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PREFACE

There is wide agreement that large numbers of youth are leaving high school poorly
equipped for a productive future, at enormous personal and societal cost. Research conducted by
MDRC and others shows that many short-term interventions and dropout recovery programs have
met with little success in addressing these problems. In recent years, high schools and employers
have been called upon to collaborate in developing and implementing more comprehensive
initiatives linking school and work. Under the aegis of the growing “school-to-work” movement,
the federal government, states, and local school districts are supporting the efforts of high schools
and employers. The result has been the development of an array of approaches aimed at helping
high school students achieve academically, while providing them with marketable skills, work-
based learning experiences, and clearer pathways to productive employment. In 1994, MDRC
documented the early findings and lessons from 16 pioneering school-to-work programs in Home-
Grown Lessons: Innovative Programs Linking Work and High School. This effort shed light on
the accomplishments of these promising education reforms.

One important outgrowth of this research is the Career Academies Evaluation—a study
made possible by the strong commitment and cooperation of the 16 Career Academies Evaluation
funders and all those associated with the 10 sites. The choice of Career Academies as the subject
of MDRC’s first major education evaluation reflects in part their potential for improving the lives
of large numbers of youth and their significance as harbingers of broader reform in education.

Career Academies embrace the key principles of the school-to-work movement by
integrating academic and vocational instruction, providing work-based learning opportunities for
students, and preparing students for post-secondary education, employment, or a combination of
both. The Academies also reflect key principles of broader school reform initiatives by
restructuring high schools into smaller, more personalized schools, providing teachers with more
influence over their work through decentralized management, and engaging in interdisciplinary
curriculum development. While Career Academies have existed for more than 25 years, the past
three years have seen an extraordinary growth in their expansion across the country. MDRC
believes that the study can set a precedent for the effective use of evaluations to shape critical
initiatives in education and to increase support for innovations that are proved to be effective.

This report provides an overview of the foundation that has been laid for the study and is
the first of several that will present results from the Career Academies Evaluation. It describes the
10 Career Academies participating in the study and concludes that each has implemented and
sustained the defining structural elements of the Career Academy approach and has distinguished
itself from the alternatives available to students in the comprehensive high school in which it
operates. The report also shows the flexibility of the Career Academy approach and how it can be
adapted to meet local needs and circumstances. It describes the characteristics and educational
backgrounds of students who applied to the Career Academies and shows that the programs
attract a range of students, including those who have done well in school and those who appear to
be at risk of dropping out. Finally, the report provides some preliminary insights into the ways
that teachers use the Career Academies to enhance their work with each other and with their
students. It also highlights differences in the ways Academy and non-Academy teachers perceive
their work environment. We believe the study establishes the framework for a rigorous and
credible assessment of the Career Academy approach and its impact on students’ high school
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performance and preparation for further education and employment.

Having established the foundation for the study, MDRC is continuing the data collection
and analysis activities that will be the basis of the project’s primary reports and papers for
policymakers, practitioners, and researchers over the next three years. Future reports will show
how Career Academy students perform on a wide range of education outcomes compared to a
control group of non-Academy students. MDRC also hopes to begin work on the second phase of
the study, which will follow students beyond their high school years to measure effects on their
enrollment in post-secondary education and on their employment and earnings.

Judith M. Gueron
President
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Critics of America’s education system contend that young people are leaving high schools
without the preparation they need for good jobs: ones that pay well, provide benefits, and offer
opportunity for advancement. Economic prospects for high school dropouts are especially grim;
they can expect to earn about half as much as graduates with some post-high school education.
Increasingly, today’s labor market places a premium on such abilities as hands-on problem-
solving, technical knowledge, and effective teamwork, yet such skills are rarely taught in large
comprehensive high schools. In fact, fewer than half the youth in the United States acquire the
skills and knowledge required for meaningful and productive work in today’s labor market,
according to the Department of Labor Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills
(SCANS).

SCANS, and numerous reports from researchers and blue-ribbon panels, have heightened
the call from policymakers, educators, and the business community for innovative responses to
these problems. Often referred to as “school-to-work transition” reforms, these efforts aim to help
high school students achieve academically, while providing them with marketable skills, work-
based learning experiences, and clearer pathways to post-secondary education and productive
employment. One of the best-established and most promising school-to-work approaches is the
Career Academy.

Career Academies are one of several school-to-work approaches specifically authorized
under the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994, a major milestone in the school-to-work
movement. The Career Academies are “schools-within-schools” in which groups of students
(usually 30 to 60 per grade in grades 9 through 12 or 10 through 12) take several classes together
each year with the same group of teachers. The Academies focus on a career theme, such as
health, business and finance, or electronics, which is usually determined by local employment
opportunities and evidence of growing demand for such expertise in the marketplace. Career
Academies’ curricula consist of traditional academic classes (such as math, English, science, and
social studies) combined with occupation-related classes that focus on the career theme. Local
employers from that field help plan and guide the program, and they serve as mentors and provide
work experience for the students.

A growing number of states and school districts are beginning to invest in new Career
Academies and are looking for evidence of their effectiveness and for information about how they
can be implemented and sustained. To meet this need, the Manpower Demonstration Research
Corporation (MDRC) is conducting a unique evaluation of the Academy approach. The
evaluation will provide a rigorous and credible assessment of the extent to which the Academy
approach improves students’ engagement and performance in high school, as well as their
preparation for further education and employment beyond high school. The evaluation includes 10
high schools and the Career Academies that operate within them. The Academies are located in a
diverse set of urban and small-city high schools that serve high proportions of low-income
students, students of color, and students with limited English proficiency. The evaluation is being
supported by a consortium of funders, including the U.S. Departments of Education and Labor
and 14 private foundations: the DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund, Ford Foundation,
Commonwealth Fund, William T. Grant Foundation, Pew Charitable Trusts, Rockefeller
Foundation, George Gund Foundation, Grable Foundation, Richard King Mellon Foundation,
American Express Foundation, Alcoa Foundation, Russell Sage Foundation, Westinghouse
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Foundation, and Bristol-Myers Squibb Foundation.

This is the first report on the Career Academies Evaluation. It includes several preliminary
findings that have important implications both for the evaluation and for policy and practice
related to the Career Academies and other school-to-work approaches. Later reports will include
additional analyses of how the Career Academies operate and will examine students’ and teachers’
experiences in the Academy and non-Academy high school environments. These reports will also
include findings on the extent to which the Academies improve education and work-related
outcomes for students.

Key Findings in Brief

Field research, interviews, and surveys revealed several significant findings about the
Career Academies in this evaluation. These findings are summarized here and discussed in more
detail below.

• All 10 of the participating high schools implemented and sustained the
demanding structural elements of the Academy approach: a school-within-
a-school, a curriculum that combines academic and occupation-related
courses oriented toward a career theme, and partnerships with local
employers. This finding shows that the evaluation can provide a valid test
of the effectiveness of the Career Academy approach as it exists in a range
of high schools.

• The participating Career Academies vary in ways that underscore their
adaptability to each school’s needs and circumstances, demonstrating that
the approach can be implemented in a wide range of school settings.

• The participating Career Academies have attracted large numbers of
applicants with a high degree of demographic and educational diversity.
Their broad appeal extends to students who are at risk of performing
poorly or of dropping out of school, as well as to students who do well in
school.

• A large majority of the students who were selected to participate in the
Career Academies enrolled in them (84 percent), and three-quarters of
those who enrolled were still participating two years later. Given the high
rate of school transfers among similar, non-Academy students, these rates
of enrollment and retention should be viewed as substantial.

• Compared to their colleagues who do not teach Academy classes, Career
Academy teachers report having more opportunities to collaborate with
each other, are more likely to see their environment as a learning
community, and are more likely to develop more personalized
relationships with their students. There is considerable evidence that these
changes contribute to the quality of teaching and learning within high
schools.
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What Is a Career Academy?

Creating a Career Academy requires establishing a new structural framework that is not
found in most high schools to change the way teaching and learning occur. The essential
structural features of the Career Academy approach are those that alter the organization of classes
within a high school, modify the official curriculum, and establish new links between the high
school and local employers. Table ES-1 lists the defining characteristics of the Academy
structures: the school-within-a-school organization, the career-oriented academic and
occupational curriculum, and employer partnerships. These structural features are shared by all
the Career Academies in the evaluation.

Table ES-1

The Career Academies Evaluation

Shared Characteristics of the Participating Career Academies

School-Within-a-School
Organization

Combined Academic/Occupational
Curriculum Employer Partnerships

• Clusters of students who share
several classes each day and
have some of the same teachers
from year to year.

• Clusters of teachers from
academic and vocational
disciplines who are scheduled to
have mostly Academy students
in their classes, who make a
commitment to meeting with
each other on a regular basis,
and who share in decision-
making related to administrative
policies, curriculum content, and
instruction.

• A teacher or director who
assumes lead responsibility for
administrative tasks and usually
serves as a liaison to the school
principal and other building
administrators, school district
officials, and employer partners.

• Academic courses that meet
high school graduation and
college entrance requirements,
and occupation-related courses
that focus on the career theme.

• Shared planning time for
Academy teachers to coordinate
course content and instructional
strategies.

• Employability skills that are
taught in the vocational courses
and in one or more academic
courses.

• Work-based learning
opportunities for students that
link classroom activities to work
internships with local employer
partners.

• Career and college counseling to
inform students about options
and planning for further
education and employment.

• An advisory group that includes
representatives from the local
employer community, the Career
Academy, and the school
district.

• A coordinator who serves as the
liaison between employers, the
Career Academy, and the school
district.

• An internship program that
combines school- and work-
based supervision and learning.

• Financial or in-kind support
from employers.

Career Academies, which have existed for more than 25 years, began in Philadelphia in
1969 as dropout prevention programs. The goals of the Career Academies have evolved over time
to include academic and occupational preparation for both students interested in college and those
who plan to enter the work world directly after high school. Currently, there are Career
Academies in more than 300 high schools throughout the United States, created by individual high
schools, state and district networks, and the National Academy Foundation—a nonprofit
organization that has developed Academy programs in finance, travel and tourism, and public
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service.

Increasingly, the Career Academy approach is seen as a potentially powerful way to
improve students’ success in school and work. The approach is intended to address several long-
standing problems through its structural characteristics: The school-within-a-school feature, for
example, is designed to address the feelings of anonymity and solitude that many students
experience in large comprehensive high schools. The small-school environment is also designed to
allow teachers and students to form closer bonds, and to create a strong peer group support
system. Many students describe their Career Academies as being “like a family” and report that
they “give them courage to do what they need to do” to succeed in high school.

Another Academy feature, the career-oriented curriculum, is intended to address the
problem of high school classes being divorced from the real world, and students’ feelings that they
gain little benefit from achieving in school. There is steadily increasing evidence that students
learn best when course content and instruction are based on problem-solving, real-life projects
and hands-on learning opportunities. The third Academy structural characteristic, employer
partnerships, is also designed to bring the world of work closer to students’ lives and school
experiences. These partnerships offer students opportunities to explore career options through
work experiences, mentorships, and interaction with workers in the Academy’s career field.

The Career Academies Evaluation

The Career Academies Evaluation responds to the growing need for reliable information
about the effectiveness of school-to-work and other major school reform initiatives by providing
policy- and practice-relevant information on two broad questions:

• How do Career Academies work, and how do they shape students’
education and career preparation?

• To what extent do the Career Academies change students’ school- and
career-related outcomes beyond what they would have achieved anyway
had they not had the opportunity to participate in an Academy?

This evaluation will measure the extent to which the Career Academies improve students’
engagement and motivation in school, their progress toward graduation, and their preparation for post-
secondary education and work. It relies on a random assignment research design in which each of the
participating Career Academies identified approximately twice as many eligible applicants as they were
able to serve. Then, working with MDRC, they used a lottery-like process to assign students to one of
two groups: “the program group,” which was invited to participate, or the “control group,” which was
not invited to participate. Because these two groups were created randomly from a single pool of
eligible applicants, there were no systematic differences between them at the time they entered the
evaluation. By measuring any subsequent differences between the two groups—for example, in
attendance or graduation rates—after the program group is exposed to the Career Academies, one can
measure the program’s true effect on these outcomes. The Career Academies Evaluation is a notable
accomplishment in the field of education research in that it demonstrates the feasibility of conducting
random assignment within an ongoing high school program.

For this evaluation, a total of 1,953 students from the 10 sites have entered the research
sample over three school years. All of these students were determined by the respective Career
Academies to be eligible and appropriate for participation in their programs. Of these, 1,064
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students were randomly assigned to the program group and were admitted to the Academies. The
remaining 889 students were randomly assigned to the control group, were not invited to
participate in the Academies, and were able to choose other options in the high school or school
district. MDRC plans to follow the students in the research sample through their scheduled
graduation from high school. Eventually, MDRC plans to follow students through several years
after their scheduled graduation from high school to learn about their enrollment and progress
through post-secondary education, their employment and earnings, and other outcomes.

Data for the evaluation will come from a questionnaire students completed at the time they
applied to the Career Academies; students’ school records on attendance, achievement, course-
taking patterns, and progress through high school; and self-completed questionnaires that are
being administered within the first two years following students’ entry into the evaluation and
again during their 12th grade year. Other data will come from a Teacher Questionnaire
administered to Academy and non-Academy teachers in the participating high schools, and from
MDRC staff field research visits to each of the participating sites, during which Academy teachers
and students, school and district administrators, and local employers involved in the Academy
programs were interviewed. MDRC staff also observed classes and other program activities such
as student recruitment and special events.

Sites in the Evaluation

MDRC chose the 10 sites participating in the Career Academies Evaluation strategically and
through negotiation with the key stakeholders (the district administrators, school principals, Academy
staff, and parents) in the school districts and high schools. The selection strategy was intended to
identify Career Academies that would give a credible test of the Career Academy approach as it was
defined in previous research and implemented in a broad range of settings. The goal was to ensure that
the evaluation would include functioning Career Academies that encompassed the defining structural
elements of the approach, rather than programs that were in initial or partial stages of implementation.
Other selection criteria were that the Academies were in school districts and high schools that reflected
the diversity of circumstances under which Career Academies have been implemented, and that they
served a range of students, including those who were perceived to be at risk of not succeeding in the
regular high school environment and those who appeared to be doing well in school. Finally,
participating schools had to agree to carry out the requirements of the random assignment design and
other data collection and research activities.

Figure ES-1 shows the names, locations, and affiliations of the 10 Career Academies
participating in the evaluation. The participating Academies offer a range of occupational themes: three
are in the business and finance fields; three focus on high-technology areas such as electronics and
aerospace technology; and one each is in the fields of health occupations, public service, travel and
tourism, and video technology. The participating programs were drawn from most of the major,
established networks of Career Academies across the country, with four from the California
Partnership Academy network, two from the National Academy Foundation network, one from the
Florida network of Academies for Career Development and Applied Technology, and one from the
network of Academy programs created by the District of Columbia Public Schools. Two of the
participating Academies were developed independently through local high school or district initiatives.
Figure ES-1 also shows that, as of the 1994-95 school year, the participating Career Academy
programs had been in operation for as few as two years and as many as 10 years.
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Academy Network and
Academy and High School School District and City School Year Academy Started

1. Business and Finance Academy Pittsburgh Public Schools Independent
George Westinghouse High School Pittsburgh, PA 1984-85

2. Academy of Finance Baltimore City Public Schools National Academy Foundation
Lake Clifton/Eastern High School Baltimore, MD 1987-88

3. Public Service Academy District of Columbia Public Schools D.C. Public Schools Academy Network
Anacostia High School Washington, D.C. 1989-90

4. Academy for Aerospace Technology Brevard County Public Schools Florida's Academies for Career Development
Cocoa High School Cocoa, FL and Applied Technology

1993-94

5. Academy of Travel and Tourism Dade County Public Schools National Academy Foundation

Miami Beach Senior High School Miami Beach, FL 1991-92

6. Health Professions Academy Socorro Independent School District Independent
Socorro High School Socorro, TX 1991-92

7. Global Business Academy Santa Ana Unified School District California Partnership Academy
Valley High School Santa Ana, CA 1991-92

8. Watsonville Video Academy Pajaro Valley Unified School District California Partnership Academy

Watsonville High School Watsonville, CA 1991-92

9. Electronics Academy (SC) East Side Union High School District California Partnership Academy
Silver Creek High School San Jose, CA 1984-85

10. Electronics Academy (I) East Side Union High School District California Partnership Academy
Independence High School San Jose, CA 1984-85

Figure ES-1

Career Academies Evaluation

Names, Locations, and Affiliations of Participating Career Academies
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Most of the nine school districts in the evaluation (one district includes two of the
participating Career Academies) are large and enroll substantial percentages of African-American
and Hispanic students as compared to national averages. The participating school districts also
have higher dropout rates, unemployment rates, and percentages of low-income families. Most
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Career Academies across the country are located in such districts, and MDRC purposely sought
such sites for the Career Academies Evaluation.

Principal Findings in This Report

• Each of the 10 participating high schools implemented and sustained
the defining structural elements of the Career Academy approach.

MDRC’s field research provided substantial evidence that the participating sites have both
attained and sustained over time a threshold set of conditions that distinguish them as Career
Academies and differentiate them from the rest of the large comprehensive high schools in which
they operate. Although identifying such Career Academies was an important goal of the site
selection process for the evaluation, this finding is also significant for policymakers and
practitioners interested in the Career Academy approach. The implementation and ongoing
operation of the Academies has required the effort and commitment of the many teachers,
administrators, employers, and students involved with the programs. The commonalities among
the participating sites allow the aggregation of findings across Career Academies and their use to
inform policy and practice related to the Career Academy approach in general.

The structural dimensions of the Career Academy approach may be viewed as important
prerequisites for improving academic and occupational outcomes for students. They may also be
significant in the way they reflect policies and administrative decisions about the allocation and
organization of resources. To be effective, however, these structural changes must contribute to
improvements in the quality of supportive relationships among teachers and students, in methods
of instruction, and in how students learn in school and in workplaces. Future reports will examine
the extent to which the structural features of the Career Academies result in deeper changes in
teaching and learning opportunities and, ultimately, in improved academic and occupational
outcomes for students.

• The variation among the participating Career Academies highlights
the adaptability of the Academy approach to local needs, capacities,
and circumstances. Such variation indicates the potential for the
Career Academy approach to be disseminated more widely.

Although the Career Academy approach is defined by specific changes in the structure of
high schools, it is essentially flexible and adaptable, rather than rigid and prescriptive. Each of the
10 high schools in the evaluation has modified the Academy approach in some respects while
adhering to its basic principles and defining elements. Variations among the Career Academies
were observed in the following areas:

• the number of students and teachers in the program;

• the number and content of courses that students are scheduled to take
within the Academy;

• the opportunities for collaboration among Academy teachers, including
the regularity and content of the teacher team meetings and the extent of
teachers’ non-Academy commitments;

• the teaching and administrative responsibilities of the lead teacher or director;

• the degree of vocational and academic curriculum integration;
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• the specific links between work-based and school-based learning activities;
and

• the role and scope of involvement by employer partners.

Table ES-2 (see Table ES-2 at end of document) displays some of the ways in which the
10 participating Career Academies differ. It shows that Academies with larger numbers of
teachers and those that include grades 9 through 12 accommodate more students and cover more
courses within the Academies. The larger teaching staff, however, also makes it difficult to
schedule shared planning time and to coordinate curriculum content and activities across classes.
Career Academies with fewer teachers tend to be somewhat smaller, and the students in the
programs tend to take more courses outside the Academies. At the same time, the smaller
teaching team makes it somewhat easier to schedule shared planning time and consecutive
Academy classes.

The table also indicates that most of the Career Academies in the evaluation provide
students with work-based learning opportunities during the summer, and that some continue to
offer students this opportunity in the 12th grade year. Three of the programs offer students work-
based internships as early as the 10th grade. In all but one of the Academies, students are paid for
their work; in eight of the programs, students receive school credit for their work. Although not
shown in the table, all of the Academies use classroom-based activities to teach employability
skills such as resume-writing, interviewing, and working effectively under supervision. Some of
the programs have developed particular activities, such as keeping journals or writing job
evaluations, that integrate classroom- and work-based learning.

Involving local employers in Career Academies requires a substantial commitment of time
and energy from both school staff and business partners. As shown in the table, most of the
participating Career Academies coordinate employer involvement through an employer advisory
board and through the efforts of a teacher or administrator who serves as the primary liaison
between the program and the employer partners. Employers play a variety of roles: providing
advice on curriculum development; speaking in classes or at student functions; hosting student
field trips; serving as a source of adult mentors for students; and providing additional resources.

The adaptations revealed by MDRC’s field research reflect the Academies’ local
circumstances and capacities. They do not necessarily reflect relative strengths or weaknesses of
one approach over another—at this stage in the evaluation, it is premature to make such
judgments. However, these adaptations can be used to test hypotheses about how variation in the
basic structures of the Career Academy approach might promote different opportunities for
teaching and learning and, ultimately, produce different outcomes for students. Subsequent
reports from the Career Academies Evaluation will examine the relationship between the
programs’ characteristics and their effectiveness.

• The Career Academies in this evaluation have demonstrated their
capacity to attract large numbers of appropriate applicants and to
include students with a wide range of demographic and educational
characteristics. The appeal of the Academies has extended to students
who may be at risk of failing academically or of dropping out of high
school, and to students who have done well in school.

The growth of the Career Academy movement has been accompanied by questions about
whether the programs can and should serve a broad range of students and about which students
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benefit most from participation in them. The original Philadelphia and California Partnership
Academies, which were designed as dropout prevention programs, explicitly targeted students
who appeared to be at high risk of dropping out of school. In recent years, the original programs
and many newer Academies have sought to include a broader mix of students. One reason for this
shift is the stigma associated with serving only low-achieving students and the perception that
Career Academies did not provide students with a pathway to college. Another reason is a
continued increase in labor market demand for highly skilled workers, which has prompted the
Academies to place even greater emphasis on preparation for post-secondary training and college.
A third reason is that as resources for Career Academies (from both public and private sources)
have been considered for cuts, Academies have come under increasing pressure to demonstrate
broad appeal and to show positive results. One response has been for the Academies to market
the programs more aggressively to students who are likely to succeed in high school and to go on
to college. Including a broader mix of students helps to dispel the perception that the programs
are only for “low track students,” to build school-wide support by showing that an Academy is
appropriate for all students, and to promote mutual support among high- and low-achieving
students.

To accomplish the goal of enrolling a broad range of students, each of the Career
Academies in this evaluation designed and implemented new marketing and recruitment strategies.
These efforts expanded the number of students who expressed an interest in and applied to the
programs: On average, the participating programs recruited approximately twice as many
applicants as they were able to serve.

Table ES-3 (see Table ES-3 at end of document) lists selected background characteristics
of the students who applied to the Academies in this evaluation, and indicates that they are from
diverse family and educational backgrounds. Many of the students are from ethnic or racial
minority backgrounds, and there is a wide range of demographic characteristics. The percentage
of families receiving public assistance (a proxy for low income) also varies.

The table also indicates that the Career Academies attract students who appear to be at
some risk of dropping out or performing poorly in high school, as well as those who reported they
were performing well in their classes and believe they will graduate and go on to college. In all, 36
percent of the students had two or more characteristics identified as predictive of dropping out of
high school. An important question for this evaluation is whether the Academies keep such
students on the road to success in school and work.

• In all, 84 percent of the students who were selected to participate in
the Career Academies enrolled in the programs. Of those who
enrolled, 73 percent were still enrolled two years later.

An essential feature of the Career Academies is their voluntary nature. Students apply for and
enroll in them by choice; they are not assigned or required to participate in them. By making a choice
to apply to an Academy, students are presumably more likely to have at least a modest level of
motivation to engage in an alternative education program and to do well. At the same time, however,
students may encounter several factors that push them toward or pull them away from enrolling in a
special program like a Career Academy. For example, because the Career Academy recruitment and
application process begins in the spring semester prior to enrollment, students are asked to make plans
for the following school year up to nine months ahead of time. During that interval, students may be
affected by their friends’ choices of high school programs, or they may lose interest in a Career
Academy as they learn about other options available within their school or district.
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Various factors also affect enrolled students’ ongoing participation in the Career
Academies. Students’ peers may value or devalue school in general and the academic rigor and
career focus espoused by the Academies in particular. Teachers can engage or alienate students.
Families move, requiring their children to transfer to new schools. As a result of these and other
experiences, not all students selected for the Career Academies actually enroll in the programs at
the start of the school year, and others leave the programs during high school.

Table ES-4 (see Table ES-4 at end of document) shows the enrollment rates for the first
seven sites to enter the evaluation, which have a year or more of follow-up information on
students in the research sample. The table shows that 84 percent of the students selected in the
spring actually enrolled in the Career Academies the following year (usually at the start of the
school year following their selection). The rates ranged from over 90 percent at the Electronics
Academy at Independence High School (San Jose) and the Health Professions Academy
(Socorro) to 69 percent at the Business and Finance Academy (Baltimore). Table ES-4 also
reports the programs’ rate of continued enrollment, showing that 73 percent of the students who
enrolled in the seven Career Academies were still participating in the programs two years later.
This rate ranged from 85 percent at the Electronics Academy at Silver Creek High School (San
Jose) to 68 percent at the Health Professions Academy (Socorro) and the Watsonville Video
Academy. Most of the students who did not enroll in the Academies or who enrolled but left were
enrolled either elsewhere in the high school in which the Career Academies were located or in
another high school within the district.

The participation rates in Table ES-4 represent one measure of the extent to which the
Career Academies attract and retain the students who apply and are selected for the programs.
The findings also raise questions about what happens to students who leave the programs. In this
evaluation, the participation rates provide a direct measure of the “amount” of the Career
Academy experience that each student receives.

• Compared to other teachers in the participating high schools, Career
Academy teachers reported having more opportunities to collaborate
with each other, were more likely to perceive their working
relationships and environment as a learning community, and were
more likely to develop personalized relationships with their students.

A key question for the Career Academies is whether their results are due to special
characteristics of their teachers or to the work environment they offer for typical high school
teachers. The answer to this question will shed light on the extent to which the Career Academy
approach can be adapted to a broad range of circumstances and implemented by a broad range of
teachers or whether it is heavily dependent on attracting certain types of teachers.

If Career Academy teachers were exceptional in significant ways, the approach would be
limited in its capacity to serve a large proportion of high school students. This evaluation found,
however, that Career Academy teachers were similar to their colleagues in the same high schools
on a range of measured background characteristics. The primary differences between Academy
teachers and their non-Academy colleagues in the same high schools were in their perceptions of
their work environment; thus, Academy teachers do not appear to be distinctive in terms of their
background characteristics and prior teaching experience. Instead, the Career Academy teachers
appear to be shaped by their distinctive working conditions. For example, the Career Academies
provide teachers with shared planning time and with extended exposure to a core group of
students within and across school years. Interviews and survey data show that Career Academy
teachers are more likely than their non-Academy colleagues to perceive their school environment
as a professional learning community and to have developed closer relationships with students.
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Substantial evidence from previous research indicates that such changes affect the quality of
teaching and learning for students and for teachers. Subsequent reports will explore the
connections between teachers’ perceptions of their work environment and the experiences and
outcomes of their students.

Next Steps for the Career Academies Evaluation

The current report provides an overview of the basic foundation of the Career Academies
Evaluation. It describes the 10 participating Career Academies and draws the conclusion that each
has implemented and sustained the defining structural elements of the Career Academy approach
and has distinguished itself from the alternatives available to students in the comprehensive high
school in which it operates. The report also describes the students who applied to the Career
Academies and will constitute the evaluation’s program and control groups. Finally, the report
provides some preliminary insights into the ways that teachers utilize the Career Academies and
how Academy and non-Academy teachers perceive their work environment differently. In
summary, the evaluation has established the basic framework for a rigorous and credible
assessment of the Career Academy approach and its effect on students’ high school performance
and preparation for further education and employment.

Having established this foundation, MDRC is continuing the data collection and analyses
that will be the basis of the project’s primary reports and papers for policymakers, practitioners,
and researchers over the next three years. The first of these will focus on results from a survey of
students in the program and control groups at the end of the first or second year following their
entry into the evaluation. Other reports will provide further information from the Teacher
Questionnaire and an update on the operation of the participating Career Academies and patterns
of student enrollment. Using data collected from school records, MDRC also plans to report on
the impact the Academies have had on students’ engagement and performance. Another report
will discuss results from a survey administered to students in their 12th grade year. Finally,
MDRC will begin work on the second phase of the evaluation, which will follow students beyond
their high school years. This will begin with the administration of a survey to students at the end
of the first year after they are scheduled to graduate from high school.



17

Table ES-2

Career Academies  Evaluation

Selected Characterist ics  of  the Career Academies as of  the 1994-95 School  Year

Academy for Academy of  Business and Global Health Public W atsonville
Aerospace Academy of Travel  and Finance Electronics Electronics Business Professions  Service Video

Technology Finance Tour ism Academy Academy (I) Academy (SC) Academy Academy Academy Academy

C o c o a , Bal t imore , M iami  Beach, Pi t t sburgh, San Jose , San Jose , Santa  Ana , Socor ro , W ashington, W atsonville,
Characterist ic F L M D F L P A C A C A C A T X D . C . C A

Grade level of students 10-12 9-12 10-12 10-12 10-12 10-12 10-12 9-12 10-12 10-12

Number of students enrolled in 
1994-95 school year (a) 134 190 130 150 105 96 152 180 124 130

Total  number  of  Academy 
teachers (b) 8 13 7 7 4 4 6 11 9 6

Teachers have a shared planning 
period during the school day yes no no no yes yes yes no no yes

Frequency of formal staff  meetings daily monthly quarterly monthly bi-weekly bi-weekly weekly weekly weekly bi-weekly

Total  number of classes scheduled 

within the Career  Academy (c) 14 13 12 10 12 9 11 22 16 10

Subject  areas of  Career  Academy Social Studies Social Studies Social Studies Social Studies Science Science Social Studies Social Studies Social Studies Social Studies
courses Science Science Science Engl ish Engl ish Engl ish Engl ish Science Science Engl ish

Engl ish Engl ish Engl ish Business  & Math Math Math Engl ish Engl ish Math
Math Compu te r s  & Trave l  &  Tour i sm  Finance Electronics Electronics Business  & Math Math Video  Academy

Aerospace Finance    Compute r s Heal th Business  & 
Technology    Occupat ions Government    

W hen work activities typically 10th ,  11 th ,  summer  a f te r summer  a f te r  summer  a f te r summer  a f te r summer  a f te r summer  a f te r 11th and summer  a f te r summer  a f te r

occur (d) and 12th 11th  grade 11th  grade , 11th  grade 11th grade 11th grade 10th  or  12th grades 11th and    10th or  11th

grades 12th grade 11th grade 12th grades grade ,  12 th  grade

Students are paid for  work 
experience no yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

Students receive school credit  for 
work experience yes no yes no yes yes yes yes yes yes

Academy has a non-teaching 
coordinator responsible for 
employer involvement yes yes yes no yes yes no no yes yes

Academy has  an employer  
advisory board yes yes yes yes yes yes no yes yes yes

Notes: (a) Includes students in all  grade levels of the Academy.

(b) Includes teachers who have only Career Academy responsibil i t ies and teachers who have both Academy and non-Academy responsibil i t ies.

(c)  Includes all  classes offered within the Career Academy across all  grades.

(d) Work activit ies include experiences such as paid and unpaid internships and community service.  Activit ies such as mentorships,  job shadowing, and field tr ips are not included.
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Table  ES-3

Career  Academies  Evaluat ion

Selected Character is t ics  of  Students  in  the  Research Sample  at  the  Time They Entered the  Study

A c a d e m y  f o r A c a d e m y  o f  Business  and Globa l Hea l th Publ ic Watsonvi l l e
Aerospace A c a d e m y  o f Trave l  and F inance Elec t ronics Elec t ronics  Business Profess ions  Serv ice V i d e o

Techno logy Finance T o u r i s m A c a d e m y Academy  ( I ) A c a d e m y  ( S C ) A c a d e m y A c a d e m y A c a d e m y A c a d e m y

Ful l C o c o a , Ba l t imore , Miami  Beach , P i t t sburgh , San  Jose , San  Jose , San ta  Ana , S o c o r r o , W ashington, W atsonvil le ,

Characteris t ic Sample F L M D F L P A C A C A C A T X D . C . C A

G e n d e r
M a le 4 4 . 4 % 5 2 . 4 % 3 7 . 9 % 3 9 . 4 % 6 2 . 1 % 5 3 . 3 % 5 8 . 6 % 4 4 . 5 % 3 0 . 7 % 3 6 . 7 % 4 8 . 5 %
F e m a l e 5 5 . 6 4 7 . 6 6 2 . 1 6 0 . 6 3 7 . 9 4 6 . 7 4 1 . 4 5 5 . 5 6 9 . 4 6 3 . 3 5 1 . 5

Race /e thnic i ty
Black 3 0 . 2 2 9 . 0 9 7 . 3 2 6 . 0 1 0 0 . 0 4 . 3 1 1 . 3 3 . 9 0 . 0 9 6 . 6 0 . 0
W h i t e 9 . 9 6 2 . 9 1 . 2 9 . 3 0 . 0 9 . 4 1 3 . 1 0 . 7 2 . 1 0 . 0 1 4 . 6
Hispan ic 5 3 . 1 4 . 8 1 . 2 6 2 . 5 0 . 0 5 0 . 4 4 3 . 1 9 0 . 8 9 7 . 4 1 . 7 8 2 . 6
As ian 6 . 1 1 . 6 0 . 0 1 . 3 0 . 0 3 5 . 9 3 1 . 3 4 . 6 0 . 0 0 . 0 2 . 1
Na t ive  Amer i can 0 . 7 1 . 6 0 . 4 1 . 0 0 . 0 0 . 0 1 . 3 0 . 0 0 . 5 1 . 7 0 . 7

Fami ly  on  publ ic  ass i s tance
Fami ly  r ece iv ing  we l fa re 1 5 . 1 1 0 . 9 1 9 . 7 1 2 . 2 2 9 . 1 1 8 . 7 1 5 . 7 8 . 4 1 1 . 3 3 3 . 0 1 2 . 2
Fami ly  rece iv ing  food  s t amps 1 9 . 6 1 0 . 1 2 5 . 3 1 6 . 9 2 8 . 6 1 6 . 1 1 3 . 3 1 1 . 5 3 8 . 8 3 4 . 6 1 3 . 0

Fami ly  compos i t ion
Two-pa ren t  househo ld 6 1 . 5 6 4 . 5 4 0 . 9 4 7 . 4 3 5 . 5 7 2 . 3 7 0 . 7 7 9 . 7 8 2 . 5 2 5 . 0 7 2 . 1
Single-paren t  household 3 3 . 3 3 0 . 7 4 7 . 6 4 6 . 8 6 1 . 3 2 6 . 9 2 3 . 4 1 7 . 4 1 4 . 4 6 9 . 0 2 3 . 3
Student  l ives  wi th  o ther  re la t ives 5 . 2 4 . 8 1 1 . 4 5 . 8 3 . 2 0 . 8 6 . 0 2 . 9 3 . 1 6 . 0 4 . 6

Engl i sh  grades  s ince  the  6 th  grade
M ost ly  As  and  Bs 6 1 . 2 5 3 . 6 6 4 . 2 5 9 . 6 4 0 . 9 4 5 . 8 5 1 . 3 6 3 . 0 8 7 . 7 6 3 . 6 5 9 . 4
M os t ly  Cs  and  Ds 3 8 . 8 4 6 . 4 3 5 . 7 4 0 . 4 5 9 . 1 5 4 . 1 4 8 . 8 3 7 . 0 1 2 . 3 3 6 . 5 4 0 . 6

M a th  grades  s ince  the  6 th  grade
M ost ly  As 5 3 . 2 4 0 . 8 5 7 . 3 5 4 . 6 3 8 . 5 4 0 . 9 4 7 . 0 4 7 . 7 7 4 . 1 5 1 . 7 5 7 . 6
M ostly Bs 4 6 . 7 5 9 . 2 4 2 . 6 4 5 . 4 6 1 . 6 5 9 . 2 5 3 . 0 5 2 . 3 2 5 . 9 4 8 . 3 4 2 . 4

Students '  fu ture  expecta t ions
P lans  to  g radua te  f rom h igh  schoo l 9 9 . 7 1 0 0 . 0 9 9 . 6 1 0 0 . 0 9 8 . 5 1 0 0 . 0 1 0 0 . 0 9 9 . 3 1 0 0 . 0 1 0 0 . 0 9 9 . 3
Plans  to  g radua te  f rom co l lege 6 4 . 9 6 1 . 9 6 6 . 9 7 4 . 4 4 9 . 2 4 7 . 5 7 1 . 4 5 3 . 9 7 4 . 9 6 3 . 0 6 5 . 9
Plans  to  have  a  profess iona l  career  a t  age  30 3 2 . 0 2 1 . 9 4 2 . 3 4 4 . 0 2 6 . 8 2 0 . 9 2 0 . 2 2 2 . 3 5 2 . 9 3 1 . 5 2 2 . 1

Percen t  w i th  two  o r  more  r i sk

factors  (a) 3 5 . 8 2 2 . 2 3 9 . 7 4 1 . 8 4 0 . 0 2 6 . 7 2 4 . 3 3 9 . 4 3 4 . 7 4 9 . 2 3 3 . 1

Sample  s ize 1 , 9 5 3 126 261 312 6 6 120 169 283 199 120 297

Source:    MDRC calcula t ions  f rom the  Career  Academies  Student  Basel ine  Quest ionnai re .

Note:        (a)  The s ix indicators  included as  r isk character is t ics  for  school  fai lure  are:  l iving in  a  s ingle-parent  household,  l iving in  a  low-income household,  s tudent   speaks l imited                 

Engl ish ,  home alone a t  leas t  three  hours  per  day,  has  a  s ibl ing who dropped out  of  high school ,  and nei ther  parent  has  a  high school  diploma.  These indicators  were  ident i f ied as  r isk  

factors  by the  Nat ional  Center  for  Educat ion Sta t is t ics  us ing data  f rom the Nat ional  Educat ional  Longi tudinal  Study of  1988 (NELS:88) ,  which surveyed a  nat ional  sample  of  8th  

g raders .
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Table ES-4

Career Academies Evaluation

Rates of Enrollment in the Career Academies Among Program Group Students

Academy of Global Health Watsonville
Academy of Travel and Electronics Electronics Business Professions Video

Finance Tourism Academy (I) Academy (SC) Academy Academy Academy

Full Baltimore, Miami Beach, San Jose, San Jose, Santa Ana, Socorro, Watsonville,
Enrollment Status Sample MD FL CA CA CA TX CA

All program group

students (a)

Enrolled in the first year

following random

assignment (b) 84.2 % 69.4 % 80.0 % 92.4 % 82.8 % 88.8 % 91.6 % 86.1 %

Sample size 703 98 115 66 93 116 107 108

Program group students

who enrolled in a 

Career Academy (c)

Enrolled at the end of 

the second year following 

random assignment (d) 72.9 % 71.9 % 75.0 % 72.4 % 84.6 % 72.5 % 68.0 % 68.1 %

Sample size 292 32 44 29 39 51 50 47

Source:        MDRC calculations from Career Academies student enrollment data collected through the 1994-95 school year.

Notes:           (a) This sample includes students who were randomly assigned to the program group in 1993 and 1994 from the first seven sites

to join the study.

(b) "Enrolled in the first year" includes all program group students who enrolled in the Career Academy during the first or second

semester following random assignment.

(c) This sample includes all students from the first seven sites to join the study who were randomly assigned to the program

group in 1993.

(d) "Enrolled at the end of the second year" includes all program group students who enrolled in the Career Academy during the 

fourth semester following random assignment.
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