you spoke to those reps. I would start there at the high school level, and just have more of 

a presence for females … because seeing more women, you know, working with the 

wrench or wearing overalls is a huge thing. Like, if you don't have representation then 

you aren't going to know that you can do the thing, too. 
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Sophia’s goal to become something of a public face for welding is only peripheral to her true 

vision to gain experience and become a proficient welder, building her skills and her 

opportunities over time. She indicated that she has no desire for children or a big family, but is 

satisfied with life with her boyfriend. She would much prefer to be on “one of those traveling oil 

rig welders…It would be perfectly fine for the both of us. As long as we can take our dog with 

us, we’re good.” Her hope is to secure a union job because of its “amazing benefits” and because 

“the pay is stellar”. Yet, Sophia’s penultimate vision is even more elaborate:  

What I really like, and I guess it's more of screw-you type thing—I'd really like to get 

into the union, get all that experience and, you know, get [a] good name…I guess, get 

more people to know who I am as a welder, and then come back to my hometown and set 

up shop, and prove to all the other shops around here who wouldn't call me back because 

I have a girly name, that they missed out and I'm a really good welder. And I’m willing to 

take all their welding jobs. And I want to hire more women. And we're just going to have 

a good time putting out good weld, and showing them up. That’s the goal. (laughs) 

As stated earlier, there are instances when Sophia inserted creative metaphor into conversation 

for the purpose of making an often humorous but poignant statement. This, however, was not one 

of those instances. Her intended mission to ultimately return to the community where she began 

her career, but where she felt she struggled to get a fair start, was literal and real to her. For now, 

it appears Sophia is planning for the longer road ahead that she desires will, in time, lead her 

back home. Upon her return, perhaps she will have the opportunity to ensure that women welders 

in her town have a place to work, where they can thrive and ensure that they are “putting out 

good weld”.  
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Maya 

…That she could do anything she wants to do, and it doesn't matter if males or females already 

do that job. If it's something you're inclined to do, or drawn to, 

 or have an aptitude to do it, you can do it. 

(In answer to the question, “What would you like females to understand 

about doing a job like yours?”) 

 

        ---Maya  

 Maya is one of two participants who are from the field of automotive technology, and she 

shares the automotive field with Jade, whose specialty, as detailed earlier, is in collision repair. 

At the time of the interview Maya was enrolled in a public CTE institution in a small town. She 

explained that one reason she found automotive technology interesting is “… I like working with 

my hands and having sort of project-like things—that you get to fix something and then move on 

to the next thing. And you also get to work on different types of things...” Maya also described 

herself as “kind of a reserved, shy person”, which is a personality trait reported by several other 

women in the study. Yet, despite her many shared experiences with other study participants, 

Maya, undoubtedly, has a unique story of her own.  

Life Before Now 

 Maya’s path to post-secondary CTE and automotive technology began with what is 

oftentimes considered a more traditional route for someone who described herself as “a good 

student”. She indicated that she has, to some degree, been interested in automotive technology 

since high school because of her natural inclination to engage in hands-on, project-based work. 

She, however, decided to go to college and attain her degree in a field that had little in common 

with her present pursuits:  

Before I went to this program I actually was working in (city name removed). I had an 

accounting job and I just really didn't like it. That was sort of my, like, try at having like a 



 

141 

real adult job (using air quotes with “real adult job”) and doing the responsible adult 

thing. I just didn't like sitting in a cubicle all day long staring at a screen. And so, I 

moved back up here next, by my family and said, “Let's investigate this automotive thing 

again.” 

Maya reported that she had been in her position almost one year when she determined that 

accounting was not a good fit for her. Her parents, however, were not enthusiastic about her 

decision to leave because this was “a good job and paid well”. Besides, Maya was nearing the 

one-year employment mark, and would soon qualify for job-related benefits. Yet, Maya was 

insistent: 

I feel like I've always been a person that followed their heart. Like, I can't go against what 

I feel is right, but I know…other people like my parents would be, like, “Oh, you're 

throwing this degree away that you wasted four years getting” and stuff like that. 

Did Maya’s parents eventually change their minds about her decision? Maya proposed that her 

parents were placated, to some degree, because leaving the job caused her to move back home 

from the city. Maya reported that when she lived away, however, she still routinely made the 

two-hour drive home to visit her parent’s almost every other weekend. In this instance, Maya 

appeared resolute that she will be an individual who has “followed her heart”, despite her 

parents’ clear disagreement at times. Yet, Maya appears to, simultaneously, have a close 

connection with her parents. This determination to listen to her own voice above all others and 

love her family was also evident in how she generally shared her news with others about her 

decision toward the automotive technology field: 

Um, I don't know; it's just like everything else. I usually keep it to myself because I don't 

want to hear other people's opinions or have them sway me in any type of way, or hear 



 

142 

any negative reaction. So, I usually don't tell them until, like, it's pretty much sure [that] 

I'm going to do it. I just say, “I have an announcement. I'm gonna be in the automotive 

program (chuckles).”  

The big announcement, which Maya estimates she made three to five months before she started, 

was met with “a little bit of surprise”. The responses of those around her, however, appear to 

reflect what those close to Maya already know about her strength of will when they said, “Okay, 

this is what Maya is going to do now.” Maya would add that she had a similar experience years 

earlier when she informed her family that she was going to the army: 

(Laughs) Um, the same things happened when I, sort of, went in the army. Like, they 

were really shocked when I first told them that because I'm kind of a reserved, shy person 

and, like, I had good grades in school, so I think they expected me to go the academic 

route, all the way through. I just like, “I want to do this now” …and went. 

Before becoming an accountant, the shy but determined Maya eventually had a five-and-a-half-

year contract with the army. Maya shares this distinction of military service with one other 

research participant, who also studied automotive technology (Willow). Maya would indicate 

that her “strong wanderlust” contributed greatly to her decision to go into the military, despite 

the fact that many people expected her to take the traditional college route. The time she spent in 

the army was “like everything else—good parts and bad parts”, Maya explained. She described 

how she liked much of her time there: “…it was just like a summer camp. Like, you do 

everything together. You do exercise together, do this exercise together, do all these different 

things together.” She would reflect that the routine she had with her fellow soldiers was 

“probably comforting in some way and just like having family around.” The one thing that Maya 

noted that she would have likely changed, was her job:  
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I was an intelligence collector. We met with sources in (name of Middle Eastern country 

removed), and then see if they had any information about terrorists, and then we’d come 

back to the base and write reports about it and then send it up. And, I guess, analysts 

along the way would put all the reports together and try to make, like, plans that the 

combat soldiers could act upon.  

Maya reported that she decided to leave the army because she wanted to try “something 

different”. That desire to see and experience the novel was also the reason why she left her 

familiar surroundings, but at the same time, as Maya would add, “…it was hard being away from 

them (family) all the time.” Once Maya left the army she would return to start her studies and 

eventual short-lived career in accountancy. Afterwards, she enrolled in the automotive 

technology program. 

Breaking New Ground   

 The automotive technology program at the institution where Maya attended presented her 

with a unique status: “When I applied I was actually the first female. I was like, “Wow, breaking 

ground, now! (chuckles)”. She described how her program operates on a “rolling cohort”, 

meaning, in this case, 12 students enroll, 12 students are already enrolled, and 12 students 

graduate. In this way, the program opens its door to new students every six months. She added 

that when the latest class began in January, a second female enrolled. “I’m not alone anymore”, 

she chuckled. When asked if she knew of other females in other non-traditional programs at the 

school, Maya accounted for one or two students in the neighboring diesel program. When asked 

what it was like being in class with 22-24 male classmates, Maya explained:  

(Chuckles). Well, I’m used to it from being in the army. But, and also I'm an older 

student so, you know, you got the guys are like 21/22 and, you know, they talk about silly 



 

144 

stuff sometimes, but I’m used to it… (chuckles) You know, they, like, rough house, and, 

like, trash talk each other, and play around, and tease, and stuff like that.  

Since the behaviors expressed by Maya’s classmates did not appear to be indicative of her own 

personality, she was asked what kinds of things she had grown “used to”: “You know, they, like, 

rough house, and, like, trash talk each other, and play around, and tease, and stuff like that”, she 

explained. In response to her classmates’ activities, Maya states, “I usually keep to myself and do 

my work (chuckles).” Maya eventually made the decision that working independently of her 

male classmates was most advantageous for her learning environment:  

Yeah, I usually like to stay working by myself. And also, like, in the beginning, I didn't 

really know that much about auto mechanics coming into it. So, I would work with these 

two other guys. But I found that the one would always, like, when we worked on a car 

together, he would always do everything, and I was finding out, like, I wasn't really 

learning anything because he was always jumping in and doing it before me. So, I just… 

I told the teacher, “Like, I need to start working by myself now because that's the only 

way I'm going to learn anything.” So, that's part of the reason, too. 

Maya strongly believed that the best way for her to learn was for her to take control of her 

instruction, to some degree. She added that her instructor was helpful in giving her additional 

“side projects” to aid in her comprehension processes. As a result of how she has reorganized 

and managed her classwork, she reported “…I’ve learned a lot”. In light of now having grown in 

knowledge in her field, Maya was asked if being a female mechanic had any specific meaning 

for her: 

Yeah, I think I feel prouder of myself, sort of going against the stream, since it is a male 

dominated career...And yeah, I think I'd like to be a role model for, like, little girls, if 
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they bring their car in and be like, “Look, Mommy. There's a girl mechanic.” Maya added 

that just like the little girl who can be thrilled to discover she is a female mechanic, she 

would want all girls and women to know: “…it doesn't matter if males or females already 

do that job. If it's something you're inclined to do, or drawn to, or have an aptitude to it, 

you can do it.” Likewise, Maya spoke of her own elation when she recognized a woman 

working at a local chain automotive shop: “…I was driving by, we have an ONB Auto 

Store (pseudonym) down the street and…their bay doors were open. And I was driving 

by and I'm like, “What!…I see a female in there working! (laughs)”.  

The thought of impending graduation for Maya meant that she could look forward to next steps. 

In addition to engaging in the traditional job hunt, Maya was considering how she might expand 

her existing skillset: “…one of our classes was just the electrical system of auto mechanics, and I 

would like to learn more. …but there's an electrical apprentice program at my school, but that's 

like two years, but I just like to learn more about that.” Maya explained that she has some 

remaining resources in her GI Bill and that she has the flexibility to “spend it on whatever 

program I want.” In addition to her continuing academic aspirations Maya shared one other 

consideration that she had: 

Um…I don’t know--I've been wondering like, if there'd be a market for, like, in the future-

- if I learn/know more about auto mechanics if, like, I could hold, like, workshops, just for 

ladies to come and tell them a little bit about that. Or, I don’t know, start working with, 

like, women or girls in this area. I thought about that. 

Maya noted that her goal would be to potentially focus on “imparting my knowledge to others … 

when they take their car to get an oil change, to know a little bit what the guy is telling them 

what needs to be done to their car.” She included that basic instruction might entail areas such as 
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performing oil changes, filling a tire with air, changing a light bulb, and knowing the names of 

standard tools. All of these topics could provide an important and fundamental education to 

females about vehicles. When would she like to begin this project? “Somewhere down the road. I 

don’t know” she replied. During the interview, Maya would say, concerning herself: “…I'm a 

person--like the journey is more than the end product.” It appeared that Maya truly is an 

individual who wholeheartedly embraces learning and engaging with the experiences around her, 

and for her, the voyage seems to be the point of it all. With many options likely ahead, Maya 

appeared determined to do what her heart desires in the many miles to go before she sleeps.  

Willow 

I more so feel, like, feel there should be more of us… 

I feel like a mechanic is something that most people assume a man should do. 

And it’s one of those things that women shouldn’t have to worry about. 

But I mean, we drive, we have cars. Why not? 

 

       --Willow 

 Willow may very well believe that anyone can be a mechanic because she has exhibited 

an impressive aptitude for many things mechanical. She recently completed her associate degree 

in automotive technology, a field in which she had already earned a credential, and had garnered 

an impressive level of experience. As stated earlier, Willow shares the automotive technology 

professional and the history of military duty with Maya.  

A Less Traditional Path  

 Willow, however, continues in her service to the country—generally, one weekend per 

month and two weeks per year she has served in the Air National Guard, a duty for which she 

enlisted in 2014. When she started her service, the two job options available to her were vehicle 

maintenance and “something else that was equivalent to, basically housekeeping”, she explained. 

So, she decided to become a mechanic. After two months of boot camp, Willow was sent to 
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technical school on a navy base to learn vehicle maintenance for three months and then proceed 

to on-the-job training. When asked about her experience at the navy base, Willow spoke of the 

difficulty she had leaving for bootcamp and then for the base: “I've always been a very home-

oriented person, so leaving home—it was kind of an adjustment. It’s just, I wasn't able to, you 

know, touch them or hug them and all.” Willow indicated that she enjoyed her training at the 

naval base because she was able to forge lasting friendships: “I got to meet a lot of people that I 

probably normally would never have met in regular life and I still talk to a lot of them, to this 

day, which is six years later…” Willow’s classroom experience of being the sole female was not 

like that of several participants in the study who reported that they were usually or always the 

only woman in their classrooms or at work. She also shared other commonalities with several of 

the participants:  

…I was the only woman in the class. So, of course. Well, maybe not, of course, but being 

the field that I'm in--a lot of people, their first question is, “Why would you want to be a 

mechanic?” Or they'll see me there, and they'll assume, like, I'm not really into it, or not 

really interested, or maybe it was like a last resort type thing, which, I mean it was, but 

it's not because I didn't want to be a mechanic. So, I felt like I had to prove myself a lot 

more than everyone else did, which I didn't particularly have an issue with, but at the 

same time, it's like, “Why do I get paid more attention than everyone else?” 

Willow’s reported experience is not unique to this study. Hers is a narrative that has been 

repeated multiple times by the participants who expressed the need to “prove” to others that they 

deserved to be in the academic and workspaces where they were. Like Miranda and Autumn, 

Willow would also indicate that some classmates and others seemed, at times, incredulous at the 

thought that she was learning to be a vehicle maintenance technician.  
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 In the early spring of 2016, technical and on-the-job training duties were completed, and 

Willow looked forward to going home to be with the family she had sorely missed. Within two 

months of her return, however, she received word that she was being deployed to the Middle 

East. As Willow explained, she would have to make yet “another adjustment” at a new location 

with new people. Her civil engineering unit was comprised of approximately 200 people. Twenty 

of them were mechanics like Willow and, once again, she was the only woman working with a 

new team of men. Willow detailed her experience:  

When I first got there, I could tell the other guys were visibly uncomfortable because I 

guess they felt like they couldn't act how they normally acted because I was there, which 

to me is, like—well, if you feel like you can't act a certain way, should you really be 

acting that way, in general, but that’s just my opinion. For the most part, it felt like they 

were walking on eggshells around me, so to speak. And they also babied me a lot, which 

I don't like. I'm not the type of person that will, like, ask someone to do stuff for me 

because I don't want to do it. I'm going to try first, and then after trying and not getting it 

right a couple times, then I'll go ask for help. I'm not going to immediately be like, “Oh, 

can someone, you know, do this?” or, like, “Can you lift this for me. It’s too heavy?” I'm 

going to try it because that's the kind of person that I am. And a lot of them didn't get that 

at first and it was very frustrating, especially deploying. 

Like the reported experiences of many of the women in this study, Willow also encountered the 

visible discomfort of her male colleagues whenever she was in their presence. Willow would 

also use the same phrase as her co-participant, Miranda, to describe these incidences. Both stated 

that it was as if the men around them were “walking on eggshells”. Willow’s reported response 

to such occurrences was, however, unique to her and one other participant (Quinn). She made no 
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concerted effort to support the men in a continuation of their previous activities, but determined 

that if they ceased talking, it was likely inappropriate, and needed to end anyway. As noted, on 

situations like this, Willow’s stance is different than that of Zoey, Miranda, and Hope who 

reported that they overtly encouraged their male peers not to change, but to generally maintain 

their status quo conversations and behaviors (Note: Zoey made an exception for specific 

circumstances). Willow also reported, like several of the other participants that she was often 

“frustrated” that her male colleagues often communicated that their professional expectations for 

their lone female classmate were low, if not, non-existent. As a result, Willow reported that she 

was often “babied” when what she most desired was to be treated like everyone else: 

Well, his name is Jones (pseudonym), and he's an older guy. He's maybe like in 

his…well, older than me. He's not old. He's probably like late 30s or early 40’s. And I 

guess he’d look at me and like, “Oh, she could be my daughter”, or something like that. 

So, anytime I had to do something, he would rush to, like, get it, set it up for me first. 

And if he saw me, like, struggling, he’d t rush over to help me. Or if he saw I had to lift 

something heavy, he’d carry it for me. And I'm like, “Okay, I guess, I guess, it’s nice, but 

I don't need you to do it.” I'm one of those people that unless I ask for your help, like let 

me do it first, at least.  

On several occasions, Willow reiterated that she is the type of person who asks for help only if 

she needs it. Her goal has been to be as self-sufficient as possible because she, after all, does not 

want to be “babied”. When asked if her professional relationship with Jones ever improved, she 

responded, “It did. I told him to stop.” Willow’s desire for a certain level of autonomy was also 

reflected in her insistence that she did not want undue attention. Unfortunately, Willow 

oftentimes did not get her wish, that is, until she had time and opportunity to prove herself. 
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Fortunately, she proved herself often:  

I felt like I wasn't taken seriously. Or maybe people just assumed certain things about me, 

because, of course, they didn't know anything about me. And just looking at me, I guess 

my teachers and everyone else thought I would need like special attention or extra help 

with certain things, but I was usually the one that got it the first time it was taught to us. I 

had the better grades out of everyone in my class. So, I mean, it didn't take long for them 

to understand “Hey, she knows what she's doing and is actually interested in what we're 

doing here. 

Willow equated the attention she received to not be taken seriously as a legitimate mechanic and 

a peer. She, like most of the women in the study, seemed to crave being taken seriously by their 

peers. When asked what it felt like to gain the recognition that she was, indeed, competent she 

said, “Relief. It's like I can finally relax a little. I don't feel like people are paying extra attention 

to me. It's like they know they don’t have to worry.” What did Willow believe “worried” her 

colleagues? She explained she did not want them to be concerned about “Me, like, crying 

because I don't understand something, or I can't do something or just like being a typical woman, 

I guess is what they would see it as.” Willow desired to distinguish herself from being an 

emotional, “typical woman” who lacked the ability to do the work, and who seemingly made her 

team’s lives more difficult because of it.   

Life Back at Home  

 Willow completed her tour and returned home to gain her Associate Degree and as 

explained earlier, she is employed at the chain EBP Auto Store (pseudonym). When asked how it 

felt to work in her occupation, she explained that “at first I feel out of place, to be honest, 

because like I said I was the only one.” Willow added that she has been at the job for over one 
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year and no longer uncomfortable in her workplace. Prior to her employment, she noted that she 

did not know any other female mechanics, but has since met two women at EBP Auto Store. 

Instead of continuing to feel out of place, she states, “I more so feel, like, feel there should be 

more of us…I feel like a mechanic is something that most people assume a man should do. And 

it’s one of those things that women shouldn’t have to worry about. But I mean we drive, we have 

cars, why not?” Willow also expressed relief that she is no longer “the only one anymore” 

because “It also feels like less people are paying attention to me because I'm not the only one 

anymore. I don't like…I try to stay low key. I don't like to be noticed for real.” Willow’s 

estimation of herself as “low-key” seemed to bear out in the interview because she appeared to 

have a quieter disposition. Regardless of her personality, she consistently reiterated that she 

desired to be treated as her male colleagues: 

Um, I feel like that's the biggest focus because when I…Well, when I first started at EBP 

Auto Store (pseudonym) my manager, I guess, and the other guys there were, I guess they 

were skeptical about what I knew or what I could do. But after a while they're like, 

“Okay, she knows what she's doing.” And I feel like when new men come there they 

don't get the same treatment; they get left alone.  

To “get left alone” in order to do her job, and to have equal professional and social footing with 

her colleagues is what Willow desired. Each place that she worked or went to (air force technical 

school, deployment, auto store) she reported to be a place where she was often initially treated 

differently or indifferently, but consistently disrespectfully.  

 As stated earlier, Willow has a close relationship with her family and, like, Maya, she 

reported that being deployed and being at a distance from them was especially challenging. Prior 

to joining the Air National Guard, Willow, like more than half of the participants in this study, 
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went to a post-secondary institution. She eventually left college, stating that “I found myself 

underwhelmed by it all—like, asking myself, ‘What am I really doing here?’.” In light of 

Willow’s journey to her chosen profession, the researcher asked how her family now felt about 

her career choice. Willow shared that, at first, “…my mom wasn’t happy…but eventually she 

was like, ‘You know, you need to do what will make you happy in life, not trying to please 

everybody else’.” Willow added that the rest of her family followed suit. She specifically 

mentioned her grandmother who was described as “very supportive because she's always been 

one of the people that's always like, ‘You know, do what makes you happy.’ You need to find 

what you're passionate about.” Apparently, at some point Willow’s grandmother informed her 

granddaughter, “You can work on our cars, too, Willow.”  

 Willow seemed satisfied and pleased with the prospect of aiding her family, friends, and 

others with their car care needs. She elaborated on her experiences with being the go-to 

automotive specialist for those around her: 

I feel like I know things that are useful in everyday life--not saying that other occupations 

aren’t useful in everyday life. But for me, everyone…well, everyone I know drives. 

People have to go different places. And a lot of the time a light will come on the dash. No 

one knows what it means. People call me, “Well, Willow, what is this light, you know, 

what is this?” and I'll have to explain or ask a bunch of other questions to figure out what 

it is. I mean, I feel like most people should know how to change a flat tire or put a spare 

tire on, or at least [know] who they can call to get it done, or to get something towed, or 

where they can go to get a certain part, or if they can get it cheaper somewhere else. And 

I feel like I'm a resource for a lot of people when it comes to stuff like that. I feel useful, 



 

153 

which is what I like to feel. In the end, I guess I did pick something that resonated with 

me and where I feel I should be in life. 

Willow explained that she considers helping others as an integral part of who she is: “I've always 

felt like I should be in some kind of service-related position. My girlfriend tells me all the time I 

have a missionary spirit (chuckles). When asked what her girlfriend meant by “missionary 

spirit”, Willow described herself as a “giving person most of the time—probably when I 

shouldn’t be”. She continued by explaining her reasoning on the matter: “I guess I look at it like 

if I needed help from somebody I would want someone to help me and I tried to be that person, 

regardless of who it is.” Willow has apparently adopted the philosophy of doing for others as she 

would have others to do for her, whomever “the others” happen to be.  

 When asked if she had a vision for the future, Willow discussed how her goal is to work 

toward gaining as many certifications for her field as possible. These certifications, she 

explained, makes one an “expert” (Willow used air quotes) in certain areas of automotive 

specialization. She shared that her plan is to pass as many tests and earn as many certifications as 

possible because her company will pay for her to take the exams. Willow added that she may 

choose not to continue with EBP Auto Shop, but may consider pursuing a full-time position in 

her Air National Guard unit. If she were able to secure such a position she would be considered 

active duty, and receive duty pay, a less-strenuous work schedule, and other expanded benefits 

and allowances.  

 Like many of the participants in the study, Willow also found her life somehow impacted 

in a significant way by the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic. She had planned to move to live 

with her girlfriend who is in graduate school several states away. Because of travel restrictions 

during the pandemic Willow was unable to go. Willow also learned that she is set for her second 
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deployment “later in the year”. She stated that she was “…actually kind of looking forward to it 

because I get to be doing it military side every day. It is not the same as civilian work.” Willow 

began to name the types of machines she enjoyed working on—bulldozers, dump trucks, tractor 

trailers, and the like. It was clear that in this world she felt very much in her element and at 

home. It also appears that Willow will remain determined to make a well-earned name for herself 

wherever she works.  

Quinn 

…They say basically because you're a woman  

they’re going to look at you no matter what you do.  

You can't blame them. So, since you can't blame them, don't try.  

Just be your outstanding self and just do it.   

            --Quinn 

 Quinn is a fifth-year plumber apprentice in a large metropolitan city. As stated earlier, 

two additional students (Zoey and Miranda) also hail from registered apprenticeship schools. 

Quinn, however, is the only participant in the study who is in the plumbing field. Like her two 

co-participants, Quinn attends school, but spends most of her time working in the field. She 

recently began the fifth year of her five year-long program. Early into the interview it became 

apparent that Quinn was an engaging storyteller who was also accustomed to and adept at being 

a voice for women in non-traditional careers like her own. She, like Sophia, was replete with 

good humor about her journey. When I asked Quinn to describe what it means to be an 

apprentice, she explained:  

…Meaning, we go to work, and our supervisor or foreman has two jobs. One, is to assign 

the work and, two, is teach us how to do it properly. And that gives us an excuse to ask 

dumb questions without being yelled at because we are not a full journeyperson, yet. So, 

we have the full ability and responsibility to ask how things should be done and how they 
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prefer to have things done and do it their way. And I think that's one of the things I enjoy 

about being an apprentice right now and I don't mind being an apprentice for another year 

because after you become journey person any dumb question is a dumb question. So, 

right now we can ask whatever we want, and we are not expected to know how to do 

things properly. They are not going to be asked when you become full-on journey person, 

you will be paid on the same scale as the person next to you who might have 20-30 years 

of experience. So, you better be just as good, or you won't have a job.  

Throughout the interview, Quinn commented that she enjoyed her work, and could patiently wait 

to complete her education because she understood the full responsibilities a worker has when she 

is no longer under the “protection” of apprenticeship. 

Born Out of Necessity  

 From the beginning, however, Quinn considered herself an unlikely candidate for 

becoming a plumber. She would admit without hesitation “So, I'm very grateful to be [an] 

apprentice, and when I first started, I don't know anything about plumbing.” She then laughingly 

stated that she chose plumbing because it was the field about which she knew the least. On the 

surface, her logic may not appear to be sound reasoning for entering into a career, but it also 

became apparent that Quinn often used humor, which might conceal how strategic a planner she 

actually is. Quinn would explain that, in reality, she also chose a plumbing career because she 

likes the work, and for another practical reason: 

So, I acquired a few rental properties and every time there's an emergency it's always the 

plumbing (laughs). I pay so much for plumbing problems I was upset…Plumbing is 

different. Like, if you don't have hot water, you know, they're not gonna pay rent. If the 

house is flooded, you know, they’re upset. You have to replace things. It's like, it doesn't 
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matter--it's three in the morning, you're at work, whatever it is, you have to fix it. So, 

that’s one of the reasons I picked plumbing because of it cost me so much, and it’s 

always the emergency and you have to pay somebody to come out. And, like, when 

there's no hot water and they say they will come out in three days, you know, you can't 

sleep. (laughs) 

She would further explain the economic challenges she faced as a landowner: 

Well, um…the good thing is I really enjoy it. Like, I pick plumbing because I do enjoy 

construction, because every rental property I purchased--I had to fix them because I can't 

buy ready-to-move-in type of property. I wasn't making that much money. But every 

single one I buy, like, bank-owned, probate... It's just like, it's not in a living 

situation…like one of them didn’t even have doors, it doesn't have windows…one of 

those properties that nobody will buy. And that's why I bought it because it’s cheap and 

so I pay a lot of money to hire a contractor and people to come and fix them. And I 

watched them work, and I thought, “Wow, this is amazing. Like, these people could 

come in and turn something that would look like a homeless camp into something like 

pretty nice. 

Quinn detailed her experience with the construction workers that she hired to renovate and, 

ultimately, transform the dilapidated spaces that she purchased. Those professionals, she 

explained, helped to renovate her own thinking, and they enlightened her to the fact that 

construction was “not a trade for people who couldn’t make it.” Quinn explained how thoroughly 

impressed she was with the work. She, too, would also eventually pursue and promote the 

building trades: “Like, if you’re good, you can make magic happen, so I was interested in that.”  

Quinn would ultimately pursue that interest with vigor.  
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 The concept that “magic” by way of doing manual labor for a living was a notion that 

strongly conflicted with Quinn’s own upbringing. She was born in the capital city of Taiwan in 

the city of Taipei, China and, as Quinn noted, “…We don’t have patios in Asia in high 

rises…We don’t have to do anything with our hands besides studying and that’s the way I was 

raised. You’re destined to work in the office.” According to Quinn, not only are many children 

predetermined for careers that take place inside, but there are also only “top four” respectable 

options from which Chinese children can choose: doctor, lawyer, businessperson, or engineer. As 

a result, Quinn explained, that if there was a [mechanical or similar] problem, then you hired 

someone to fix it. It may not be surprising that in Quinn’s culture (and many others) that 

“…people who work with their hands and in a trade are not valued as much. And they (as a 

society) view it as the last option.” For Quinn’s parents, “the last option” was not considered a 

respectable one for their daughter.  

 Quinn would, however, explore parent-sanctioned careers prior to choosing the plumbing 

apprenticeship. She attended a large university in the United States, and in the state where she 

presently resides. There she began undergraduate on the track for medical school to become a 

doctor. At some point, Quinn changed her major to psychology, but she became discouraged 

when she discovered that a “proper” psychologist should earn a Ph.D., a credential that she felt 

would take far too long to attain. Later in the interview Quinn would laugh at the irony that her 

five-year long plumbing program would be longer than a typical doctoral program. After 

determining that the psychology profession was not for her, Quinn changed her course of 

study—this time to become a design major. Knowing that this third choice of careers did not 

align with the “top four” parent-approved options, Quinn simply decided not to share her 

decision with them until after she switched her major. Ultimately, she graduated as an interior 
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designer. “…So, it's kind of like an architect, but not really (laughed)”, Quinn said jokingly, 

because of the unmet career expectations of her parents. After she graduated and began working, 

Quinn realized that interior design work was not what she expected. She elaborated on her 

experience:  

…I realized to be a good interior design person, you gotta basically sell because that's 

what you do. You’re selling furnishing and decorations…and you’re basically…you’re a 

salesperson who knows how to draw and match things up. So, I did that for a year in the 

furniture store where we do everything from drapery to carpets. And the whole process I 

did not enjoy and, like, as you can see I look young. Now, I looked younger than this 

twenty years ago (laughs). So, who’s gonna take decorating advice from someone who 

looks like they’re 15? So, that was, you know, not good (laughs). 

Despite her lackluster interest in her occupation, Quinn proved to be a top salesperson. She 

would also later work in the graphic design field for seven years for a tech company “for the 

money”. Quinn reported relative success as a graphic designer, however, the practical-minded 

Quinn found herself intrigued by the work she was witnessing in her own renovated rental 

properties. As a result, she decided to enroll in a year-long carpentry construction program at the 

local career technical high school. Quinn was the only female or adult among high school boys. 

She described her experience: 

…And high school kids are like, they speak their mind…There’s one guy--he asked me 

to prom—“Like, do you know I could be your mom!” (laughs). He didn’t know that I 

was, like, so much older. I’m like, “Really?” (laughs). But you know, they, they just say 

things…and that taught me how to, like, deal with situations because that happens a lot 

on the job, too, because these guys work with guys 24-7, right. So, you know, it doesn't 



 

159 

matter—you are different. So, there's situations that come up that maybe because you're 

the only female character on the job--now you're popular. Like, there's, like, everybody 

wants to check you out and, like, stop work. It's like you had to learn certain…how to 

deal with that situation.  

By all accounts, Quinn is a go-getter, and she was also correct that few people who met her 

would likely never guess that she is 37 years old. This is certainly the case of her would-be prom 

date. Also, it would be difficult to decipher that this petite woman with the effervescent 

personality would ever describe herself as having been shy or introverted (As noted earlier, this 

is a personality trait also reported by several other participants in this study). Ultimately, Quinn, 

like Jade, represented “her high school” at an annual SkillsUSA competition, except Quinn did 

so at the national level. She described the outcome: “…Of course, I didn’t win because the 

national’s really tough. They expect you to actually build a little house with a chimney—

everything, with roofing and siding. It’s like, that’s not possible! (Laughs).” Quinn was rather 

nonchalant in explaining her involvement in SkillsUSA. What she did not say was that she had 

gone from having never worked with her hands, to becoming proficient enough in carpentry to 

represent her school, state, and region at a prestigious national competition.  

 In addition to becoming relatively skillful and, even, competitive as a student-carpenter, 

there was another reason why Quinn’s enrollment in the construction program proved to be a 

shrewd decision. One day her instructor asked her a life-changing question: “Hey, why don’t you 

join the union?” Quinn knew nothing about unions or registered apprenticeship schools and was 

elated and, somewhat, in disbelief over the concept of being paid to study a craft: “Like, how is 

that possible that somebody is going to pay you?, she exclaimed. “I'm paying myself, like, [in] 

this class to learn. And there—they are paying me to learn. I was like, “I just wasted my money 
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(laughs)!” Quinn pointed out that she was the lone female in the competition, but she described 

the contest as the impetus for a personal shift in her perspective: 

I was the only girl in the competition. So, that kind of got me out of my safe zone. Like, 

maybe, I could, like, apply to the apprenticeship because I didn't know how guys will 

treat me as a girl in construction trade. Like, I don't know. What would be the 

expectation, or will they even take me, or will there be, you know, discrimination? It’s 

just very odd because the fields of study that I've been through all my life are mostly 

girls. Like, design—it’s, a girl thing. So, our class is like 80% girls…so, just because [of 

the nature of] the study I chose. And psychology is pretty much a girl profession that we 

pursue. So, I'm used to being around girls instead of guys, and so being with those high 

school students who are always energetic and all guys kind of gave me, like… taught me 

how to deal with the situations. Like, it’s good that I went that route, I think because, 

otherwise, it will be just… “I thought about it, but I never tried it, because it seems [a] far 

reach” because I was in class with guys, of course, high school kids. I don't feel 

intimidated. 

Quinn explained how her entire experience at the high school helped her gain competencies in a 

field that was unlike anything she had ever done. What appeared most important to her, however, 

was that she gathered confidence and moved beyond her speculations and fears to pursue a new 

career interest in a field where she would, undoubtedly, be surrounded by men.  

 To help her explore available options and become better acclimated to building trades, 

Quinn decided to enroll in a government-funded trades orientation program. The goal of the 

offering was to introduce its participants to the various trades in the building industry. Everyone 

in the program, she explained, was “an odd ball” like her from various backgrounds and “from 
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every walk of life”. They, too, knew little to nothing about the trades. She was surprised that 

approximately half of the class was comprised of women who were also interested in the trades. 

Quinn explained, “that the program taught me how to deal with, say different situations.” Those 

“situations” referred to working with different genders, and Quinn stated that the program taught 

“a little bit” about navigating those situations.  

 The nearly equal ratio of women to men who attended the orientation program with 

Quinn would prove to be an anomaly—not at all representative of the small number of females 

Quinn would encounter in the classroom and in the field. In time, she did, however, enter the 

plumbing program with one other women. Her female classmate would score the highest on the 

entrance exam and Quinn would rank fourth, which is an impressive feat for woman or man.  

“I Really Belong Here”  

 Quinn had amassed an impressive array of experiences to share regarding her academic 

and professional life. Her numerous accounts of the many encounters she has had as a female 

navigating her field of study could likely stand as an independent study unto itself. With lengthy, 

intriguing storytelling, Quinn quite often seemed to instinctively answer questions before the 

researcher actually asked them. She provided one such response regarding her experience in the 

field:  

…Like, when I first went to the job site on my very first day they told me to show up on 

the job site at the job trailer. So, I went to the job. The job trailer--it's, I think, two 

temporary buildings with a walkway in the middle. And so, I went there. I waited there. 

They told me to wait there. I didn't have anything. I don't have safety vests. I don't have 

hard hat. I stood there. And so, the guy came out of the job trailer. He’s like, “Hey, are 

you here to get paperwork or deliver paperwork (laughs). I told him, “No, I'm reporting 
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to my first day on the job.” And he's like, “What job? Are you lost? (laughs) because I 

don’t look the part. And the job was MJ Industries (pseudonym). We were building an 

office building for MJ Industries. And they thought I was supposed to go to the office. 

I’m like, “No, I'm here to report to work. This is, like, my first day as a plumber 

apprentice.” He’s like (turns her head) looking at me speechless. He went back to the job 

trailer and I think I waited there five minutes. It was very uncomfortable...So, that was 

my first day. I thought it was kind of funny. I enjoyed it. But that happened all the time. 

People always think I’m lost. …I don’t know. Maybe I look lost…because I don’t fit in. 

Oh, yeah, so, one time I went to a job it was for XYZ Company’s (pseudonym) new 

location. So, there's no parking lot. There's no building. It was just like on the side of the 

road. So, you could park on the street-- six in the morning and you have to go there and 

wait for somebody to open the gate because it's basically like a railway, right. So, I 

parked there. The guy came out of his truck and came toward me and I and he’s not one 

of our guys because he said, “Do you need help?” (laughs). I’m like, “No I’m waiting for 

someone to open the door.” (laughs)…He thought something’s wrong with my car or that 

I am lost. He’s like, “Are you sure you got the right place?” I’m like, “Yes, I'm supposed 

to be here.” (laughs). You know, that happens.  

The various situations that Quinn generously, and often, humorously shared about her 

apprenticeship experience, possessed variations on several recurring themes. She explained that 

her gender and youthful appearance were often the reason she would remain in the patient habit 

of attempting to legitimize her professional presence on job sites. So often she had to explain and 

exhibit to male co-workers and supervisors that she really is not an engineer, an inspector, or 

someone from “the office” (more typical female jobs). She was also not lost, nor was she 
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someone in need of help with a flat tire, but that she was, in fact, a bona fide plumber apprentice 

working on site.  

 Also, Quinn, like many participants in the study, reported that as a female in a 

nontraditional career, she understood the on-going need to prove herself competent among male 

peers. Quinn’s approach, however, was unique in comparison to her female co-participants in the 

study. Quinn, for all intents and purposes, seemed to be ill-fitted for plumbing work. In addition 

to looking young, she also described herself as “small” and “not strong” or in a similar manner 

throughout the interview. Quinn also spoke of herself in terms of her limitations, noting her 

inability to “lift eight-inch pipe like the other guy” or to generally keep pace with the physical 

abilities of her fellow construction workers. What she determined to do, however, was to 

embrace being different. This philosophy was based on advice that she received from one of the 

women Quinn described as a “trail blazer female”, who has been a mentor to her. Quinn 

explained: 

Like, whatever you do, they’re gonna notice you’re a female. And so, everybody looks at 

you—not always in a bad way. It’s like, “Oh! There's a woman.” You know, like, it’s like 

a shocker (laughs). You know, so just carry on and do your thing. And it's okay.   

Among the many different “things” that Quinn could do impressively well was to utilize her 

graphic design background and her knowledge with computer-aided drafting (CAD), blueprints, 

and drafting, in general, to her advantage. The skillset she possesses is a precious commodity on 

a construction site. Quinn asserts that she is adept in the requisite math knowledge necessary to 

ensure that the pipes are fitted properly: “…that’s my strength…my calculations are always 

right.”, she stated without hesitation. As a result, the small-sized Quinn is consistently paired 
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with a brawny male co-worker on the worksite. She joked, “…We always say, ‘You know, my 

partner is the muscle. I’m the brain, so together we’re a good team’.” 

 Quinn would also add that there are times in which, even her petite size is an attribute 

that is used to her advantage—she is able to fit into tight spaces that prove difficult or impossible 

for her oftentimes-larger co-workers. She touts the importance of her size, saying, “It’s okay, I fit 

under the sink (laughs)”. Also, because she is literally a “standout” in the crowd, Quinn 

appreciates the practicality of being “the girl” who is often “in charge” of particular areas of the 

site. The male workers who are familiar or unfamiliar with her can always track her down. “I’m 

never somebody that people can’t find”, she contends. “So, it doesn’t matter what trade—if they 

have a question it’s like, ‘Go ask that girl’. And they know exactly where I am (laughs).” It may 

be the case that Quinn’s long-term corporate marketing experience, her drafting and plumbing 

expertise, and even, perhaps, her admirable interpersonal skills, are all reasons her supervisors 

are positioning her to become a manager. It appears that following the advice Quinn’s mentor 

gave her has helped a petite woman with no previous plumbing experience to gain an upper hand 

in, seemingly, unexpected, and beneficial ways.  

People, Places, and Things 

 When Quinn shared additional examples of experiences pertaining to her career path her 

rich storytelling was filled with conversations about navigating co-workers, family members and, 

sometimes, an inanimate object or two. As Quinn expressed earlier, she understood the novelty 

that her presence as a female in the midst of men brought to the worksite. In several accounts, 

she would explain how her male co-workers, as a general rule were oftentimes preoccupied with 

her personal life. “I want to say 99% of the guys I work with, like, eventually ask me why I want 
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to be a plumber (laughs).” Quinn stated. Some men have even more straightforward inquiries for 

her and assumptions about her:  

Like, a lot of times, like, there a job… everyone knows one job—there's a guy who every 

time…Like, if I run into him at the wash station, like, the bathroom--he always tell me, 

“You know, you should pick an easier career” or “You should be an electrician. That's 

easier”, or he will say, “You should go to school and then you should go to college.” 

Finally, one day I was just…I don’t want to respond to it and he’s not from plumbing. 

He’s from something else, like, another trade. So, one day I decided…he told me to go to 

college. He’s like, “You should go to college, so then you don't have to be here.” I was 

like, “You know, I went to college.” (laughs) And he's like, “Did you finish? You should 

go back and finish.” “I have my degree. I chose to be here.” (laughs) … Of course, I think 

that guy meant well. He didn't see me being a plumber for the next 30 years. And I don't 

see it that way…I want to advance myself, but I enjoy being in that environment. So, 

sometimes I answered to the comments that's, like, odd like that, but sometimes I just 

ignore and I pretend I don't hear it, like because it will take too much energy to explain to 

them why I ended up there. And if I do and end up working with that person in the same 

room then, usually, we'll talk… So, I try to find some short answer to that question, so it 

satisfies their curiosity. You know, “I'm not there to look for a man” (laughs). Then, it’s 

like, “So, why aren't you married? Why don't you have kids?” Like, “Why do you drive a 

van if you don't have kids?” There’s like a million questions on the job. You know, as 

soon as they pull in and they see there's a girl in the white hat on the job, there's a million 

questions in the back of their heads. They’re like preparing for that question, looking for 

the opportunity to ask that question.  
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Quinn has decided to be tolerant of the undesired spotlight she is often under at work. She also 

has determined on a case-by-case basis how to best address or best ignore the often overly 

inquisitive fellow worker in front of her at the moment. As shown in the above excerpt, the scope 

of their questions can range from the benign, to being nothing short of a gross invasion of her 

privacy. Yet, Quinn appears to be relatively undisturbed and undeterred by this on-going 

practice. Much like Hope, Quinn also has a male peer who she described as coming to her aid, as 

it relates to navigating life with other men around her. He is a foreman on the worksite who tends 

to believe that all men are attempting to flirt with her, Quinn laughingly explained. The foreman 

is positioned to tell the inquiring person to “…Get back to work!”, and he often does just that. 

Sometimes the foreman chooses to run interference, of sorts, by pretending he needs to speak 

with Quinn when she is in the midst of another uncomfortable conversation. Quinn concurs that 

the foreman’s practice is a time-saving measure that prevents them from being unproductive 

workers, but it also spares her from another instance of having to explain herself.  

 Not all men on the jobsite are interested in the details of the life story of the female 

plumbing apprentice. In fact, Quinn noted there had only been a few instances when men do not 

want to, or simply refuse to work with her because she is a female. On occasion, being female is 

only one of the barriers around which Quinn must maneuver. She indicated that one man asserted 

that “he just couldn’t stomach taking direction from me, because I’m young, I’m a female, and 

he has more experience than I’m in age. So, there’s a pride issue…”, Quinn further detailed the 

nature of this on-again, off-again work relationship:  

Um, we work together on and off sometimes. He will just request to not be on my team, 

and I'll feel hurt because, like, “Why does he not want to work with me? And then we 

will talk it out. And he's like, “I just, I just can't!” Like, he cannot work with a woman, 
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and then like after a couple weeks and he'll come and apologize, “I'm sorry. I mean, it’s 

just my personal issue.” …He will come back on my team and we’ll be great again. After 

a couple of months, he’s like, “You know what? I can't deal with working with a woman 

again!” (Laughs). 

Quinn’s overall response was to hope for a better outcome from her older male co-worker, but to 

also, basically, accept the reality of their relationship. He simply did not want to work with her 

and there would be nothing she could do about that. Working with older men, in particular, who 

refused to accept younger female workers as peers is an experience like that which was also 

reported by Zoey, Miranda, and Willow. 

 Quinn would also discuss how she would learn to navigate other aspects of her life. Since 

she began pursuing her new-found career, Quinn’s parents who thought plumbing was “a phase” 

would tell her, “...You need to get serious and get a real job.” She explained that only in the past 

two years have her parents considered that she might be engaged in a venture that is worthwhile. 

Their change of heart appeared to have begun when her parents had a leak in their shower, and 

they were seeking a plumber to fix it. Despite her father’s insistence that he call “a real 

plumber”, Quinn was determined to do it, instead. Quinn asked a co-worker to assist her, and the 

two of them “put in a new system from the street to the house” and completed the other repairs. 

“But guess what he said?”, Quinn reported, “He's like, ‘Wow, it almost looked like a 

professional did it!’ (laughs) “I am professional!”, laughed Quinn.  

 Also, Quinn would learn how to maneuver the most basic components of her profession, 

such as her work gear. Just as Sophia reported “MacGyvering” her gloves, Quinn learned to sew 

so that she could tailor her vest to fit her smaller frame. She would ultimately advocate for 

herself and secure, through her safety officer, appropriately sized vests and gloves that fit her 
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body. As of the time of the interview, she did not, however, have access to a safety harness small 

enough to fit her securely. 

Lending a Hand and a Helping Voice 

 Not only has Quinn advocated for the equipment and supplies she has needed, but she 

also seemed energized in doing the same for others. Being a representative voice for women is 

one that Quinn has taken seriously, and one that manifests at the local and national level. She and 

all other interested woman from their local union are sponsored by their “local” to attend the 

Tradeswomen Build Nations conference, which is a national meeting of the North American 

Building Trades Union (Tradeswomen Build Nations, n.d.). This expansive alliance of women 

construction professionals is a work in which Quinn has clearly become invested. She explained 

that among its many activities, conference attendees focus on ways to increase the number of 

women in the construction trades. They also address areas of hardship relative to childcare 

issues, discrimination, and sexism, among other challenges. The conference meets annually in a 

different city, and women use the hosting city as a forum for garnering publicity at the local 

legislative level. Each year a percentage of the approximate 2600 attendees also capitalize on 

their presence in the city by choosing a project such as building a homeless shelter or foodbank:  

And so, that will get covered by the local news because how often do you have 100 

female construction workers building a homeless shelter for the local residents. So, it will 

be newsworthy, right? So, of course, it's like a strategy…We intend for that. But we're 

trying to use our advantage and then it shines a light on the construction trade that we 

give back. We don't just give them money; we actually give time and our skill. And also 

show the future generation to girls…that “Hey, you know, girls can do that too, not just 

the guys”, and there's many of us. 



 

169 

Quinn and other women have used their agency, sense of advocacy, and their skills 

independently and in their own community to work with Habitat for Humanity to build tiny 

houses. The women volunteered and then advertised their trade’s affiliation by wearing union t-

shirts. The women then formally presented their experiences to the local union meeting. 

According to Quinn, the union leadership admitted that they had previously been challenged to 

find an in-road to working with Habitat for Humanity, but Quinn and her female colleagues took 

the initiative to develop their own relationship with the agency. They volunteered for a service 

project and then publicized the work they had done for their union and the community to see. 

Quinn would surmise the matter relative to the role of women in her local union: 

So, you know, I think it kind of shines a good light on us being in the trade and then we 

don't have to say we belong. But like we just assume we belong and then show them we 

belong. We don’t only belong; we are more active. 

The desire to be active, relevant and to make a difference for the better for women in 

construction is clearly a core concern and motivator for Quinn. When asked if she, per chance, 

had any other visions for herself, she explained that in the future if it is, indeed, feasible she 

desires to buy property and build tiny houses for people who struggle to have affordable housing 

in her area. Her proposed project seemed similar in scope to Habitat for Humanity—you help 

others build their house and, in time, others will help you build your home: “…It's not going to 

be a mansion, but it's going to be a little house that has everything…” Quinn stated. She also 

said:  

You will always have a place to live. And it's yours. And people can’t tell you, you 

cannot, you know, do this in your kitchen or cannot do that because I'm a landlord I can 

see this…Everybody desires to have their own space--doesn't matter if it’s a little space 
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or big space and just a safe place for them at the end of the day, so that's kind of where I 

want to go… 

Quinn explained that a house was not difficult to build with the proper instruction. She described 

some of the research and work she has done to learn how others are building tiny home 

communities for the purposes of creating affordable housing. Quinn has begun to solicit help 

from her resources by asking the opinions of the construction professionals with whom she 

works. She reported that she has received positive feedback, thus far, about her idea. “I think, 

people…you know, they think it's interesting. “Nobody…people don't usually want to take those 

steps to be the first one, or be the first one to success or failure”, she remarked. If and when that 

“first step” ever occurs, few people who know Quinn will, likely, be surprised if she takes it all 

on her own, and that it will prove to be a giant leap for the better.  

Zahra 

…It's motivating to see how proud people are to know a Black female pilot.  

Like, it’s cool to see that it does something for them just to know somebody doing that.  

And it makes you want to…like, you just can’t give up… 

 

        ---Zahra 

 Zahra is, indeed, a Black female pilot, and her goal is to become a pilot for a commercial 

airline. She is also a flight attendant for a large airline carrier. This dual career status alone 

ensures that Zahra is unique among her co-participants, in that she is essentially operating in two 

spheres within the same field. On one hand, she is working in a traditionally female career and, 

on the other hand, she is also pursuing a traditionally male career. Many of Zahra’s reported 

experiences clearly distinguish her in several ways from the encounters shared by the other 

participants in this study. Yet, it is apparent that Zahra, as another woman in a CTE male-typical 
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occupation, also shares fundamental similarities that often parallel her co-participants’ stories 

and experiences.  

An Unexpected Bounty 

 As a flight attendant, Zahra conveniently lives in one of the large metropolitan areas 

where the commercial airline carrier she works for has a hub. She was not in that city when the 

interview took place, which occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic. Much like Hope, 

Vanessa, and Sophia, Zahra was also able to secure opportunity even amid the extensive 

challenges of the global crisis. When asked how she became interested in becoming a pilot, 

Zahra explained, “I love aviation.” She furthered her conversation by saying, “I like the industry. 

I love traveling. I love being a flight attendant, but I'm ready to stop talking to passengers all the 

time, and just be on the other side of the door.” Zara explained that when she initially sought 

employment with the airlines, the goal was to “get my foot in the door” with the human 

resources department. Somehow, she became a flight attendant, instead. At this point in Zahra’s 

life, however, she is clear that her desire is to spend the remainder of her professional life 

working in the aviation field but, to do so as a pilot.  

The Dream to Fly  

 Zara emphasized on multiple occasions how critical the aviation community is in helping 

her to pursue her dream of becoming a commercial pilot. She described how she has felt 

supported because “the women in the cockpit are…they push you to want to do it.” Zahra 

provided more details about the work culture in which she clearly feels encouraged by her 

colleagues: 

So, um, a lot of the times when we fly—well, we always have conversations with the 

pilots. And when I see women…I've never seen a Black woman, but I see women all the 
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time. And it's so exciting just to see a woman in a cockpit and we talk, and I just may 

mention that I took a flight lesson, or I'm really interested in being a pilot. And as soon as 

they hear it, or they may even bring it up themselves, they start just going over…Like, 

because you have to retire when you're 65, so they say like, “Oh, you're only 30 years old 

(at the time when I started I was 25), so they'll be like, Oh, by the time you're 30 you'll 

have 35 more years to be in this industry and you can just be in the cockpit. Why not start 

today?” And they give you information on different organizations to join, support groups 

on Facebook, they personally give you their information, their card…business cards and 

just tell you to contact them whenever you want. But it's not just the females. The males 

are, you know, go just as hard to push you to get in the cockpit. I've had people…pilots 

on the hiring team, give me their card and say, “Hey, reach out to me when you're ready 

to work for (name of airline removed), like, as a pilot, or if you just have any questions”--

just gave me their card and told me I can call them or text them anytime. So, really it's 

crazy. Like, in the aviation industry everyone is so supportive. 

In Zahra’s reported experience, both women and men in her career field appear to 

enthusiastically support her entry in the male-dominated flight industry. It is not clear if all pilots 

of either gender are more cognizant (and thus more supportive) of the fact that she is a female 

who is a minority. Zahra indicated, however, that the female pilots do tend to interject the 

importance of gender representation in her conversations with them. Regardless of the gender of 

the pilot, these established professionals, however, have consistently demonstrated their 

eagerness to ardently recruit a female into their own non-traditional occupational field. This level 

of engagement was not similarly reported by any of the other participants in this study, as it 

relates to the culture of their own career fields.  
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 As stated earlier, Zahra began her flight career during the COVID-19 pandemic. Flight 

school, however, had, been a dream deferred for her for the past three or four years. She had 

made one previous attempt to enroll in school, but after purchasing her books and attending one 

class, she stopped because, as she explained, “I never had money or the time.” What she was 

able to continue to do, however, was to study the books she had purchased. Zahra indicated, “I 

would just consistently study for this test” that flight students are, ultimately, required to pass to 

graduate. She described those years of waiting:  

…like sometimes I might lose sight of it (flight school) because I wasn't about to do it 

anytime soon. And there's just always somebody, without me saying anything, trying to 

encourage me to do it—like, never met me or anything. But there was always somebody 

in the aviation industry, like, saying, “Have you thought about being a pilot”, or just 

trying to push that on me and I would just use that as a sign and keep studying and 

just…I feel like I manifested it because I just talked about it so much saying like, “I am 

going to do it, but I just didn't know when I would… 

Just as Zahra interpreted the random support of friends and strangers as a sign to never give up, 

she would mention her belief in providence or ordained God-timing in her life throughout the 

interview. She ultimately began flight school when the opportunity unexpectedly presented itself 

(in the form of a surprise Valentine’s date to a flight school). After meeting the owner, Zahra 

soon found herself taking two weeks of free online ground instruction at the onset of the 

pandemic: “…And that put me in a place to start. Like, it was just kind of like it kind of forced 

on me and I didn't…I just let it happen.” She was allowed to take a leave of absence from work 

to attend flight school, which is in a different large metropolitan city several states away from 

her home. Fortunately, Zahra’s family lives in the city where she has been learning to fly. She 
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explained how her family has been “really supportive. She adds, “So, they’ve opened their doors 

to me. My sister let me sleep on her couch for a while. My mom let me use her car for May and 

June while I’m here.”  

 It was also fortunate that Zahra was academically well-positioned for flight school. She 

explained that the airlines prefer that commercial pilots possess a four-year degree. Zahra, along 

with five other participants in this study, had, already attained a post-secondary credential. More 

specifically, Zahra previously earned the requisite four-year degree and would only need to focus 

on the aviation instruction she needs. The timeline for completing this instruction, however, can 

vary immensely, and is dependent most on the student’s availability of time and capital. As it 

pertains to time, Zahra explains, there are numerous factors that can delay one’s ability to 

complete the program to include weather and the instructor’s schedule, among other factors. She 

noted that in a program like her own: 

…As an estimate if you are just going straight through, and a program like mine, you 

could finish your commercial in nine months getting all of your ratings—your private 

pilot license, your instrument license, your multi-engine license, and then your 

commercial license and once you get that, then you're just flying to build up enough 

hours to apply for a job.  

Flight instruction is a costly endeavor. Zahra stated that one one-hour lesson is $220. Because of 

the cost factor, she indicated that often flight attendants who, like her, are also attending flight 

school will often get their instruction in a disjointed manner—they save up $1,000 “and then go 

and use that money towards a few lessons and then take some time off and come back when they 

save the money again”. When asked if there are a number of other flight attendants who are also 

pursuing their commercial licenses, she said, “We actually have… a group on Facebook, with all 
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(name of airline carrier removed) flight attendants that are working on their license. Some are 

already pilots. Like, they already went all the way.” There are, apparently, a number of women 

and men who fall in this category. Zahra added that there are several airlines that recruit from 

their own pools of ground crew members and flight attendants, so that at the end of their 

instruction the pilot has a guaranteed job with their own airline. She also indicated: 

…And there's a lot of Black women who are in these programs, in these Facebook 

groups--not that it exceeds, you know, the number of white people or anything like that, 

but just way more than you would ever expect. It's just so exciting. 

Zahra’s emphasis on the presence of Black females in the program appeared to be a particularly 

inspiring notation from her perspective. Although Zahra had been employed by a large 

commercial airline carrier as a flight attendant for the last five years, she had never seen a Black 

female pilot in a commercial airline cockpit. Zahra’s family, however, has been particularly 

enthused over the idea that they will one day have a Black female commercial pilot in the family. 

When asked about the kind of feedback she was receiving from family and friends, Zahra 

remarked: 

Yes, a lot of support, a lot of…I mean, my mom…um…so proud. She…um…she came 

and saw me solo for the first time and she told everybody (chuckles). Everybody’s just 

like…just a lot of support…My friends are very supportive, posting me on their 

Instagram, and just…it's cool to see like how…it's motivating to see how proud people 

are to know a Black female pilot. Like, it's cool to see that it does something for them just 

to know somebody doing that. And it makes you want to…like, you just can't give up. It's 

like, now you don't even have a choice. Now everyone is going to keep asking me, 

“When are we gonna fly?” Um, yesterday, I went to go hang out with one of my friends. 
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And he just came into town and he's staying at his mom's house and we were all having 

dinner at the table and like some of his friends are there and a lot of his family. And, like, 

literally, out of nowhere, he was just like, “Yeah, Zahra’s (pseudonym) a pilot.” And 

we…we weren't…nobody was even talking at the table. I was just (look of surprise) 

embarrassed. People are just so proud. They want to tell everybody. And it just feels 

really good. Like, everyone really supports it. I only had one guy laugh when I said I 

want to be a pilot and said he would never let his daughters do that. And so that's been 

the only, like, negative thing. And I think he just laughed at the thought of me thinking I 

could do it. So, um, but his wife commented on my mom's caption and was like, “Oh, I'm 

so proud of her.” And my mom was like, “Well, show your husband this video” (laughs). 

Oh, my God (laughs). 

Zahra’s experience is that she is most often surrounded by supporters and well-wishers who 

congratulate her for her efforts, and who encourage her to fly as a commercial pilot. The single 

naysayer she seems to have encountered is mentioned in the above excerpt. His comments 

appeared to have little to no significant impact on Zahra, and she accounted his response as, “I 

guess he feels like you're risking your life doing, being a pilot, and he just wouldn't ever allow 

his daughters to fly a plane...” 

 At the flight school Zahra has attended she estimated that 20 percent of the students (in a 

class of approximately 50 people) are women. This one-to-five ratio of women to men far 

exceeds the classroom or work setting ratios of any of the other participants in this study. Zahra 

asserted that it has been especially exciting to see a woman at school who is farther along in the 

instruction than she is because “…And so, it's just cool, like, it's cool to see it because you know 

you're going to get there because you're going to the same school.” She admits that there have 
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been days where she has cried and felt like giving up because she was unable to do a task, such 

as land the plane. In her frustration Zahra would declare “This is not the job for me.” She 

admitted that she felt that she had unrealistic expectations of herself and wrongly assumed that 

she should have been “God’s gift to aviation”. Zahra would continue by admitting, “I’m really 

bad at failing.” She countered this area of challenge in her life by acknowledging that she will 

improve. “It’s inspiring”, she confirmed.  

 Zahra also reported that her overall experience at school has been a positive one. The 

owner is a pilot for the same airline carrier that employs her. According to Zahra he is 31 years 

old and she explains that “I think he can relate to us on so many levels.” She adds he creates a 

professional atmosphere. He requires students wear a pilot shirt, similar to those worn by 

professional pilots, sans the pilot’s stripes. He also has higher standards for them in other areas 

of instruction. For example, as Zahra explains, “You only need a third-class medical license to be 

a private pilot. But he makes you go ahead and get a first class medical, so that you're prepared, 

and you already know you can be a commercial pilot. You're not wasting your time…” Zahra 

would explain that if students needed additional assistance, the instructors (owner included) 

would provide one-on-one instruction. The owner also insists that they already refer to 

themselves as pilots, and not pilots-in-the-making. “So, I feel like they definitely prepare us for 

the real aviation world”, Zahra explained.  

 Zahra admitted that some of the most difficult challenges she has encountered center on 

her inability to believe in herself, and to not be too self-critical:  

It still is hard--like in the beginning, even when I was studying and going to the ground 

school and stuff I couldn't fit, like, I just couldn't see myself as a pilot. Like, I 

couldn't…It wasn't a vision I could see or anything like that. And I mean, even now, like, 
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even though I've flown the plane by myself I still…it's hard to see me in a cockpit flying 

a 737 full of 200 passengers or something like that. Like, it's just so hard to see because, I 

mean, we don't really have that type of representation. And I just never would have 

thought that I could do something like this. 

She also found it was particularly daunting and frustrating when teenage flight students (who, 

likely, grew up in aviation) would have their first solo flights before she did. “Hey, I should be 

able to do this. This 17-year-old kid can do this. And he's not scared. Like, why am I?”. For 

Zahra, seeing people younger than her finish milestones ahead of her somehow felt both like 

pressure and failure, she admitted. Zahra indicated that she now no longer compares herself to 

others in ways that are unhelpful or unhealthy. She found a means for processing her anxiety and 

also for motivating herself:  

And so, you really have to…just you can have a thought for a second and you just have to 

let it go. And I watch videos. I look at other people's failures. And see where they are. A 

lot of people are very vulnerable about their journey and transparent. And when you 

watch them on videos and see their process and see, “Hey, they're making the same 

mistakes that I made and now they're a commercial pilot”, or wherever they're at…it’s 

just like…There's even something on there that is like the 10 mistakes private pilots 

make. And one of them is being too hard on yourself when you make a mistake. Um, and 

so I just try not to watch where everyone else's journey is, and understand that my 

journey is my own, and I'm going to get there when I get there. It's nothing that I compare 

is going to change that. And so, this has really helped me grow.  

Without a doubt, Zahra had been no sluggard in her progress at school, and has seeming been 

moving at break-neck speed to complete her studies. This fast pace of instruction has all been a 
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part of her plan. She began ground school April 20th, and started flying on May 5th. When the 

researcher was first introduced to Zahra it was via social media, and a video that captured her 

first solo flight, only weeks after she began flying. As Zahra stated earlier, these various posts of 

support on Instagram, Facebook, and the like from family and friends, have made Zahra feel as if 

she is shrouded by support. She admits, however, that their words and expectations have, at 

times, also made her feel undeniably stressed: 

I'm not gonna lie. It probably…half of it comes from me…I'm kind of a people-pleaser, 

in a sense. I'm not the type of person that's just like, “I don't care what these people are 

gonna think.” Sometimes, I can have that attitude, but for the most part, I'm constantly, 

like, wondering if I'm representing myself well. Um, so, I know that some of that 

pressure comes from me. Um, yeah. So, I know a lot of that pressure might come from 

me. But also, you see your family and friends, like, posting you and just speaking 

publicly about how proud they are of you. And how, like, I don't know the response you 

get when people are like, “You're the only one I know.” Like, I just feel like people are 

watching me and looking at me and, so they're not intentionally putting the pressure on 

me. But, I mean, also when people are constantly asking like, “When is it when are you 

done?” And, you know, I, I just feel the pressure. Like I have to, I have to do it, or people 

will tell you, like, “We are behind you. Please don't ever give up”, you know. That's also 

pressure. And then, they're just like societal pressures of feeling like, what I'm doing is 

never enough and just comparing, like, I guess really the…. I feel like this is a therapy 

session, and it's all just coming down to realize the pressure is me.  

Zahra added that another one of her goals has been to join a professional organization of women 

pilots. As a Black woman, she admits, she feels a particular degree of stress to be a good 
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“representative” for the industry, for women, and for people of color. In Zahra’s estimation, she 

believes that all women pilots in the industry generally appear to have a higher standard to 

uphold: 

Like, you just have to be a little bit more, like, proper. But I know plenty of pilots that are 

males that don't…they just do what they want. They don't carry themselves in a certain 

way, and that might be with age and they're just comfortable with where they are, and 

they know like…But even looking at female pilots’ pages on social media—I feel like 

…nobody, like, lets loose or anything. You don't see what they do behind the scenes or 

anything. It's just very, like, clean. And there's nothing wrong with that. But I just feel 

that’s a pressure that comes with it—of just feeling like you can't mess up because people 

are looking at you. Like, I'm trying to get into this mentorship program in July. And I'm 

always thinking, like, “Oh, what if my potential mentor sees this and they don't choose 

me for the program.” Um, so yeah…just a little bit of pressure, but more than anything is 

just…It just feels rewarding to even…like, I feel so blessed to even be able to have been 

in a position where people were pouring this into me.  

Throughout the interview, even as Zahra spoke of the pressures she felt to “not mess up”, she 

would always circle back to how she felt “blessed”, “thankful”, and how she appreciates the 

opportunity to be a pilot. Zahra also repeated several times how she has relished the 

incomparable act of flying an airplane, and that she needed to protect that sense of exhilaration at 

all cost: 

Um, what I've learned to do is wake up every day and I pray all the way until I get to school. 

And I try to just speak positivity and say like, “Today's gonna be a good day.” I try not to 

think about…I try to just have fun with it….I try not to take it too seriously because when 
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I do it just, it really affects me wanting to go. It affects the pressure I put on myself to just 

do great for that day.  

Zahra has not only determined to make the concerted effort to find the means to protect her love 

of aviation, but she also has goals to inspire girls who look like her to follow in her footsteps. 

She explained that she and most females like her have never had a role model who can give them 

a flesh and blood vision of “I can be a pilot.” She added that African American women comprise 

approximately one percent of the commercial pilot industry, and women of all races make up 

only about seven percent. When Zahra was asked what her vision for her future was she 

explained that she always knew that she would be more than a pilot: “…because I'm a minority 

in this industry, I would like to, maybe, have a program for little girls that…we start flying them 

at eight. Their parents take them on a plane, and they learn to fly when they are kids.” She 

referenced programs like Sisters of the Skies, an organization that has within its mission the goal 

of teaching minority girls to fly airplanes (Sisters of the Skies, n.d.). Zahra also added that she 

has considered creating a website called the 1%, in an attempt bring African American aviators 

together. Ultimately, Zahra stated that her goal is, “I want to be a voice and I want to change the 

industry, even if that’s hopping on someone else’s bandwagon and being a mentor for their 

program…” Zahra asserted that once she realized that it was possible for her be a pilot, she also 

knew that she would be a willing representative for people who look like her: 

…And I just want Black and Brown girls to really believe that. It's easy to hear and 

people tell you can be what you want, but just to really believe it in your own heart, I 

think it really does take representation. I know I can be a lawyer because I've seen Black 

lawyers. I see…I know I can be a teacher or cook. I really want to believe that I can be a 

pilot and I want to convince other women that they can be pilots, too. 
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Zahra stated that even in the times she doubted herself, she has, ultimately, believed that her 

goals are actionable and, perhaps, even destined. She also hopes that the goals and visions she 

has for herself and for the young people she wishes to inspire will soon be realized, or at least, 

come to fruition in the timing that is best for her journey. In the duration, Zahra asserted that she 

would strive to keep flourishing in her true, great passion—flying.  

Findings in the Research: Four Themes 

 As previously explained, the process of analysis began based upon data gathered from the 

11 female participants interviewed in this study. The researcher employed open coding, and then 

engaged in axial coding, which involves the process of categorizing and re-categorizing the data 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The on-going re-defining, construction, and condensing of these 

categorizes, in time, led to the formulation of four distinct overarching categories or perspectives 

within to the data: 1) Life as a Female, As a Minority; 2) Familial, Friend Relationships and 

History; 3) Gaining More Women in Non-Traditional CTE; and, 4) Vision for Work and Life 

Goals. 

 From the on-going analyses of these four perspectives, themes materialized which 

captured the recurring patterns throughout the data. These themes have also been informed by 

and are interconnected with the research questions. These questions were designed to unearth the 

lived academic and professional experiences of women in non-traditional CTE. These resulting 

themes are also grounded in and driven by the theoretical context of self-determination theory 

and its components of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. As a result, the findings reflect an 

understanding of the vital role that motivation has played in the lives of these women. Finally, 

these themes also provide a rich and extensive dialogue concerning the last research question in 
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this study which pertains to how women in non-traditional technical careers envision their 

futures in their chosen professions.  

Theme One: “I am a Strategist” 

 The term strategy is defined as “an adaption or complex of adaptions (as of behavior, 

metabolism, or structure) that serves or appears to serve an important function in achieving 

evolutionary success” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Bazeley (2013) defined strategy as “purposeful 

activity to achieve a goal or deal with an issue” (p.182). It is from these two interpretations of 

this term that the assertion I am a Strategist was formed. It became apparent that the participants 

in this study have often functioned in a determinately strategic way to navigate their academic 

and career experiences. Not unlike a chameleon, the women have made adaptations that have 

allowed them to navigate the complex terrain around them for multiple purposes that include 

integration, utilization, promotion, or, even, defense. Whether these processes are wholly or 

partly intuitive, intentional, or something else, is not always apparent. What is clear is that 

engaging in this means of navigation speaks profoundly to these women’s lived experiences and 

to their perspectives. This process of negotiating and re-negotiating one’s environment also 

reflects how autonomy, competence and relatedness are intertwined and manifested as these 

women implement and practice various strategies in their daily academic, professional, and 

personal lives.  

Strategy Contextualized 

 Bazeley’s definition of strategy asserts that it is a “purposeful activity” with a distinct 

goal in mind (2013). This definition connotes both overt intentionality and the existence of an 

endgame, of sorts, where the individual is proactive in creating a plan of action. There were 

numerous situations in which participants exhibited this approach. More often, however, the 
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women’s conversations and manifested strategies most aligned with the Merriam-Webster 

interpretation. In fact, the participants’ efforts to strategize often appeared to be, even, 

unconscious. How can one have “unconscious strategy” when strategy, in and of itself, is 

considered inherently intentional? For most of the participants most of the time, strategizing was 

often more nuanced an effort—more about maneuvering, and less about hitting a target. 

Participants most often spoke of themselves as working to navigate or be successful in their class 

or at work situation. Quite often, they simply take a particular stance on a matter that is in front 

of them (e.g., “In response to this matter, I decided to…”). The act of taking a stance in order to 

navigate a perceived problem or issue is a form of strategizing that is the polar opposite of a 

purposeful, planned activity. It is, in effect a form of reactive strategizing.  

 Why is it necessary for these women to strategize and what are the primary motivations 

for doing so? In contemplating this question, it is also necessary to investigate what the strategies 

that the women have been engaged in were designed to accomplish. There are five basic reasons 

why the women in this study engaged in the act of strategizing. The figure below (Figure 1) 

reflects both the reasons for strategy and types of adaptive (reactive) or purposeful (proactive) 

strategy in which the women engaged.  
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 To Be Taken Seriously (Competence). Competence is the basic need in many 

organisms to feel a sense of achievement, mastery, and effectance (Ryan & Deci, 2002; Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). In like manner, there was a through line of consistent commentary as the 

participants often spoke of the need to prove themselves as competent individuals. No one 

wanted their colleagues to consider them or treat them as “the helpless girl” in the room or on the 

jobsite. The women reported how they consistently contended for the right to be in the academic 

or professional spheres they inhabited. They strived to be intelligent in their craft or skill, to be 

hard-working, and to be consummate professionals. In essence, these women have determined to 

be, among other things, competent.  

 Examples of the women’s experiences were extracted from their interviews and many 

were summarized previously in the chapter. On some level, every participant spoke of the need 

they felt to prove themselves competent. As discussed, Zoey stated, “I proved myself. I showed 

myself—that I know what I’m doing, and I can, you know, hold my own.” Similar sentiments 

were shared by Vanessa, who had faced jeering commentary from her male classmates who 

expressed their sexist beliefs that “a girl” was innately unable to weld. Similarly, Willow 

described how much to her disdain, she was pampered by men around her, and it was only after 

she had proven herself to be one of the best mechanics that her school and work life improved.  

 Quinn had similar experiences when her parents sought to hire a “real plumber”, although 

their own daughter was a capable plumber apprentice. Sophia spoke of the joy and sense of 

accomplishment she had when men asked her and her female classmate to help them with TIG 

welding. On her female face value alone, Sophia, like the other women, stated they were often 

not taken seriously. They determined to prove that they were women who were more than the 

limited expectations too often placed upon them. The one participant who was an exception to 
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the need to prove herself to others is Zahra. Her expressed form of adaptive engagement will be 

addressed in more detail later in the chapter.  

 To Gain Social Inclusion or Acceptance (Relatedness). Seventeenth century poet John 

Donne famously wrote that “no man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the 

continent” (BrainyQuote, n.d.). Vicar Donne was clearly not restricting his literary work to the 

literal status of males, nor of land formations. His commentary was about the innate tendencies 

that all healthy human beings possess to experience a sense of belonging with others. As 

explained in previous chapters, to feel connected to others—to love and care for others, and to 

have that love and care reciprocated is relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Humans may not need 

to experience love from those around them at a job site or in a classroom, but they need to feel 

accepted and valuable. This innate need is important for healthy psychological well-being (Ryan 

& Deci, 2017). Several of the women expressed the rather unnerving feeling that they were 

uncomfortable in their spaces and so were their male classmates or co-workers. To combat the 

alienation they were feeling, the women explained how they took a stance (strategy) to address 

what appeared to be the issue of their own presence —the female elephant in the room of males. 

Zoey explained why and how she took the initiative in her registered apprenticeship class, which 

is all-male:  

Uh, it’s kind of like meeting a new group of friends, or like a new group of people. You 

have to show them who you are and, like, what you can do...I’ve worked with the guys at 

the shop for two summers and now even longer they know who I am. But the guys in the 

classroom don’t know who I am. So, I kind of have to put myself back out there and go, 

“Hey, I’m a chick, whatever, but I can do this just as well as you can. And so, after being 
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with me awhile they’ve seen that, but it’s still kind of hard when you only see them like 

two days each month. 

Zoey openly distinguished her femaleness from the males around her, but she also proclaimed 

her sameness with the men by affirming her competence as a fellow glassworker. She was, in 

part, aiming to be relational, and she hoped that in time the men might eventually accept her 

solely based on her merit. The decision to confront the perceived concerns of their male 

colleagues was a practice repeated by three of the women. Zoey, Miranda, and Hope explained 

their intentionality to gain inclusion with the men by informing their classmates or coworkers 

that it was not necessary for them to edit their conversations for the sake of the lone female. In 

essence, the participants were encouraging the men to be themselves without fear of recourse or 

being made uncomfortable. As described previously, Zoey, however, did make an exception and 

informed the men that she would let them know if they offended her. Hope described how she 

was intentional to “laugh jokingly” at the “your mama” joke the male classmates made. In effect, 

the women placed the onus on themselves to allay the perceived concerns or misperceptions that 

the men had about them. In some of the women’s words, they desired to be akin to “one of the 

guys” or to not be “how some girls are”—that is, overly sensitive and easily offended. 

 Not all of the women in the study approached men with whom they studied and worked 

in the same manner. Both Willow and Quinn would report having healthy, long-term work 

relationships, and they also expressed similar experiences when men stopped talking when they 

entered in a space. Quinn explained: 

So, it's like sometimes lunchtime…people gather together and they talk, but I know 

there's a lot of time when I show up and, like, they change the subject, right? They could 

be talking about some, you know, some girl at the liquor store across the street. But all of 
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a sudden I show up, they have to, like, talk about “Hey how's the weather?” (laughs) You 

know, like, they change the subject…but I don’t mind. I enjoy it. I don't want to talk 

about, you know, the girl at the liquor store (laughs). 

Quinn, Willow, Autumn, Jade, Vanessa, Sophia, and Maya reported engaging in approaches that 

were opposite to that of Zoey, Miranda, and Hope. As reflected in the data, Quinn and Willow 

reported that they rather passively “forced” the men to alter their behaviors and conversations in 

their presence. Other women were prone to ignore the men and account such actions to boyish, 

immature behaviors (Jade, Vanessa, Sophia, Maya), or to verbally confront the men and their 

behaviors at times (Autumn). In all of these activities the participants were, in essence, utilizing 

forms of strategy. Each participant in the study reported that they ultimately experienced a 

positive classroom or work relationship, to some degree. What varied within these accounts was 

the strategies the women used—the means by which they achieved the sense of relatedness that 

they ultimately garnered.  

 To Navigate Working in Relative Independence (Autonomy). As discussed in 

previous chapters, autonomy is considered “the most central” of the basic human need 

components in SDT because it is the means through which individuals self-regulate behavior and 

fulfill other physical and psychological needs (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In the narrative section of 

this chapter several participants described themselves as introverted, shy, or a person who 

preferred to work in relative independence. In other instances, some women chose to function on 

their own because of their academic, social, emotional, or other forms of situatedness in their 

predominantly male spaces (Vanessa, Autumn, Sophia, Maya, Willow). Regardless of the 

participant’s motive(s) for working independently, her manifested behaviors are expressions of 

autonomous behaviors. The participant chose to be foremost governed and guided by her own 
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“most central” need(s). She “needs” to learn or work on their own without distraction in response 

to a perceived barrier so that she can accomplish a task or, perhaps, maneuver a situation, or for 

other reasons she has deemed problematic. In response to their concerns, the participants created 

adaptive or purposeful strategic means for addressing their individual and unique circumstances. 

For example, Vanessa was a new student who reported that she had not yet felt comfortable 

enough to make friends, and chose the path of indifference toward her male classmates’ 

inappropriate behaviors. As described earlier, Vanessa was attending her third welding school, 

and she recognized a familiar pattern of experiencing immature male behavior in yet another 

welding program. Her approach to managing her environment was not unlike that of Willow and 

Quinn, in that Vanessa took no overt action, but her tactic was no less decisive a strategy. She 

determined to “tune out” the men based on what she deemed as often childish behaviors. She 

also reported that she remained on the periphery of their social network, as she was working on 

learning her craft. At the same time, Vanessa expressed that she expected to work toward 

“getting to know” her male classmates in time. She would, however, do so in a way that would 

not be a detriment to learning, nor to her level of comfort with her classmates.  

 Maya also shared an experience that is particularly telling. Maya knew that ability to 

learn was being hindered to her academic detriment by her classmate who was unwilling to allow 

her to help complete their group lab projects. She decisively and strategically took an integral 

part of her academic future into her own hands, and asked the instructor to allow her to work 

independently.  

 Sophia, who described herself as “very introverted” kept her social and, perhaps, 

emotional distance from her male classmates. She often expressed her amusement at the ways in 

which her co-welders expressed their masculinity in her presence, in ways that seemed 
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immature, silly, and long outdated. Sophia explained how she generally kept to herself and did 

her work until she found an ally in another female classmate who joined her for the last half of 

her program. Sophia reported that in her female classmate she had someone “to lean on”, and 

someone who understood what it was like to be her. Now, together, the two women were both 

separate and apart from the men. In this sense, Sophia expressed her relative independence 

(autonomy) in class from her male classmates, but she also experienced feelings of support in the 

interdependence (relatedness) she shared with her female classmate.  

 It is apparent that several women in this study exhibited autonomous behaviors as an 

impetus for creating a needed adaptive strategy. They determined how to best navigate the 

academic and professional requirements, and the social complexities, and other challenges of 

their environments so that they could thrive at school and at work.   

 To Successfully Reach Goals (Competence). For the sake of this section of the study, 

determining what constitutes success is based on the participant’s ability to accomplish any 

number of academic or professional goals. With this frame of reference, it is not surprising that 

each of these women would be deemed successful in many ways. Four of the participants (Jade, 

Sophia, Quinn, Zahra), however, described their use of strategy relative to their academic and 

career goals. Their conversations reflect how they employ the types of “purposeful activity” 

Bazeley (2016) defines as strategy. They also detailed their particular academic and work goals 

more extensively than their co-participants. Each of these women described how they determined 

to employ a type of performance-based strategizing. They would utilize their existing knowledge 

and skill-base and would seek to also attain greater proficiency in their occupations to reach their 

intended goals. To this end, strategy and work competency are interconnected, and the women’s 
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conversations revealed that these two components were requisite for their goal attainment. With 

respect to this particular perspective, two of the participant’s experiences are re-examined below.  

 As an automotive collision repair technician, Jade who is employed in an automotive 

repair shop local to her said of her job, “I learn stuff every day.” All that she learns daily she 

explained helps to prepare her for the goal of completing her certification. Skill and certification 

acquisition would also, in Jade’s estimation, help her to reach her long-term goal to open her 

own automotive shop with her husband after she works for some time in the industry.  

 Similarly, Sophia, as discussed earlier, detailed that as an agricultural welder she was also 

working to become more adept at her craft so that she could eventually move beyond her present 

work to employment with a trade union. She, like Jade, envisioned opening her own business. 

Sophia, however, is intent to hire many women, in part, as an affront to the male-owned weld 

shops that she indicated would not hire her because of her gender. Continuously gaining 

knowledge and skills as an agricultural welder and becoming a welder for the union, are all steps 

in her master plan, and thus part of the strategy that Sophia has seen as integral to reaching her 

ultimate professional goal. 

 Both Jade and Sophia have been intentional in their strategizing, as they both expressed a 

determination to reach specific professional goals they each have. These women, along with 

Quinn and Zahra, were both cognizant of the need to be well-skilled and well-experienced in 

their crafts if they are going to have the opportunity to be successful. Formulating a strategy, in 

their estimation, was and is a must to reach their goals. Additional conversation about Zahra and 

Quinn and the interplay of strategies, competence and more will be further addressed later in the 

chapter.  
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 To Advocate (Relatedness). Four women in the study expressed their desires and their 

need to strategize for a cause that reached beyond the attainment of their own personal, 

academic, or professional goals. These women indicated that they considered advocacy as an 

important activity in which they wanted to take part or were already involved in on some level. 

The notion of being an advocate is inherently an act of relatedness. It is a recognition of the 

interconnectedness and, in this case, also the responsibility these women feel to labor to change 

the plight of another person for the better.  

 The women proposed their ideas of how they envision advocacy and detailed ways in 

which they hoped and planned to affect change within the participant’s own non-traditional 

careers. Specifically, Zahra, Maya, Quinn, and Sophia discussed their strategies and goals in the 

areas of being an advocate for girls, women, and marginalized people. The women collectively 

explained the need that they each have to be a representative for their career fields and the need 

to address numerous concerns they have that include, but are not limited to, gender and race 

equity, employment policy, legislation, education access and supports, workplace discrimination, 

and the need for various additional assistance for women, among other subjects. To the extent 

that the four participants stated their goals were to either become involved in advocacy or to stay 

involved in the activity, the women’s strategies were specific, measured and, thus, purposeful in 

nature. An additional theme that addresses these women as advocates will be further detailed in 

this chapter.  

  The participants in this study have clearly demonstrated that strategizing is a flexible and 

integrative process. The research revealed that depending on the reason for the strategy, several 

of the women engaged in purposeful strategy for one reason, and adaptive strategy for another. It 
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was also apparent, however, that the majority of the participants were more prone to employ 

adaptive strategies than purposeful ones.  

 Not all of these strategies were created to combat circumstances the women perceived as 

negative. Some strategies were, in fact, implemented for a relatively benign purpose such as for 

the attainment of a professional goal, as discussed earlier. A strategy aimed at helping the 

participant move toward a professional or advocacy goal was ultimately a reflection of the 

visions that participants had for themselves. These visions and the strategies women employed 

spoke to the third research question, which pertains to how women in non-traditional careers 

envision their futures. As a result, it is apparent that the lived experiences of these women is that 

they strategize, as needed or desired, and they manifest forms or autonomy, competence, 

relatedness as they make strategic adaptions or as they engage in purposeful strategic activities. 

Where and How Participants Engaged in Strategy 

 The previous section addressed the reasons why the participants demonstrated the need to 

become strategists in order to navigate in their diverse non-traditional CTE environments. It is 

also important to discuss the situations under which these women strategize, and how they have 

done so in their personal, academic, and professional spheres. In essence, the research revealed 

that participants reported employing strategies in six different arenas: instruction, equipment, 

peers, teachers, and family members and friends. With the exception of the last category 

described as societal, the participants generally reported engaging in adaptive strategies, as 

opposed to purposeful strategies, although there were several exceptions. This means, however, 

that the women were generally responding reactively (adaptive strategy), as opposed to 

proactively (purposeful strategy), to the matters they perceived as challenging in one or more 

areas of their lives or surroundings. Once again, it is also apparent that autonomy, competence, 



 

195 

and relatedness were demonstrated by the women in their implementation of strategies. Table 2 

reflects those areas of strategy as they relate to each participant, all of which will be discussed in 

more detail in this section.  
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Table 2 

 

Where and How Participants Engaged in Strategy 

 Zoey Miranda Autumn Hope Jade Vanessa 

 

Instruction 
  

  
  

 

Physical Demands/ 

Equipment Challenges 

 
  

 
  

 

Peers a       

 

Instructors/Admin./ 

Supervisors  

  
   

 

 

Family/Friends b  
 

 
 

   

 

Societal c      
 

 

 

 Sophia Maya Willow Quinn Zahra 

 

Instruction 
 

 
 

  

 

Physical Demands/  

Equipment Challenges 
 

 
  

 

 

Peers a      

 

Instructors/Admin./ 

Supervisors  

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Family/Friends b       

 

Societal c   
 

  

Note: Admin. = administrators. Administrators are education institution leaders. 
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 Instruction. This category addresses the quality of the didactic, as well as the hands-on 

work, and externship or internship experiences that the participants encountered. Instruction, 

itself, implies that the role of competence must be considered since CTE instruction inherently 

pertains to the development of both knowledge and skills (Roben, 2008). With this perspective in 

mind, it was important to consider if the participants also engaged in strategies to help them meet 

the requisite learning objectives and overall instructional goals in the classroom and in the field. 

The research revealed that several women did, in fact, engage in adaptive and purposeful forms 

of strategizing in order to do so. For example, Hope, Quinn, and Maya reported that they had no 

previous experience in their occupational fields or areas, as compared to some of their male 

colleagues. This reality, the women explained, attributed to their perceptions (or their realities) 

that they were substantially behind many of their male classmates or colleagues. In the 

participant’s estimation, the male colleagues who had previous exposure to the occupational field 

before enrolling entered a classroom or competition with a greater and broader knowledge base. 

One woman (Hope) reported that as the sole female she experienced feelings of intimidation or 

anxiety about her “status”. Neither Hope, nor the other women, reported that their lack of 

exposure to the occupational field hindered their abilities to ultimately be academically 

successful, but the women’s perceived academic positioning relative to the men, in general, was 

one with which they had to come to terms. Each of the women reported that they ultimately 

followed a similar tactic (adaptive strategy)—they determined to focus on not being distracted, to 

focus on the tasks they did well, and, most important, to keep moving forward. 

 Automotive technology student Maya, however, provided a different approach to 

strategizing as a way to navigate CTE instruction-related barriers. Maya conveyed that one of her 

male classmates, who was also a teammate, would not allow her to fully engage in laboratory 
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learning activities. In response, she garnered permission from her instructor to work and learn in 

relative independence from her male classmates for at least a part of her instruction. This self-

imposed learning model, she indicated, made it possible for her to comprehend the coursework at 

her own pace and under the conditions for which she felt she had more control. In like manner, 

Autumn reported engaging in a similar strategy to address her instructional goals as a student 

welder. Although Autumn described her instructor as particularly competent, she determined to 

work toward “getting some extra knowledge”. Like Maya, Autumn engaged in her own self-

motivated form of self-directed study.  

 Each of these women were determinedly motivated to gain the requisite skills and 

proficiencies they needed to be successful students and employees. To this end, the participants 

clearly proved themselves competent. Both Autumn and Maya were also strategic, as they 

reported learning by way of the semi-self-structured, individualized learning opportunities they 

crafted for themselves. In doing so, they also displayed forms of competent behaviors. Finally, 

for Autumn and Maya the very act of initiating their own self-imposed independent work-study 

for reasons they deemed beneficial to themselves is an exercise in autonomy. Maya and Autumn 

aligned their own interests and their values to their activities, which is an indication of 

autonomous behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b).  

 Physical Demands and Equipment Challenges. Ten out of the eleven women in this 

study (excluding Zahra) were enrolled in programs or working in careers that tended to be, at 

least in part, physically demanding. Autumn explained, “I started working on my muscles just so 

that I can, you know, beefen up a little bit” to be strong enough to lift heavy objects. Welders 

Vanessa and Sophia described the burns and scars on their arms that they had acquired over time 

from working with high-degree torches that melt metals together. Jade, who is an automotive 
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collision repair technician, described how much she enjoys rebuilding cars but that some of the 

required chores are physically strenuous. Likewise, Miranda and Zoey also referenced some of 

the heavy lifting required for workers in the glass industry. Several of the participants (Willow, 

Miranda, Sophia, and Quinn) also detailed the adaptive measures or strategies they used to 

navigate this area of their work lives. 

 Willow and Miranda embraced similar philosophies and they exercised like strategies for 

addressing the heavy lifting duties that are sometimes required in their occupations. As stated 

earlier, the vast majority of the participants indicated they did not want to be treated any 

differently than their male co-workers or classmates. The standard operating practice for these 

two women was that they asked for help only if they needed it. Miranda explained: 

I've told them, “Don't treat me any differently just because I'm a female.” Like, if I think I 

can't lift something…I'm not going to try and sit here and prove to you that I'm just this 

macho girl because I'm not. You know if I don't feel comfortable lifting something I'll let 

you know. 

Willow, who expressed how important it was for her not to be “babied”, stated that often her 

fellow airmen who were deployed with her would assume that she needed their assistance. 

Willow was determined to at first try and try again on her own. Willow and Miranda, like almost 

every participant in this study, indicated that they desired to be taken seriously and treated 

respectfully. Simultaneously, the women had been grappling with their male colleagues’ 

perceptions of their abilities. It was important for Miranda and Willow to be strategic about when 

and how they asked for help, so that they might not appear to be a liability.  

 Sophia, like her female co-welder, Autumn reported that getting burned was an expected 

part of doing the work. For many women in non-traditional careers ill-fitting gear or equipment 
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often does not allow for the average size or shape of females. These poorly-sized necessities may 

not only physically disadvantage the wearer, but may also be hazardous for them to wear (Vezina 

& Courville, 1992; Zula 2014). Within Sophia’s story, she shared that her protective gloves did 

not fit her smaller hands. She tailored the men’s gloves as best as she could:  

It bothers you all day. That annoys you, and you think about it all day. But, you know, 

once you figure out how to make it fit or once you find the holy grail—the thing that does 

fit and works—you’re just like so excited--I mean overbuy it. So, one day perhaps I’ll 

find my glove. But for now, I won't. 

Sophia also explained that she was “swimming” in her weld jacket because, although it fit her 

shoulders, the remainder of it “…almost looks like a little dress…” Sophia also expressed the 

belief that the more women became welders the more PPE she felt would become available, but 

for the time being Sophia would have to creatively and strategically improve her gear.  

 Quinn’s story addressed both areas relative to the physical demands of being a plumber 

and the challenges she has faced with improperly sized gear or equipment. Quinn is transparent 

about her size relative to her male construction co-workers. “I’m small. I’m not strong”, are 

statements she generally made without hesitation several times during the interview. It was also 

discussed that Quinn learned from a mentor to embrace her areas of strength and find solutions 

for her challenges. She explained that she is clear that the heavy work of duties like pipe-lifting 

will be best handled by the stronger men with whom she works. Because she is skilled at 

drafting, blueprints, and measurements, she partners with one of the men onsite who she 

described as “the brawn”, while she serves as “the brains”, and they work well together. 

 Also, because Quinn describes herself as petite, she indicated that “…the safety gloves 

that we are required to wear are always large, so the fingers of the glove always get caught in 
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stuff because my hands are short.” Quinn would also explain that she learned to sew so that she 

could tailor her vests to a smaller size so that they would not “get caught in everything” and so 

that everything would no longer fall out of her pockets. Quinn would also add that there were no 

safety harnesses on her jobsite that could be adjusted sufficiently to fit her small frame, noting 

that it is “really loose on me.” Quinn was eventually able to take advantage of the presence of a 

safety officer and she asked for the gloves and vests that she needed. In time, she received the 

gear that now fits her. As of the time of the interview, however, there was not a harness that fit 

her for what she described as the rare occasions she has needed one.  

 Regarding the physicality of the jobs, Miranda and Willow reported the need to be patient 

with themselves and realistic about their physical abilities or, perhaps, physical limitations in 

lifting heavy items. Yet, the women were mindful (strategic) to define their own limitations by 

asking for help, if needed, and not have the men define their limitations for them. Sophia and 

Quinn also underscored the proactive and improvisational nature of employing their strategic 

skills to tailor their gear. Ultimately, each of these women expressed various forms of 

competence. They proved themselves effective in finding solutions to practical problems that are 

generally exclusive to their minority female experience. 

  Peers. This area of strategic planning refers to the way in which participants utilized 

strategies to navigate their relationships with their various peer relationships. These peers are 

categorized as co-workers, classmates, or other professional or industry peers who had no 

supervisory authority over the women. Also, this is the only category in which every participant 

in the study reported employing a strategy of some type. Because of the human element and 

implied human interaction involved, the women’s strategies displayed relatedness, even as they 

engaged in various forms of strategy. Following are examples from several of those stories. 
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 Jade, much like Maya and Zoey, reported that her classmates were generally quite 

younger than she. Jade also reported that her automotive collision repair program was held at a 

school that allowed for post-secondary and secondary student to enroll together, and this would 

account for the appreciable age differences. When asked how she navigated life as the only 

female in a class of boys, Jade explained how she took on a more maternal role. Jade reported 

that in her role she attempted to engage in friendly competition and to have a good relationship 

with her classmates, overall.  

 As reported earlier, Quinn, who is a plumber, reported that she is usually the only woman 

on her construction jobsites. She indicated that when she began working in the field she was 

often confused with non-construction workers like inspectors, surveyors, or engineers. To 

remedy the problem, Quinn decided that once she dirtied her vest at work she would never wash 

it. “…So, they always made fun of how dirty my safety vest is...”, she joked. This stance, in her 

estimation, would signal that she was a bona fide construction worker, and she hoped it would 

save her time from answering questions to prove who she is. Quinn, however, had not yet been 

able to devise a fool-proof timesaving means for dealing with her many inquisitive male co-

workers. As described earlier, because Quinn is a woman she has been a novelty in the eyes of 

many of the men around her. She has often been the source of male enquiring minds who tend to 

want to know the details of her personal life. She has worked to best navigate ways to have good 

relationships with her co-workers while ensuring that their interest in her will not prevent her 

from being effective at work. 

  Autumn, Zoey, Miranda, and Quinn are the four individuals who reported having 

situations with male colleagues that made the women feel dismissed, discriminated against, or 

disrespected in some manner seemingly because of their gender. In the case of Zoey and 
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Miranda, both of the women reported that the sources of disruption were from men they did not 

work with daily. Zoey described the men as “old-timers” or “old school”, and in both instances 

the women reported that these particular workers were “apprehensive” to work with them, 

“abrasive” in their approach to them, or dismissive, in nature, towards them. Neither Miranda nor 

Zoey used the term “dismissive”, but both women described how these older colleagues 

intentionally ignored them, but not their male co-workers. In both instances, the women 

described that they took the tactic of stepping aside and took no action. Miranda and Zoey both 

accounted the behaviors of the men as elder workers who lack exposure to women in the 

industry.  

 By comparison, Autumn and Quinn described instances with co-workers that were more 

confrontational in nature. Like Zoey and Miranda, Quinn’s challenge was with a worker who 

was older than her. She described the back-and-forth working relationship she had with him as 

he refused to work with Quinn because she was too young, in his estimation, and because she 

was not a man. Quinn led the work team they were on together, and the co-worker also indicated 

that he did not want to take orders from a female. Quinn explained that she was, however, 

empathetic to some of the potential challenges both genders faced working with a person of the 

opposite sex, especially in some settings:  

I don't know what it is, but there are guys like that…Sometimes you have to work in 

close quarters and that sometimes might be a little uncomfortable, too. And so, we’ll 

just…I don't know…pretend that we're not that close, but we are like working in confined 

space. And that's just sometimes a little weird because they [are accustomed to] always 

being in a confined space with a guy, not a woman. 
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Quinn described the cycle she found herself in with her co-worker who would work for a period 

of time, and would then essentially quit when he said he felt he could no longer bear it. After 

some time, he would apologize, return to work, quit again, and begin the cycle again. Quinn’s 

goal and stance had been to make amends, if possible, with him, whom she described as a “great, 

great construction worker”. Simultaneously, she stated that she understood the limitations of the 

position in which she finds herself with him. She knew that her co-worker would have to change 

his mind about things for which she had no control and no concessions to make.  

 Autumn, a welding student who was once enrolled in an automotive technology program, 

shared the story of an altercation that she had in her previous program: “…But we were sitting in 

the classroom one day, and someone had said to me, ‘You can't fix cars with lip gloss and a hair 

iron’, and I was, I was very upset....” Autumn reported that the comment led to an argument with 

her male classmate, and it angered her greatly. Yet, she would later describe the incident as 

“funny”. For her, re-telling the situation was humorous, and Autumn indicated that she should 

not have allowed his words to have such impact. She shared her philosophy that nothing should 

stop her or anyone from their pursuits, so why should it matter what others say?: 

If you’re determined to do something then you will do it regardless of what people say to 

you, or whatever challenges coming your way. If you want to do something, then you 

will do it. That's exactly what I did.  

Autumn also reported that the same automotive class eventually became a space where she began 

to feel like “family”. It became apparent that arriving at a sense a relatedness, even in the class 

where she once struggled was meaningful to her. As it relates to navigating school and work life 

with their peer groups, the participants in this study utilized strategies that were both reactive and 

proactive. Miranda and Zoey’s reactive strategies were to give space to their older colleagues 
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and to ignore them, and to chalk their behaviors to antiquated male tradition. Autumn’s reactive 

strategy was to engage in a verbal altercation against what she perceived as a discriminatory 

statement by a male classmate. Quinn’s strategy was also reactive when she responded to a 

challenge she had with a co-worker. She sought reconciliation with him on several occasions and 

attempted to straightforwardly address his biased opinions of her.  

 In these instances, the women were also working to foster a sense of relatedness with the 

men around them. Though relatedness exhibited in the workplace is not substantively about 

intimacy, it does pertain to the sense in which humans feel interconnected, and the sense an 

individual has that she or he matters and contributes to the group (Ryan & Deci, 2017). As in 

Zoey, Miranda, and Quinn’s examples, relatedness externalized through them was an attempt to 

find a place of reconciliation, whether it was done so passively (Zoey and Miranda), or more 

assertively (Quinn). At any rate, the women were conscience of workplace relationships 

(relatedness) with those whom they deemed important to their groups. Autumn described the 

relatedness she would come to embrace as a member of her “family” of automotive technology 

students. In addition, she expressed autonomous behavior in her stance that listening to oneself 

above all others is paramount. Autumn’s example rightly reflects that relatedness must not occur 

at the expense of one’s own sense of autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b).  

 Instructors, Administrators, and Supervisors. This section pertains to how the women 

utilized strategies relative to those individuals who have authority over them. Fortunately, the 

scope of this study not only allows for a dialog regarding a diversity of careers, but it makes 

provision for classroom and field experiences. The ability to investigate these additional spheres 

of experience provide an even broader conversation on the strategies that the women employed 

at school and on the job. How these women were motivated also speaks to the sense of 
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relatedness that the women experienced in their interactions with their superiors. Several of the 

participants reported ways in which they utilized strategies and three of the women’s experiences 

are addressed in this section.  

 As described earlier, Hope struggled with the most basic of information that she was 

being taught. To add to her discomfort level, she had difficulty making friends with her male 

classmates. No one was rude to her, but they were not friendly either, she reported. Hope would 

continue by explaining the challenges she also had with her teacher who, she described as rather 

awkward in her presence: 

So, it was very overwhelming and then I'm the only girl in the school and that was really 

hard—just trying to make friends and my teacher wasn’t…I don't feel like he was very 

comfortable at first--kind of like “Oh, the girl. What can I say? I shouldn't say this or 

should…” 

Hope explained how she used the same general strategy with her teacher as she did with her 

other male classmates—she strived to fit in the group. Her reactive strategy was to work to 

become a part of her surroundings as much as possible. With the help of a classmate who 

advocated for her and encouraged her regularly, Hope was successful.  

 Jade’s classroom experience was unique among the participants in the study because she 

was able to provide a degree of support to her own instructor. There is no indication that the 

teacher ever requested help from her, but Jade explained how she began to naturally, if not 

instinctively, develop relationships with her classmates. As she explained, “...they actually get to 

learn. And it's really important that they do learn and not, you know, just goof off. There's a lot 

of safety stuff.” Jade’s decision to provide unsolicited support to those around her was a 

proactive strategy that also displayed a sense of relatedness for both her classmates and her 
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instructor. Jade displayed autonomous behavior because the decision to assist them was a 

determination she made of her own volition, without any known prompting. Jade became another 

set of adult eyes and ears to assist in a classroom replete with potentially rambunctious teenage 

boys simply because she wanted to do it.  

 Quinn, who is a plumber, presented another example of strategy in the context of 

authority. As stated earlier, she is short, has a small frame and understands that on the surface 

she is a person who is usually among those least likely to be identified as a plumber. Many of her 

encounters with her supervisors or with those in administrative authority over her have reflected 

this same opinion. Quinn provided numerous examples of co-workers and supervisors who 

thought she was anyone but a plumber. She also provided an example of the relationship she 

developed with the members of her school’s trade union board. The beginning was, however, 

less than auspicious: 

…Like the first time I went to our union meeting and they told me I had to go. And I was 

like, “Why? I'm like…I'm apprentice here. I'm, like, nobody believed me (laughs). I had 

to break out my card and show everybody I belong there. And so now, people don't ask 

me that question because they know me. 

One reason they now undoubtedly know Quinn is because she is involved in numerous extra-

curricular activities that positively represent the union, as well as her own values. As previously 

described in Quinn’s narrative, she and other female construction workers conceived a strategy 

to gain the board’s support and involvement in a Habitat for Humanity project in their city. 

Quinn reported that as pleased as the women were with the outcome of their work, they had a 

higher, greater goal—to demonstrate the abilities women also possess to be effective workers 

and leaders in their field, and to be worthy representatives of the unions for which they are a part.  



 

208 

 As noted, the participants employed a diversity of strategies to navigate those who were 

in varying levels of authority over them. Quinn often discussed the importance of taking 

advantage of or capitalizing on opportunities that could propel her career and the cause of female 

construction workers forward. Sometimes Quinn was more apt to waiting patiently for her 

supervisors (and others) to come to the realizations they needed to recognize her as a bona fide 

plumber. It could also be said that she and the other women also proactively strategized to 

“make” advantages relative to those in authority at their union. Despite Quinn’s less-than-ideal 

initial interaction with the union board, she and other women employed a purposeful strategy and 

autonomous behaviors to get an action they wanted, while they hoped to make the indelible 

statement they needed. Jade exhibited relatedness with those in her class, even as she employed a 

strategic approach with her instructor. Like Quinn, Jade also took “advantage” so that she might 

unofficially mentor her classmates. Simultaneously, and fortunately, she also helped to provide 

adult supervision in a classroom of teenagers, which appeared to be an aid to the instructor. 

Conversely, Hope’s interaction with her instructor resulted in her taking a reactive strategic 

approach. Slowly and steadily, she worked to help her male instructor and her male classmates 

become acclimated to her presence.  

 Each of these women displayed ways in which they were motivated to action because of 

the connections they desired to have, had already established, or felt they represented 

(relatedness). Even as some of these women also asserted autonomous behaviors, they were also 

strategically positioning themselves with their own supervisors to demonstrate that they were 

worthy of respectful and fair treatment. 

  Family and Friends. This category of strategy pertains to the personal relationships that 

the participants have that are outside of school or work. Included in the category of family and 
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friends are relatives, spouses, platonic friends, and romantic partners. During the interview, each 

of the women discussed, to some degree, some of the most significant people in their lives. The 

focus on these relationships organically extends itself to a dialogue on the role of relatedness. 

Based on the finding of the research, it will also be necessary to discuss the role of autonomy and 

the strategies the women have utilized to navigate their interactions with their family and friends.  

 To some degree the women all discussed how they navigated their academic and 

professional lives in relationship to their family members or friends. The range of responses that 

participants received when they informed some of the people in their personal spheres that they 

were pursuing a non-traditional technical career varied. The women generally had four types of 

experiences: acceptance, gradual acceptance, navigating expectations, or discouragement. Some 

of the women encountered more than one response from the same individual(s) over time. In 

several instances, individuals evolved to become more accepting of the participant’s choice. 

Other individuals remained static, in that once they decided to support or discourage the 

participant’s decision, the family member or friend was reported as not changing their minds. 

The below figure reflects these four categories and how they relate to the participants’ family 

members and friends (see Figure 2): 
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Figure 2 

 

Responses from Family and Friends About Participants’ Career Choices 

 
Note: Parenthetical number indicates the number of categories in which the participant appears. 

Participants in both Initial Discouragement and Gradual Encouragement categories are counted 

only once.  

 

 

 In several of the narratives, many of the women indicated that their family members 

wholeheartedly supported them. Zoey, who is a glassworker, exemplified this form of 

relatedness based on long-standing support from and acceptance by her parents. The term 

acceptance, however, as defined for this section of the study not only pertains to the 

conventional notion of embracing another, but it is also defined as the absence of 

discouragement. In this sense, the term has a neutral connotation. For example, a family member 

or friend may not exhibit the more enthusiastic behaviors such as those demonstrated by Zoey’s 

family members. Individuals may be categorized by the fact that they are not actively creating a 
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potential barrier to the participant’s success. This less than enthusiastic response is also 

categorized as acceptance. There was also a form of acceptance that was commonly the result of 

friends and family members who did not like the participant’s decision, but eventually 

acquiesced to the participant’s will. Even if they were not pleased with the participant’s choice, 

the friend or family member(s) chose to cease from attempting to discourage them in the future. 

This decision to cease from continuing to discourage the participant has been categorized as 

gradual acceptance. Four women reported being immediately accepted (embraced) by at least 

one family member or friend. Also, four women reported they were gradually accepted by at 

least one family member or friend. Sophia, who is an agricultural welder, described her story of 

gradual acceptance, despite her father’s worries:  

… But, you know, they've come around and I've proven that I'm capable and, you know, 

strong enough to lift things. So that's really eased some of the concern that they have. But 

it's always going to be there. They just have to kind of suck it up and let me do my 

thing… 

Gradual acceptance could, of course, only logically occur if the participants initially received 

discouraging responses. As stated earlier, and as evidenced in Sophia’s excerpt, gradual 

acceptance is not the same as enthusiasm, or even encouragement. In the case of Sophia’s father, 

she was aware that, to some extent, he would likely always worry about her safety, but she stated 

that he would have to learn to live with those feelings.  

 Interestingly enough, with the exception of one participant (Zahra) all of the other women 

who reported that they were initially discouraged from pursing their professions received that 

negative feedback from a family member only, and not a friend, nor from any other source close 

to them. Zahra’s story is an exception that will be discussed in further detail in this chapter. Each 
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of these family members who initially responded negatively were related to a participant who 

had either been attending a post-secondary institution of higher education (Willow), graduated 

from college (Maya, Sophia, Quinn), or the family member(s) expected the participant to attend, 

and she refused (Vanessa). Vanessa is the only participant who reported having a family member 

(grandfather) who disapproved of the participant’s decision and never changed his mind. As in 

the case of Vanessa and several of the participants’ family and friends’ discouraging behaviors 

were not sufficient barriers to prevent the women from pursing their career choices. In other 

words, the women may have received discouragement, but they were not discouraged. In fact, as 

described in several of the narratives, the women reported that family (parents, in particular) 

knew them well enough to understand that the participant would eventually do whatever she 

wanted to do, regardless of the opinions of others (Autumn, Sophia, Maya, Quinn). To this end, 

the women exercised their sense of autonomy in the face of would-be, or actual, opposition, and 

determined to follow their own aspirations. 

 Regarding family and friends, more than half of the women in the study, indicated that 

they had at least one experience with one or more family members or friend who attempted to 

discourage them from their career choices. In such cases, the role of strategy and motivation is 

often intertwined in the participants’ relationships with their friends and family. Maya described 

her proactive strategy to “protect” her secret decision to enroll in an automotive technology 

program. She exerted purposeful, proactive strategic planning to “announce” her decision only 

once she was prepared to do so. At the same time, Maya exercised autonomous behavior in her 

determination to remain undeterred in pursuing her new goal. As it pertains to being accepted in 

one’s profession, Quinn also followed a similar path of proactive strategizing. She insisted she be 

allowed to fix the family’s plumbing issues despite their skepticism.  
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 Some of the women employed more adaptive reactive strategies, like Sophia, Vanessa, 

and others, reporting that they simply ignored the naysayers and moved forward despite people’s 

opinions. In all such cases, these women demonstrated their sense of autonomy, even amid 

potential or real challenge.  

 Finally, the importance of significant others in the participants’ lives is undeniable. The 

women spoke of parents, children, a spouse, romantic partners, friends, siblings, and other 

extended family members. Several of the participants referred to their families as a reason why 

or motivation for working in their occupations. The sense of relatedness they described was 

apparent in their stories of being supported by these relationships, working to support these 

relationships (children), seeking approval from these relationships, or profoundly missing these 

relationships while they were separated by distance. These examples and more speak to the often 

deep and meaningful sense of relatedness and interdependence that these women share with 

family and friends, even as they consistently exert their own clear sense of autonomy.  

Societal. This category refers to the ways in which some of the participants reported that 

they sought to or were presently employing strategies for the purpose of benefitting their 

communities or the society, at large. A more extensive conversation on this topic will be 

addressed in the theme entitled Pathways to Purpose.  

Summary 

 The participants in this study have actively demonstrated how they implemented both 

purposeful and adaptive strategies as they have navigated their academic, professional, and 

personal lives. As detailed previously, the women most often engaged in adaptive strategies to be 

taken seriously, to gain social inclusion, and to employ means for navigating their own 

independence in their learning and work environments. In like manner, many of the participants 
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also most frequently engaged in purposeful strategies so that they might have opportunity to 

reach their academic and professional goals, and to position themselves as advocates for women 

in non-traditional careers. These women aptly employed these strategies in navigating their 

arenas relative to the instruction they received, the equipment and gear they utilized, the peers 

with whom they shared classroom and workspaces, the individuals who supervised or taught 

them, and the family members and friends in their personal spheres.  

It became apparent that the ways in which these women utilized strategies were also often 

nuanced, so that there were, at times, a blurring of the lines as the participants maneuvered 

through various strategies and forms of strategy for the purpose at hand.  

 For this reason, the act of strategizing is, itself, a work of competence. The women’s use 

of strategy speaks to that “inherent striving” (Ryan & Deci, 2017) for forward motion to achieve, 

be effective, and, to some degree, control their school, work, and personal spaces. They 

presented numerous examples which display other areas of their competence, as well. The 

participants demonstrated that they are also academically and professionally capable of 

competitively performing the work, and sufficiently navigating their predominantly male 

environments.  

 Finally, through the women’s use of strategy it is also clear that the SDT components of 

autonomy and relatedness were also well at work. Many of the participants in this study 

indicated that they asserted their sense of independence (autonomy) as a way to move their 

personal agendas forward. For many of the participants, their first act of autonomous behavior 

relative to their professions was their decision to actually pursue a non-traditional CTE career. 

The women also often displayed autonomy in other ways. Some of the participants strived to 

form social relationships with male colleagues who were often hesitant, at best, to reciprocate. 
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Many of the women also started learning their craft amid relative isolation and numerous 

challenges imposed upon them because of their gender. The participants, at times, molded gear 

for their use and they, at times, molded themselves to assist the needs of the spaces they 

inhabited.  

 It is not surprising that these often independent-minded women simultaneously exhibited 

that autonomy and relatedness are inextricably connected. Every woman referenced or detailed at 

least one important personal relationship in their lives, and through their conversations, the 

women often expressed a meaningful sense of relatedness with those close to them. In like 

manner, the participants consistently demonstrated how they value relationships and thus, a sense 

of relatedness, with their peers and co-workers, as well. Throughout all of these relationships, the 

women have demonstrated how they competently exercise the oftentimes complex intricacies of 

strategy for what they regard as most important.  

Theme Two: Typical Versus the Atypical Woman (Autonomy, Competence, and 

Relatedness) 

 This discussion originated with several participants who straightforwardly or implicitly 

commented that some females may lack the desire or ability to navigate non-traditional careers. 

Because this idea was alluded to in several of the interviews, the researcher summarized these 

collective comments into a concept taken, in large part, from the participants’ words. The women 

who gave their opinions on the matter may have been sharing a perception or perhaps, even, 

recalling an experience. At any rate, their beliefs were grounded in the notion that some females’ 

“tendencies” make them unsuitable for non-traditional CTE. It is likely true that many females, 

as well as males, lack the propensity or interest in CTE, as is the case with any occupation. Are 

there traits, behaviors, or other reasons, however, that make females particularly ill-suited for 
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non-traditional careers? Of course, this research is not designed to address this question or issue. 

Based on their conversations, however, the women tended to describe themselves in three 

general categories, but by no means limited themselves solely to existing in just one: One of the 

Guys, Girly-Girl, and Undefined or Unapologetic  

One of the Guys 

 This category is based on a phrase quoted directly from the interview with Hope. As 

stated in the previous theme on strategy, addressing the participant’s purposes for engaging in 

strategy is fundamental to understanding the role of motivation in these women’s lives. Labeling 

herself as “one of the guys” is a statement that reflects the sense of relatedness that Hope felt 

after having been initially ostracized by most members of her all-male class. The reason 

classmates and, seemingly her instructor, initially kept a social distance from her was unclear, 

but Hope speculated that they were concerned about being wrongfully accused of treating her 

badly in some way. Hope’s approach of not demonizing or blaming her male classmates was also 

a perspective she shared with Zoey, Quinn, and other participants in the study. Hope was 

eventually accepted by the group, and gained the sense that she was on an equal playing field 

with everyone in the room. Also, as previously detailed, many participants described a similar 

experience of being excluded by their male classmates at the onset and, then ultimately, gaining 

acceptance.  

 As described earlier Hope, Miranda and Zoey explained to their co-workers and 

classmates that they were not easily offended. With the exception of Zoey’s stated condition, the 

women directly informed the men that they should not modify their behaviors, nor guard their 

conversations simply because a woman was in their presence. From this perspective of working 

to “fit in” with their co-workers and classmates, all three women reported how they were able to 
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build a sense of relatedness from their shared general sense of sameness with the men. In the 

spirit of aligning with males, Zoey and Vanessa would also describe themselves as enjoying 

more traditionally “masculine” extracurricular activities like hunting (Zoey), muddin’ (Vanessa), 

and both women would proclaim their love of fishing and trucks. 

“I am a Girly-Girl” 

 This statement is also a direct quotation extracted from two of the participants, Vanessa 

and Miranda. Vanessa is a welder and she stated that her occupation was probably “…not 

something you want to do if you’re a huge beauty person…” The irony of this statement, which 

is also addressed in Vanessa’s narrative, is that she maintains a traditionally feminine appearance 

with her highly-decorated fingernails and colorful hair. Vanessa described herself as being both a 

“girly-girl” and not being one, as described in the previous section, in her love of hobbies and 

activities most often associated with males.  

 Miranda shares a similar dichotomy, in that she expressed her intention to be like her 

classmates, but with some variation. The Miranda who strived to be one of the guys inside the 

shop was distinctly different-looking from the Miranda who was a self-described “a girly-girl” 

who lived with her boyfriend (a journeyman in the same occupation), and who “dressed up and 

looked nice” in her life outside of her school and job. Neither Miranda nor Vanessa indicated the 

need to negate being what they termed as feminine for the sake of school, work, or play. 

Undefined or Unapologetic Woman 

 The concept of “I am Woman” may or may not be accompanied by the “roar” statement 

that was chronicled in the popular 1970s feminist anthem by Helen Reddy. This category is 

generally, but not wholly, distinguished by the participants who worked less at attempting to 

acclimate to their peers, although they indicated the importance of relatedness in their school and 



 

218 

work circles. Autumn was unapologetic in her opinions that women must challenge the social 

and gender inequities that act as barriers for access to careers like her own. Most of the 

participants were not as overtly critical of some of the policies and practices Autumn described 

as discriminatory and unfair. The majority of the woman spoke less about inequity, and focused 

their conversations more on their own academic and professional journeys. Zoey, who had 

previously been discussed in light of her similarities to the “guys’ around her, also clearly 

distinguished herself as a “girl” who saw her gender as an “added bonus”. She expressed her 

particular pleasure and sense of competence when she was able to “beat the boys” and, thus, gain 

bragging rights and the admiration of her father, who is her co-worker. She pushed firmly against 

the idea of what she called “the stereotype” that women are unable to perform well in a career 

like her own.  

 Some of the women indicated that they employed a more independent approach to 

learning, as opposed, to working to gain inclusion with their male classmates or colleagues 

(Willow, Maya, Sophia). Jade’s reflection of “womanhood”, in part, manifested as she mentored 

and functioned as a type of teacher’s assistant. Quinn openly embraced the reality that she was 

physically unable to compete with her male colleagues. Quinn explained that she is adept at 

providing a much-needed skillset on the jobsite. All of these women in their own ways and for 

their own purposes displayed and embraced their differently expressed modalities of 

womanhood. 

Summary  

 The participants made it apparent that the idea of a typical or atypical woman is difficult, 

if not impossible to fully determine. It is apparent that the women already navigate academically 

and professionally atypical lives because of their career choices. The ever-growing blurring of 
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lines between gender roles and expectations have not fully impacted non-traditional CTE careers, 

but it is apparent that the participants are more than their lives at work or at school. Women 

showed themselves to be both “one of the guys” and revealed that they were equally ardent about 

looking like a “traditional” female, to some degree (Miranda, Vanessa). In Zoey’s case she 

worked to fit-in with her co-workers, but was especially pleased to be a “girl” who bested the 

boys at work. Participants who, themselves, expressed their notions of “how some women may 

be” were pushing against stereotypes to define and re-define what constitutes femaleness. In 

addition to Miranda’s example, the women demonstrated other instances of their competence. 

For example, Quinn knew that her physical strength was a limitation, so she asserted herself 

based on the skills and experiences she possesses that make her a valuable asset at work. Other 

women (Willow, Miranda) determined to be as strong and as physically independent as possible, 

and to only seek physical assistance if needed.  

 As a whole, the participants expressed “real” womanhood in a diversity of ways: they 

dressed up, fished; had children, spouses, boyfriends, or a girlfriend; they loved trucks, they 

hunted, and fished; they were strong, were not strong, and more. Simultaneously, these women 

pursued, evolved into, or maintained some form of relatedness with others at work, in the 

classroom, and at home. Ultimately, the women reported that they were living out their own form 

of the “just [being] me” that Vanessa described in her narrative about herself, which constitutes 

being an autonomous, true woman. 

Theme Three: Pathways to Purpose (Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness) 

 This theme addresses the responses participants shared relative to their goals, sense of 

purpose, and the visions or pathways they imagined for themselves or already enacted (on behalf 

of others) through their chosen non-traditional career. The responses the women presented were 
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placed into three categories that represent the participants’ perspectives of themselves: As an 

Individual, As A Role Model in the Community, and As an Advocate/Global Voice. Through these 

expressions the women’s considerations were, once again, not necessarily limited to a single 

category, but the categories represented often revealed an expansion or an evolution in thinking 

for several of the women in the study. The women demonstrated the role that self-determined 

motivation and the components of autonomy, competence and relatedness have played in 

navigating these pathways.  

 In the Figure 3 below each step along the pathway encompasses the previous one. The 

Individual path is based on the participant’s personal goals. Each woman in the study expressed 

having a goal that specifically pertained to what they desired for themselves professionally and, 

in some cases, personally. This form of innate self-awareness and self-direction is an expression 

of the participant’s healthy sense of autonomy. The second step on the path (As A Role Model in 

the Community) represents a move beyond individual, personal goal-making toward goals that 

expand to a local or community sphere. Again, the second step is inclusive of the first one, in 

that a healthy sense of autonomy is fundamental to the move outward to community. Community 

work inherently reflects the sense of relatedness that the participants have in their desire and, 

perhaps, even sense of responsibility to assist others.  Likewise, the category As an 

Advocate/Global Voice, which is the third step, also reflects the participant’s internalization of 

autonomy and their sense of relatedness to community. These participants’ goals reflect their 

desire to project their concerns and beliefs to reach a broader audience with the ultimate goal of 

engaging and benefitting larger swaths of people.  
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Figure 3 

 

Three Pathways to Purpose 

 
 

 

As an Individual 

 The participants in this category expressed visions for themselves that were primarily 

centered on the participant and her family, or her friends. Seven of the eleven women in the 

study (Willow, Jade, Autumn, Hope, Vanessa, Miranda, and Zoey) detailed their aspirations 

relative to themselves or their more intimate relationships. Willow, as described, is in the Air 

National Guard and stated that she is awaiting an upcoming deployment in the fall of 2020. She 

shared that in the duration, she is interested in potentially pursuing additional options that may 

include a change of job, a possible relocation, or a return to post-secondary education. All of 
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these options were looming considerations on Willow’s path toward personal development or 

promotion. One area of her life that she was confident would be a part of her life was her 

ongoing role as “a missionary spirit” who kindly gives of her time to help others with their 

vehicle repair issues.  

 As discussed in most of the narratives, the participants’ visions for their futures were as 

diverse as the women, themselves. Hope’s goals were centered on her family. As a single parent 

of two boys, her dream after graduation was to secure a position that would allow her to work the 

long hours sometimes required of HVAC employees. She also professed the need to be a good 

role model. In addition, Jade expressed the long-term goal of owning and operating an 

automotive shop with her husband, while Vanessa and Miranda viewed their careers as 

opportunities to travel. Although Zoey had not decided on a long-term goal for herself, she was 

interested in the idea of a managerial position in the decades to come. Autumn, however, simply 

stated that she wanted to ensure that she had all of the requisite skills needed to take care of 

herself. Regardless of the directions that these women attempted to take, all of them expressed 

their desire and goal to continue to gain the competencies and skills they needed to continue to 

improve their crafts over time.  

As a Role Model in the Community 

 These participants are individuals who stated that as a woman in a non-traditional career 

field they either self-identified as a role model, or they aspired to become one for other females. 

This category is a focus on the participant’s work of mentoring others who are likely in the role 

model’s physical proximity. To this end, the woman would be a locally grown representative of 

sorts, or a role model. All of these participants discussed the impact they may be able to make in 
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their own cities, towns, or other immediate spheres. Three women described themselves in this 

manner: Vanessa, Sophia, and Maya. 

 The self-described introvert, Sophia, as previously explained, described two ways that 

she would like to potentially mentor others. She hopes to serve as a representative for school-age 

children or adolescents to show them that welding is a valid career option for females, and she 

hopes to eventually own of her own welding company. As Sophia envisioned life, she and her 

employees will be well-skilled competent women who provide fierce competition for male 

competitors in her hometown.  

 Maya, who attended school for automotive technology, also expressed an interest in one 

day working with girls or women to mentor them in her own occupational field. Maya 

envisioned providing instruction on basic vehicle care and maintenance. Along with Maya and 

Sophia’s considerations for finding ways to impact their communities, Vanessa also stated that 

she would like to ultimately become a role mode. Although she had not yet determined how she 

might one day serve in that capacity, she desired to do so, even as she empathized with those 

who might have faced challenges similar to her own.  

As an Advocate/Global Voice 

 This step reflects the goals of participants who indicated that they desired or felt the 

responsibility to advocate for the inclusion of more females and, in Zahra’s case, for more people 

of color in her career field. As previously explained, this step encompasses of the paths of 

individual autonomy and local advocacy, and expands into larger settings such as regions, states, 

nationwide, or beyond. Ideally, the goal is to have the potential to positively impact systems, 

policy, and the appropriate enforcement of legislation. Two of the participants (Quinn and Zahra) 
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detailed what they believe the role of advocacy is for them as representatives of their career 

fields.  

 Quinn, as stated earlier, is a plumber who has become involved in the work of advocacy 

in several ways. Her involvement with the Tradeswomen Build Nations conference, has helped 

her to understand and embrace the importance of being strategic at a national and local level:  

A lot of the women just want to be a construction worker…We have to figure out a 

strategy to recruit more women in construction, which is we have to hold higher offices 

where we are so we have to make ourselves more visible so other woman can see us, you 

know, construction workers like--so we don't have to actually seek out the woman who 

are interested in construction. But more like I appear on the news, I appear at the city 

hall, I'm on the newspapers. So, I don't have to say, “Hey, are you interested in 

construction?” like, “Hey, I’m in construction. You have question. You can come, you 

know, ask me.” So, that’s one of the strategies that I like that we developed, I guess, from 

going to the conference…”  

As described in her narrative and in the theme I Am a Strategist, Quinn and her colleagues create 

newsworthy opportunities to “make themselves visible” in their conference host cities by 

constructing special projects aimed at helping marginalized people and publicly promoting the 

efforts of her local union. Quinn reported that she also attended her local union meetings, and she 

and other female co-construction professionals have worked on-site at Habitat for Humanity builds 

to assist their neighbors, and to generate meaningful connections between the community and the 

local union.  

 Zahra as a participant has not been discussed to a great degree beyond her narrative 

because many of her career-related experiences, are dissimilar to those of the other participants 
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in the study. For this reason, her story will be addressed more fully in the fourth and final theme, 

The Zahra Anomaly. As it relates to advocacy, however, Zahra who is an African American pilot 

working toward her commercial license, relayed her strong-seated desire to advocate for more 

people, especially girls and women, to fly commercial planes. Stating that African American 

women only make up one percent of the commercial airline industry, Zahra stated that she hopes 

that through advocacy she can help to increase that statistic substantially:  

You know, I need to do something else because that is who I am. …from the time that I 

started saying I want to do this… representation has always been a big part of it from the 

day that I believed that, you know, I can…I can do this. I can be anything that I want.  

Zahra stated that she desires to promote people of all colors flying planes. She also emphasized 

the importance of being an actual Brown face who others with similar Black and Brown faces can 

see to help them believe that anything is possible. This includes piloting a commercial airplane.  

Summary 

 Each participant in this study described the degree of purpose they felt as it related to 

their career choice. They each detailed at least one goal they have, and could aptly express how 

they intended to move forward in their academic or professional lives, to some degree. This 

innate inertia the women possess to follow their own plan of action is autonomy at work. As a 

result of this desire, all of the women reported that they envision their work positively benefiting 

their own lives. Several of the participants also plan to use their professions as a steppingstone 

for helping others. As indicated, everyone indicated that their vision for the future included at 

least one other person or other people who matter to them. Some of those people who “matter” 

were reported as individuals the participants know (family and friends). In the case of five of the 

women, however, they stated that their hope is to reach many people they may not know through 
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the local or global community. Also, all of these outreach efforts reflect the presence of 

relatedness in the lives of these women. This is because the participants perceive that their 

careers are, in part, a means or platform for caring for others or connecting to them, or both.  

 In like manner, the women have already shown themselves competent in numerous ways, 

as they, first and foremost, have demonstrated themselves skillful and knowledgeable in their 

own occupations. Most of the participants, however, have not yet had the time and opportunity to 

begin to implement many of their goals, and thus demonstrate competency in this area of their 

lives. Two participants, however, were exceptions to this rule—Willow and Quinn. As 

previously described, Willow has long assisted her family and friends outside of work with their 

vehicle-related issues. Additionally, Quinn, is a student but has engrossed herself in the work of 

advocacy almost since the start of her five-year academic and work program. She has determined 

to utilize her construction skills, her public relations savvy, and her business acumen for the 

work of advocacy and for the betterment of her community. Both Willow and Quinn have 

demonstrated an adept use of their competencies for the work they have deemed highly 

important, which is, in both instances, to aid in the service of others.  

 Finally, although these pathways are organized according to individual, community, and 

global advocacy categories, no one path is of greater importance than the others. The paths 

present a means for contemplating the ways in which the participants envision their futures and, 

even, utilize their present. The pathways also speak to the undeniable interconnection of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness in these women’s lives.  

Theme Four: The Zahra Anomaly 

 Zahra is a young African American woman who is both a pilot and a flight attendant. 

Some of the participants in this study have careers in the same occupation as other participants 
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(e.g., welding, automotive technology), or they share similar professional fields (e.g., 

glassworker or glazier). Many of the other participants, however, are in careers that are relatively 

unique in comparison to one another. As an aviator, however, Zahra’s professional field is 

distinctly different from any other in this study. As an African American female in a profession 

dominated by men, and with limited racial and gender diversity, she faces a unique set of 

challenges. Those questions relative to how Zahra exhibits autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness will be investigated in this section. 

Revisiting Strategy  

 Of the eight occupations represented in this study, Zahra is the only participant whose 

work does not include a component that demands physical exertion. Although, as a commercial 

pilot Zahra may eventually fly long hours for lengthy periods, which, no doubt, can exact a 

physical toll on an individual. Her work in the cockpit, however, would not generally entail the 

type of exertion that tends to require regular or, even, interim heavy lifting, exposure to extreme 

weather, heat or other external sources, physical dexterity, safety gear, harness rigging or 

equipment, or the like. An airplane is equipped and created in such a way that it does not need to 

be manufactured for the different feminine form. Pilots’ uniforms and outerwear are generally 

not essential for flying the plane, but are more cosmetic in nature. Regardless of this fact, their 

clothing is already created in sizes made for female pilots’ frames, whatever size the women may 

be.  

 In considering the uniqueness of Zahra’s story, it is helpful, to some degree, to compare 

her journey with that of her co-participants. One way to accomplish this is to revisit Theme One 

regarding the five reasons the women in this study engaged in strategy. Based on Zahra’s 

interview, several of the components of this theme did not apply to her. First, she reportedly 
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faced no barriers from instructors or classmates because of a refusal to take her seriously as a 

legitimate contender to become a commercial pilot. She did, however, navigate internally-

generated challenges concerning her peers, which will be further detailed in this section. Second, 

Zahra’s conversation reflected that when she attended flight school, she had no need to isolate 

herself. In fact, she indicated that women made up approximately 20 percent of the class, which 

is the highest ratio of female to male students in any reported classroom or workplace in this 

study. Third, Zahra did not report that she needed to work independently to negotiate the 

classroom dynamics or for any other reason in any other learning space. Fourth, Zahra indicated 

that she was consistently supported, and propelled forward by practically everyone in her sphere. 

The fifth reason for engaging in strategy pertained to advocacy, and this issue’s relevance to 

Zahra was addressed more fully in her narrative and in Theme Three, As an Advocate/Global 

Voice.  

The Representative 

 As stated, Zahra’s story is quite dissimilar to her co-participants because, unlike many of 

the women’s accounts in this study, hers is far less about navigating numerous external barriers. 

Zahra’s story has been substantially more about the almost overwhelming degree of support that 

she has garnered since beginning her journey to become a commercial pilot, and how that 

positioning has impacted her life.  

 Again, one might argue that there remains a level of societal or cultural prestige in the 

airline industry. Perhaps it is the idea or the ideal of traveling to places via the skies that presents 

a degree of allure to some, and places the social and cultural acceptance of the aviation industry 

“above” some other occupations. Whether or not there is truth in this conjecture, Zahra has 

managed to receive near unanimous support from everyone with whom she comes in contact. 
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Family members, commercial pilots, other industry professionals, friends, relative strangers, and 

more appear nothing short of thrilled at the notion that an African American female they know or 

have met is studying to become a commercial airline pilot. Zahra explained the type of feedback 

she usually receives from people. Her interview reflected how she has basked in and has been 

grateful for the support she has received from her many supporters. She also explained (in her 

narrative) the flood of conflicting emotions she has experienced in hearing from her many well-

wishers. To a great degree, Zahra has felt motivated and inspired, but also reported feeling 

pressured to succeed, and to not dare fail. She described how it can be taxing to hear the stream 

of well-meaning individuals repeat and reinforce a similar refrain—“I can’t wait for you to 

become a pilot!” The reality is that she is the only pilot many people in her circle (outside of 

work) have ever known, and certainly the only female pilot of color they have ever seen. Zahra 

admitted that being “the representative” who some express they “need” to see become an airline 

pilot is an uneasy and stressful place to inhabit. She also appeared to realize that her stream of 

support would fortunately and, perhaps, unfortunately not change for some time to come.  

 Zahra’s account of this part of her experience in her non-traditional career was in many 

ways vastly different from any of the stories shared by any of the other women in this study. She 

reported that her classroom and overall school environment (instructors, classmates, and an 

administration) was an extremely supportive and nurturing one. Her reports, of course, differ 

from that of several of her co-participants who reported that, at some point, they faced various 

forms of challenge from peers or others at school or work. None of the other participants 

conveyed that they experienced a similar degree of ongoing overt support as Zahra. Nor did any 

of the other women state that numerous people contended that the participant’s individual 
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professional accomplishment was so critical to the admirer/supporter on a personal or, even, 

cultural level.  

 Zahra would also state that in addition to the externally driven pressures she has felt, she 

often added to her own woes by comparing herself to her peers in unhealthy ways, which only 

added to her feelings of inadequacy and fear. Only in this rather indirect way have Zahra’s peers 

proven to be a challenge for her. In response to her many internal stressors, Zahra stated that in 

time she began to embrace prayer as a way to calm her fears and focus her thoughts in positive 

ways. In fact, Zahra conveyed that she realized that many of her stressors were internally driven. 

For her, the remedy to her self-imposed pressures would also need to emanate from within. As a 

result, she stopped comparing herself to her fellow pilots. She also stated that she had been 

navigating ways to better interpret and not internalize other people’s well-meaning expectations. 

For Zahra, prayer had become a major and necessary strategy that she needed to combat her fears 

of being “the only one” who might not be able to meet others’ expectations. The practice, she 

stated, also helped to relieve her of the often-stringent expectations she has also been prone to 

place on herself. Consistent prayer, she explained, helped her to focus on her own journey, and 

not on her perception of others. Zahra also began to speak affirmations over herself and over her 

concerns, stating that “…today's gonna be a good day.” With determination, she asserted that she 

would continue to enjoy flying, and that she would not take herself too seriously. She reported 

that she depends heavily on her faith to help her decompress and reimagine her perspective on 

school, life, and on the genuinely helpful support she needs and appreciates from others. Zahra 

also relayed that she still struggles with the expectations of family, friends, and others, but that 

she reminds herself that the greatest source of her woes is her own thinking. Knowing and 
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remembering this truth, she added, has helped her to re-focus and think more realistically and 

positively.  

Chapter Summary  

 Eleven women representing eight occupations participated in this study on the lived 

experiences of women in postsecondary non-traditional CTE. The data generated from the 

research yielded four major themes: I Am a Strategist, Typical Versus Atypical Woman, 

Pathways to Purpose, and The Zahra Anomaly.  

 The first theme entitled I Am a Strategist revealed how, when necessary, participants 

employed either complex adaptations or more purposeful activities within their academic and 

professional environments to aid them in navigating the challenges they often faced as the female 

minority in these spheres. These two approaches to strategy have been categorized as adaptive 

(reactive) or purposeful (proactive). Every participant in the study engaged in some form of 

strategy-making. Additionally, a consideration of why the women thought it necessary to be 

strategic at school and work, was a fundamental question that needed to be addressed. There 

were basically five reasons why the women exhibited the need for strategies: To Be Taken 

Seriously (Competence), To Gain Social Inclusion (Relatedness), To Navigate Working in 

Relative Independence (Autonomy), To Successfully Reach Goals, and To Advocate 

(Relatedness). The results reflect that the participants often undertook varying forms of adaptive 

and purposeful strategies for the intent of achieving integration, utilization, promotion, or 

defense, all of which the women employed depending on the circumstance. The participants also 

concurrently intertwined their strategizing with clear displays of autonomous behaviors, 

competence, and relatedness. 
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 Within this framework of women as users of strategy, the research also indicated that the 

participants applied strategies in a number of arenas. Those six arenas were: instruction, 

equipment, peers, teachers, family members and friends, and for purposes of advocacy. Not all of 

the women had a need to be strategic in the same manner but in doing so, they once again 

revealed the interplay of the women’s motivation and the resulting manifestations of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness behaviors that resulted. 

 The second theme The Typical Versus the Atypical Woman addressed the ways in which 

women in this study perceive themselves as it pertains to being a female in a non-traditional 

technical career. The women generally discussed their sense of themselves in any of three 

general categories: One of the Guys, “I am a Girly-Girl”, or Undefined or Unapologetic Woman. 

Through the context of womanhood or “femaleness”, the participants revealed the undeniable 

sense of autonomy they feel and possess. The women also described the ways in which they 

demonstrate being competent as a female on their jobs and at school, and how they, as women, 

also pursue and foster relatedness in their professional, academic, and personal relationships. Just 

as overall societal definitions of what constitutes gender have begun to blur, a number of the 

women also did not self-identify with being one “type” of female. Consequently, several of the 

participants were identified in more than one category. Overall, the women expressed 

contentment in being themselves, however that might be defined. 

 The next theme was in answer to the third research question: How Do Women in non-

traditional post-secondary CTE careers envision their futures in their chosen occupations, which 

are traditionally male? The women discussed their futures in terms of what would be 

categorized as three pathways. The women reported how they envision their pathways and 

themselves: As an Individual, As a Role Model in the Community, and As an Advocate or Global 
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Voice. Once again, some of the participants could not be defined by a single category. What was 

shared by every woman, however, was that they possessed a core sense of themselves, which is a 

clear expression of autonomous behavior. Through the lens of these pathways, the women also 

displayed how they have or envision they will also integrate and outwardly manifest competence 

and relatedness.  

 The final theme in this chapter, The Zahra Anomaly, is a focus on the participant (Zahra) 

who is the only person in the study whose occupational field is inherently different than that of 

her co-participants. Zahra, who has proven herself to be a good student and skilled pilot 

(competence) described how she also does not face many of the same types of external sources 

of challenge reported by the women in this study. She addressed no need to strategize because of 

typical concerns with instruction, physical demands, equipment, peers, or instructors. To the 

contrary, Zahra reported that she has had a history of receiving nothing less than whole-hearted 

support and encouragement from everyone in her immediate circle, and from those who learned 

of her professional aspirations. Zahra described herself as being a “representative”—an example 

of how the intersectionality of race and gender in her career field has also presented a unique and 

challenging set of circumstances for her. Ultimately, Zahra reported that she determined to 

utilize her faith to help her focus on her own goals, and not on the expectations of others. For 

Zahra, this evolved mindset reflected the clear work of autonomous behavior, even as she has 

remained closely connected to family, friends, and her sense of destiny to truly be a 

representative (relatedness) in her field, but to do so on her own terms.   

 The results from Chapter Four revealed compelling implications pertaining to the role of 

motivation related to SDT and the basic needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The 

situatedness of SDT relative to the lived experiences and the expectations of the eleven women 
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who participated in this study is particularly compelling. The next and final chapter will provide 

a synopsis of this study, and further the academic conversation by advancing interpretations of 

the research results. The chapter will consider this study as it pertains to further research, and 

other appropriate forms of interrogation.
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 This study investigated the role of motivation and, specifically, self-determination theory 

and its components of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the lives of women in non-

traditional CTE careers. Chapter One introduced the scope of the research through the 

identification of the research problem, research questions, theoretical framework, study 

significance, methodology, limitations and delimitations, and significant terminology within the 

study. Chapter Two provided a global perspective on the status of career and technical education 

equality, in particular. The chapter also entailed a historical and present-day survey of women in 

CTE in the United States, and an address of the benefits of CTE for females. It also provided a 

discussion on the integral role of motivation through the lens of self-determination theory, and it 

examined the perspectives of detractors of this theoretical approach. Chapter Three described the 

research design employed in the study through the population samples, researcher’s subjectivity, 

data collection methods, and the data analysis strategies. Chapter Four presented and 

summarized the apparent findings from the data collected from the 11 participants, and its 

alignment with the research questions. This final chapter will discuss the implications of these 

findings, and the interpretations and conclusions as they relate to the research purpose, reviewed 

literature, and the recommendations for practice, and for conducting future research. 

Summary of the Study 

 Although girls and women have made significant progress around the globe in gaining 

equitable access to and necessary supports for various arenas of education, options and outcomes 

for females often vary significantly by place, culture, and, even, occupational field (Ganguli et 

al., 2014; Ray et al., 2018). One sector of education that has generally remained anemic toward 
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making significant improvement for women worldwide is non-traditional CTE professions. 

These types of careers tend to earn 20 to 30 percent higher wages than female typical 

occupations (U.S. Department of Labor, 2014). Women have continued to earn approximately 82 

percent of the salary of their male counterparts, and they earn less than men in almost every 

comparable occupational field where earnings ratio data exists (U.S. Department of Labor, 

2018). Sixty-six percent of low-income households are headed by women, and women are more 

likely to experience poverty than men (Boushey et al., 2013; Gutierrez & Rodriquez, 2014). 

Research shows that for the families who have a working woman, poverty could be reduce by 

half—from 29.9 percent to 14.5 percent if the women received equal pay (Milli et al., 2017). 

Equitable access to, and support within, the kinds of non-traditional education options that can 

generally lead to the higher earning potential is one needed option to help many women gain 

upward mobility (Ray et al., 2018; Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 2014).  

 For women who choose non-traditional CTE there are often numerous barriers that they 

must navigate. These factors include: sex-role stereotyping at school and work, bias against 

women through curricula, instructor bias, sexual harassment, threats, intimidation, childcare 

needs, lack of proper supplies and equipment for smaller or different-sized or shaped female 

frames, general employer discrimination, and family pressures to conform to traditional female 

occupation choices, among other concerns (Ganguli et al., 2014; MacIsaac & Domene, 2014; 

Ray et al., 2017; Rousseau, 2010; Simon & Clarke, 2016; van der Meulen Rodgers et al., 2016; 

Vezina & Courville, 1992; Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 2014). 

 The seemingly intractable issues that continue to challenge many women in non-

traditional CTE underscored the need for the study. It also provided the impetus for employing 

an asset-based approach to the research, by examining how women engage in motivation in their 
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non-traditional career and technical academic and professional environments. The perspective 

and framework determined most appropriate for addressing this consideration was through the 

lens of SDT and the basic psychological need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to describe the lived experiences of current and post-

graduate women in post-secondary non-traditional CTE from the perspectives of SDT as it 

pertains to the women’s career-related experiences. 

Because the aim of this study was to discuss the nature of these women’s lived 

experiences in non-traditional CTE, the researcher employed a phenomenological approach to 

the study. The goal of this approach is to bring the human experience “to the light of the day” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 26). Qualitative phenomenology research well aligned with the research 

goals of this study to understand what has been deemed as the presently under-told stories of 

women in non-traditional CTE (Makarova et al., 2016). 

The interview is the primary method of data collection for phenomenological research 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moustakas, 1994), and was the means used to 

unearth these women’s stories. Through the use of the “profound interview” (Padilla-Diaz, 2015; 

p. 104) conducted in private, and one-on-one with open-ended, semi-structured questions, the 

researcher was able to capture the essence and the underlying meaning of the experience (Lin, 

2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Consequently, the results of the research substantively 

indicated that the participants are intrinsically motivated women who integrated and exhibited 

marked self-determination. The participants also displayed their internalized sense of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness in navigating the diverse aspects of their academic, professional, 

and personal experiences relative to non-traditional CTE. How these women’s innate tendencies 

toward self-determination manifested will be examined in the sections that follow.  
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Summary of Major Findings 

 There were four themes that emerged from the data that were identified as most salient:  

I Am A Strategist, Typical Versus Atypical Woman, Pathways to Purpose, and The Zahra 

Anomaly. Each of these themes and their sub-themes indicate the overt or, often, nuanced ways 

in which the participants navigated their spheres and, as a result, exhibited various forms of 

motivation. These themes reflect the role of SDT and the manner in which the participants 

engaged in behaviors that reflect their sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The 

participants expressed these indications of SDT in how they thoughtfully and systematically 

engaged proactively or reactively with their environments, how they regulated their behaviors, 

and how they integrated within social groups (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

 The theme I Am a Strategist reflects the significant role of strategy employed by the 

participants to achieve integration, utilization, promotion, or defense, as it related to their non-

traditional careers. The women were each identified as users of strategy in navigating their 

academic, professional, and personal lives. They often displayed an adeptness in utilizing 

adaptive and purposeful forms of strategy-making in various arenas to achieve desired outcomes. 

Ultimately, the participants demonstrated that their adept use of strategy to aid them in 

navigating a myriad of experiences was, itself, an apparent and skillful work of competence and 

effectance.  

 The theme entitled Typical Versus Atypical Woman investigated how the participants 

self-identified with and discussed notions of what constitutes womanhood and appropriate 

female gender roles. The three categories (One of the Guys, Girly-Girl, and Undefined or 

Unapologetic Woman) reflect how the women tended to contextualize their experiences or 

specifically describe themselves. This conversation, however, is a particularly ironic one because 
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these women are engaged in non-traditional careers, even as many of them reported filling 

seemingly traditional feminine roles in their personal lives. This is a complex situatedness as it 

relates to perceived gender roles, even in the larger culture. These considerations, however, also 

pointed to the reality that the participants often regarded their own sense of femaleness or 

womanhood in differing ways. Based on participant data, many of the women could not be 

confined to a single category of what constituted “womanhood”.  

 The third theme, Pathways to Purpose, was developed from the prevalent findings of the 

research question: How do women in non-traditional CTE envision their futures in their chosen 

occupations, which are traditionally all male? The data revealed that each participant expected 

their present or impending career in non-traditional CTE to benefit them personally. Every 

woman envisioned utilizing her profession as a means for positively impacting others, whether 

that impact occurs at the personal (family or friends) or at the societal (advocacy for community 

or systemic change) level. To this degree, each of these women displayed and embraced the 

marked sense of relatedness they possessed for individuals or larger collectives of people. This 

reflects how inextricably intertwined the participant’s sense of relationship was tied to their own 

professional goals.  

 The final major finding is The Zahra Anomaly—a theme forged to reflect the significant 

contrast between the reported experiences of one participant in CTE in comparison to that of her 

ten co-participants. As an African American pilot striving for her commercial license, Zahra is 

among the least represented population of pilots and is, therefore, quite literally and figuratively 

a breather of rarefied air. She is determined to be an advocate for more women and people of 

color to become commercial pilots, but struggles, in part, with her sense of responsibility to wear 

the mantle that represents her race and her gender. These encouraging comments from her 
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supporters have often felt tinged with a weight of responsibility to succeed. In response to her 

challenges, Zahra demonstrated her sense of autonomy by evoking prayer as a proactive form of 

strategy to combat her prevalent insecurities, as well as properly contextualize the expectations 

of others. Zahra detailed how she employed her faith through prayer to assist her to begin to 

reverse the former narratives that often governed her mindset. This process also gifted her with a 

new interpretation and response to address the eager expectations of others and of herself.  

Discussion of Findings 

 The four major themes within this study and their relationship to the reviewed literature 

also intricately tie to the research questions. In examining the lived experiences of women who 

were students or employed in non-traditional (CTE), the researcher posed the following research 

questions and sub-question: 

1. What are the lived experiences of women enrolled in post-secondary non-traditional 

career and technical education (CTE) programs as they navigate learning and working 

in a traditionally all-male school and work environment?  

a. What is the role of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (in self-determination 

theory) in the lives of women in NT CTE fields as they navigate school and work 

environments? 

2. How do women in non-traditional CTE careers envision their futures in their chosen 

occupations, which are traditionally all-male? 

Research Question One: The Lived Experience 

 This discussion will include an examination of the participants’ reported lived 

experiences in relationship to comparable themes in the reviewed literature and the major 

findings of the study. Specifically, the data revealed the perceived benefits and the barriers the 
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women embraced or encountered, and the sense of purpose they possessed relative to their 

academic, professional, and personal lives (see Figure 4). Also, how these findings align with the 

participants’ use of motivation and the SDT components of competence, relatedness, and 

autonomy will also be more fully explored.  
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Personal Benefits 

 Throughout the interviews, it became apparent that participants had a propensity to 

describe how they were personally and positively impacted by their non-traditional CTE 

experiences. The ways in which the women described their stories can be categorized in terms of 

how they were affected economically and psychologically.  

 Economic/Financial. The reviewed literature espoused the numerous economic 

incentives that employment in non-traditional CTE often provides. According to the data, male-

typical jobs tend to offer a variety of benefits that make it possible for many women to 

drastically improve their financial trajectories. The research touted that when compared to 

female-typical employment, non-traditional careers tend to earn higher salaries, have better 

benefits and higher probabilities of job advancement, and have better positioned women to reach 

financial goals such as home ownership. (MacIsaac & Domene, 2014; U.S. Department of Labor, 

2014; U.S. Department of Labor, 2018; Zula, 2014). Unionized environments have fringe 

benefits that also often include medical and dental insurance, vacation and sick leave, and 

pension plans. In all, the data posited that women in non-traditional CTE have greater 

opportunities for becoming financially self-sufficient and for building assets.  

 Participants’ responses related to the overall economic benefits of their profession well-

aligned with the data in the literature review. Six of the women, in total, were employed at the 

time of their interviews, and a seventh participant (Hope) reported graduating and gaining 

employment in her field post-interview. Jade and Sophia indicated previous employment and an 

overall dissatisfaction in their female-typical occupations. They described how their jobs 

garnered limited pay and opportunities when compared to the non-traditional careers in which 

they were now employed. Additionally, three of the participants (Miranda, Zoey, and Quinn) 
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were student-workers in the trade unions learning and working as paid apprentices. Each of them 

referenced the financial benefits of their apprenticeship programs. Quinn described her elation 

and surprise when she initially learned that there existed an entity (unions) that would potentially 

be “paying me to learn”. Each of the apprentices are guaranteed expanded salaries and benefits 

once they complete their programs and became journeymen in their unions. Sophia would also 

tout the “stellar” pay and “amazing benefits” of trade unions and explained that she has a goal of 

one day becoming employed by a trade union. Willow described how, as an automotive 

technician, her company covered the costs of testing should any of its employees decide to 

pursue additional certifications. By doing so, Willow’s employer provided her with a cost-saving 

opportunity and better positioned her for advancement in her profession. Students such as 

Autumn, Vanessa, Hope, and Zahra were not yet working in their careers at the time of their 

interviews. The women, however, all expressed their expectations for achieving economic self-

sufficiency through employment in their impending non-traditional careers.  

 Psychological Well-Being. Data generated from the reviewed literature also addressed 

the personal benefits women also often gain from the numerous economic and profession 

benefits as a result of working in a non-traditional career. Better wages and benefits tend to result 

in greater on-the-job-satisfaction, which leads to increased levels of self-esteem and higher 

morale for employees (Gordon, 2014; Zula, 2014). This research was consistent with the reports 

made by many of the participants who stated that they both enjoy their jobs and are pleased with 

the opportunities and benefits they received at work. Women like Hope, Quinn, Maya, and 

Sophia described how they transformed from knowing relatively little about their occupations at 

first, to ultimately gaining knowledge and subsequent confidence in their abilities in the 

classroom or in the field. Most of the participants also contrasted their current careers to their 
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previous work and school experiences. As previously noted, Jade and Sophia, expressed their 

discontent with their previous female-typical positions. Sophia described the shift in her own 

mindset when she stopped working as a customer care employee to eventually become a 

professional welder. She asserted that her new career caused her to “physically look like I’m 

happier”. Hope, Vanessa, Willow, and Quinn also described the change of course they each 

undertook for their preferred careers. Each one shifted from her former academic or professional 

paths to one that felt or was more personally or financially fulfilling.  

Academic and Professional Benefits  

 As described in the previous section, job satisfaction is an experience that many 

researchers, as well as the participants in this study, have viewed as a positive outgrowth for 

women in non-traditional CTE (Gordon, 2014; Zula, 2014). The sense of fulfillment the 

participants reported relative to their careers speaks to the degree in which the women are 

impacted both individually and professionally. 

 In addition, the review of the literature underscored how intrinsic motivation (IM), which 

refers to the innate joy many organisms experience from learning and mastery, can be positively 

impacted by extrinsic motivators (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Deci & Ryan & Deci, 2000b). As long as 

an individual autonomously integrates and internalizes (adopts practices and regulations 

voluntarily) the extrinsic motivation can result in positive outcomes. Researchers emphasized the 

importance of healthy forms of extrinsic motivation. In CTE external motivation is much-

needed, according to the data, in the form of role models for women (Gilbert, 1985; Gordon, 

2014; Quimby & DeSantis, 2006; Smith & Erb, 1986; Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 2014). Quinn and 

Zahra were the only women who reported having female role models, to any degree. Quinn 

indicated that she adopted the sage advice of one of her role models (external motivation) who 
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advised her how to navigate her challenges as a female construction worker by focusing on her 

strengths. In essence, Quinn internalized and integrated an external source of motivation, and in 

doing so, it helped to drastically shift her thinking for the better. The importance of role models 

will also be discussed, however, in the next section on Personal Barriers.  

 Participants consistently stated that they genuinely enjoyed (liked or loved) the career 

choices they made. As a result, the women each regarded the academic dimensions of their 

educational experiences to be highly beneficial. Also, each participant described how their 

experiences in non-traditional CTE shaped how they envisioned their careers would impact them 

as individuals, and the influence they might have on others. These considerations were 

previously addressed in the theme and major finding, Pathways to Purpose. The participants’ 

careers are the means by which they could potentially present themselves as well-qualified, self-

supportive, self-assured members of society and of their professions. Through their expected 

academic, career, and personal gains, they are able to individually achieve for themselves and 

perhaps assist others, even as role models and advocates in their local and global communities.  

Personal Barriers 

 Just as the research reflected the many positive professional, economic, and personal 

gains women reported from non-traditional CTE, the reviewed literature also detailed the various 

forms of challenge females face on a personal level relative to these careers. The idea that certain 

types of professions are for males or female remains a prevalent mindset the world over 

(MacIsaac & Domene, 2014; Ray et al., 2017; Simon, 2016). Women in non-traditional CTE 

tend to lack the types of personal and professional supports they need as a minority in their 

professions (e.g., role models) (Gordon, 2014; Quimby & DeSantis, 2006; Smith & Erb, 1986; 

Whitehead, 2001). On a personal level, females also often encounter pressure from family 
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members to conform to traditional gender norms relative to their education choices (Chang, 

2003; Greene & Stitt-Gohdes,1997; Ray et al., 2017). The research contends that women,  

however, need more than mere barrier removal; they need multi-level, diverse means of support 

(Burge, 1990; Kerka, 1999; Zula, 2014). 

 The research pertaining to the ongoing challenges women in non-traditional CTE face at 

a personal level is also consistent with data generated from this study. Nearly half of the women 

in the study (five) stated that they were initially discouraged from or not encouraged to pursue 

their careers. Several women reported that the public perception that male-typical jobs are for 

females remains pervasive. Several participants reported how often they were greeted with a “no 

way!”, a look of apparent surprise, or an outright denial that it was possible that they were 

women in non-traditional technical careers or classrooms. Regarding role models, only Quinn 

and Zahra expressed the need to have a role model. Five of the study participants, however, 

expressed the need to become a role model. Several of the women who were either the only 

female in her class or in her school, or one of a few women, stated that having other women in 

their class was a benefit. For example, Willow stated that another woman diverted the men’s 

attention away from their unmerited worries about her. Sophia described the comradery of 

having someone who empathized with the dynamics of being a female in a predominantly male 

space. One participant (Miranda), however, reported that she did not ascribe any particular 

benefit from working with the female co-worker who she worked with early in her employment.  

Academic and Professional Barriers  

 The reviewed literature detailed the numerous systemic challenges girls and women often 

encounter relative to non-traditional CTE. For example, the decisions that girls and women make 

about their educational futures are often shaped by male administrators or instructors whose 
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preferences inform the decision-making process (Ray et al., 2017; Whitehead, 2001). Too often 

non-traditional careers are not offered as viable options for females. Simultaneously, females 

generally lack basic information about non-traditional career options. (Cimpian, 2018; Ray et al., 

2017; Whitehead, 2001). These instances of sex-bias by education leaders often reflect the 

inclusion of biased academic and career counseling that either does not encourage females to 

enroll, or it discourages them from enrolling in non-traditional CTE (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; 

MacIsaac & Domene, 2014). Researchers contend that once in the classroom and at work, 

women not only need emotional support and enhancement of their self-esteem (as detailed in the 

previous section), they also often require basic skill development (Chusmir, 1983; Burge, 1990; 

Kerka, 1999; Zula, 2014). Finally, an essential component in this equation is the role of 

educators and employers who can help students counteract sex-bias and sex-role stereotyping 

that often manifests as social isolation, interpersonal sexism, and other manifold forms of 

discriminatory behaviors against women (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; Gordon, 2014; English & 

Irving 2015). The literature also addressed how many women in non-traditional CTE also tend to 

be challenged with the physical requirements of their jobs. They often do not have access to the 

proper supplies or equipment needed for their smaller or different-sized or shaped female frames, 

which is often hazardous, if not dangerous. 

  Regarding, the reviewed literature, the participants (with the exception of Zahra) reported 

that they encountered peer-generated challenges in their classroom or work spheres. Nine of the 

eleven participants reported facing some form of interpersonal sexism or discrimination. Women 

reported that they experienced social isolation, verbal mockery, being coddled, or condescended 

to or, generally, not being considered a serious student or professional. Not all participants faced 

the same types of obstacles, and many of them reported the resolution of many of these issues in 
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time—especially once the women were able to “prove” or show themselves to be professionally 

competent or socially acceptable to their colleagues. Several participants also reported that when 

placed in a new environment or with new people, they tended to revisit new instances of sexism 

or discrimination. Willow, who is an automotive technician, reported how she had to mentally 

acclimate to at least five separate environments that included different schools, worksites, and a 

military deployment. Willow indicated that each time she has had to make “another adjustment” 

and to wait until her male co-workers or co-airmen eventually learned she deserves to be 

respected as a bona fide, skillful professional.   

 The types of obstacles to student and employee success that non-traditional CTE students 

faced at work may also be tied to their institution’s activities. Such is the case for the student 

apprentice participants who are long-term students in long-term programs. Many non-traditional 

CTE students must fulfill the requirements of internship hours and navigate dual school and 

work environments during the course of their matriculation. Because there were no discernable 

differences in the overall types of experiences women had with their peers at work or at school, 

the topic of peer relationship in a professional setting was addressed in this section.  

 Several women also described the ways in which they had to make their own adjustments 

relative to equipment or ill-fitting gear. Sophia and Quinn specifically described how they re-

worked gear to fit their much smaller frames. Sophia indicated that protective gear options for 

women were expensive and of a lesser quality. Quinn reported her concern and ultimately 

received appropriately sized gear but the problem of an ill-fitting harness was left unresolved. 

 Consistent with the findings in Chapter Two, several participants in this study also 

reported that they lacked even the most fundamental of knowledge about their trades when they 

enrolled in their programs. Hope explained that she was scarcely able to identify a hammer. 
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Maya and Quinn also indicated that they knew relatively nothing about their chosen professions 

when compared to some of their male colleagues. Vanessa also stated that she knew absolutely 

nothing about welding. Some of the women stated that their relative positioning attributed to 

their perceptions (or their realities) that they were substantially behind many of their male 

classmates or colleagues early into their matriculation. 

Positive Experiences 

 Jade’s reported work and school experiences are rather unique when compared to those 

reported by the other participants. She described herself as a mentor and as an aid to the 

instructor. She also reported working in a completely positive environment where everyone (all 

men) she works with is a Christian. Several of the participants also reported having supportive 

instructors who treated them fairly or tailored provisions to assist them in their learning 

activities.  

 Also, among the exceptions reported was the relationship that Hope had with her 

classmate Frank (pseudonym) who has been described in the research as a peer advocate or 

envoy. He, too, is an anomaly in the research. His help in facilitating relationship between Hope 

and her male colleagues (including her male instructor) is a phenomenon not duplicated in any of 

the participants’ stories.  

Inconsistencies with the Historical Data  

 There are two significant points of departure from the reviewed literature. First, is that 

none of the women in either their academic or professional settings reported facing any form of 

sexual assault or harassment. Second, the data derived from these participants in the post-

secondary sphere does not directly address the women’s experiences with career counselors at 

the secondary school level. Indirectly, however, it speaks to the lack of readiness or exposure 
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women have to CTE at the elementary or secondary level. One participant (Sophia) discussed her 

previous perceptions that CTE is only for “troubled” males. As the literature and this study also 

reflect, CTE is oftentimes also not viewed as an appropriate option for those who are also not 

males. 

Conclusion: Relationships to Major Findings  

 As previously detailed, the theme I Am a Strategist primarily reflects the participants’ 

across-the-board proactive or reactive responses to confronting numerous and complex 

academic, professional, and career-related challenges or barriers. The first research question is an 

inquiry to determine how women in non-traditional CTE navigate their occupational fields. The 

reality that the participants needed to “maneuver” multiple personal, academic, and professional 

scenarios has been an essential part of their experiences, and it is an important conversation to 

contextualize. This need for navigation also underscores how essential strategizing is for women 

in helping them to effectively accomplish needed or desired tasks. As previously detailed, the 

participants demonstrated the ways in which they, through the use of strategy, navigated multiple 

contexts related to their public and personal spaces. In this manner, the women have consistently 

displayed an asset-based approach to addressing challenge. They worked to find solutions 

around, over, or through their obstacles. Such a means of proactive engagement does not align 

itself to a narrative that is solely about female victimization in non-traditional CTE. It speaks to 

the women’s determination, resilience, and their creative and complex expressions of what it 

means to be empowered.  

Research Question Two: The Role of Competence, Relatedness, and Autonomy 

 SDT considers human motivation from a needs-based perspective. The three basic needs 

of competence, autonomy, and relatedness are the three essential components necessary for 



 

252 

healthy psychological well-being, integrity, and growth (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 

2017). The fulfillment of needs is requisite for healthy human motivation and goal attainment 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000). There is an inextricable relationship between needs and motivation, and all 

three components must exist within an individual to assure that they are engaged in healthy 

human thriving (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Time and again the women displayed their sense of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness throughout each of the four themes or major findings of 

this study.  

Competence 

 As detailed in this study, competence is a basic need that pertains to the “inherent 

strivings” humans possess for achievement and mastery (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In addition to 

demonstrating competence, humans and many other organisms share the innate propensity to 

also influence their surroundings and produce results from that environment, which is known as 

effectance motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Ryan & Deci, 2017; White, 1959). These four 

themes demonstrate that the participants not only worked to display competence, but they also 

often employed forms of effectance motivation as a means to affect changes more conducive to 

their own needs and preferences. Figure 5 reflects this relationship between competence and the 

study themes.  
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 Theme One: “I Am a Strategist”. The participants’ use of strategy have been described 

as an overall work of competence and effectance because the women employed purposeful or 

adaptive strategy as a tool for navigating and influencing their various spheres. There were other 

ways in which the participants expressed their competence. They utilized their intellect along 

with their academic and professional proficiencies to solve a perceived problem or reach an 

intended goal. For example, the participants who reported they wanted to be taken seriously felt 

they had to “prove” themselves. In order to do so, the women indicated they needed to 

demonstrate they were comparable to their peers in ways related to academic performance, 

physical strength, mental ability, and emotional stability, among other displays. In the 

participants’ opinion, these works displayed their competence. In answer to the question: Why 

did the participants demonstrate strategy? —the women exhibited these competencies to be 

taken seriously and to successfully reach goals.  

 To Be Taken Seriously. Seven women in the study demonstrated their use of adaptive 

strategy in response to their desire to be taken seriously. Willow, for example, was the only 

female automotive technician in all of her classes and in her civil engineering unit with the Air 

National Guard. She described how her classmates and fellow airmen assumed that as a female 

she was innately incompetent and perhaps worse in her estimation, physically and mentally 

fragile. Although she was inclined to be self-reliant, Willow’s male classmates and co-workers 

who attempted to cocoon her by over-caring for her only made Willow more determined to prove 

herself their equal. She was resolute that she would literally do her own heavy lifting, and 

Willow determined to seek help in other situations only after trying more than once on her own. 

The other six participants also exhibited their use of strategy to display their competencies so 

that they might be taken seriously. Zoey, as previously described, sought to prove herself well-
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able to do the work. Like, Zoey, the other participants sought to prove they were competent and 

necessary, and they determined that proving themselves through the demonstration of their many 

abilities was the best approach for doing so.  

 To Successfully Reach Goals. All participants expressed having goals related to their 

academic, professional, and personal lives. Several of the participants, however, described their 

desires to be intentional or strategic in utilizing their careers in rather purposeful and proactive 

ways. The women determined to utilize their ever-growing knowledge and skills as the means to 

reach their intended professional goals, in particular. To this end, strategy and work competency 

are intertwined, and the women’s conversations revealed how integral these two components 

were or would be for their goal attainment. Jade, as stated earlier, is an automotive technician 

seeking to gain her Automotive Service Excellence (ASE) certification. As an employee at an 

automotive repair shop, Jade stated, “I learn stuff every day.” What she will learn daily, Jade 

explained, will help to prepare her for the goal of completing her certification. The certification, 

in turn, aids in helping her to reach her long-term goal to open her own automotive shop with her 

husband. Sophia also exemplified how she, too, was engaging in purposeful strategizing in her 

plan to one day work for a union because of its many financial and fringe benefits, and it would 

allow her to improve her skills (competencies). Sophia had also determined that the improvement 

of her skills will serve as the means by which she can reach her ultimate desired end to have a 

female-owned welding shop. 

 Other Themes (Competence). Miranda’s response is referenced within the theme The 

Typical Versus the Atypical Woman. She expressed determination to prove herself as capable as 

her male colleagues by the demonstration of skills and overall competencies. Miranda also 

strived to and was successfully able to integrate with members her classroom and work 
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environments, which also demonstrated a competent work of strategy. For this reason, she is also 

described in the mini-theory entitled One of the Guys. The stories of participants like Quinn and 

other women categorized in the mini-theme Undefined or Unapologetic Woman are also relevant 

examples. Although these participants devised ways to aptly express their academic and 

professional prowess (competencies), they did not focus on acclimating or integrating with their 

male colleagues. These women appeared to be more focused on work than relationships,  

although they, too, all reported ultimately having positive relationships with their classmates and 

co-workers.  

 There were numerous overt and nuanced ways in which the women engaged in the 

competent use of strategy. The intelligent and intentional ways they navigated and often 

influenced various personal and professional relationships while fulfilling often inherently 

rigorous school and work responsibilities is a work of effectance. Each participant demonstrated 

the essentiality of strategy-making as a general practice. Several other participants also displayed 

how strategy functioned as a conduit for demonstrating the requisite “proof” of their academic 

and professional competencies, as well.  

Relatedness  

 This essential need within SDT is a consideration of the sense of connectedness 

individuals feel with their social partners (Reis et al., 2000). Humans need to care for others, feel 

that care reciprocated, and also feel as if they add in a helpful way to their social group (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). In healthy organisms, this innate desire to form connection with others is defined as 

homonymy (Ryan & Deci, 2017). For the sake of this study, the participants’ “social partners” 

generally include their close relationships, such as family or friends. Many of these connections 

may also be less intimate in nature, but are also integral expressions of relatedness (e.g., 
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classmates, co-workers instructors, supervisors, administrators, or even a sense of connection to 

community or society). The data demonstrated that each participant in this study showed a 

marked sense of homonymous behavior relative to one or more persons with whom they had a 

relationship. Those displays of relatedness were intertwined within the themes of the research, as 

demonstrated in Figure 6. 
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 Theme One: “I Am a Strategist”. The research revealed that the participants often 

strategized or adapted behaviors in some areas of their lives because they desired to form or 

transform the ways in which they were connected to others. Some of the women initiated 

adaptive strategies in an effort to gain access to their social groups at school or work. Others 

labored more proactively to address more macrocosmic issues about which they expressed some 

level of passion.  

 To Gain Social Inclusion. These women emphasized how they desired to not be the 

oddity in the room or at the workplace. Participants did not want to attract the sometimes 

seemingly bewildered stares of their classmates (Willow). The women also had no desire to be 

the reason male co-workers stopped talking when they entered a room; neither did they want to 

be the cause why the men seemed to be “walking on eggshells” in their presence (Miranda, 

Willow). In their homonymous desire to form relationships, several of the women determined to 

integrate with their male cohorts (Hope, Miranda, Zoey), and granted them “permission” to be 

themselves. The women strategized a means for integration into the men’s social group by 

basically attempting to remove themselves from the men’s mindsets as a perceived obstacle to 

the status quo. With the exception of Zoey’s caveat, the women basically stated, “Nothing has to 

change just because I am a female among you.” This phenomenon is also reflected in the mini-

theme, One of the Guys. Other participants such as Jade, Vanessa, Maya, and Sophia stated that 

they were prone to ignore the often immature behaviors of their classmates. Again, all of the 

women in the study indicated that they ultimately experience positive relationship with 

individuals in the classroom or on the jobsite.  

  To Advocate. As described earlier, these participants (Sophia, Maya, Quinn, and Zahra) 

expressed a sense of relatedness with and obligation to community or society, as a whole. Each 
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woman discussed her desire to aptly represent and advocate for her non-traditional profession. 

The participants described their concerns and criticisms about their occupations related to 

education access and support, gender and race equity, employment policy, legislation, workplace 

discrimination, and the need for various additional forms of assistance for women, among other 

topics. The women sought to engage in purposeful proactive strategies based on their sense of 

connection to the wider community and world, and for the sake of advancing meaningful change 

for women and others in their chosen industry.  

 Other Themes (Relatedness). The research also revealed that the women utilized 

strategies to initiate, improve, or strengthen relationships with their instructors, administrators, or 

supervisors. Hope, as previously described, found a means for integrating with her male 

classmates and thus, also made a connection with her previously rather distant instructor. Jade, as 

described earlier, became a mentor and an unofficial teacher’s aide in her class of her high-

school age boys, and helped to maintain relative social order for several classes of pubescent 

teenagers. Quinn also demonstrated proactively building relationships with her union’s board in 

order to gain inclusion and “make advantage” in a space where she understands decisions are 

made pertaining to the direction her local union takes. In all, these women used diverse strategies 

to navigate various forms of authority and to create or strengthen areas of relatedness. They did 

so in order to initiate connections, assist existing relationships, or to integrate and align with 

relationships they deemed advantageous.  

 Participants demonstrated their use of strategy to navigate their interactions with their 

family members and friends relative to non-traditional CTE. One focus of the research has 

already considered how the participants experienced the response of family members and friends 

to the participant’s career choices. The women expressed responses that ranged from ignoring 
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their parents, to keeping them out of their decision-making processes, to having concern over the 

family members’ expectations. In all cases, regardless of the response of family and friends, all 

of the women discussed the importance of either a family member or a friend with whom they 

shared meaningful forms of relatedness.  

Autonomy  

 This basic human need component is considered to be the “most central” because it is 

based in one’s sense of volition (Ryan & Deci, 2017). It is the means through which a person 

self-organizes experience and behavior and has activities that align with the individual’s 

integrated sense of self (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The role of autonomy in the participants’ lives was 

well reflected through the study, and is an integral component to the major findings of this study. 

Figure 7 illustrates the relationship between autonomy and the major findings of the study.   
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 Theme One: “I Am a Strategist”. The participants utilized strategy as a means of 

exercising their preferences for learning or for working, or as a way to organize their 

environments as they navigated the situatedness of a predominantly male environment. For 

several of the women, one of their first acts of autonomous behavior related to their non-

traditional career was in the actual choosing of the profession. As discussed in the mini-theme, 

Family and Friends, five of the women had one or more family member or friend who attempted 

to initially discourage the participant from pursuing their career. All of the women exercised and 

displayed their sense of autonomy and determination by either committing themselves to the 

strategy of ignoring their naysayers (Sophia, Quinn, Vanessa), or by not sharing her deliberations 

on the matter until the decision was made (Maya).  

 Other considerations pertaining to autonomy were also addressed in the mini-theme To 

Navigate Working in Relative Independence. Several of the women (Autumn, Sophia, Willow, 

Maya) discussed their penchant for functioning more independently or autonomously in their 

spaces. Despite one’s sense of independence, healthy forms of autonomous behavior occur as 

individuals remain in interdependent relationship or relatedness with others (Ryan & Deci, 

2017). Every participant in this study described having positive and, often, long-standing 

relationships with classmates and co-workers. Yet, several of the women also described 

themselves as “shy” or “introverted” (Autumn, Vanessa, Sophia), and they and one other 

participant, Willow, explained the need to work independently. This was their response to 

perceived academic, social, or other challenges inherent to their particular spaces. The mindset 

was also evident in Maya’s decision to by-pass her male classmate who impeded her to learn on 

her own.  
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 The reviewed literature addressed the interconnectedness of autonomy and competence as 

key for intrinsic motivation (IM). As noted in Chapter Two, intrinsic motivation (IM) can be 

adversely impacted by happenings in one’s social environment. An individual’s feelings that 

their actions are the result of internal or external reasons is defined as perceived locus of control 

(PLOC). How an individual interprets their PLOC will either promote their sense of internal 

PLOC (I-PLOC) or lessen it, and that determination reflects the person’s feelings of competence 

and effectance. Maya’s responses and result that followed were concordant with the reviewed 

literature. It states that allowing individuals to determine how they engage in aspects of requisite 

task is likely to enhance IM and their feelings of autonomy and reposition IPLOC from external 

to internal (Zuckerman et al., 1978). Maya determined to respond and remedy the impact of her 

source of ever-decreasing IPLOC (based on her classmate’s actions) by tactically (strategically) 

securing her instructor’s permission and collaboration to learn more independently. She 

contended, “that’s the only way I’m going to learn anything.” She indicated how, as a result of 

her actions, she regained her sense of IM, as expressed through autonomous behavior and 

through improved and increased displays of competence.  

 Vanessa, as described previously, asserted the strategy to navigate her male classmates by 

decidedly being able to “tune them out”. Vanessa, like Sophia, Willow, and Maya, underscored 

their strategies of basically “ignoring” their classmates’ comments or activity, and they 

determined to push forward toward their educational goals.  

 For various reasons, each of the participants were intrinsically motivated to manifest her 

innate sense of autonomy, and to honor and protect their PLOC, regardless of their 

environments. Their responses are consistent with the research in the reviewed literature 

pertaining to the fundamental ways in which autonomous behavior is displayed. Each woman 



 

265 

unapologetically relied upon her basic and “most central” need(s) to work on her own, to 

navigate a barrier, to accomplish a task without distraction, or for other reasons she considered 

problematic. As a result of these women’s responses to their concerns, they displayed 

autonomous behaviors by creating adaptive strategic means for proactively addressing their 

individual and unique situations. 

  There were additional findings from the data that related to the place of autonomy in the 

lives of the participants. The theme entitled Atypical Versus Typical Woman was an examination 

and commentary on the women’s descriptions of themselves as it pertained to perceived gender 

roles and femaleness, as they defined them. The three min-theories, One of the Guys, I Am a 

Girly-Girl, and Undefined or Unapologetic Woman served as a recognition that, as concepts of 

gender continue to be less defined within much of society, the women were all proud to describe 

how they were their authentic selves. The participants expressed how they were often malleable 

and untraditionally feminine in their interests. They hunted, fished, had long fingernails, went 

“muddin” in four-wheelers, had children, had no interest in children, loved to dress up, were 

physically strong, or were relatively weak, and more. As stated, Hope and Vanessa, for example, 

both described themselves as being “Girly Girls” in spite of their more traditionally masculine 

day jobs. Regardless of how the participants self-identified, they exhibited an enduring 

determination to self-define and self-regulate their own experiences and actions—all of which is 

an indication of their autonomous behavior. 

Research Question Three: The Women’s Visions for the Future 

 As previously discussed, the third and final research question was an inquiry that 

addressed the participant’s sense of their future lives in their non-traditional careers. As 

expressed throughout this study, each of the women’s visions for themselves were inclusive of 
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others with whom they were in some form of relationship or one(s) they hoped for in the future. 

Their responses were captured into the three categories previously described that represented the 

ways in which the women defined themselves: As an Individual, As A Role Model in the 

Community, and As an Advocate/Global Voice. Their conversations about family members, 

friends, and even the larger community and society reflect the abiding sense of relatedness that 

all the women felt for significant others or groups. Hope, like several of the women, shared goals 

that would impact the participants’ more intimate relationships. Hope, as described earlier, 

expressed an urgency to care for her sons and be a good role model. Willow hoped to engage her 

“missionary spirit” to help her family, friends and any other person who might need assistance 

with their troubled vehicles. Zahra, Sophia, and Quinn envisioned or were presently utilizing 

their careers and accessing potential connections as platforms for empowering girls and women, 

people of color, and other marginalized populations in the areas of their non-traditional careers, 

and in other arenas. The participants’ clear sense of self-awareness and self-direction as it 

pertains to their abilities to envision and strive toward their personal goals is an indication of the 

women’s innate and healthy sense of autonomy.  

 While the other participants had mostly not yet begun to have the opportunity to fulfill 

their visions, both Willow and Quinn were both actively engaged in fulfilling their dreams to 

assist those who matter most to them. Willow, as described, utilized her automotive technology 

skills, and Quinn was actively engaged in advocacy for women in the construction trades. Both 

of the women displayed competence by utilizing their intelligence, professional skills, and other 

talents to serve others in their local and large-scale communities.  
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Anomaly in the Research: Zahra 

 As detailed in this study, Zahra, as an African American pilot studying to become a 

commercial pilot, her story is clearly unique. She does not require special or protective 

equipment, gear, or supplies. Consequently, she is not challenged at learning her craft because of 

ill-fitting, potentially hazardous gear, awkwardly-sized tools, or wrongly-sized equipment, as 

many researchers have indicated is often the case (as does this study) for women in non-

traditional CTE (Ganguli et al., 2014; MacIsaac & Domene, 2014; Ray et al., 2017; Whitehead, 

2001). The majority of the women in this study indicated that, consistent with the reviewed 

literature, they were also challenged by or not initially accepted into their academic or 

professional spaces (Ray et al., 2017; Whitehead, 2001). Again, this experience is not Zahra’s 

experience. Like her co-participants, she is considered a rarity as a woman who is pursuing a 

career that traditionally has been dominated by men, but specifically Caucasian men.  

 The phenomenon Zahra has experienced in non-traditional CTE is inconsistent with the 

literature reflecting the experiences of women who often face various forms of deficit while in 

the pursuit of pursuing their careers (Ganguli et al., 2014; Ray et al., 2018; Simon, 2016; van der 

Meulen Rodgers et al., 2016; Whitehead, 2001). By contrast, Zahra’s description of her many 

supporters could be construed as having earned her minor celebrity status. She reported that as 

people excitedly convey their pride concerning her career pursuits, they also often relay their 

expectations for her future as a role model for African Americans or females everywhere. The 

literature does not appear to reflect the impact of external expectations on women in non-

traditional CTE. One reason may be that many cultures, to include the United States, continues to 

glorify the narrative that a four-year degree is the best and socially preferred method for gaining 

upward mobility. Like some of her co-participants, Zahra also indicated that she felt it would be 
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beneficial to have role models who were also female and African American commercial pilots. 

More representation from women who looked like Zahra, it appeared may have helped her feel 

less pressure to succeed on behalf of so many others.  

 A discussion of the themes of this study examined the interconnection between the 

study’s research questions, the reviewed literature, and the major findings of the research. The 

research also addressed the multiple parallels in the data generated between this study and earlier 

research regarding the experiences of women in non-traditional CTE. One area of difference was 

that none of the women reported that they experienced sexual harassment in any form. Another 

dissimilarity in the study was found in The Zahra Anomaly, which speaks to the unaddressed 

issue of the pressures some women may encounter in their isolation of being a minority in a 

career that overwhelmingly does not represent one’s race or gender. Regardless of the 

similarities or differences between the women’s experiences, it is apparent that SDT and the 

basic need components of autonomy, competence, and relatedness were inherently and 

intricately displayed in their lives regardless of their backgrounds.  

Conclusions 

 The data derived from the study reflect that the 11 women in the study displayed an acute 

sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in navigating their numerous spheres relative to 

CTE. The participant’s highly motivated, self-determined dispositions aided them immensely to 

pursue and thrive in atypical careers. At the same time, these career pursuits were often the 

reason the women were met with antagonistic or unsupportive responses. Despite the enclaves of 

opposition, the women remained highly motivated because of the deeper sense of relatedness 

they experienced with at least one meaningful other. The women also functioned with a strong 

degree of autonomy as they used and proved multi-layered, complex forms of competency.  
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Self-Determined Women 

 As stated, all of the participants displayed a strong sense of independence (autonomy) 

and interdependence (relatedness). The women’s initial act of volition relative to their careers 

was to take the sizeable first step to pursue their career paths. They then strategized to build and 

maintain relationships and other forms of opportunity for themselves around that decision. They 

also clearly defined what femaleness and being a woman meant to them in the context of their 

culture. As stated, while in their pursuits, all of the women had critical, nurturing relationships 

that were central to their lives. Such healthy, supportive forms of relatedness are critical for 

women’s success in pursing their non-traditional careers.  

 Previous research has also shown that relatedness is the greatest predictor of autonomous 

behavior (Wang, et al., 2019). There is also a strong relationship between job satisfaction and 

social support or relatedness (Bond et al., 2004). In essence, women are satisfied at work when 

they enjoy a supportive work environment, and yet that supportive work environment greatly 

impacts their sense of autonomy. This reality speaks to the inextricable relationship between 

autonomy and relatedness. It also explains why being ostracized by classmates, instructors, or 

other peers is not solely about isolation. It adversely affects the individual’s sense of their own 

abilities if they have no other meaningful forms to “substitute” relatedness to sustain them. All of 

the women reported having supportive contexts of relatedness beyond school or work. Yet, some 

of the women labored to “fit in” with their colleagues, while others did not. This area of 

exploration, however, reveals the need for women in non-traditional CTE to have healthy, 

meaningful forms of relatedness in the places where they work and learn to encourage them 

toward healthful engagement of self-determined, autonomous behaviors at work and school.  
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  As described throughout the research, all of the women expressed clear displays of 

competence in the numerous academic and professional skills they displayed at school and work. 

Participants were competent, masterful users of strategy to navigate various personal, academic, 

and professional spheres. Despite positive displays of competence, this basic need can, however, 

be easily frustrated (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Humans can be easily discouraged when they 

experience discouraging, critical responses as they attempt to pursue goals. Supportive 

relationships or forms of relatedness are critical to externally motivating others. One such 

example can be found in Sophia’s story. Although, she would eventually pursue her welding 

career, she explained how her parents discouraged her early on from following her inclinations to 

learn to weld when she was younger. It would take Sophia years to revisit that initial interest, she 

explained, and to follow after the career that she would discover she loved. Such an example 

shows how critical education professionals are as resources of support for providing informed, 

objective, professional guidance to not only educate children but also their adult caregivers about 

non-traditional career choices for females. 

 There also exists a more fundamental matter, at hand. One of the most glaring issues is 

that the number of women in these types of careers in the United States and around the world 

remains abysmally low (U.S. Department of Labor, 2014). In like manner, the majority of the 

participants in this study were most often the only female in their classroom, in their unit, or at 

their jobs. With the exception of Zahra, when the participant was not the only female she only 

consistently shared her learning or workspace with one other woman, at the most. The vast 

majority of the participants, however, indicated that they did benefit or believed they would 

benefit from the presence of other females in their classrooms or workplaces. The women 

generally asserted that female co-workers or classmates provided a more psychologically 
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supportive and “balanced” environment. Others expressed their belief that the existence of more 

women would increase the likelihood for equitable treatment to highlight the numerous issues 

that challenge women at school and at work. The absence or near-absence of female classmates 

or colleagues was also addressed by several participants who expressed feelings of isolation in 

their male-dominated spaces. Miranda and Hope empathized that men also were ill-equipped for 

the sudden inclusion of females in a traditionally male setting. These women’s (and men’s) 

realities are consistent with the historical data and they underscore the value and necessity of 

building a sense of relatedness in these environments.  

 Lower numbers of women have also resulted in the paucity of needed supports for 

women in non-traditional CTE programs. Consistent with the data on this subject, participants 

such as Vanessa and Hope described how they knew relatively little to nothing about their 

occupations prior to enrolling. Sophia explained that the unspoken, but well understood, 

narrative about CTE has been that it was only for certain kinds of people who had challenges, 

and those people were never females. This messaging about CTE is, of course, false, and elitist, 

and represents much of the challenge that prevents many people, but especially women, from 

seeking technical careers non-traditional to them. Just as Sophia described, women need to be a 

representative face for CTE at job fairs, at high school career days, in classrooms, and in other 

spaces that focus on career options. These examples represent the need for a paradigm shift in 

which there is proactive engagement to ensure that non-traditional CTE is presented to female 

adults and school-age girls as a viable option.  

The Reality of Strategy 

 The first and most extensive of the major findings in this study is that the women are 

strategists. As described previously, there were five reasons why these participants utilized 
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adaptive and purposeful forms of strategy, which were captured in five mini-themes: To Be 

Taken Seriously, To Gain Social Inclusion, To Navigate in Relative Independence, To 

Successfully Reach Goals, and To Advocate. The fact that women in their minority status as 

students and employees in non-traditional careers had to devise strategies or work-arounds to 

navigate a context because it provided unnecessary and unfair challenges is problematic.  

 As previously discussed, several of the participants described the need to be supported by 

or in proximity to other women, and the experienced or expected sense of relatedness gained 

from those relationships was described as important. A conversation about female support is one 

that organically extends to the need for more female role models in non-traditional CTE. As 

previously discussed, female role models are key to educating girls and the public about the 

existence of and the need for more women in these occupational areas (Whitehead, 2001; Zula, 

2014). As described, the findings of this study also reflect the experience of participants who 

were actively engaged with positive role models as mentors (Quinn), and Zahra was actively 

seeking mentorship. The remaining participants seeking female-supportive forms of relatedness 

expressed more of a yearning for what they felt they lacked. This feeling that many women in 

non-traditional CTE have identified as a lack in female relationships at their schools or in their 

work spheres has been well-documented in the literature and in this study. There exists great 

potential to help satisfy women’s feelings of isolation (and thus, increase their sense of 

autonomy) through connections with female role models or mentors. Strategies to secure mentors 

who can aptly represent a common occupational field, and who can serve as a trusted advisor to 

women new to a non-traditional career is imperative. Four women in this study (Sophia, Maya, 

Zahra, and Quinn) demonstrated a purposeful strategic plan to one day serve as role models, 

while Quinn has used several avenues of strategy to advocate for women in non-traditional CTE, 
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already. All of the women are striving toward becoming a necessary part of a much-needed 

solution to bolster female student enrollment and retention, and to empower women in non-

traditional CTE, in general.  

 The women expressed desire and determination to also engage in strategy in order to 

navigate numerous obstacles created by family members, peers, friends, instructors, employers, 

and others. This reality is indicative of larger systemic and cultural issues relative to women in 

non-traditional career and technical education. The participants’ discussions pertaining to their 

need to be taken seriously reflects the lack of support and respect they and many other women in 

non-traditional programs continue to experience. The issues relative to the lack of supports 

extends to physical supports, and the study participants’ who strategized to tailor materials to 

compensate for their body size differences. As detailed in the literature and in this study, these 

deficiencies represent present-day areas of dearth in how many institutions and industries 

provide for the often smaller or different-sized frames of women who are in non-traditional CTE.  

A broad discussion and an address of concerns pertaining to women in non-traditional CTE in 

the context of education, industry, and society reveals numerous areas of lack. Women in these 

careers have compensated and navigated their diverse challenges in creative, intelligent, and 

competent ways. This reality, however, does not exempt institutions, industry, or other entities 

from the responsibility to address the scarcity of women in these careers and the areas of lack 

that remain unaddressed. Concurrently, this study and the historical data reflect that women in 

non-traditional careers are self-determined and highly-autonomous beings, in general. Yet, they 

cannot enter or proceed toward success in non-traditional careers in a vacuum. Meaningful 

relatedness is essential to ensure women are grounded in support and encouragement, which is 

crucial for their psychological wellbeing for all people. The work toward creating supportive and  
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welcoming environments for women in these occupations must be systematically and 

pervasively addressed in order for meaningful change to take place.  

Implications 

 As previously discussed in this study, the many legislative initiatives in part created to 

drastically increase the number of women in non-traditional careers (Civil Rights Act of 1964, 

the Patsy Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act of 1972 [Title IX], the Perkins Act of 1984, 

nor its subsequent reauthorizations) are mostly far from being realized for women in non-

traditional CTE. What is sorely lacking is the implementation of existing policy. The response, 

however, to this pervasive issue will require the collective, consistent efforts of leadership at the 

K-12 and post-secondary levels working collaboratively with local and, perhaps, global-level 

industry leaders. 

 Many of the obstacles that women find challenging about CTE have historical and 

societal roots in how young girls and boys experience the enculturation of gender norms in the 

public and “official” learning space of the elementary school classroom and beyond (Cimpian, 

2018; Eardley, & Manvell, 2006). In overt and passive ways, females, like males, are typically 

encouraged to pursue interests traditional to their genders. Additionally, females tend to be 

discouraged form enrolling in non-traditional CTE offerings (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; Ray et 

al., 2017). When girls and women determine to enter in non-traditional CTE, however, they 

disrupt the status quo and experience the forms of challenge discussed in this study.  

 Education leaders, however, need to determine to revisit the issue of a gender status quo 

as it relates to any field of endeavor. Leadership must abandon the attitudes and actions that have 

contributed to the traditional presentation of CTE as an education alternative for less capable 

students. Systems of education must, instead, elevate CTE as valuable an option as traditional 
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forms of post-secondary education. At the same time, leadership must champion the cause of 

girls and young women in these non-traditional CTE careers. The first step begins with the 

youngest children at the K-12 level. There should be a systematic and pervasive effort to teach 

and engage with students toward the effort of dismantling sex-role stereotyping and gender bias. 

This engagement should be, first and foremost, modeled by education practitioners and 

administrators who promote gender-inclusive learning opportunities for all students. Such an 

approach would impact curriculum development, learning resources, and staffing decisions, 

among other considerations. At the same, these early learning environments should provide 

opportunity for girls and boys to have early and ongoing interaction with women in non-

traditional CTE occupational fields, (e.g., formal classroom learning experiences, school-wide 

programs, etc.). Such opportunities for student exposure to women in non-traditional CTE help 

to normalize their existence, versus viewing these women as an anomaly or oddity.  

 In like manner, at the secondary school level children continue to need consistent 

exposure to female role models in non-traditional CTE in many of the ways previously described 

for younger children. As adolescent and teenage children are systematically categorized by 

education practitioners and administrators into rather fixed career pathways, it is critical that 

leaders encourage and not deter females from non-traditional CTE (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; 

Ray et al., 2018). Career paths should be based on a student’s long history of exposure to various 

career options. In advance of making career-related decisions for students, secondary school 

leaders should set goals and campaign for placing a substantial number of girls in non-traditional 

CTE classrooms for each enrollment period. As mentioned earlier, middle school and high 

school students should have consistent exposure to and be familiar with many of the women in 

their physical communities and virtual worlds who work in non-traditional careers. These 



 

276 

women and an ever-growing population of women should become mainstay formal 

representatives at career fairs and all other events that expose children to career options. Seeing 

other women has the capacity to help girls and women self-identify and “find themselves” in 

these careers (Eardley & Manvell, 2006; Ray, Galvan & Zaretsky, 2018). Such opportunities also 

provide girl and women with the chance to potentially imagine a greater expanse of options for 

their future.  

 Such initiatives would be the result of meaningful collaborations between K-12 schools, 

post-secondary schools that offer CTE, and various industries that hire graduates from CTE 

programs. The ongoing question that these schools’ administrators and industry leaders should 

be asking is, “In what ways might we continually and creatively partner to encourage more girls 

and young women in non-traditional CTE?” With this fundamental question in mind, these 

entities should create school or industry liaisons who ensure that conversations and activities are 

always appropriately framed to contextualize promoting and supporting girls and women in CTE  

environments. These liaison(s) should regularly represent and advocate for the interests of 

females at the secondary, postsecondary, industry, and the overall community levels.  

 Students at the elementary, secondary, and post-secondary level should implement 

curriculum that inserts elements of self-determination theory teaching into its teaching and 

model. These autonomy-supportive learning environments allows students to satisfy their own 

sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The inclusion of this instruction provides 

students with access to the types of support that can positively influence their motivation, 

learning, and psychological well-being. (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

 Similarly, the role of autonomous-supportive managers is crucial, particularly for women 

in non-traditional environments. As this study has reflected, women often work independently 
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out of preference or the need to focus amid challenges in the classroom or at work. Autonomy-

supportive environments may prove to be a helpful approach to assisting students and employees 

demonstrate competencies and a sense of autonomy in the face of a strained social environment. 

In such cases, managers, or instructors, when possible, provide the employee or student with 

choices pertaining to certain required tasks. The manager simultaneously encourages 

autonomous behavior in the individual by supporting their ability to self-initiate to some degree 

(Gagné & Deci, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Research indicated that this process of granting 

freedom with interdependence with the employer or instructor helps to strengthen autonomous 

motivation and intrinsic motivation (IM) in the person (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 

2017). An example of an autonomous-supportive manager was exemplified in the account shared 

by Maya. Her instructor recognized her challenge learning alongside others, and allowed her to 

work independently while he supported her efforts with additional learning materials. The 

example of Maya and her autonomy-supportive instructor exemplify one of the many potential 

benefits of implementing self-determination theory components in student curriculum and 

industry training.  

 Finally, women must continue to advocate for themselves. Associations that represent the 

many issues of women in trades offer the opportunity to galvanize the collective voice women 

need to have to make demands of their elected officials. Their large and organized numbers also 

have the potential to provide a powerful presence that gains attention. CTE schools, when 

possible, should follow the lead set by Quinn’s school, which, as noted, financially supports her 

attendance to an annual national industry conference for women. Although this option may not 

be feasible be for many institutions, school leaders should find creative means for connecting 

students to resources and agencies that support non-traditional CTE-related activities for women. 
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Such opportunities for connection may have the potential to provide numerous supports, avenues 

to mentorship, scholarships, and more. 

 The lack of adequate representation by women in non-traditional CTE is a fundamental 

issue. Although the number of women in these careers is growing, women remain poorly 

represented, overall. The implications of this study, in part, reflect that the marginalization of 

women in this sector of education reflects systemic, inequitable practices that have long been 

illegal, and have extensively robbed industries, institutions, and the economy of the talents and 

skills of large populations of women. Our classrooms have much to benefit from using 

components of SDT to help educators and workplace managers better support females in an 

environment that tends to provide challenge for them. Recruiting and supporting these 

occupational fields is not “women’s work”, but it is the task of education, industry, government, 

and other aspects of community to aid in presenting female faces and bodies as long overdue 

participants in the non-traditional CTE community.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The purpose of this study was to describe the lived experiences of current and post-

graduate women in non-traditional education from the perspectives of their academic, 

professional, and personal lives as they navigate those environments. Based on the research 

completed on this subject, there are several additional recommendations for further research.  

Participant Observations and Quantitative Research 

 The opportunity to conduct a qualitative phenomenological study of women representing 

various types of schools from various professions proved to be a unique and worthwhile 

undertaking. Regarding data collection, there are two recommendations. First, the original plan 

for this study was to also conduct a participant observation at a national conference that 
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addressed issues relative to women in non-traditional careers. Because of the COVID-19 

pandemic, the event was cancelled, and so were the plans to include this strategy in this study. 

The researcher recommends that participation observation be an included approach for upcoming 

research on women in non-traditional CTE. It appears to have potential to provide valuable 

insight on the lives of women in more expansive contexts and greater numbers than researchers 

may otherwise be able to access. Participant observation is also an additional means for 

strengthening the triangulation of a future study. A second potential method for achieving data 

would be a quantitative study that would include women in CTE from various career areas such 

as the ones originally scheduled for this study which encompass various types of schools and 

occupational areas. This approach would, in theory, provide the researcher with an opportunity to 

garner results from a much larger population of women using a survey tool. 

Peer Advocates or Envoys 

 As described earlier, one participant, Hope, had an intriguing experience, in which her 

male classmate and friend, Frank (pseudonym) worked as a liaison of sorts to help Hope 

eventually gained social acceptance into her all-male circle of classmates. For the purpose of 

addressing this phenomenon, Frank was given the descriptor of peer advocate or envoy as a 

means of capturing this work of diplomacy. This activity also prompted questions as to whether 

research has addressed a similar phenomenon of individuals who attempt to aid outliers to help 

them gain access to in-crowds. This notion is particularly interesting as it relates to women in 

non-traditional CTE. There may also be avenues for teaching or for modeling this behavior to aid 

in supporting relatedness in classrooms or workspaces.  

  



 

280 

Comparing Non-Traditional CTE Careers 

 Although many of the women had similar types of encounters as women in non-

traditional CTE, there were, of course, marked differences in their experiences. A future research 

consideration would be to compare non-traditional occupations (qualitatively or quantitatively) 

to determine if there are greater or fewer incidences of a specific phenomenon in one type of 

context or occupational field over another. Such research may assist in pinpointing areas of 

aspiration from which activities may be modeled, or areas of particular challenge where greater 

support may need to be provided.  

African American Female Aviators and Race and Gender Representation 

 The previous research recommendation segues into this next and final set of 

recommendations. The Zahra Anomaly proved to be the source of discussion pertaining to the 

overwhelming dissimilarity of her experiences in comparison to those of her co-participants. 

This major theme and finding are also the impetus for the last two recommended areas for future 

research. First, the subject matter of the experiences of African American commercial airline 

pilots and the role of self-determination theory relative to autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness is a topic warranting further study. Conducting both qualitative and quantitative 

research are both legitimate methodologies to consider, and may also include a consideration for 

women like Zahra who are pursuing their commercial pilot’s license. The final recommendation 

is also based on the experiences of Zahra who felt challenged by the cultural responsibility and 

weight of being “the face” for women and African American people. A study on this 

phenomenon in light of self-determination theory, or any other theoretical consideration appears 

to have great merit. The literature, and therefore the research, on CTE also needs to better  
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represent the voices of women like Zahra who, though differently challenged, also face actual 

obstacles in her pursuit to become a commercial aviator. 

Summary 

 For centuries women have navigated numerous legal and social barriers in their quest to 

access educational and professional opportunities that have often been culturally ascribed as 

“men’s work”. In the face of these obstacles, women have historically proven themselves be 

highly motivated, resilient, and capable workers, even in the face of various forms of gender, 

racial, and economic discrimination. The women in this study proved that they were tethered to a 

strong sense of autonomous, independent self in numerous ways. Yet, they did so competently, 

and in interdependent relationship with people who were important to them. 

 Oftentimes, the women viewed their chosen careers as personally and professionally 

fulfilling or advantageous in numerous ways. The historical data also aligns with these current 

findings. Many non-traditional professions continue to serve as inroads for gaining economic and 

financial independence, and a means through which they felt an overall sense of well-being. As 

reflected in the reviewed literature, women in nontraditional CTE, in general, have also 

demonstrated the many ways they, too, are strategists. They utilized strategies to navigate many 

of the same kinds of personal, professional, or academic challenges as the participants in this 

study.  

 Despite these determined steps forward, women across the board have also continued to 

face the consequences of meager representation despite more than 55 years of legislation 

supporting them. Low enrollment has resulted in the lack of much needed female representation 

in the forms of colleagues, role models, and mentors. There exists an obvious need for a 

paradigm and public relations shift that calls for K-12 institutions to work collaboratively with 
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institutions that offer post-secondary CTE, government, and industries that hire graduates of 

career schools. The goal is to normalize the image and reality of women as viable options for 

non-traditional career and technical education. It is a work that begins with the youngest to the 

oldest students, and with representatives of career schools, with industry and political leaders, 

with government officials, and with advocacy organizations, and more. These bettered forms of 

support and accountability for non-traditional CTE for girls and women will also need to occur 

in on-going collaborative relationship. Meaningful change will take more than a village; such an 

undertaking will demand the work of a larger, more open, and fairer local and global community 

whose ultimate goal is equitable opportunity for all people.
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May 4, 2020 

 

Greetings: 

 

As an individual who works closely with institutions that provide career education to 

individuals all over the world, I understand and appreciate the value and rigor of the technical 

education experience.  I am also aware that many aspects of society (governmental and 

educational, among others) have not always done an adequate job of recruiting, and supporting 

women to enroll and remain in career and technical education (CTE) programs that have 

historically been dominated by men.  

 

Women tend to face multiple challenges as students in non-traditional careers that cannot 

earnestly be addressed unless and until they become priority issues for many government 

agencies, educators, and industry officials. Despite the reality of challenge that many women 

face, there is only a limited amount of literature on the experiences of women in non-traditional 

careers (Makarova et al., 2016).  

 

 If you are currently enrolled in a non-traditional CTE program, as defined by the United 

States Department of Labor (where women are consistently considered a minority), or if you  

have recently graduated from a non-traditional CTE program, you are invited to discuss your 

experience. This study is designed to explore the lives of women students as they seek to 

navigate their school experiences inside the classroom and/or their experiences working outside 

in their field of study. 

 

 Your participation in this study will aid those who advocate for women’s issues to better 

understand the challenges that disproportionately impact women in these non-traditional fields. It 

is our hope that your contribution will help to make others aware of the need for the early and 

equitable education and supports for girls and women in non-traditional programs. 

 

 Should you accept this invitation, you will be asked to participate in at least two one-

hour, one-on-one interviews.  Your identity will remain anonymous. Additionally, you will be 

asked to sign an Inform Consent Form, which is the guarantee that your identity and information 

remain anonymous and confidential.   

 

To accept this invitation, please respond to Renée Pellom at rdpellom@rocketmail.com. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

Renée D. Pellom 

Ph.D. Candidate, Mercer University 

404.664.3176 
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1. What program/field of study are you currently enrolled in/working in? 

2. How long have you been in the program/working? 

3. How did you decide on this course of study/career? (Autonomy) 

4. What was your experience when you considered enrolling in your program? 

5. What has your experience been as a student in this program/employee in this 

career field?  

 

6. How do you feel about what you are learning or have learned in the classroom/ 

the work you do? (Competence) 

 

7. What does it mean for you to be a female in this program/working in this career?   

(Relatedness) 

 

8. How do you feel about the possibility of more women working in your career  

field?  

 

9. What feelings come to mind as you consider where you are today in school/at  

work? 

 

10. What is your vision for your future beyond school/your current job? 
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