When built around four key

Reengaging High School Students

elements, academies deliver
rigorous, relevant learning

through Career Academies

Students who cannot connect their

learning in school with their career aspi-
rations are at higher risk of disengaging
academically and socially, and disengage-
ment and boredom are harbingers of
dropping out of high school altogether.
Particularly in more urban, economically
disadvantaged communities, there still are
many traditional, comprehensive schools
that are labeled “dropout factories”
because more than half their students
stop attending and fail to graduate. In
many of these urban settings, career
academies have emerged as a prominent
reform to increase student engagement.
Embedded in high schools across the
nation, career academies are situated in
a variety of settings, including compre-
hensive and magnet schools as well as
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career centers. An estimated 8,000-plus
are in existence, serving over one million
students.!

Initially formed to keep students from
dropping out by preparing them to enter
the workforce right out of high school,
career academies have now extended their
mission to preparing students to be both
college and career ready. The academies’
goal is to enhance students’ engagement
in school and improve their performance
while exposing them to postsecondary
education and work options.

Ingredients of Career Academies

Key components of these academies
are their small learning communities,
integrated college-preparatory and career-
themed curricula, and partnerships with

tied to students’ career
aspirations.
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Project-based activities

that apply core academic
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content are central to
the curricula.

corporate, community, and higher education
stakeholders. Because they provide a college-
preparatory curriculum within a particular field
such as engineering, programs of study integrate
academic and technical content to increase the
rigor and relevancy of learning. By emphasizing
partnerships, academies help ensure that students
will participate in work-based learning such as
internships and accelerated learning opportuni-
ties such as dual enrollment.

As schools and districts rushed to jump on
the career academy bandwagon over the last few
decades, the quality of implementation varied
greatly. To address this issue, school networks
such as NAF (formerly known as the National
Academy Foundation) have sought to develop
standards of practice. Founded in 1982, NAF
provides curricular support, professional devel-
opment, and technical assistance to a national
network of high school career academies in
five career themes: engineering, finance, health
sciences, hospitality and tourism, and informa-
tion technology.

Over 5,000 business professionals serve as
mentors, engage NAF students in paid intern-
ships, and serve on local advisory boards.
During the 2019-20 school year, over 120,000
students attended 620 NAF academies in 38
states, including the District of Columbia,
Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands. NAF
academy students are 47 percent female and 53
percent male, and 80 percent of NAF academy
students are ethnically and racially diverse. Sixty
percent qualify for free or reduced-price lunch.

The NAF academy model comprises four core
elements: a distinct approach to academy devel-
opment and structure, integrated and industry-
validated curricula, work-based learning experi-
ences, and advisory boards. All four elements
are designed to facilitate student engagement.

Academy Development and Structure. Small
learning communities using student cohorts
are integral to the model, as are career-themed
and sequenced coursework, and career-themed
guidance. Academies are organized as schools-
within-schools or as whole-school/wall-to-wall
programs, where all students in the school
participate in the academy and where block
scheduling is emphasized. The idea is to break
large high schools into family-like units where
students have the same teachers for four years
and can form a close-knit, caring community.

In NAF academies, teachers receive instruc-
tional supports and technical assistance in using
industry-validated curricula. With this struc-
tured support, teachers are able to form deep
relationships with students while they make
connections between their teaching practice and
real-world applications.

Integrated and Industry-Validated Curricula.
The integrated curriculum and instruction
component promotes career and academic
learning around a theme—business and finance,
engineering, health sciences, hospitality and
tourism, information technology. Project-based
activities that apply core academic content are
central to the curricula, which are developed
with business and industry leaders within

the respective fields of study. Because of the
real-world nature of the content, students find
relevancy and meaning in what they are learn-
ing. They become more engaged.

Teachers that integrate curriculum are connect-
ing skills, themes, concepts, and topics across
disciplines and between academic and techni-
cal content. They connect overarching theories
and big ideas. There is some evidence that this
approach leads to better academic outcomes as
well. In one study of the integration of math in
career and technical (CTE) education courses,

a group of CTE teachers from five career areas
worked with math teachers to design math-
enhanced CTE lessons. There were math and
CTE teachers in a control group as well. After

20 hours of math-enhanced instruction, CTE
students in the experimental group scored signifi-
cantly higher on two of three math assessments.?

Work-Based Learning. Career academies
emphasize learning in specific occupational
contexts to enhance the relevance of student
experiences. When done well, students engage
in progressive work-based learning experi-
ences from 9th through 12th grades that are
developmentally and age appropriate. Under
the NAF model, work-based learning includes
career awareness and exploration in 9th (e.g.,
field trips) and 10th (e.g., job shadowing) grades
and experiential opportunities (e.g., industry
certifications, paid internships) in 11th and
12th grades. Thus work-based learning enables
students to apply what they know to real-world
settings while exposing them to and preparing
them for career paths they choose. Students



report that these experiences, particularly
internships, are the most memorable learning
experiences of their K-12 years.

Advisory Board Engagement. Because they
communicate beliefs and values and model
positive behaviors, adults on advisory boards
are an integral part of NAF academies. An
advisory board comprises a diverse network of
business and industry representatives, postsec-
ondary institutions, parents, alumni, students,
and community members. The board provides
curriculum support, mentoring, guest speak-
ers, field trips, job shadowing, internships, and
fundraising for scholarships and student activi-
ties and organizations. It leverages a commu-
nity’s social capital to promote work-based
learning and advance the goals of the academy
more generally. Academy students benefit from
increased engagement with adults who serve as
role models in their desired fields.

Student Outcomes

But do these career academies deliver?
Colleagues and I have studied the NAF career
academies in particular and find that the model
is a successful strategy to build student engage-
ment and facilitate career pursuits. For example,
my colleagues and I found higher levels of
emotional engagement in academy students
compared with a demographically matched
group of students from a traditional comprehen-
sive high school in the same district.’

In another study, Black students reported
that their participation in career academies was
the most meaningful aspect of their schooling
and that the academy afforded them an oppor-
tunity to gain a greater sense of community
and belonging, acquire hands-on training, and
explore their academic and career interests.*

In addition, participation in career academies
increases student engagement, attendance,
graduation rates, academic achievement, and
long-term employment earnings.’

NAF academies also helped Black boys form
engineering identities through their exposure in
the academy to science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics (STEM) and STEM role
models and mentors, particularly Black male
STEM professionals.® These professionals were
sources of inspiration, cultural connection,

and validation of students’ ability to succeed
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in STEM college and career pathways. My
colleagues and I also found that the intersection-
al identities of ethnicity/race and gender of these
mentors contributed to Black males students’
STEM identity formation and development.”
The mentors engaged Black male students in
transparent, candid discussions and shared their
experiences of navigating STEM college and
workplace environments.

Implications for State Boards

The central federal legislature on CTE,
known in its current authorization as Perkins
V, advances ambitious goals for CTE programs.
According to Perkins V, a program of study is “a
coordinated sequence of academic and techni-
cal content at the secondary and postsecondary
level” However, few states are systematically
monitoring whether career academies—a reform
initiative that uses a program of study model—
are indeed fulfilling Perkins V obligations to
prepare students for college and careers.

Given the demonstrated benefits learners gain
in small learning communities with integrated
curricula, work-based learning, and advisory
board engagement, it is imperative that state
boards of education examine, detail, and clarify
the language, expectations, and provisions
of Perkins V to specify which types of these
academy activities schools should adopt. More
specifically, state boards could do the following:

M advocate for funding and incentives for devel-

oping career academies;

B emphasize the need for advisory boards that
are representative of the ethnic and cultural
backgrounds of the students they serve;

M require the implementation of work-based
learning in high schools, where students
benefit from career awareness, exploration,
and experience in college and career pathways
of their choosing;

B develop a data collection system that tracks
the work-based learning activities that
students participate in high schools across
their states. Such systems should also track
individual student participation to uncover
potential inequities in participation and pay
by career theme and individual differences
(e.g., ethnic and racial background, gender,
socioeconomic status). The system should also
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Few states are
systematically moni-
toring whether career
academies are indeed
fulfilling Perkins V
obligations to prepare
students for college
and careers.
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track the community members who partici-
pate in the work-based learning experiences
and the quality of the experiences through
reflection forms, surveys, and evaluative
rubrics so state leaders can readily evaluate
the academic, employability, and technical
skills students are gaining.
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