Focus On the Future

· West Mesa program helps students turn grades around and prepare for college or a job
By Elaine D. Briseño

Journal Staff Report

A program at West Mesa High School is helping students stay in school, boosting their confidence and creating a future for them, teacher Tom Daly said.


Daly teaches at the school and is the director of the Advanced Technology Academy. He said the academy offers training to help students get a job after they graduate or move directly into a program at the University of New Mexico or the Albuquerque Technical Vocational Institute.


In addition, he said, because students from their freshmen year are placed in a group of peers who are also trying to succeed, they are able to build a network of support and are less likely to drop out of school.


“The academy gives kids direction,” Daly said. “They have personal contact with important people in their fields. It exposes them to a lifestyle they may not have ever been exposed to and it cements them to the future.”


The school has partnered with Sandia National Laboratories. The lab provides support by offering the students internships and the school trains young workers in the fields of technology the lab uses.


Daly said the average age of a worker at Sandia is 54, but there are no young employees coming in that will be able to take the places of the retiring employees. Daly said Sandia does not have the facilities to train people in the fields they need. 


Next year a photonics curriculum will be added to the academy using $14,000 equipment donated by Sandia.


Photonics is the study, research and development of equipment and concepts that are used in the transmission of information using light. This includes fiberoptics and experimental laser technologies. Fiberoptics technology is used in everyday technology such as telephone lines and Internet connections. 


Students following the photonics curriculum will take core classes in math, science, history, and English.


The other curriculum available is manufacturing technology. That curriculum is in its fifth year. 


Daly said the academy helps keep students in school by getting them excited and showing them that hard work does pay off. He said it does not necessarily target “gifted” students, but those who are smart and foundering.


“We have all this talk, and the government has labeled certain kids ‘at risk,’ “ he said. “To me, at-risk kids are the ones that don’t have any dreams. Their families, and I speak from experience, do not impart those dreams.”


“The academy helps these kids take these vague ideas, or dreams, and focus them.”


One such student is Matthew Lovato. Lovato said he entered high school with no intention of working hard.


“School did not matter,” he said. “I just wanted to get by and I was just getting grades to get by.”


Lovato said his attitude changed once he joined the academy.


“It helped me bring my grades up,” he said. “You get a lot of help from teachers.”


Lovato said he is trying to get an internship with an architectural firm and he plans to study electronic engineering.


Daly said a main objective of the program is to recruit girls because they are traditionally underrepresented in the fields of math and science.


Monica Martinez, a senior, participated in the academy during her entire high school career. She said she will graduate with a 3.89 grade point average and is starting at the University of New Mexico this summer at no cost to her. She is one of 60 high school students selected to participate in a math engineering and science summer program. Students in the program take one course in each subject. 


Martinez is the first member of her immediate family to attend college.


Daly said students with high math skills are chosen for the program and are recruited during their eighth-grade year.


Daly said the U.S. Department of Energy has contacted him and would like to use the partnership between Sandia and West Mesa as a model. He said the DOE would like to establish similar partnerships throughout the country in its other facilities. 


“Programs like this are usually created by grants,” Daly said. “This program is an example of a high school reinventing itself.”
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