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If you’re a student at Port Neches-Groves High 
School, there’s one honor that stands out 
among all the others: getting sent back to 

elementary school. 

It’s all part of the district’s Practicum in Education 
and Training, a teaching and training program 
in which high school seniors are chosen to act as 
peer tutors in pre-K to fifth grade classrooms — 
usually at the very same school they attended. 

“These high school students come in and model 
for [the younger students] how they’re supposed 
to act, how they’re supposed to talk,” says 
Superintendent Mike Gonzales. “The kids just 
soak it up.” 

The program, which is a two-credit course that 
lasts the full school year, starts with three weeks of 
classroom instruction. There, students learn about 

the teaching profession and get a crash course 
in everything from theories of development and 
school policy and laws, to classroom management, 
curriculum and lesson planning, and teaching 
diverse learners. 

For the rest of the year, with the exception of a few 
additional instructional days when they’d 
normally be off school, students spend five days 
a week, 90 minutes a day helping their assigned 
classroom teacher. They create bulletin boards, 
read books to the class, give spelling tests, set up 
centers, teach lessons, facilitate learning games 
and more. 

“They’re given the flexibility and the freedom to 
leave school every day, and yet they show up 
where they’re supposed to go and do what they’re 
supposed to be doing,” says peer tutor teacher 
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Cortnie Schexnaider, who has been with the program for 10 
years. “They really take it very seriously.”

Each year, between 80 and 120 students apply for the program — 
the district has fewer than 5,300 students — and only 45-60 get 
accepted. The ones who do are carefully vetted to ensure they 
have excellent attendance and conduct, and can serve as role 
models to younger students. They’re required to sign a contract 
related to expectations of behavior. They’re also required to have 
a driver’s license and their own car so that they can drive to and 
from the elementary schools. 

The program is a way for students to test teaching as a career 
path. Some sign up for fun and end up becoming teachers; others 
discover teaching is not the right fit for them. Peer tutors who 
successfully complete the program and one additional credit 
hour of an education training course have the option of earning 
an Educational Aide I certification at the end. Then, if they 
attend one of three local colleges, they can be hired as a substitute 
teacher in PNGISD while earning their degree. 

“Not all of them decide to be teachers, but they may be parents 
one day,” says Schexnaider. “So getting to see child development 
and growth, I think it helps them from a future parent’s 
perspective.” 

There are other benefits as well. Students learn job skills such as 
time management, responsibility, commitment and problem-
solving. The program also gives students a greater appreciation 
for their own teachers at the high school, and all that goes into 
their lesson planning.

“I have learned that every one of 
those kids that I’m with has
something else going on in their 
lives. Knowing that, it helps me 
to properly understand and help 
each of them.”

▲ High school students can get a firsthand look at what a teaching career might look like in PNGISD.
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For peer tutor Lorey Guidry, who has wanted to be a teacher for 
the past five years, being in the program helped her decide which 
grade she wanted to teach. It also helped her learn to relate to kids 
in a way that sitting in a classroom never could. 

“I have learned that every one of those kids that I’m with has 
something else going on in their lives,” she says. “Knowing that, it 
helps me to properly understand and help each of them.”

At first, Lorey says, the kids didn’t pay much attention to her when 
she walked into their classroom. Now, every time she walks in, 
the kids wave and get huge smiles on their faces. When she leaves, 
they give her hugs. 

“It’s just such a good feeling to know that when I’m there I make 
their day better,” she says. 

The elementary students get attached to their peer tutors. Many 
peer tutors receive invites to children’s birthday parties, T-ball 
games and more — and they show up. At a recent rivalry football 
game, one child painted “I love my peer tutor” on her legs.

“They really look up to them,” Gonzales says. “And our peer tutors 
see this. It makes them feel more valuable.”

The peer tutors get attached to their students as well, and often go 
out of their way to help them. Some have brought class sets of 
Valentine’s cards for students who couldn’t afford to give out cards 
to their classmates, for example.

The effects of the peer tutoring program last well beyond the 
tutors’ one year in the classroom, says peer tutor teacher 
Schexnaider. The program has been in the district for more than 
two decades, and many of today’s peer tutors were inspired to 
apply for the program after their own experiences with peer 
tutoring in elementary school. 

“They tell you [their former peer tutors’] names, they know what 
activities they were involved in,” Schexnaider says. “So they look 
up to them for a very long time.” 

This year, 63 teachers in the district requested to be a part of the 
program, and only 50 students were accepted. To accommodate 
them all, Schexnaider flips students’ assignments to cover all the 
bases. It’s a big compliment to the kids, she says. If the students 
were irresponsible, disruptive or weren’t showing up, it would be 
impossible to find teachers willing to host them.

“Instead,” she says, “they’re fighting over them.”

Schexnaider’s favorite part of the program is seeing her former 
students return as colleagues. This year alone, she had seven 
former peer tutors go into education and get hired back within the 
district. 

“That’s the most rewarding,” she says, “to show up to a new teacher 
in-service at the beginning of the year and see some familiar faces, 
and to know that because of this program they’ve made a decision 
to teach.” 

LEILA KALMBACH is a freelance writer and habits coach for solopreneurs.
▲ Through the program, high schoolers can explore the 

possibility of a future career in education. 

▲ High school students work in pre-K to fifth grade classrooms 
through the teacher-training program.




