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ABSTRACT 

FACTORS INFLUENCING STUDENT ENROLLMENT IN  

CAREER ACADEMY PROGRAMS 

 

Whitney Stokes Ketchledge 

Old Dominion University, 2018 

Director: Dr. Michael Kosloski  

 

 

Career academies are small learning communities that allow high school students 

to learn their core content in the context of the career field they may be interested in 

pursuing.  This type of learning environment incorporates business and industry and 

postsecondary institutions so academy students receive academic curricula that prepares 

them for higher education and allows students to have experiences in the career field. 

There is considerable research demonstrating strong benefits of the academy model to 

students and teachers, but there is little indicating why students enroll in the academy and 

what methods of recruitment may work best.   

The purpose of this study was to assess factors influencing students’ decisions to 

enroll in career academy programs.  The study investigated two research questions.  The 

first research question looked at factors that influence students to apply for academy 

programs.  The second research question explored reasons students have for choosing not 

to enroll in academy programs. 

A survey conducted by the school division was used to collect the necessary data 

with n = 401 responses from students enrolled in an academy and n = 2,421 responses 

from students not enrolled in an academy.  To investigate factors influencing students to 

apply for academy programs, a factor analysis was performed. This analysis resulted in 

two larger groupings linking items together based on program experience and student 
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attitudes.  A Pareto analysis indicated that counselors were the greatest influencing 

factors on student decisions to enroll in career academy programs.  Parents, teachers, 

other students, the course catalog, website, and brochure also played a considerable role 

in how students learned about the academies.  To investigate reasons students have for 

not applying, a Pareto analysis was conducted with the reasons of not knowing, not 

interested, and missed deadline as most influential.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Education reform in the United States has been a recurring theme for decades.  The need 

to strengthen our economy is great, and a strong educational system is required to create a 

skilled, adaptive, and creative workforce in the United States.  It is critical that schools prepare 

all students for their future careers in order to secure a brighter future for our country (Brand, 

Valent, & Browning, 2013).  A difficulty for school systems can be keeping up with the rapid 

pace of our changing society.  Many programs have been implemented in school systems and 

then quickly disappear, but few of these programs have offered the reform needed to prepare 

students for postsecondary education and/or the workforce (Hyslop, 2009).  In career and 

technical education, reform has been initiated with every reauthorization of the Carl D. Perkins 

federal legislation (Schwartz, 2016).   

According to the most recent authorization of the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical 

Education Improvement Act (2006), career and technical education provides: 

…organized educational activities that offer a sequence of courses that provides 

individuals with coherent and rigorous content aligned with challenging academic 

standards and relevant technical knowledge and skills needed to prepare for further 

education and careers in current or emerging professions. It includes competency-based 

applied learning that contributes to the academic knowledge, higher-order reasoning and 

problem-solving skills, work attitudes, general employability skills, technical skills, and 

occupation-specific skills, and knowledge of all aspects of an industry, including 

entrepreneurship, of an individual (S.250-4).  
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The Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006 was developed to 

“integrate rigorous and challenging academic and career and technical instruction” (S. 250-2).  

Academic subject areas are taught and reinforced within career and technical education courses, 

which allow students to see how they will use these concepts in a career field (Carl D. Perkins 

Career and Technical Education Improvement Act, 2006).  

 Integrating academic subject areas with career and technical education knowledge can 

help to close the gap for students “who are not able to make the connection between their 

educational achievement and a future high-wage, high-demand, and satisfying career” (Loera, 

Nakamoto, Oh, & Rueda, 2013, p. 173).  A stronger emphasis on bringing career and technical 

education into core content area classrooms and bringing core content into career and technical 

education classes allows academic knowledge to be taught in the context of the career field the 

student is interested in studying, therefore making the content more meaningful.  Adding context 

to content can provide a more meaningful educational experience due to increased support, and it 

can also have a positive impact on student engagement (Kuo, 2010).  This can aid school 

divisions in preparing students for college, careers, and life (Stern, 2015).   

 The integration of academic content with career and technical content is essential because 

“neither CTE nor traditional academic coursework alone can deliver” the outcomes today’s 

economy depends on (Hoachlander & Steinhauser, 2015, para. 5).  Integrating academic subject 

areas with career and technical education can be done through small learning communities with 

specialized curricula (Loera, et al., 2013).  One method for this integration is through the career 

academy model.  This small learning community model combines career and technical education 

and academic content with the intention of preparing students for college and careers (College 

and Career Academy Support Network, 2012).  
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 Although career academy concepts can be traced back to the 1700s, in their present form 

career academies began in 1969 in Philadelphia, and they continued their early development into 

the 1980s when the National Academy Foundation was formed (Stern, 2015).  The National 

Academy Foundation currently supports academies in 38 states, including the 300 California 

Partnership Academies (Stern, 2015).  By 2010 there were approximately 7,000 career 

academies in the United States (Stern, Dayton, & Raby, 2010).  

 According to the College and Career Academy Support Network, “A career academy is a 

type of school-within-a-school or small learning community that provides a college-preparatory 

curriculum with a career-related theme” (Stern et al., 2010, p. 4).  A career academy combines a 

traditional academic education with career and technical education, allowing students to focus 

their high school education on a particular Career Pathway.  Figure 1 illustrates three themes of a 

career academy model, as identified by The Career Academy Support Network.  These include: 

1. It is a small learning community composed of students who have classes together and a 

group of teachers that work together to develop the program of study for the academy 

students.  

2. The academy combines academic curricula that prepare a student for postsecondary 

education and a career theme that the student is interested in pursuing.  This career theme 

is interwoven into the students’ core subject classes through readings, assignments, and 

projects.  

3. The career academy has close relationships with employers and postsecondary 

educational institutions in order to develop an advisory group and provide internship, 

mentorship, articulation agreements, and other opportunities for the academy students to 

receive direct experience in their chosen field of study (Stern et al., 2010).  
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Figure 1. Linked Components of College & Career Academies. From “College and career 

academies: An overview,” by College and Career Academy Support Network, 2012.  

 

Career academy programs offer small learning communities incorporating a culture that 

enables students to interact and enhance their academic achievement, as well as connecting 

educational experiences with potential post-secondary and career opportunities (Loera, et al., 

2013).  The career academy model gives educators a way to continue to meet requirements set 

forth by the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006 by 

requiring career and technical education and core content teachers to work together so the 
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student can see how the content they are learning will be used in a variety of Career Pathways.  

Furthermore, it provides the means for reform in secondary education by creating 

interdisciplinary connections for students and providing students with opportunities to receive 

work-based learning experiences.  

More often than not, parents and teachers alike struggle to help children determine their 

career paths and make career decisions.  Many parents and teachers then want to know how a 

student is supposed to decide what career they are interested in pursuing as early as middle 

school.  In many academy models, students apply to enter an academy when they are in eighth or 

ninth grade and the students participate in the academy from grades nine/ten through twelve.  

However, the question remains, do students have the knowledge and understanding to determine 

what career path they want to follow when they are only 13 or 14 years old?  Little research has 

been conducted to determine what influences students to apply to and participate in a career 

academy program, and whether they subsequently pursue the academy career field after they 

complete high school.  Therefore, understanding the factors that influence students to enroll in 

the career academy program can be helpful in program design, recruitment, retention of students, 

and in assisting the students with their post-secondary plans.  

Purpose Statement 

 The purpose of this study was to assess factors influencing students’ decisions to enroll in 

career academy programs.  

Research Questions 

 The research questions addressed in this study were as follows: 

 RQ1: What factors influence students to apply for career academy programs?  

 RQ2: What reasons do students have for choosing not to enroll in a career academy?  
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Background and Significance 

The global economy is continuously changing, and with these changes the “economy 

demands a better educated workforce,” (Brand et al., 2013, p. 1).  The national school-to-work 

movement and the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 proposed several different 

approaches to better prepare high school students for the future.  The goal of the 1994 Act was to 

provide funds for schools to make education relevant to the future world of work (School-to-

Work Opportunities Act, 1994).  The goals of this Act were to “integrate academic and 

vocational education, link secondary and postsecondary education, provide learning 

opportunities at the work site, and fully engage the private sector in the process” (p. 1).  Schools 

were required to provide school-based learning, work-based learning, and connecting activities 

to help students learn the skills that are valued in the workplace.  Teaching students the skills 

they need to be able to find mid- to high-level trade, technical, and professional positions is a 

required part of building a strong economy to compete in the global economy (Stone, 2014).   

Work-based learning has come in many forms including “cooperative education, 

mentoring, job shadowing, school-based enterprises, and career academies” (Rojewski, et al., 

2010, p. 3).  Cooperative education allows students to receive high school credit for part-time 

employment.  Students are supervised by their teacher/coordinator and the work experience 

allows for the application of those skills and knowledge that are learned in the classroom.  

Mentoring and job shadowing opportunities allow students to see what it would be like to work 

in a particular career by spending time with someone working in that area and participating in 

elements of their workplace.  School-based enterprises are businesses operated within the school 

environment by the students under the supervision of a school sponsor.  All of these programs 

were designed to put education in a controlled work-based environment (Rojewski, et al., 2010).   
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Career academies often integrate work-based learning through cooperative education, 

mentoring, internships, and apprenticeships.  According to Orr (2005), career academies are able 

to combine preparation for college and a career with unique learning experiences both in and out 

of the classroom to better prepare students for the future.  While the main goal of a career 

academy program is to prepare students for college and/or the workplace, the academies also 

provide “more supportive teaching and learning communities within high schools” (Kemple, 

1997, p. 1).  Some students will follow their program of study into college or a training program, 

while other students will choose to progress into the workplace.  Students are prepared for 

college and a career regardless of the path they choose to take after high school.  The ultimate 

outcome is to help students focus their learning on the area of study that they are interested and 

help them to explore a career field they believe they might pursue (Smith, 2008).  

The College and Career Academy Support Network (CCASN) has identified three career 

academy networks with over 1,000 state-funded academies throughout the United States.  The 

three recognized academy networks are Philadelphia, California, and National Academy 

Foundation.  In total, there are approximately 7,000 high schools across the United States with at 

least one academy in operation (Stern et al., 2010).  The current career academy model began 

with the intention of improving dropout rates and preparing students for future careers.  This idea 

began to spread and eventually academies added preparation for postsecondary education in 

addition to career preparation (Stern et al., 2010).  Academy themes cover a variety of fields 

including “business, automotive, health, environmental technology, law, horticulture, tourism, 

aviation” (p. 6) and many more Career Pathways.  Schools are encouraged to develop academies 

focusing on career fields prominent in the local economy for potential business and industry 

partners and have a positive outlook for job placement (Stone, 2014).   
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Research has shown that there are many positive effects on student achievement from 

participation in a career academy program, but there has been no research on factors influencing 

student selection of the programs.  Positive outcomes include increased graduation rates, 

improved attendance, improved school climate, and higher sustained earning after graduation 

(Kemple & Scott-Clayton, 2004; Kemple & Snipes, 2000; Kemple & Wilbur, 2008; Stern et al., 

2010).  Kemple’s 1997 study for the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation found 

“career academies provide their students and teachers with a greater degree of institutional and 

interpersonal support than is available to their non-academy counterparts in the same 

comprehensive high schools” (p. 1).  Students from this study reported that their “schoolwork 

seems more relevant to their future education and career goals” (Kemple, 1997, p. 1).    

Kemple and Scott-Clayton (2004) and Maxwell (2001) also found career academy 

students had increased wages, more work hours, and more stability than other graduates after one 

year of graduating from the career academy.  This was especially evident for male academy 

graduates who had been considered at-risk of dropping out.  Kuo (2010) found the opportunities 

for career and college experiences provided in career academy programs have positive impacts 

on career achievements.  Career academies have also been found to increase connections 

between students and faculty (Dixon, Cotner, Wilson, & Borman, 2011), allow students to find 

more relevance in their education (Davis & McPartland, 2012), and improve the skills needed for 

students to be successful in a career in the current and future economy (Stone & Lewis, 2012).  

However, factors for enrolling in career academy programs, that could be helpful in the design, 

recruitment, and retention of students for these programs, have not been researched.  

The 2006 reauthorization of the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education 

Improvement Act continued to focus on increasing efforts to combine core academic subjects 
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with career and technical education, strengthen the focus on responding to the needs of the 

economy, and provide career guidance to students.  This means designing new ways to teach 

core academic subjects within career and technical education courses and providing 

documentation of the integration (Threeton, 2007).  MGT of America, Inc. (2009) completed an 

efficiency study of an urban school division in the mid-atlantic region in an effort to help the 

school division reduce costs and increase effectiveness.  Among their findings was the 

recommendation to implement high school career academies and implement career planning 

programs into school guidance departments to create academic and career plans for all students.  

The career academy model is one of the many ways to blend academic and work-based learning 

strategies, and this school division began making plans to implement these programs throughout 

the district (MGT of America, 2009).  

In order to begin the transformation process, the school division (2009) identified the 

available courses and current faculty of the career and technical education programs at each of 

the high schools to determine which Career Pathways would be the best fit to begin the 

academies at each particular school.  Committees were formed in the district composed of 

administrators, teachers, parents, students, postsecondary representatives, and members of local 

business and industry.  Each of the high schools began working on planning and implementing 

the programs that were recommended.  School-based academy teams participated in professional 

development to help them understand the career academy concept before implementation.  Many 

questions were raised as to why students would enroll in these programs and if the students could 

actually identify their career goals before attending high school.   

Students applied to the career academy program of their choice when they were in eighth 

grade.  Determining the factors influencing students to apply to a particular career academy 
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program as opposed to enrolling in their zoned high school comprehensive program can have a 

positive impact on career academy recruitment efforts and program development.  Determining 

these influential factors may also influence individual career development plans as well as 

mentorship and capstone opportunities later in the career academy program by ensuring students 

are enrolled in programs related to their career interest areas.  Knowledge of student interest is 

crucial to further development of career academy programs that fit the needs of all students.  

Limitations 

 This study took place in an urban school division using all comprehensive public high 

schools within that school division.  The school division conducted the survey, collected the 

data, and the research questions were answered using the existing data from the school division.  

Information from the survey instrument was self-reported by the students and participation in the 

survey was voluntary.  The study is limited to analyzing the factors influencing the students’ 

decision to enroll in the career academy program.  The study is limited to the comprehensive 

high schools in a public school division in the mid-Atlantic region.  Findings of this study may or 

may not be generalizable to other school divisions.  Existing career academy programs are at 

various stages of implementation with one academy being established and one academy just 

beginning.  Students enrolled in each career academy program have a varying knowledge base of 

the career academy program.  The study is also limited by not utilizing all Career Clusters.  

Assumptions 

 The following assumptions were held constant in this study:  

 All rising ninth grade students in the school division were given the opportunity to apply 

for one of the career academy programs.  



11 

 

 Students admitted to the career academy program were selected based on their career 

interests, application, disciplinary history, and attendance records.  

 The study uses existing data collected by the participating school division and assumes 

proper data collection protocols were followed.  

Procedures 

 This was a quantitative study of students within an urban school division in the mid-

Atlantic region to determine the factors influencing students’ decision to enroll or not enroll in 

the career academy programs.  The subjects for this study were high school students in the 

comprehensive high schools.  Information about each academy was sent home to every eighth 

grade student during the fall of his or her eighth grade year.  Parent nights were held at each high 

school academy program and parents of rising ninth grade students were invited to meet the 

academy team and learn more about the program.  A page on the school division website was 

developed for each career academy, career academy information was placed in the division 

course catalog, and promotional materials were placed in all counseling offices in middle and 

high schools in the division.  

 Information on current career academy programs was collected from students through 

multiple focus groups conducted at each high school.  This information, along with a review of 

the literature, was used to help develop the survey questions that would be included in the 

student climate survey administered by the school division.  The questions were tested for 

reliability and validity through a pilot survey.  A focus group was held with students 

participating in the pilot survey to determine how students interpreted the questions and to 

develop a range of answer choices which would accurately capture their thoughts and decisions.  

The survey included closed-ended questions to determine the attitudes of students towards the 
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career academy program and the factors that influenced their decision to apply for and enroll in 

the program, or decline the career academy option.  Permission was obtained from the school 

division’s superintendent, and the department of research, planning, and evaluation conducted 

the survey through a secure online system.   

The school division then shared a data set with the researcher that did not contain any of 

the students’ identifying information. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data and 

measures of central tendency and frequency were used to rank the strength of each factor’s effect 

on students’ enrollment or non-enrollment in the career academy program. Further analysis was 

conducted on each scale of the dataset to examine the strength of correlations between multiple 

factors which may work together to influence students’ enrollment in the career academy 

program.   

Definitions of Terms 

In order to gain a better understanding of this study, the following terms are defined: 

 Articulation Agreement: A written commitment that is agreed upon at the State level or 

approved annually by the lead administrators of a secondary institution and a 

postsecondary educational institution or a sub baccalaureate degree granting 

postsecondary educational institution; and to a program that is designed to provide 

students with a non-duplicative sequence of progressive achievement leading to technical 

skill proficiency, a credential, a certificate, or a degree and linked through credit transfer 

agreements between the 2 institutions described (Carl D Perkins Career and Technical 

Education Improvement Act, 2006, p. 3) 

 Career and Technical Education: Organized educational activities that offer a sequence 

of courses that provides individuals with coherent and rigorous content aligned with 
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challenging academic standards and relevant technical knowledge and skills needed to 

prepare for further education and careers in current or emerging professions; provides 

technical skill proficiency, an industry-recognized credential, a certificate, or an associate 

degree; and may include prerequisite courses (other than a remedial course) that meet the 

requirements of this subparagraph; and include competency-based applied learning that 

contributes to the academic knowledge, higher-order reasoning and problem-solving 

skills, work attitudes, general employability skills, technical skills, and occupation-

specific skills, and knowledge of all aspects of an industry, including entrepreneurship, of 

an individual. (Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act, 2006, 

p. 4) 

 Career Academy: A small learning community within a public high school program 

designed for a group of students who take college preparatory courses focused on a 

particular career pathway and work with local employers and colleges in order to 

improve student preparation for college and/or the workforce (College and Career 

Academy Support Network, 2012). 

 Career Cluster: Nationally recognized plans of study within a specific career area to 

allow students to take courses in a sequence that will help prepare them for their chosen 

career field (Virginia Department of Education, 2012). 

 Career Pathways: The skill and knowledge, both academic and technical, necessary to 

pursue a full range of career opportunities with a pathway - ranging from entry level to 

management, including technical and professional career specialties (Cotner et al., 2012). 

 Programs of Study: Non-duplicative sequences of academic and technical courses that 

include both secondary and postsecondary level content, opportunities for high school 
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students to earn postsecondary credit, and culminate in industry-based credentials or 

certificates and/or postsecondary degrees (Advance CTE, 2017).  

Summary and Overview 

 Chapter I discussed the career academy model and how this model can improve student 

outcomes for college and career readiness.  Career academy programs allow students to focus on 

a specific Career Pathway through all of their coursework, therefore adding meaning to their 

learning.  These programs have been researched and found to be successful in increasing 

graduation rates, decreasing dropout rates, and increasing test scores (Stern et al., 2010), but 

research has not been conducted on factors influencing students’ decisions to enroll in career 

academy programs.  The academy program also encourages students to attend postsecondary 

institutions and helps to ensure students are prepared for careers in their Pathway upon high 

school graduation (Stern et al., 2010).  Recruiting and retaining students who have an aptitude 

for the specific career field is an important aspect in the development of the career academy, and 

understanding factors influential in a students’ decision to apply for the program can help 

administrators improve their recruitment methods and program offerings.  This study was 

conducted in an urban school division in the mid-Atlantic area.  The study focused on 

determining the factors that influenced or deterred students’ decisions to apply for the career 

academy.  

 Chapter II’s Review of Literature provides background information on the elements of 

career academies including Career and Technical Education, Career Clusters, Pathways, and 

Programs of Study, the career academy concept, and factors influencing high school students.  

Chapter III discusses the methods and procedures that were used to complete this study.  Details 

of the population, as well as the instrument used to collect data are discussed in this section.  The 
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findings of this study are detailed in Chapter IV.  A final summary of the study with conclusions 

and recommendations for future research is found in Chapter V.  The researcher will address the 

research questions and discuss implications for future studies.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

A review of literature was conducted to examine the career academy concept and career 

interests.  Chapter II will give an overview of career and technical education, including the 

history, development, and key legislation.  Career Clusters and Career Pathways will then be 

discussed.  Career academies will be described starting with their history and development, 

followed by the types of career academy programs, research on career academy outcomes, and 

career academy legislation.  It is important for students to explore their career options in order to 

make decisions about their Career Pathway and career academy.  In view of the fact that student 

choice is important in the career academy model and for this research, factors influencing the 

decisions of high school students will be discussed at the end of this chapter.    

Career and Technical Education 

 Training people for the jobs that are available in the community is a part of every culture.  

This is the purpose of career and technical education (Association of Career and Technical 

Education, 2016).  Career and Technical Education has a long history of working to bridge the 

gap between education and the workforce (Rojewski, 2002).  Career and technical education 

provides students with career specific skills along with workplace readiness skills (Dougherty & 

Fordham, 2016).  Workplace readiness skills, such as communication and collaboration, are 

increasingly necessary as students are adapting to 21st century working environments 

(Partnership for 21st Century, 2010).   

History of Career and Technical Education 

Vocational education, as career and technical education has previously been called, can 

be traced back hundreds of years.  Prior to the nineteenth century, public secondary school 
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mainly served the purpose of preparing an elite percentage of the population who completed 

elementary school for further education.  The remainder of students were expected to learn a 

trade through an apprenticeship (Castellano, Stringfield, & Stone, 2003).  In the nineteenth 

century trade schools began to develop training, apprenticeship, or a combination of these 

experiences (Gordon, 2014).  Programs were also developed for public schools during this time 

in the areas of “manual training, commercial training, domestic science, and agriculture,” 

(Gordon, 2014, p. 1).  Formal vocational education at the high school level began in schools in 

the twentieth century (Wonacott, 2003).  In 1910 the Commissioner of Education in 

Massachusetts, David Sneeden, recognized a need for more training to prepare students for work, 

because this type of training was declining at home.  Sneeden developed the areas of vocational 

education known as professional, commercial, industrial, agricultural, and household arts 

education (Wonacott, 2003).  These vocational programs were most often for students who were 

considered at-risk of dropping out or not finishing high school (Thompson, 1973).  The focus 

was getting these students training that would allow them to earn a living wage since they would 

most likely not move on to postsecondary education (Castellano, et al., 2003).  One of Sneeden’s 

students, John Prosser, was the author of a report to Congress from a commission to determine if 

federal aid was needed for vocational education (Hyslop-Margison, 2000).  Prosser advocated for 

vocational training, focusing on specific employability skills, in public schools as a social and 

educational need and agreed with Sneeden that the industrial social system and class structure 

was “an inevitable fact of life” (Hyslop-Margison, 2000, p. 4).    

Also influential in developing vocational education, but vocal opponent of Sneeden and 

Prosser, was John Dewey.  Dewey viewed education as the platform to prepare students to be 

productive members of society and to continue to be lifelong learners (Wonacott, 2003).  Dewey 
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believed that vocational education would be necessary and influential in transforming the current 

education system (Pautler, 1999).  Dewey advocated for vocational education as a part of the 

comprehensive educational system in order to give students a wide range of options and 

capacities to expand their occupational opportunities (Hyslop-Margison, 2000).   

Career and Technical Education Legislation 

Federal funding for career and technical education dates back to the 1800s.  In 1862 the 

Morrill Act was signed into law, providing federal land for agriculture and mechanic arts 

education (Library of Congress, 2017).  In 1917 the Smith-Hughes Act was signed into law.  The 

Smith-Hughes Act created a separation between vocational education and the rest of the 

comprehensive high school (Gordon, 2014).  It was right after this that America entered World 

War I and the need for trained workers became essential.  World War I and the involvement in 

wars that followed showed influential leaders in America that vocational education was 

important, and that training had to continue throughout a person’s career (Gordon, 2014).  The 

Smith-Hughes Act provided funding for the position of Commissioner of Vocational Education, 

which was first held by Charles A. Prosser.  Prosser developed 16 theories that “provided a 

comprehensive foundation for vocational education” (Wonacott, 2003, p. 9).  Another important 

piece of legislation was the Vocational Education Act of 1963.  This Act was important because 

it continued the funding and support for vocational education and also provided “part-time 

employment for youth who needed the earnings to continue their schooling on a full-time basis” 

(Gordon, 2014, p. 84).   

 In 1984 the first authorization of the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education Act was 

signed into law.  This legislation included “two major goals, one economic and one social” 

(Gordon, 2014, p. 86).  The legislation was designed to create and improve the labor force, as 
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well as provide opportunities for education and employment to those who were not deemed 

college bound (Gordon, 2014).  The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Act of 

1990 reflected a focus on the changing economic and educational landscapes (Castellano, et al., 

2003).  Through this legislation, Tech Prep programs were developed.  The Tech Prep program 

allowed students to “coordinate courses in the last two years of high school with the two-year 

community college associate degree” (Castellano et al., 2003, p. 246).  This Act also initiated the 

integration of academic and vocational curricula, promoted work-related experiences, and tied 

funding to accountability (Castellano, et al., 2003).  The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied 

Technology Act of 1990 also required resources to be focused on special populations including 

economically disadvantaged, disabled, or English language learners (Castellano, et al., 2003).  

The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 1998 continued to bring changes 

including “new accountability measures and the treatment of funding for special populations” 

(Gordon, 2014, p. 104).  States had to provide data on the following four indicators as measures 

of their success and use of their funding: academic attainment and vocational proficiency, 

completing their diploma and earning a credential or postsecondary degree, placement in 

postsecondary education, training, military, and/or employment, and participation in 

nontraditional training and employment (Wonacott, 2003).  The emphasis on special populations 

was reduced in this version of the legislation, but there was a focus on aligning vocational 

education with local and state reform efforts to help make career and technical education an 

important part of that reform (Castellano, et al., 2003).   

In its most recent reauthorization, the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education 

Improvement Act of 2006 introduced greater local accountability and programs of study 

(Brustein, 2006).  Programs are required to set targets for identified performance indicators.  The 
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locality is then responsible for making sure school divisions meet their targets (Brustein, 2006).  

This requirement comes with sanctions, including the loss of funding, for programs that do not 

meet their targets.  This requires localities to be more strategic when using their funding in order 

to best meet their targets.  Required accountability has made the performance indicators more 

specific as well.  For secondary schools, career and technical education programs must report on 

standardized testing and graduation rates.  Technical assessments must be aligned with industry-

standards to show technical proficiency for students.  At the postsecondary level there is no more 

separate measure for academic attainment, but schools must still measure technical proficiency 

through industry-recognized assessments (2006).  Postsecondary schools must now measure 

student placement in “high-wage, high-skill, or high-demand occupations or professions,” (2006, 

p. 9).   

Today, over 12.5 million students in high school and college are enrolled in career and 

technical education programs (Advance CTE, 2017).  Career and technical education continues 

to receive funding in times of deep budget cuts, and new diploma requirements in many states 

show the importance of this type of education.  However, emphasis on standardized testing and 

graduation rates often give school administrators a different focus.  Career and technical 

education is moving towards a broader preparation for work, integrating academic and 

occupational content, and implementing Career Clusters and Pathways (Wonacott, 2003).   

Career and Technical Student Organizations 

 The development of student organizations in career and technical education is one of the 

most important aspects of the program.  Student organizations in career and technical education 

are an integral part of a students’ experience.  The student organizations are known as Career and 

Technical Student Organizations (CTSOs) and allow students the opportunity to demonstrate 
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their skills through leadership, mentorship, internship, competitions, and many other experiences 

(Alfeld et al., 2007).  These organizations are co-curricular and integrated into the related 

courses and areas of interest (Virginia Department of Education, 2012).  The leadership 

opportunities available through student organizations have enabled members to go on to be 

leaders in education, business, and public service (Reese, 2011).  Research shows that 

participation in CTSOs can positively influence student achievement and employability skills 

(Alfeld et al., 2007).   

The George-Barden Act of 1946 provided funds for the support of organizations in 

agriculture (Gordon, 2014).  A CTSO for agriculture became officially chartered in 1950 with 

Public Law 740 (Gordon, 2014).  This was “the only act to federally charter a vocational student 

organization” and it paved the way for the CTSOs that followed in other career and technical 

education program areas (Gordon, 2014, p. 192).  Other CTSOs include Business Professionals 

of America, DECA, Family, Career and Community Leaders of America, Future Business 

Leaders of America, Health Occupations Students of America, National FFA, SkillsUSA, and 

Technology Student Association (Reese, 2011).  Evidence has been found that CTSOs can help 

students stay engaged, improve their grades, and develop strong employability skills (Alfeld et 

al., 2007).  Advisors of CTSOs are career and technical education teachers.  These teachers 

typically spend much of their time and energy to help their students be successful in and outside 

of the classroom (Reese, 2011).  The National Coordinating Council for Career and Technical 

Student Organizations recognize more than two million student members in CTSOs across the 

country (2016).  CTSOs are an integral part of career and technical education programs and offer 

business and community partnerships, leadership development, and competitions for student 
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members (Alfeld et al., 2007).  All of the elements of the student organizations meet the needs of 

the career academy structure and enable students to expand their classroom learning.  

Integration of Academic Content 

Integrating career and technical education courses and concepts into core courses is 

important in developing a complete education for students and providing relevance for 

coursework (Meeder & Suddreth, 2012).  Collaboration between career and technical education 

teachers and core teachers is not always common, but it is a required component of the career 

academy model (Stern et al., 2010).  Career academies have been developing since 1969, and 

there are currently more than 7,000 career academies in existence today (Stern, et al., 2010).  

According to the Career Academy Support Network, “a career academy is a type of school-

within-a-school or small learning community that provides a college-preparatory curriculum with 

a career-related theme” (Stern et al., 2010, p. 4).  Research has shown that career academies have 

positive affects for students, which include increased attendance, grades, and graduation rates, 

along with decreased disciplinary issues (Stern et al., 2010).   

Career Clusters and Pathways 

 Career Clusters group occupations and industries based on common themes, and Career 

Pathways focus on career specialties.  The expectation is that a Career Cluster prepares students 

with the knowledge and skills needed for industry regardless of their chosen Pathway, and the 

Career Pathway prepares students with the knowledge and skills needed for a variety of career 

options within that Pathway (Association for Career and Technical Education, 2017).  The 

students’ program of study identifies their chosen Career Cluster and Pathway, and outlines their 

path through high school and postsecondary options (Association for Career and Technical 

Education, 2017).  A Career Pathway system provides a roadmap for students to plan their 
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education from secondary to postsecondary programs and into their careers, and organizes the 

information making it more accessible to counselors, teachers, and parents (Torpey, 2015).  

Creating a Career Pathways system has also been a key event for career and technical education 

in recent years.  Career Pathways have a variety of benefits including; providing context and 

purpose, focus and flexibility, rigor and relevance, a level playing field, guidance for career 

selection and foundation for career pursuit, opportunities for interdisciplinary problem-solving 

and critical thinking, and a foundation for lifelong learning and lifelong earning (Cotner et al., 

2012).  Career Pathway planning requires a “high level of involvement on the part of employers 

and community organizations and a commitment to collaboration between secondary and 

postsecondary educators” (Cotner et al., 2012, p. 3).  The career and technical education 

programs then become a visible integral part of a students’ education and training because “high-

quality (career and technical education) programs incorporate rigorous academic and technical 

standards, as well as critical workplace skills such as problem solving, communication, and 

teamwork to ensure career and college success for its students” (Cotner et al., 2012, p. 4).  This 

type of program of study which includes academic and career and technical education courses 

from secondary through postsecondary is a part of Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical 

Education Improvement Act of 2006 requirements, and has been a driving force in improving 

student outcomes (Cotner et al., 2012).   

Research in Career and Technical Education 

 Published in 2006 by the National Research Center for Career and Technical Education, 

the Math-in-CTE research study has become one of the most important pieces of recent research 

for career and technical education.  This study focused on creating structured collaboration 

between career and technical education teachers and math teachers through lesson planning and 
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professional development.  Math-enhanced lessons were integrated into career and technical 

education courses for 10% of the instructional time.  Findings showed that students who received 

math instruction in the context of their career and technical education course performed better on 

two different math assessments than their peers.  The study also showed that implementing the 

math-enhanced instruction did not take away from the amount of occupational/technical 

knowledge that was gained in the career and technical education classroom (Stone, Alfeld, 

Pearson, Lewis, & Jenson, 2006).  A follow-up study conducted during the 2005-2006 school 

year found that 73% of the teachers who participated in the original Math-in-CTE study 

continued using the method and materials from the original study (Lewis & Pearson, 2007).  The 

study also found that the teachers who were part of the control group and did not receive the 

professional development to aid in the implementation of the math lessons were not successful in 

implementing the lesson plans after the initial experiment ended (2007).  The Math-in-CTE study 

was replicated in 2013 with the Science-in-CTE Pilot Study (Pearson, Young, & Richardson).  

This study used the same research design as the Math-in-CTE study and found that there was a 

statistically significant positive impact on students’ science achievement in three out of four 

quartiles (2013).  This study is important because it further illustrates the importance of 

collaborative environments and programs of study.  Just as in the career academy model, 

integrating academic material into the career and technical education classroom provides context 

for the material and answers the question of when the information will be used in real life.  

 Research is constantly being conducted through universities and organizations such as the 

Association for Career and Technical Education Research and the National Research Center for 

Career and Technical Education.  Current research being conducted includes testing student 

outcomes with programs of study and alternative teacher licensure models.  The ever-changing 



25 

 

economic society forces career and technical education teachers and leaders to constantly study 

and stay up-to-date on the trends for workforce education.  Symonds, Schwartz, and Ferguson 

of Harvard Graduate School of Education published a study in 2011 called Pathways to 

Prosperity, which boldly pointed out the need for programs of study and career and technical 

education.  The report examines the United States on a global scale and forces educators to take a 

hard look at how our students are educated.  While it is not always a level playing field when it 

comes to reporting results globally, the United States has been falling behind other countries in 

many areas including math and science.  Students are starting college in remedial courses and 

employers are finding that young adults do not have the skills needed for work.  These skills 

include areas such as “critical thinking, problem solving, creativity and communication” (2011, 

p. 4).   

 There is a need for more career and technical education courses in secondary education to 

help prepare students for the workforce and compete in the global economy (Symonds et al., 

2011).  The focus on college for all is not necessarily the answer.  It is important for educators 

and leaders to look at countries that are successfully implementing career and technical 

education and academic programs, and learn from their success before our students fall further 

behind (Symonds et al., 2011).  Some European countries recognize the need to provide 

competency-based education and workplace experience in order to have a better-prepared 

workforce (European Commission, 2013).  The vocational education and training systems that 

are used include work-based learning as a fundamental aspect of vocational training.  Types of 

work-based learning include apprenticeships, also known as the dual system (Symonds et al., 

2013).  The educational system should include more influence and support from business and 

industry, multiple pathways to success, and a new social concept that educating and preparing 
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youth is a collective responsibility (Symonds et al., 2011).  Federal and state leaders must pay 

attention to reports and research that demonstrates the need for education reform that moves 

career and technical education out of the background of a child’s education and makes it as 

important as their core subjects.  This begins with legislation, such as the Carl D. Perkins Career 

and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006, which requires certain elements and funding 

for career and technical education.  

 Hundreds of articles have been published in the area of career and technical education 

and many reports from organizations such as the Association for Career and Technical Education 

help to keep educators and leaders informed.  The National Center on Education and the 

Economy (2008) developed a report that provided concepts for education reform.  One concept 

was a performance-based system that required students to take State Board Qualifying 

Examinations before moving on to the next level.  Students could take these exams whenever 

they were ready and they could be re-taken as many times as necessary.  Recruiting highly 

qualified teachers is also an important focus for school-systems.  The concept in this report was 

that compensation needs to be higher at the beginning of a career instead of the “rear-loaded” 

system we have now (National Center on Education and the Economy, 2008, p. 61).  Another 

area of particular interest for career and technical education was workforce skills for workers of 

all ages.  This system pointed out the need for continued training, something that every adult 

needs regardless of his or her career choice (National Center on Education and the Economy, 

2008).   

Projections for Career and Technical Education 

 Education is a critical part of the success of an economy.  Reports such as Pathways to 

Prosperity and the Math-in-CTE study show the need for academic integration and more 
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workforce development in secondary schools and the implementation of programs of study.   

Education and training must be connected to careers that are available in the local community, 

but “the United States is unable to help people match their educational preparation with their 

career ambitions,” (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010, p. 1).  Programs of study and Career 

Pathways present, and the reauthorization of the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education 

Improvement Act of 2006 includes, a way to develop a students’ educational plan from 

secondary through postsecondary education and into the students’ career based on their career 

interests.  Once there is a plan in place, students can begin to see the relevance of their education 

for their future.  Students do not learn best by sitting for seven hours a day and listening to a 

teacher lecture (Symonds et al., 2011).  Many students learn best through project-based learning 

and through embedding academic skills “in the presentation of complex workplace problems that 

students learn to solve” (Symonds et al., 2011, p. 38).  Employers also have to become more 

involved in the education system.  Students are being educated for the purpose of becoming 

productive members of society – the future workforce.  Business and industry has to take a more 

active role in providing funding and opportunities for students to learn about career areas and the 

education and skills needed to be successful in a career area (Symonds et al., 2011).  Career and 

technical education in the future will need to involve programs of study and input from business 

and industry in order to be successful (Office of Vocational and Adult Education, 2012).  

Educators in all areas must also keep up with ever-changing technology in order to keep material 

relevant and keep students engaged.  Students change each generation and the education system 

must change with the students in order to help prepare them to be a productive part of our 

workforce (Wilson & Gerber, 2008).   
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Career Clusters, Pathways, and Programs of Study 

 In order to focus a students’ education on a particular career area a student is interested in 

pursuing, Career Clusters and Career Pathways, along with programs of study, were developed.  

According to the Virginia Department of Education, (2012), “a Career Cluster is a grouping of 

occupations and broad industries based on commonalities” (para. 2).  Career Clusters bring 

career groups together and identify the common knowledge and skills needed to be successful in 

that career field (Jankowski, Kirby, Bragg, Taylor, & Oertle, 2009).  The National Career 

Clusters Framework provides 16 Career Clusters and 79 Career Pathways which act as “an 

organizing tool for curriculum design and instruction” and “a useful guide in developing 

(programs of study), bridging secondary and postsecondary curriculum, and for creating 

individual student plans of study for a complete range of career options” (Cotner et al., 2012, p. 

151).  These Pathways encompass postsecondary education, as well, so that the transition from 

secondary to postsecondary and into careers is strengthened.  Career Clusters help to reorganize 

curricula around a specific group of occupations that require similar knowledge and skills, 

although they may be different in the training or degrees required (Torpey, 2015).  Career 

Clusters have and will continue to evolve, but the Current Career Clusters include the following:  

 Agriculture, food, and natural resources 

 Architecture and construction 

 Arts, audio/video technology and communications 

 Business management and administration 

 Education and training 

 Finance 

 Government and public administration 
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 Health science 

 Hospitality and tourism 

 Human services 

 Information technology 

 Law, public safety, corrections, and security 

 Manufacturing 

 Marketing 

 Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

 Transportation, distribution, and logistics (Cotner et al., 2012) 

Within each Career Cluster are a variety of Career Pathways.  These Career Pathways are the 

context for the work-based learning experiences and senior capstone projects that many students 

will complete during their high school years (Castellano et al., 2003).  Nationally, there are 79 

recognized Career Pathways that have specific knowledge and skills that are needed to be 

employed in a more specific career (Jankowski et al., 2009).  Each student selects a Career 

Cluster and Pathway, and then a program of study is developed for the student.  The program of 

study outlines the classes the student will take in secondary and postsecondary education, 

including academic and career and technical education courses.  The programs outline the 

different ways the student can earn dual enrollment, early college, advanced placement credit, 

and industry certifications while they are in high school (Jankowski et al., 2009).  The program 

of study enables students to have a plan for their education, and to be able to see how that plan 

will help them move from secondary education to postsecondary education or training, and 

finally into the workplace.   
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This has also helped to develop the need for a national set of standards in order to produce a 

competitive global workforce regardless of the district or state that the student comes from.  This 

led to the development of the Common Career and Technical Core (Green, 2012).  These 

standards were designed to align with college and career ready standards, such as the Common 

Core State Standards in English Language Arts and mathematics, while also incorporating 

industry standards for the Career Clusters (Advance CTE, 2017).  In our assessment-based and 

data-driven society, career and technical education must be able to show that high-quality 

teaching and learning is being accomplished.    

Career Clusters were developed out of a need to help students be prepared for a 

workplace that is changing and will continue to change (Wonacott, 2001).  The Career Pathways 

systems were developed to benefit all stakeholders “by offering context, purpose, focus and 

flexibility, rigor and relevance, a level playing field, guidance for career selection and a 

foundation for career pursuit, opportunities for interdisciplinary problem-solving and critical 

thinking, and a foundation for lifelong learning, and lifelong earning” (Cotner et al., 2012, pp. 2 -

3).  “Career Clusters can help students build Career Pathways by providing the broader, long-

term focus on preparation for the workplace” (Wonacott, 2001, p. 3).  Clusters allow programs to 

be organized around a range of occupations, allowing for flexibility and student choice within a 

large career area.  Academic knowledge can be integrated, allowing the students to see the 

relevance of school to their future career.  Career Clusters allow students to be prepared for the 

career they will eventually enter regardless of their postsecondary plans.   

Legislation and policy are a critical aspect of education and preparing the next generation 

for the workforce.  National policy trends and their implementation at the state and local level 

must be frequently reviewed and updated to maintain the standards needed for business and 
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industry.  Programs of study are a key element of the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical 

Education Improvement Act of 2006.  At least one program of study is required to exist in all 

Perkins-eligible systems because it “appears more likely to improve student outcomes than 

emphasizing individual elements in isolation, and better promotes transitions to postsecondary 

education” (Cotner et al., 2012, p. 58).  The Association for Career and Technical Education 

(ACTE) includes the components of academic, technical, and employability skills in their 

definition of career readiness (Cotner et al., 2012).  Programs of study enable career readiness by 

linking “students’ educational experiences through coherent course sequences between the 

secondary and postsecondary levels” along with linking academic and technical content (Cotner 

et al., 2012, p. 61).  Career and technical education should develop programs of study that focus 

on foundational concepts in the early grades of secondary education and continue to become 

more technical as the student moves through high school graduation and beyond.  This system is 

necessary in order to prepare students for both academic attainment and job readiness (Hull, 

2003).   

Increasing rigor and creating common standards is only a portion of the work that needs 

to be done.  Students have to be motivated and engaged.  Education has to reflect the current 

trends, and students have to see the relevance for their future careers (Roberson, 2013).  A key 

point is that programs of study provide this link and it is a promising step in education reform for 

career and technical education that these programs of study are now being implemented. 

Programs of study are a way to close the current skills gap because they are “responsive to the 

needs of the labor market” (Cotner et al., 2012, p. 71).  It is imperative that career and technical 

education is able to show how the field can help provide benefits to society and a future return on 

investment because “unless Perkins can clearly demonstrate that its benefits to students, 
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institutions, states, and the Federal Government outweigh the federal investment, it remains at 

risk of having its funding cut in future budgets” (Cotner et al., 2012, p. 70).  This is an area that 

requires constant focus and effort, and programs of study along with Career Pathways provide an 

opportunity to show the benefits and importance of career and technical programs.  The 

programs of study combine everything that is needed to strengthen the education system 

including “college and career readiness standards, course sequences, credit transfer agreements, 

technical skills assessments, and innovative teaching and learning” (Cotner et al., 2012, p. 87).  

Programs have been implemented into school divisions across the country that include the 16 

Career Clusters and 79 Career Pathways.  This is a strong start for education reform, but it must 

continue to receive national attention, legislative support, funding, and professional development 

at all levels to ensure strong implementation for all students.  There is also a need for more 

longitudinal research to offer quantitative data as proof of the importance and success of these 

programs in all areas (Cotner et al., 2012).  Career Clusters, Career Pathways, and programs of 

study enable students to outline their education with their future career in mind.  There is latitude 

for students to change their minds, as they will frequently do, but having a plan in place is 

critical for future success (ACT, 2005).   

European Model 

Traditionally, students in European and other countries have been placed into academic 

or vocational pathways to complete their education.  For many years the track a student takes 

into these types of programs has been determined based on their ability in lower grades.  

Students are identified for either university study or for learning a trade (Chmielewski, 2014).  

This type of tracking can typically take students into separate buildings and places them on two 

very different paths.  Students in a vocational pathway are not eligible for university.  In some 
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countries tracking can begin as early as age ten with other countries waiting until age 15.  

Parental influence also varies by country, with some countries relying solely on entrance exams.   

In many countries, the practice of tracking students has become less rigid with more student 

choice and mobility between tracks (Chmielewski, 2014).   However, a changing global labor 

market and the need for a diverse technologically literate workforce has created new challenges 

for the educational system.  Educational systems are now faced with preparing all students to be 

a part of a flexible workforce (Werfhorst, 2014).   

European countries aim vocational education and training at ensuring their global 

competitiveness (Brockmann, Clarke, & Winch, 2008).  Vocational education and training in 

European countries focuses on lifelong learning and employability (Brockmann, Clarke, & 

Winch, 2008; Heidemann, 2000).  There has been a great emphasis placed on a need to 

understand the entire labor process and skills such as problem-solving, decision-making, and 

communication (Brockmann, Clarke, & Winch, 2008).  Vocational training in Europe includes 

dual systems consisting of classroom courses along with in-company training and a separate 

system of school-based training.  The features of the European model include an understanding 

that all students should receive a basic vocational qualification, companies must be involved in 

vocational preparation, and that there should be a three-pronged approach to the training system 

involving trade unions, employer associations, and the government.  This triad approach to the 

system with management and labor being involved in the education process is one of the features 

that make the European model different from competing countries (Heidemann, 2000).    

With the goal of increasing economic competitiveness and opportunities for young 

people, the European model includes work-based learning in the forms of apprenticeships and 

mentorships.  European countries contribute a “lack of workplace experience and the related 
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skills and competencies” to the skills gap they are facing (European Commission, 2013, p. 4).  

Work-based learning includes apprenticeships, on-the-job training periods, and work-based 

learning that is integrated in a school-based program (European Commission, 2013).  This work-

based learning is supported through the partnership with management and labor through the 

Sector Skills Alliances.  These alliances help align the skills taught with labor market needs.  

Members focus on modernizing training, designing and delivering curricula, and improving 

skills and competence levels (European Commission, 2017).  The overall goals are to improve 

the quality of the training, improve the quality of the teachers, and make the courses relevant to 

the labor market demands (European Commission, 2017).   

Career Academy Concept 

 There has been a debate for years about the need for high school reform in the United 

States and the methods that can be used to accomplish this reform (Tyack, 1974; Kazis, 2005). 

The Nation at Risk report alerted our society to the immediate need for high school reform to 

improve academic achievement (United States Department of Education, 2008).  Although 

numerous high school reform efforts have been developed, many never make it to the classroom 

(Nunnery, 1998), and, out of those that do, more efforts have been tried than have succeeded 

(Castellano et al., 2003).  Addressing academics and career and technical education is essential 

for the future of high school reform (Kazis, 2005).  One method of high school reform that 

integrates academic subjects with career and technical education is the career academy model.  A 

career academy is a small learning community within a high school that integrates core academic 

material with career and technical education components in order to provide a career context to 

the content the students are learning (Stern, Dayton, & Raby, 2000; Kemple & Snipes, 2000).  

Career academies “commonly emphasize innovative instructional strategies that develop high-
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performance work-place skills – project-based learning and cooperative learning, in particular – 

and stress critical thinking and problem solving, all of which have become standards-based 

priorities for high school achievement” (Orr, 2005, p. 454).  Ultimately, instructional content and 

practices can be altered to include stronger relationships to better engage students.  This 

increased engagement and structure provides improved academic outcomes and more preparation 

for college and career (Weiss, 1998).  Career academies are able to “integrate strategies for 

student career and college preparation; diversify learning experiences within the classroom and 

through the workplace; organize learning around a thematic, career-focused curriculum; and 

prepare all students for college, regardless of their college-going intentions” (Orr, 2005, p. 454).   

Although there are variations of career academies across the country, the career academy model 

encompasses three main concepts: small learning communities allowing students to take classes 

as a cohort with the same collaborative group of teachers; a college-preparatory curriculum with 

a career theme; and partnerships with employers who can offer student mentorship, internships, 

and other career-related advice and experiences (Kemple & Rock, 1996; Kemple & Snipes, 

2000; Orr, 2005; Stern, 2001; Stern, Dayton, Lenz, & Tidyman, 2002; Stern et al., 2000).   

Small Learning Communities 

 The career academy model allows students to take a series of courses in small groups 

with a team of teachers throughout their high school career.  Students take their courses together, 

allowing the teacher to focus content on the career area and students to build bonds within their 

cohort to support their learning (Stern & Hoachlander, 2011).  Small learning communities have 

been found to promote greater academic success (Cotton, 2001).  Cotton (2001) also discovered 

that students in small learning communities outperform their peers within the same school.  

Students reported feeling more secure and safe within their small learning community due to the 
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increased level of personalization and involvement (George & Lounsbury, 2000; Lee & Smith, 

2000).  Small learning communities have been looked to as a solution to the lack of motivation 

of high school students due to its personal and supportive approach (National Research Council 

Institute of Medicine, 2003).  This is likely due to the fact that small learning communities 

generally provide the supportive environment for students and highly effective work 

environment for teachers creating a supportive and collaborative setting where student needs and 

learning can be the focus of the work (Raywid, 1996).  The career academy, at its very core 

implementation, is a small learning community encompassing all of these elements proven to 

increase student success (Hyslop, 2009).  

College-Preparatory Curriculum with a Career Theme 

 Preparing students for college or for a career should not remain separate tasks in 

education.  While skills such as communication, mathematic reasoning, reading, and writing are 

critical to a students’ success in postsecondary education, they are also critical to the success in 

the workplace (Meeder & Suddreth, 2012).  This is the reason that core academic subjects should 

not remain in their subject-specific departments, but be infused throughout all courses of a 

students’ education (Meeder & Suddreth, 2012).  Career academy programs are one of the 

models that have been successful in integrating academic subjects with career and technical 

education (Meeder & Suddreth, 2012).  The career academy incorporates academic courses that 

not only meet high school graduation requirements and infuse the career theme, but they also 

prepare students for college entrance requirements and rigorous academic study (Lewis, 1999). 

Partnerships with Employers 

Engaging with business and industry leaders in the local community allows students to 

have experiences in the world of work prior to high school graduation (Stern & Hoachlander, 



37 

 

2011).  Students are able to interact with business and industry partners through work-based 

learning experiences.  Work-based learning includes cooperative education, mentoring, job 

shadowing, and school-based enterprises.  The focus of work-based learning is to give students 

experiences in the career field while exposing them to critical thinking skills and project-oriented 

teaching and learning (Castellano et al., 2003).   

History and Development of Career Academies  

 The career academy model began in 1969 in Philadelphia, where social turmoil and 

economic struggles led to innovations in education that linked academic content with a career 

theme (Hoye & Stern, 2008).  The Philadelphia academies continued to develop through the 

1970s and 1980s.  Schools in California began using the career academy model in 1981, with an 

additional goal of preparing students for college (Hoye & Stern, 2008).  This shift in the career 

academy’s focus on dropout prevention to a secondary reform model that could prepare every 

student for college and career continued through the 1980s (Castellano et al., 2003, Kemple & 

Snipes, 2000).  Through the 1990s, the amount of career academy programs in the United States 

increased over 15-fold (Kemple & Snipes, 2000).  Table 1 shows how quickly the California 

academies and the academies affiliated with the National Academy Foundation grew, beginning 

in 1969. 

School divisions have implemented career academy programs in a variety of ways, while 

still incorporating the three major elements.  One example of a high school career academy 

program is a school division that has reorganized all high schools into “a ninth grade success 

academy and career-themed academies for sophomores, juniors, and seniors” (Castellano et al., 

2003, p. 260).  Each of the academy programs within the school has its own administrator, 

school counselor, set of teachers, and section of the building. In this type of career academy 
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structure, often referred to as wall-to-wall academies, every student is required to enroll in one of 

the career academies offered in the school or throughout the school division.  Key elements of 

these programs include purity among cohort groups of students and common planning time for 

the teachers within each academy program (Castellano et al., 2003).  

Table 1. 

Growth of Three Career Academy Networks 
Year Philadelphia California* National Academy Foundation 

When Founded 1969: 1 academy 1981: 2 academies 1982: 1 academy 

1980 about 5 -- -- 

1985 about 10 12 8 

1990 about 20 29 54 

1995 28 45 167 

1998 28 200 289 

2000 29 290 400 

2010 28 500 over 500 

 

Research Findings on Career Academy Programs 

Dozens of studies have found positive benefits for students, teachers, and the community 

as a result of career academies.  Students benefit from the career academy approach as measured 

by improved student engagement, achievement, and post-high school outcomes.  Career 

academies increase student-teacher relationships and student engagement in learning (Kemple, 

1997; Kemple & Snipes, 2000; Maxwell & Rubin, 2001; Orr, Bailey, Hughes, Kienzl, & Karp, 

2004; Stern et al., 2000).  Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation’s longitudinal 

random-assignment study in nine sites of different career academies found that academy students 

experienced a higher level of interpersonal support than the comparison group (Kemple, 1997). 
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Students also increased their career awareness, enhancing their motivation and long-term 

educational and career goals (Kemple, 1997).  

Multiple studies have reported that students graduating from a career academy indicated 

better teaching and teacher support than their peers.  The seniors from these studies reported 

increased motivation to attend school and apply themselves to their learning (Kemple, 1997; Orr 

et al., 2004).  Students reported a sense of community and support from their teachers and peers. 

Teaching styles were rated highly, along with meaningful coursework, and an enjoyable 

experience that students recognized as preparing them for their future in college and career 

(Kemple, 1997; Orr et al., 2004).  

Research has found multiple positive outcomes for students enrolled in career academy 

programs when compared to their non-academy peers.  In a ten-year longitudinal study 

conducted by the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (1993), researchers found that 

at-risk students participating in the career academy were less likely to drop out of high school 

and attendance rates were higher than at-risk students not participating in the career academy. 

At-risk students earned more credits to meet graduation requirements.  Students that were likely 

to graduate without the career academy still found benefits such as an increased likelihood of on-

time graduation and an increased enrollment in career and technical education courses without 

reducing academic course load (Kemple, 1997, 2001; Kemple, Poglinco, & Snipes, 1999; 

Kemple & Rock, 1996; Kemple & Snipes, 2000).  Career academies that provided the strongest 

support in the early years of high school had the most positive outcomes (Kemple & Snipes, 

2000).  This support system included a core group of teachers who taught within the academy 

and worked together in a cohort, academy students being scheduled together as a group for their 

classes, and academy courses being housed in a distinct area of the school (Castellano et al., 
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2003).  Although Kemple (2001) did not find a significant difference in career academy students’ 

college enrollment or employment in comparison to their non-academy peers one year after 

graduation, he did find that academy students were more successful when they attended a four-

year university in comparison to their non-academy peers.  In a study of career academies in one 

inner-city California school district, Maxwell found that academy graduates were less likely to 

need remediation and had higher GPAs than their non-academy peers who attended a 

postsecondary institution (2001).  Orr, Hughes, and Karp (2002) also found positive outcomes 

for academy students in postsecondary institutions in a study of academies that were part of the 

National Academy Foundation.  The study found that academy students whose parents never 

went to college were going to college at higher rates than the national average and they needed 

less remediation than their peers (Orr, Hughes, & Karp, 2002).  Studies have also shown that 

teachers experience higher job satisfaction than their non-academy colleagues (Kemple, 1997). 

Career Interest Inventories 

In order for students to make selections on the Career Cluster and Career Pathway they 

would like to pursue or the career academy they would like to attend, they must determine their 

career interests.  There are many career interest inventories available.  Interest inventories have 

been the dominant way of helping students make decisions about their career paths for years 

(Harrington & Long, 2013) and students’ interests as early as the ninth grade can be vital in 

developing the students program of study (Frady, 2005).  Students have a large variety of career 

options, but more and more occupations are requiring some postsecondary education and work 

experience.  Knowing a students’ career interest can help to make decisions about the students’ 

program of study and postsecondary options.   
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 From 1956 to 1974, nine new interest inventories were developed in order to fill the 

demand by professionals, universities, and companies that were recognizing a need for these 

instruments (Harrington & Long, 2013).  Numerous devices have been used over the last few 

decades, but current technology has been able to deliver inventories that can assess abilities 

along with skills, interests, and self-concepts.  Current inventories include the O*Net Ability 

Profiler, the Ability Explorer, the Harrington-O’Shea Career Decision-Making System, and 

many more (Harrington & Long, 2013).  These types of career interest inventories can be helpful 

when students are developing their Programs of Study and selecting their Career Pathways. 

Although there is not currently research that suggests the influential factors students have for 

enrolling in career academy programs, career interest inventories may be helpful in determining 

if the student has an interest in careers related to their selected career academy. 

Factors Influencing High School Students 

 High school is a critical time for students to explore and determine their career interests.  

However, students are least academically motivated during their high school years, despite the 

importance of this time in their education (Wormington, Corpus, & Anderson, 2012; Williams & 

Stockdale, 2004).  Students in high school environments have reported feeling alienated and that 

their school is unresponsive to their needs (National Research Council Institute of Medicine, 

2003).  Multiple factors for students dropping out of high school have been investigated, such as 

socioeconomic status, academic achievement, academic self-efficacy, student motivation, and 

behavioral problems (Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011).  Understanding the factors that influence 

students and finding programs that can reform the high school environment are critical for the 

future of education and the future workforce.   

 Highly motivated students have perceptions that impact their behavior according to the 
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self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  Self-determined students can initiate their own 

actions in order to be successful.  Students who are not self-determined need outside influences 

such as rewards in order to be successful (Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011).  The lowest level of self-

motivation is amotivation.  Amotivation involves a student that will not make an effort to 

accomplish his/her educational goals and feel that he/she cannot change his/her academic 

outcome (Vallerand & Ratelle, 2002).  A students’ self-concept is typically determined by their 

perception of the opinions of their parents, teachers, and peers.  Their self-concept is made up of 

their self-image, ideal self, and self-esteem (Lawrence, 1996).  Students who have a high self-

concept are often more influenced by internal factors which can lead to a very successful 

academic career (Alivernin & Lucidi, 2011).  Although this is most often the case, high self-

concept cannot always indicate academic success just as low self-concept cannot always indicate 

academic failure (Alivernin & Lucidi, 2011).  

 For a student with external regulation, all of the factors influencing their behavior are 

associated with tangible results that are considered to be positive or to avoid a negative result 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000).  Students who are influenced by external factors will be looking for what 

they get out of doing a task or getting a good grade.  Intrinsic regulation is considered to be the 

highest level of self-determination.  This is when students are able to complete tasks and 

assignments because they find them interesting (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  A student that is 

intrinsically motivated will be able to seek out tasks and challenges in order to explore and learn 

new things and to reach a desired outcome (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  These students do not need 

rewards; they simply want the satisfaction of knowing they accomplished something (Lawrence 

& Vimala, 2013).  The behavior of intrinsically motivated students is coming from within 

themselves, so this behavior is likely to extend over long periods of time (Alivernini & Lucidi, 
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2011).  

 Teachers work with students from all aspects of the motivational spectrum.  Many 

students come to school unwilling and unmotivated to complete their assigned tasks or even 

listen in class (Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000).  Teachers can have a negative impact on students’ 

self-determination.  Negative effects on student self-determination include controlling behavior, 

monitoring too closely, and not giving students the opportunity to make choices or express their 

opinions (Reeve, 2002).  Positive actions from teachers, such as giving students choices, 

listening to them, and letting them express their opinions, can increase a students’ self-

determination (Reeve, 2002).  

Parental influence has been found to be a significant predictor of a child’s success in 

school (Jeynes, 2012).  Parents who are considered supportive and emotionally involved tend to 

have students who are more intrinsically motivated.  Parents who are controlling and 

commanding tend to have students who have less self-regulation or are more extrinsically 

motivated (Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1991).  The more involved the parents are, the more likely 

the student is to be successful through high school.  Parental involvement can also impact a 

students’ postsecondary and career interests.  Whenever possible, decisions about a students’ 

education and their career should be made with parental influence (Hoyt, 1984).  The primary 

role model for a child through their secondary education is their parent.  The parent has influence 

over the students’ career exploration both directly and indirectly through modeling, experiences, 

and discussions.  Parental influence and student decision making can also be impacted by 

perceptions of various careers, socioeconomic status, the parent’s educational attainment, and 

other environmental influences (Levine & Sutherland, 2013).  
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Decisions for students continue after they reach the college level, where they must decide 

on a college major.  Choosing a college major is a huge life decision and can be cause of major 

emotional and physical distress (Beggs, Bantham, & Taylor, 2008).  Many studies have found a 

variety of reasons that influence the choice of a college major. Chung, Loeb, and Gonzo (1996), 

along with Keillor, Bush, and Bush (1995), found that parental influence has a significant effect 

on major choice.  One study found that the highest rated factor influencing the selection of a 

college major was a genuine interest in the subject (Leppel, Williams, & Waldauer, 2001).  Other 

factors influencing the selection of a college major can include sources of information, job 

characteristics, fit and interest in the subject, and characteristics of the major or degrees (Beggs 

et al., 2008).  

Summary 

Career and technical education has grown and changed to now encompass preparing 

students for the skills they will need to be successful regardless of their postsecondary plans. 

Various school improvement efforts have been made in an attempt to increase graduation rates 

and abilities of the youth in the United States.  One of those efforts is the career academy.  

Career academies can help improve student outcomes and put students on a pathway to make 

their education more meaningful and successful.  Chapter II discussed the literature about career 

and technical education, Career Clusters and Pathways, career academies, career interest 

inventories, and factors that influence high school students.  There is a need to further investigate 

the factors that influence high school students to apply and enroll in the career academy program 

to determine if they are interested in pursuing the career area of the career academy.  Further, 

there is a need to investigate why students choose not to enroll in career academy programs that 

are offered to them.  Examining why students enroll and why they choose not to enroll in career 
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academy programs can be influential in the development of and recruitment for future program 

offerings.  Chapter III will present information about the study’s methodology. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Chapter III provides an explanation of the methods and procedures that were used to 

conduct this research study.  This research used a quantitative approach to investigate the 

relationship between factors influencing high school students’ enrollment in career academies, in 

order to identify ways to improve academy recruitment and the development of academy 

program offerings. This chapter will discuss the population, design, measures, procedure, and 

analysis of the study. 

Purpose Statement 

 The purpose of this study was to assess the factors influencing students’ decisions to 

enroll in career academy programs.  

Research Questions 

 The research questions addressed in this study were as follows: 

 RQ1: What factors influence students to apply for career academy programs?  

 RQ2: What reasons do students have for choosing not to enroll in a career academy?  

 Research question one aimed to identify the factors that influence student enrollment in 

career academy programs.  Research question two aimed to identify factors that influence 

students who do not enroll in career academy programs.  This information can then be used to 

develop recruitment and retention initiatives along with developing academies that meet the 

needs of the students they serve. 

Sample 

 The participants of this study were ninth through twelfth grade students enrolled in 

comprehensive high schools in an urban school division in the mid-Atlantic.  For confidentiality, 
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the school division is not identified in this study.  The school division supports over 20,000 

students from Pre-K through 12th grade (Virginia Department of Education, 2016).  Each of the 

high schools operates a career academy program.  The career academy programs include a 

variety of Career Clusters and Career Pathways. 

 This study examined existing 2016 survey data provided by the school division to address 

the research questions.  The school division in this study has been operating career academy 

programs in each of its comprehensive high schools for more than four years.  According to the 

Career Academy Support Network, “a career academy is a personalized small learning 

community within a high school, selecting a subset of students and teachers for a two-, three-, or 

four-year span.” (n.d., para. 1).  

 Out of the total high school population of 5,615 students, the division reported that 485 

were enrolled in a career academy program in 2016.  All high school students had the 

opportunity to apply for a career academy program at any of the high schools. 

Research Variables 

 The independent research variable was whether or not the students were enrolled in a 

career academy program.  The dependent variables for research question one were the factors 

which influence students to enroll in a career academy and the gender of the student.  The 

influential factors for enrolling in a career academy were further categorized into intrinsic and 

extrinsic factors.  The dependent variables for research question two were the factors which 

influence students not to enroll in a career academy, along with the gender and age of the 

student. 
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Instrument 

Instrument Development 

 Near the end of the first semester of the school year, the school division annually 

conducts a student climate survey.  The school division knew that the perceptions of students on 

issues such as cleanliness and safety could impact attendance, behavior, academics, and division 

enrollment.  The purpose of the survey was to measure the perceptions of students and use their 

feedback to generate action plans for school improvement.  Survey questions were developed in 

collaboration with a research team from K12Insight assigned to provide support to the division.  

K12Insight is a consulting firm focused on helping school divisions conduct research and create 

strategies to improve customer service, communication, and school climate (K12Insight, 2017).  

The division leadership team generated a list of topics and the K12Insight team created the 

survey questions.  All division research is led by the division’s Director of Research, Planning, 

and Evaluation.  

In 2012, the division did an extensive review of the survey and development strategies 

and made changes to both the instrument and how it was administered.  The division was 

concerned about receiving actionable information from students while also preserving 

instructional time.  As a result, the survey now includes 12-15 questions that all respondents 

answer and uses logic functions to get detailed information from respondents who indicate that 

the division needs improvements in one of the identified areas.  The survey includes questions in 

the following categories: 

 Academic practices 

 Parent involvement 

 School safety 
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 Emotional safety, adult support, and cultural competence 

 School cleanliness 

 School maintenance 

 School food and nutrition 

 School transportation 

 Use of technology for instruction 

The division has three specific goals when reviewing survey results.  The first is using 

student information to drive improvement planning in areas where the school division has 

control.  The next designated use of the survey is improvement planning at the building level. 

Finally, the division uses climate survey results in research.  Through the survey platform, 

response data can be linked to other student data such as attendance, behavior, and academics.  

In this way, the division can analyze data to discern which areas of climate have a stronger 

association with other outcomes to further target improvement efforts. 

For the 2016-2017 student climate survey, questions were included to gather data about 

the current career academy program.  The division was planning to expand its career academy 

offerings and was looking to gather information on student perceptions of the academies, 

students’ reasons for applying, student awareness of academy programs, and career interests of 

current students.  The 2016-2017 high school Student Climate Survey can be found in Appendix 

A. 

To determine the dependent variables and formulate the questions for the survey 

instrument, the school division’s department of research, planning, and evaluation conducted 

semi-structured focus group interviews with students in each of the high schools.  Focus groups 

were conducted with current academy students from all grade levels, as well as students from all 
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grade levels who were not currently enrolled in a career academy.  The focus groups were 

conducted over the course of two school days.  Academy teachers were asked to allow eight to 

10 students from each grade level to participate in the focus groups at specified times in the 

morning.  In the afternoon, non-academy teachers were asked to allow eight to 10 students from 

each grade level to participate in the focus groups at specified times.  Students were randomly 

selected to attend the focus group sessions.   

Each focus group session lasted approximately 20 minutes and began with an overview 

of the purpose of the focus group.  The students were then asked a series of questions regarding 

their knowledge of the career academies, their experiences within the academies, and their 

reasons for enrolling or not enrolling in the career academies.  They were also asked about career 

interests for the purposes of developing future academies and what would make them want to 

enroll in future academies.  The same procedure was used the second day at another high school.  

Each focus group included students from each grade level both from the career academy and 

from the general student population in the high school. 

Establishing Validity and Reliability 

The focus groups were coded by the school division to discover the influential factors 

students had for enrolling in the career academy.  Due to the limited amount of quantitative 

research available on this topic and the lack of an extant reliable instrument, the data from the 

focus groups were used to create the survey instrument, providing some face validity that the 

survey items were authentic and measured what they were supposed to measure.  Once the initial 

instrument was created, the school division conducted a pilot survey with a small group of 

academy and non-academy students in order to test the discriminant validity of the data collected 

via the survey. Researchers met with eight students from each high school who were in the 
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academy program and eight students from each high school who were not in the academy 

program.  Students were from all four high school grade levels.  None of these students 

participated in the first round of focus groups.  Each group of students included students from 

each grade level in both the career academy and the general population in the high school. 

During each 20-minute session, the students took the pilot survey on computers in the 

classroom.  After students took the appropriate version of the survey, they were asked questions 

about their understanding of the survey and the answer choices included in the survey.  Students 

were queried to see if they understood what was being asked of them.  They were also 

questioned to see if there was anything else that should have been asked on the survey.  Students 

were asked if the language used was clear and thorough.  No student expressed confusion over 

the content or offered an answer indicating they were confused. The pilot survey suggested that 

two questions be combined.  One question asked if students knew about the academy or not and 

the next question asked for reasons that they did not apply. The pilot survey groups suggested 

that not knowing about the academy could be listed as a reason that they did not apply. 

 Researchers from the school division’s department of research, planning, and evaluation 

conducted the pilot survey with focus groups from each high school in order to validate that the 

instrument measured what it was supposed to measure reliably.  During each session, all the 

participants agreed that the survey instrument was easy to read and understand, that the questions 

were clear, and the answer choices were appropriate.  Students indicated that there was not 

anything that they would change about the survey and that the language was clear.  Students felt 

that their peers would be able to understand the intent of the survey answer the survey questions.  

Feedback from each group of students was consistent and endorsed the influential factors used as 

answer choices, establishing sufficient reliability for the instrument to be administered to the 
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broader population during the annual survey period.   

Survey 

In the 2016-2017 student climate survey, students were asked to identify if they were 

currently enrolled in a career academy program or not.  Using a differentiated logic function, the 

survey directed them to a set of questions based on academy enrollment.  If they were enrolled in 

an academy program they were taken to a set of questions about the academies.  If they indicated 

that they were not enrolled in an academy program they were taken to a set of questions about 

their reasons for not enrolling.  Non-academy related questions and responses from these 

questions were not shared with the researcher.   

The survey questions related to the career academies were Questions 5 through 10, with 

the exception of Question 7 (Table 2).  Question 5 first asked if the student was currently 

enrolled in a career academy.  Students could select one response from a list of the current 

academies in the division or a choice to indicate that they were not currently enrolled in an 

academy.  The survey instrument then incorporated a logic function to direct students to the 

appropriate questions based on their previous responses.  If students indicated in their answer to 

Question 5 that they were currently enrolled in one of the existing career academy programs, 

they were directed to survey Questions 8 through 10.  Question 8 asked how the student learned 

about the career academy, and the student could indicate any or all of the applicable responses 

from the list developed during the focus groups conducted prior to the survey.  These 13 

responses included parents, siblings, teachers, school counselor, principal/assistant principal, 

other students, middle school career fair, rising 8th grade parent night, website, course offering 

guide, announcements, brochures, or other.   
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Table 2   

Career Academy Survey Questions 

 
Question 
Number 

 
Survey Question 

 
Response Choices 

5 Are you currently in 
a career academy? 

Choose One Response 
o Academy A 
o Academy B 
o Academy C 
o Academy D 
o I am not in a career academy 

6 Why didn’t you apply 
for a career 
academy? 

Check all that apply 
o I didn’t know about the academies 
o I’m not interested in those careers 
o The application was too long/hard 
o I missed the application deadline 
o I did not have transportation to the program that interested me 
o I did not want to leave my zoned high school to attend a 

different academy 
o I applied, but was not accepted 
o Other: ________________ 

8 How did you learn 
about the career 
academy 

Choose all that apply 
o Parents 
o Siblings 
o Teachers 
o School Counselor 
o Principal/Assistant Principal 
o Other Students 
o Middle School Career Fair 
o Rising 8th Grade Parent Night 
o Website 
o Course Offering Guide 
o Announcements 
o Brochures 
o Other: ________________ 

9 Why did you apply 
for the career 
academy? 

Rate the importance of each item (Select very important, somewhat 
important, slightly important, or not important) 
o I am interested in the career field 
o I wanted to go to the school where the academy is located 
o My parents wanted me to apply 
o It will look good for college applications 
o I thought it would be fun 

10 Career academy 
experiences should 
be different from 
traditional high 
school. How 
important are these 
features in your 
academy experience? 

Rate the importance of each item (Select very important, somewhat 
important, slightly important, or not important) 
o Being in classes with other academy students 
o Hands-on learning in the context of my career interest 
o Attending activities and events outside of school related to the 

academy 
o Work experience outside of school related to what I am learning 
o Other: _______________ 
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Question 9 asked the student why he/she applied for the career academy.  Students were 

able to indicate the degree of importance (very important, somewhat important, slightly 

important, and not important) on a four-level Likert-type scale for each potential reason that they 

applied to the career academy.  Lozano, Garcia-Cueto, and Muniz (2008, p. 73) showed “that the 

optimum number of alternatives is between four and seven.  With fewer than four alternatives the 

reliability and validity decrease, and from seven alternatives onwards, psychometric properties of 

the scale scarcely increase further.”  The five potential reasons included: an interest in the career 

field, wanting to go to a particular school, parental influence, college applications, and the 

perception of the academy as being something fun to be a part of.  Survey Question 10 explained 

that career academy experiences should be different from traditional high school experiences, 

and again asked students to indicate the degree of importance (very important, somewhat 

important, slightly important, and not important) on the same four-level Likert-type scale for 

each feature of a career academy.  The five features included: being in classes with other 

academy students, hands-on learning experiences in the context of career interest, attending 

activities related to the academy outside of school, work experience outside of school related to 

the academy, and other.  Responses to survey Questions 8, 9, and 10 were used to answer 

Research Question 1.   

If the student indicated that he/she was not in a career academy in his or her response to 

Question 5, he/she was taken to Question 6, which asked why the student did not apply for a 

career academy.  Students were able to select from the reasons developed during the focus 

groups conducted prior to the development of the survey.  The eight potential responses 

included: not knowing about the academies, not interested in the careers the academies focus on,  

the application process, the application deadline, transportation, having to leave their zoned 
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school, not being accepted, and other.  The student was then directed to survey Question 7, 

which was not used for this study, but asked the student to indicate the degree of interest on a 

three-level Likert-type scale (very interested, somewhat interested, and not interested) in the 

career fields that would interest them for future academies.  Survey Question 6 was used to 

answer Research Question 2.   

Data Collection 

 The division launched the student survey on December 5, 2016, and students had until 

December 20, 2016 to complete the survey.  The link to the online survey was sent to all current 

high school students through their division email address.  Students were encouraged to complete 

the survey through email reminders and from their teachers during various classes.  The school 

division collects each students’ school email address along with his or her survey response, but 

the division does not release individual responses.  Students were informed that their decision to 

complete the survey was voluntary and participation would not have an impact on their grade or 

standing with the school.  The data collected from the career academy questions in the survey 

were extracted by the school division and an aggregate file was created to share with the 

researcher.  The data set was provided in such a way that it did not include any student 

identifying information.  All of the career academy questions in the student climate survey 

required a response.  The researcher completed an application to have the research proposal 

reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) to ensure ethical principles were 

followed regarding responsibility to participants in this study.  The research was approved as an 

exempt study by the IRB at the degree granting institution.  The final data sample included 

responses from n = 401 students enrolled in a career academy program and n = 2,421 students 

not enrolled in a program, with descriptive data of age and gender. 
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Data Analysis 

Various statistical procedures were followed to assess the data.  The statistical software 

SPSS was used to organize and analyze the data from the study.  Descriptive statistics were 

examined to review the nature of the factors influencing students to enroll or not enroll in the 

academy programs.  Measures of central tendency and frequency were used to identify which 

variables had more than a weak association with student enrollment in the career academy 

program (RQ1), and which variables had an association with students’ decisions not to enroll in 

the career academy program (RQ2).  The data were also examined for normality and consistency.  

This analysis also included examining whether there were any significant group differences due 

to gender. 

Using JASP, an open-source statistical analysis platform supported by the University of 

Amsterdam, various exploratory factor analyses (EFA) were completed to investigate the various 

factors previously identified as relevant to students’ decisions to either enroll or not to enroll in 

the career academy program and identify themes within the factors.  To determine the loading of 

each factor, a single scale exploratory factor solution was first forced on each scale using 

maximum likelihood (ML) extraction, and any factor with weak loading (< 0.4; Costello & 

Osborne, 2005) was eliminated from the items for future surveys.  Additional EFAs were then 

conducted on the overall data for all scales in each relevant sample (enrolled/not enrolled), 

allowing the software to define the number of factors in the model using eigenvalues (> 1), scree 

plots, or other factoring methodology resulting in the best fit.  The resulting factors provided a 

starting point for developing career academy program improvements.  A Pareto analysis was 

conducted to identify relevant responses for how students learned about the career academies  
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that were available to them and to examine the reasons non-academy students did not apply for 

career academy programs.   

Summary  

 Chapter III discussed the methodology that was used to conduct this study and address 

the research questions.  This chapter described the research purpose, population, research 

variables, instrument used, data collection, and data analysis of the research.  Chapters IV and V 

will discuss the findings of the study, conclusions, and recommendations for future research. 

  



58 

 

CHAPTER IV 

Findings 

         The purpose of this study was to assess factors influencing students’ decisions to enroll in 

career academy programs.  The research questions addressed in this study were as follows:         

         RQ1: What factors influence students to apply for career academy programs? 

         RQ2: What reasons do students have for choosing not to enroll in a career academy? 

         A survey conducted by the school division was used to collect the necessary data.  The 

collected data were analyzed to address the research questions and the results of the analyses are 

included in this chapter. 

Response Rate 

         The survey was open to all ninth through twelfth grade high school students enrolled in 

the school division from December 5, 2016 through December 20, 2016.  Students received 

access to the survey through a link sent to their school email address.  There were 3,258 

responses to the survey from the high school students which had been validated by the division.  

The responses included students enrolled in alternative programs within the division.  Since these 

students did not have the option of selecting a career academy, the researcher elected not to 

include them in this study, removing these 67 responses from the data set.  There were 648 high 

school students who reported that they are in a career academy program, 2,610 students who 

were not in a career academy program, and 189 students who did not respond to the question 

about career academy enrollment.  The records from these 189 students were removed from the 

data set. 
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Data Screening 

         Data were examined for completeness and consistency within scales.  There were 6,331 

records in the original file.  Of these, 3,073 records were from students who were currently 

enrolled in middle school and not part of this study.  This left N = 3,258 records as the total 

sample for this study.  After removing records where students did not respond to every question, 

along with middle school data, there were n = 423 records remaining of students who were 

participating in a career academy and n = 2,421 records for non-academy high school students.  

For the academy dataset, there were 22 cases with disconnects between the school they 

attended and the career academy they reported.  In these instances, the students selected a career 

academy that was at a different school than the one they attended.  These records were removed 

to ensure career academy participation was identified correctly in all included records.  The 

remaining n = 401 records were included in the analyses of students currently enrolled in a career 

academy.  This data screening process was repeated for students who were not participating in a 

career academy, leaving n = 2,421 records included in the analyses of students not currently 

enrolled in a career academy. 

Transformations 

The data to be analyzed were divided into two sets: the records of those attending any of 

the four career academies and those who did not.  Common variables between the two sets 

included age, race, sex, GPA, and earned credits.  GPA, age, and earned credits were the only 

continuous variables in either dataset; all others were categorical, including the data responses 

that were needed to answer the research questions.   

Factor analysis is a parametric procedure that assumes normal data on a continuous data 

scale.  In order to perform a factor analysis on discrete data, different assumptions must be made 
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and/or the data must be transformed to continuous data.  Data transformation is recommended by 

many social researchers for attitudinal data which is often categorical.  To complete a factor 

analysis, Kolenikov and Angeles (2004)  

…believe that the researcher will be better off using the ordinal variables as inputs to 

PCA. If the variables do not come in a “standard” way such as 1, 2,… (Likert scale) with 

roughly equal distances between categories, it is worth recoding them that way, so that 

those distances are not very different. (p. 35) 

They discuss using a Principal Component Analysis (PCA) compared to polychoric correlation 

matrix to accomplish factor analysis and state that “the only reason to prefer one of the methods 

seems to be the proportion of explained variance, which is reported correctly only by the 

polychoric method” (p. 36).  Since this study was intended to report the influences and not to 

build a predictive model for high-stakes evaluation, conducting an exploratory factor analysis 

(EFA) using the PCA method was deemed suitable. 

Recoding.  Each of the academy and non-academy datasets were comprised of item 

responses that needed to be recoded to run statistical analyses.  There were a total of n = 22 items 

collected from academy students (n = 401) between three survey questions (8, 9, and 10).  There 

were a total of n = 8 items collected from non-academy high school students (n = 2,421) in 

survey question 6. 

Data analysis. Factor analysis was conducted on the Likert-type item responses from 

question 9 and 10 (n = 9).  The factor analysis was conducted on these responses since they 

could be treated as continuous data.  Pareto analyses were conducted on the data from questions 

8 (n = 13) and 6 (n = 8). 



61 

 

Factor analysis. The data transformation for the factor analysis to address research 

question 1 (What factors influence students to apply for career academy programs?) comprised 

recoding each of the four possible rating responses (Very important, Somewhat important, 

Slightly important, and Not very important) to survey question 9 (Why did you apply for the 

career academy?) as a scale integer between 1 and 4 for each of the respective identified factors. 

A similar transformation was applied to the responses from survey Question 10, which asks 

students to rate the importance of several features to their academy experience.  The mean for 

each factor was then calculated and used to fill missing responses in each scale.  

Data adequacy. The internal consistency for the Likert-type data consisting only of the 

five items from survey Question 9 was r = 0.63 and, for the four items from Question 10, r = 

0.69, both less than desired for further analysis.  Due to the similar nature of Questions 9 and 10, 

i.e., the first measuring the relative importance of supplied reasons for choosing the academy in 

the first place, while the second rates the importance of supplied features in their actual 

experience, the researcher consolidated the two scales (Questions 9 and 10) to evaluate them 

together as a possible measure of influence that might apply to future students’ choices.  This 

rendered the data consistent for further analysis (r = 0.70).  See Table 3 for descriptive statistics 

for the combined Likert-type dataset for research question 1. 
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Discrete data.  The responses from survey Questions 6 and 8 were multiple choice and 

the respondent could select as many as applied, so the responses were re-coded with a numeric 

value of 0 (unchecked) or 10 (checked) to create dummy variables using continuous data.  The 

internal consistency and item-rest correlation for the relevant datasets were well below 0.70.  

This indicates a low correlation between items, which further suggests issues with model 

construct, so factor analysis was not recommended for these data, but rather Pareto analysis and 

t-tests for significant differences between male and female students were conducted.  

Composite scores. Composite scores for responses to survey questions 6 and 8 were 

created by summing factor means by counts for sex and race to generate group means.  These 

group means were then analyzed using a paired samples t-test to determine whether there were 

significant differences between groups.  See Tables 4 and 5 for descriptive statistics for the 

academy and non-academy datasets, respectively. 

 

Table 4. 

     
Factors Academy Students Selected for How They Learned about Career Academies, Ranked  

(r = 0., average interitem correlation = 0.224) 

          M Skewness Kurtosis 

Inter-item 

Correlation 

Counselor 6.035 -0.425 -1.829 0.100 

Parents 3.965 0.425 -1.829 0.101 

Teacher 3.865 0.468 -1.790 0.250 

Other students 2.793 0.988 -1.030 0.257 

Catalog 1.895 1.590 0.532 0.226 

Website 1.521 1.945 1.790 0.141 

Brochure 1.721 1.744 1.047 0.207 

Announcements 1.646 1.816 1.304 0.326 

Rising 8th Grade Parent Night 1.621 1.841 1.395 0.158 

Siblings 0.973 2.729 5.473 0.089 

MS Career Fair 1.047 2.591 4.738 0.149 

Principle/VP 0.848 2.992 6.989 0.174 

Other 0.274 5.808 31.894 -0.106 



63 

 

Table 5. 

     
Reasons Why Non-Academy Students Do Not Attend Career Academy, Ranked  

(r = -1.22, average inter-item correlation = -0.03) 

      M Skewness Kurtosis 

Inter-item 

correlation 

I didn't know about the academies 4.581 0.168 -1.973 -0.476 

I am not interested in those careers  4.168 0.338 -1.887 -0.501 

I missed the application deadline  1.165 2.392 3.727 -0.170 

I did not want to leave my zoned high school 1.161 2.399 3.757 -0.021 

Other  0.913 2.840 6.070 -0.384 

I did not have transportation to the program  0.516 4.055 14.450 0.118 

I applied, but was not accepted 0.306 5.458 27.810 -0.132 

The application was too long/hard 0.186 7.133 48.920 0.207 

 

For the academy dataset, there were a total of n = 22 item means that influenced students.  

These 22 characteristics represent the possible universe of responses to research question 1, 

“What factors influence students to apply for career academy programs?” For the non-academy 

dataset, there were n = 8 items that addressed research question 2, “What reasons do students 

have for choosing not to enroll in a career academy?” 

Face validity. Although several of the academic items were removed during the factor 

analysis due to low loading, from a validity standpoint, it is important to examine at the outset 

how different groups’ data behave in different contexts to demonstrate data congruency (i.e., that 

the data behave the way one expects them to behave when examined by group).  For instance, in 

a normal population, one might reasonably expect that there are differences between sexes in 

career influences, which could potentially carry over to career academies and their influences 

and desirable features.  If there are significant differences in the composite influence means by 

sex, that demonstrates data congruence – the data revealed what you thought they would, in 

accordance with your conceptualization of the model. 



64 

 

Statistical Analyses 

  A paired two-sample t-test was conducted to compare male and female means for group 

composite scores for the 22 items included in survey questions 8, 9, and 10; there was a 

significant difference between male and female responses t(21) = 1.91, p = 0.035.  Further 

examination of the composite dataset indicated that the between-sex difference arose from the 

Hispanic and Black subgroups, with differences t(21) = 1.74, p = 0.048 and t(21) = 1.81, p = 

0.042, respectively.  There was no significant differences between sexes for non-academy 

students’ composite scores for reasons for not applying, although there were significant 

differences between sexes in the individual reasons of Interest t(2195) = -2.41, p = 0.008, 

Rejected t(2381) = 2.02, p = 0.023, and Application Difficulty t(1777) = -2.21, p = 0.014, with 

girls reporting Not Interested and Application Difficulty less frequently as reasons for not 

applying, and being Rejected more frequently. 

Research question 1. To address the first research question regarding the factors 

influencing students to apply for a career academy program, a factor analysis was conducted on 

responses to survey Questions 9 and 10.  Prior to analysis, factors with inter-item correlations 

less than 0.40 were removed from the combined set as long as their removal did not reduce the 

dataset reliability below 0.70, leaving in just the top six items from Table 4.  

Using JASP, a free statistical analysis application from the University of Amsterdam, an 

exploratory factor analysis was performed on the remaining six factors to test both one- and two-

factor solutions, as shown in Table 6.  Testing for a one-factor model, with the item ‘I thought it 

would be fun’ was removed due to weak loading, resulted in a poorer fit than the two-factor 

model.   Figure 2 shows path diagram and factor loadings for the best fit two-factor solution. 
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Table 6.       

     

Data Adequacy and Goodness-of-Fit of Academy EFA Model Using Questions 9 and 10 Data 

    

  

KMO 

Measure 

of Sampling 

Adequacy 

Bartlett's 

test 

of 

sphericity 

χ2 χ2/df RMSEA 

Tucker-

Lewis 

Index 

                            

Threshold/cutoff  > .70 p < .05 p > .001 < 5 < 0.08 > .90 

Model           
Two-factor model (six 

variables, n = 401) 0.70 0.001 

6.549,   

p = .162 1.625 0.04 0.98 

       
One-factor model (five 

variables1, n = 401)  0.70 0.003 

21.480, 

p = .000 4.296 0.09 0.91 

1 'Fun' factor was removed due to weak loading    
 

 

Figure 2. Path diagram representing best fit two factor model using top six items from survey 

questions 9 and 10 (N = 401). 
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A Pareto analysis was conducted on the discrete data responses to survey Question 8 to 

identify the most relevant responses for how they learned about the academies (Figure 3).  Pareto 

analysis allows for the selection of a limited number of responses that produce 80% of the 

overall effect.  This survey question did not require the students to rank the importance of each 

selection, therefore a Pareto analysis was deemed more appropriate than a factor analysis to 

categorize factors into larger groups.  The analysis indicated that Counselor was the most 

frequent response from all students, followed by Parents, Teachers, Other Students, Catalog, 

Website, and Brochure.  

 

Figure 3. Pareto analysis, academy influence factors. Factors reported by all academy students as 

informing them of the career academies.   

Research question 2. To address the second research question regarding the reasons 

non-academy high school students selected for why they did not apply for career academy 
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programs, a Pareto analysis was conducted on responses to survey question 6, with the reasons of 

Did Not Know, Not Interested, and Missed Deadline providing 80% of the responses as shown in 

Figure 4.  A paired two-sample t-test was conducted at the onset of analysis to compare male and 

female means for group composite scores for the 22 items included in survey questions 8,  9, and 

10 for data congruency.  There was a significant difference between male and female responses 

t(21) = 1.91, p = 0.035.  Several independent sample t-tests were then conducted on just the 

influence factor scores (responses to survey question 8, How did you learn about the career 

academy?) to determine whether there were between-sex differences in the survey responses. 

Independent sample t-tests were conducted since n was unequal for both groups.  Null responses 

(respondents did not choose either male or female) were excluded from the analysis.  

 

Figure 4. Pareto analysis, reasons for not applying. Reasons reported by non-academy students 

as why they did not apply.   
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An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare male and female means for 

composite scores for the 13 items from survey question 8; there was a significant difference 

between male (n = 175, M = 26.22) and female (n = 219, M = 30.18) responses t(381) = 1.91, p = 

0.035.  Further independent sample t-tests comparing male and female means were conducted on 

each of the top seven influencing factors as indicated by the Pareto analysis to determine which 

contributed to this between-sex difference.  The only two factors in which there was a significant 

between-sex difference were Counselor t(359) = 3.80, p = 0.000 and Catalog t(389) = 1.66, p = 

0.049, with females indicating these factors more often than males.   

Summary 

         The purpose of this study was to assess the factors influencing students’ decisions to 

enroll in career academy programs.  To explore these factors, the results from an annual student 

climate survey administered by a school division were examined.  This survey collected 

information from students who were currently enrolled in the division’s career academies and 

from those who were not enrolled in current career academies.  The information collected was 

student demographics, participation in current career academies, potential reasons for not 

enrolling in current career academies, how students learned about academies, why they applied 

for academies, and their experiences with the academies.  A total of 3,258 responses were 

collected by the school division and shared with the researcher. After data cleaning there were 

2,822 records for analysis.  The data did not include any identifying information.   

         The data were analyzed with relationship to the research questions.  Survey Questions 5 

through 10 were related to career academies, with the exception of Question 7.  Survey Question 

5 asked the students if they were enrolled in a career academy, and directed students to the 

appropriate survey questions based on their response.  If a student indicated they were enrolled in 
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a career academy, they were directed to Questions 8, 9, and 10.  Responses to survey Questions 

8, 9, and 10 were used to address Research Question 1.  If a student indicated they were not 

enrolled in a career academy, they were directed to Question 6.  Responses from Question 6 were 

used to address Research Question 2. 

 Chapter V will summarize the research study and discuss the findings from this study. 

This chapter will also discuss conclusions based on the findings and make recommendations for 

future program planning and research based on the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

         This study examined the factors influencing students’ decisions to enroll or not to enroll 

in a career academy program.  This chapter summarizes the findings from this study and presents 

conclusions based on these findings.  Finally, this chapter will make recommendations for future 

studies related to this topic. 

Summary 

         As we move into and prepare to compete in the ever-changing global economy, 

policymakers, business and industry, as well as parents and students are discussing the 

challenges facing our schools (National Conference of State Legislators, 2018).  Compared to 

other countries, the United States has one of the highest high school dropout rates and also faces 

poor college completion rates (U.S. Department of Education, 2017).  While school reform 

efforts have been taking place for decades, many would argue that there have not been 

significant changes in the educational institution (Christensen, Aaron, & Clark, 2005).  Reforms 

are now focusing on excellent instruction, high standards for all, improved assessments, data-

based decision-making, and improved technology in schools (U.S. Department of Education, 

2017).  Career and technical education has been one focus of education reform, enabling students 

to learn relevant skills and knowledge that can help prepare them to be competitive in future 

career fields (Schwartz, 2016).  An important emphasis is being placed on integrating these 

technical skills with academic subject areas to help close the gap for students (Loera, Nakamoto, 

Oh, & Rueda, 2013).  The career academy model is one type of program that focuses on this 

integration. 
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         Career academies are small learning communities focused on a specific career area.  The 

goal of these programs is to help students learn their core academic material through the lens of a 

career field they may be interested in pursuing.  Students in a career academy program are part of 

a cohort of students and teachers who work together to support each other.  Students focus on 

curricula that prepares them for postsecondary education and entrance into a career in the related 

fields, and they work directly with business and industry partners to receive direct experience in 

those career fields (Stern et al., 2010).  Research around career academies has found increased 

graduation rates, improved attendance, improved school climate, and higher sustained earnings 

after graduation (Kemple & Scott-Clayton, 2004; Kemple & Snipes, 2000; Kemple & Wilbur, 

2008; Stern et al., 2010).  However, factors for enrolling or not enrolling in these types of 

programs have not been investigated.  These factors for enrolling are important for program 

recruitment and retention, since interest in the career field can be important to student success in 

the program. 

         The purpose of this study was to assess the factors influencing students’ decisions to 

enroll in career academy programs.  The research questions addressed in this study were as 

follows: 

         RQ1: What factors influence students to apply for career academy programs? 

         RQ2: What reasons do students have for choosing not to enroll in a career academy? 

         This study used existing data collected by an urban school division.  There were several 

limitations to this study.  The study is limited to analyzing the factors influencing the students’ 

decisions to enroll in the career academy program.  Second, the study was limited to the 

comprehensive high schools within this school division.  The findings from this study may or 

may not be generalized to other school divisions.  When the data were collected, the school 
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division had career academy programs at each high school in various stages of implementation. 

Students enrolled in these programs had a varying knowledge base of the program.  Finally, all 

of the identified Career Clusters were not represented in the school division’s academies.  

         The sample for this study included ninth through twelfth grade students enrolled in 

comprehensive high schools in an urban school division.  This study used data from an existing 

instrument developed by the school division.  The school division is not identified in this study 

and there was no student identifying information shared with the researcher.  There were 3,258 

responses from high school students enrolled in comprehensive high schools within the school 

division.  Responses from students in alternative programs and surveys with no answer to the 

questions asking them about their academy enrollment were eliminated resulting in a sample of 

2,421 students (n = 2,822).  Students identified their current enrollment in a career academy 

program when they started the survey and the differentiated logic function within the instrument 

directed the students to the specific questions relating to their decision to enroll or not to enroll in 

the career academies.  The responses were divided based on career academy enrollment with 401 

students currently enrolled in a career academy and 2,421 students not enrolled in a career 

academy.  

         The school division launched the survey in December of 2016 to all students enrolled 

through their student email address.  Students were asked questions on a variety of topics, with 

one section focused on career academies.  Questions not related to career academies were not 

shared with the researcher. Survey Questions 8, 9, and 10 asked the students currently enrolled in 

a career academy how they learned about the program, why they applied for the program, and the 

importance of specific features of the career academy.  The responses to these questions were 

used to address Research Question 1.  Students who were not currently enrolled in a career 
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academy were directed to survey Question 6, which asked the students why they did not apply 

for a career academy.  Survey Question 6 was used to address Research Question 2.  To address 

the research questions, descriptive statistics, t-tests, an exploratory factor analysis, and a Pareto 

analysis were conducted. 

Conclusions 

 Conclusions for this study were drawn from the analysis as they related to each of the 

research questions.  The first research question examined the reasons students had for entering a 

career academy.  Survey Questions 9 and 10 were combined due to low internal consistency for 

the questions individually.  The questions addressed the same concept of why the students 

wanted to be in the career academy.  The factor analysis resulted in six reasons students gave for 

entering a career academy, including hands-on learning in the context of career interest, work 

experience outside of school related to what is being learned, attending activities and events 

related to the academy, interest in the career field, the idea that the academy would be fun, and 

being in classes with other academy students.  Interestingly, the reasons of college applications, 

school choice, and parental influence had less of an effect.  

 While it is surprising that college applications and attending the school of their choice did 

not have a large impact on the decision to attend a career academy, the most surprising was 

parental influence.  It has been found that parental influence has a significant influence on 

student success in school (Jeynes, 2012), and that parental influence has a significant effect on 

major and career choice (Keillor, Bush, & Bush, 1995).  One explanation may be the indirect 

nature of the parental influence and communication of parental expectations.  Students may be 

influenced by their parents and not recognize this factor.  A second explanation could be the 

setting in which students make course selections.  While parents are invited to be part of the 



74 

 

course selection process, most students receive information about course options directly from 

their counselors and without their parents present.    

The factor analysis resulted in six reasons for entering the academy being sorted into 

factors.  Factor one focused on the career academy experience with relevant work experience, 

hands-on learning, extracurricular activities, and the community that is built through the 

academy model.  These features are important to students and should be the focus of developing 

future academies, building the current academies, and recruiting future students, teachers, and 

community partners.  Factor two focused on student attitudes of interest in the career field and 

having fun through their high school career academy experience.  These two items are also 

important to students and could be secondary influences during recruitment.  

The two main factors of the career academy experience and interest in the career field are 

consistent with the goals of the career academy program.  The main goals of the career academy 

are to create a small learning community, combine academic curricula with a career theme the 

student is interested in pursuing, and to provide experiences for students to receive direct 

experience in their chosen field of study (College & Career Academy Support Network, 2012).  

Hands-on learning had the highest mean in the survey results for questions focused on the best 

features of and reasons for choosing the career academy.  This type of learning is found to have 

positive effects on student interest (Holstermann, Grube, & Bogeholz, 2010), and should 

continue to be incorporated into classrooms both in and out of academy programs to encourage 

student success.  The amount of students indicating hands-on learning as a factor for their career 

academy selection is an indication that todays’ students are looking for more ways to engage and 

make connections in their high school education (Taylor & Parsons, 2011).  This can be 
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accomplished through the career academy model with the integration of career concepts with 

academic course work, which provides relevance for students (Medder & Suddreth, 2012).   

Survey Question 8 focused on how students learned about career academies.  Students 

were asked to check all that applied to them in their response to this question.  A Pareto analysis 

was used to examine the responses allowing for the selection of a limited number of responses 

that produced 80% of the overall effect.  This analysis indicated that the school counselor had the 

greatest influence on informing students of the career academies.  Significant responses also 

included parents, teachers, other students, the course catalog, the school division’s website, and 

the career academy brochure.  It is important to note that parent night events and middle school 

career fairs did not have as high of an influence which should be weighed with the amount of 

time and money spent on these events for future recruitment.  The school counselor is not always 

the person students’ indicate as having the most influence on decisions, however in this program 

counseling offices are where students picked up academy information and application packages.  

The school counselors were also the leads for recruiting at most academies and the counselors 

represented the academies at most of the recruitment events.  Students may have actually learned 

about the academy at a career fair or parent night, but identified the counselor as the person who 

told them about the academy because the counselor was often the person at the table talking 

about benefits of the academy. 

The second research question examined reasons students chose not to apply for the career 

academies.  A Pareto analysis was also conducted to examine the responses to survey Question 

6.  Students indicated that not knowing about the academies, not being interested in the 

academies, and missing the application deadline produced 80% of the overall effect.  Awareness 

is still the most important factor in recruiting future academy students.  Increasing counselors’ 
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awareness of the career academies may aide in student awareness and academy recruitment.  

Each school may have had one counselor who lead recruitment efforts and focused on the 

academy students, but the remaining four-six counselors may not have had a strong 

understanding of the academy concept.  It is also recommended that marketing efforts be 

increased and information sent directly to students and parents, along with sending information 

through counseling offices.  Efforts can be made through sending information home with 

students, mailing information home, using parent and student email accounts, and using social 

media.  Business partners may also prove to be valuable in assisting with marketing efforts and 

should be tapped into as a resource.  Once again, the school preference was not one of the most 

influential factors.  Also of note is transportation not being an influential factor.  These two items 

have been assumed by school personnel to be a problem for students.  However responses to the 

survey indicate that they are not as influential as anticipated.    

Communication and awareness of available programs are often found to be challenges in 

recruitment and retention.  When communicating with multiple stakeholders a clear plan must be 

in place and efforts must be made to communicate multiple times in multiple ways.  Although 

the career academy information was communicated frequently and through a variety of media, 

many stakeholders were still seemingly unaware of the programs available and/or the process to 

apply for the programs.  This indicates a need to vary communication based on the individual 

stakeholder, and to continue to educate the faculty and staff members who interact with students 

most.  A variety of media can include, but are not limited to, presentations with stakeholder 

groups, social media and an online presence, individual meetings with various stakeholders, and 

printed materials.  Faculty and staff members are also able to build relationships with students, 
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which can enable staff members to help students overcome challenges and make decisions that 

will most benefit them in their future (Taylor & Parsons, 2011).    

 

Recommendations 

         The following recommendations for researchers and practitioners are based on the 

findings and conclusions of this study. 

1.      This study focused on the influential factors of student enrollment at the beginning of the 

career academy program.  The study could be expanded in the school division participating in the 

study along with additional school divisions to incorporate influential factors from students in all 

grade levels to investigate changes in student perceptions as they move through high school.  The 

study should also be expanded to include faculty and staff members who are involved with 

career academy programs to learn perceptions of the impact these programs have on student 

success.   

2.      The school division has continued to implement career academy programs for high school 

students.  This survey should be continued each school year to collect data from additional 

students and allow the school division the opportunity to gain information that can influence 

programming.  The survey should be expanded to include the importance of each of the factors 

the students select as influences in their decision-making process instead of checking the boxes 

for all that apply.  The survey should also allow students to rank order the influences in their 

decision-making process.  Further, it is recommended that additional questions, along with open-

ended questions, be added to the overall survey to build strength for future research. 

3.      Longitudinal research should be conducted to determine the influence the career academy 

program has on student success in high school, postsecondary choices, and career decisions.  
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This research should also include the impact of the career academy programs on students 

transferring into the school division and on students who transfer out of the school division prior 

to graduation.  Collecting and analyzing this information would provide a valuable perspective 

for K-12 school divisions to consider when discussing high school reform. 

4.      While this study did consider several demographic factors, including sex and age, it could 

be expanded to include additional factors.  These factors may include race, socio-economic 

status, diploma type, GPA, participation in athletics, school reputation, student attendance, and 

behavior.  These factors may or may not be found to influence student decision in enrolling in 

these programs.  The results from this expanded research could have further implications for 

program development and support.  Additionally, research could be conducted to determine 

which types of recruiting methods have the most impact on various groups based on 

demographic factors.  This information would lead to further development of recruitment and 

retention strategies. 
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APPENDIX A 

2016-2017 Student Climate Survey 

 

Welcome 

 

As a student, you have important information to tell us about your school. We want to hear from 

you. Please think about your experience at school this year as you read each of the following 

questions. Your answers to the survey will help us improve education for all students.  

(* indicates required questions) 

 

* 1. Please select your school from the drop-down list below. 

 School A 

 School B 

 School C 

 School D 

(School names removed for confidentially)  

 

* 2. Please select your current grade level. 

 9th grade 

 10th grade 

 11th grade 

 12th grade 

 

Teaching and Learning 

 

* 3. Think about all of the classes you take as you answer the questions below. 

 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Usually Always 

My teachers tell me what I need to know to do well in school 

° ° ° ° ° 

I am challenged by the work at school 

° ° ° ° ° 

My grades are an accurate picture of what I learn in class 

° ° ° ° ° 

My teachers show me how our lessons relate to life outside of 

school ° ° ° ° ° 

My teachers give me extra help when I need it 

° ° ° ° ° 

My teachers tell me how well I do on my assignments and 
tests ° ° ° ° ° 

 

4. Please tell us how your teachers can better help you to learn. 
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Career Academies 

 

* 5. Are you currently in a career academy? 

o Academy A at School A 

o Academy B at School B 

o Academy C at School C 

o Academy D at School D 

o I am not in a career academy 

 

Career Academies – Why not? 

 

* 6. Why didn’t you apply for a career academy (Check all that apply) 

o I didn’t know about the academies 

o I’m not interested in those careers 

o The application was too long/hard 

o I missed the application deadline 

o I did not have transportation to the program that interested me 

o I did not want to leave my zoned high school to attend a different academy 

o I applied, but was not accepted 

o Other (please specify) 
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Career Academies – What interests you? 

 

Each of the industry clusters below offers a wide variety of potential careers which often don’t 

seem closely related; we have given a variety of example careers for each. If you do not see a 

particular career, please rate the industry cluster that is most closely related as “very interested”.  

 

* 7. What career fields would interest you for future academies? 

 Very interested Somewhat interested Not interested 

HOSPITALITY & TOURISM (Example careers: Chef, 

Sports Manager, Travel Agent) 

 
° ° ° 

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY (Example careers: 

Video Game Development, Virtual Simulations, 

Computer Programming, Cyber Security) 

 

° ° ° 

LAW & PUBLIC SAFETY (Example careers: Police 

Officer, Fire Fighter, EMT, Lawyer, Military) 

 
° ° ° 

TRANSPORTATION, DISTRIBUTION, & 

LOGISTICS (Example careers: Civil Engineer, Customs 

Inspector, Port Manager, Urban Planner) 

 

° ° ° 

EDUCATION & HUMAN SERVICES (Example 

careers: Teacher, Counselor, Community Service 

Director, Social Worker, Psychologist) 

 

° ° ° 

ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT (Example careers: Music 

Production, Art Director, Publicist, Production 

Manager) 

 

° ° ° 

ARCHITECTURE & CONSTRUCTION (Example 

careers: Architect, Interior Designer, Engineer, 

Carpenter) 

 

° ° ° 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP & BUSINESS (Example 
careers: Small Business Owner, Marketing Director, 

Advertising Manager, Accountant, Manager) 

 

° ° ° 

MANUFACTURING & ENGINEERING (Example 

careers: Machine Operator, Welder, Design Engineer, 

Environmental Engineer, Electrical Engineer) 

 

° ° ° 

HEALTH SCIENCES (Example careers: Nurse 

Practitioner, Therapist, Paramedic, Microbiologist, 

Biomedical Engineer) 
° ° ° 
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Career Academies 

 

* 8. How did you learn about the career academy? (Choose all that apply) 

o Parents 

o Siblings 

o Teachers 

o School Counselor 

o Principal/Assistant Principal 

o Other Students 

o Middle School Career Fair 

o Rising 8th Grade Parent Night 

o Website 

o Course Offering Guide 

o Announcements 

o Brochures 

o Other (Please specify) 

 

 

 

* 9. Why did you apply for the career academy? (Rate the importance of each item) 
 Very important Somewhat important Slightly important Not important 

 

I am interested in this career field 

° ° ° ° 

I wanted to go the school where the 

academy is located ° ° ° ° 

My parents wanted me to apply 

° ° ° ° 

It will look good for college 

° ° ° ° 

I thought it would be fun 

° ° ° ° 
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* 10. Career academy experiences should be different from traditional high school. How 

important are these features in your academy experience? 

 
 Very important Somewhat important Slightly important I did not 

experience this 

 

Being in classes with other academy 

students ° ° ° ° 

Hands-on learning in the context of my 

career interest ° ° ° ° 

Attending activities and event outside of 

school related to the academy ° ° ° ° 

Work experience outside of school related 

to what I am learning ° ° ° ° 

Other (please specify) 

 

 

 

Career Academies – Final Thoughts 

 

 

11. Please tell us anything else you think we need to know about Career Academies. 
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Safety & Behavior 

 

* 12. My school provides a safe environment for teaching and learning. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

13. Tell us more about Safety & Behavior on the bus or at the bus stop. 

 
 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 

 

I do not 

ride the bus 

I feel safe while waiting at the 

bus stop ° ° ° ° ° 

I feel safe when I am on my 

school bus ° ° ° ° ° 

 

14. Tell us more about Safety & Behavior at school. 

 
 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

 

I feel safe at school 

° ° ° ° 

I respect the teachers at this school 

° ° ° ° 

Other students are friendly at this school 

° ° ° ° 

Discipline is enforced fairly at this school 

° ° ° ° 

I have seen students threatened or bullied 

at this school ° ° ° ° 

I have been a target of bullying at this 

school ° ° ° ° 

I have seen alcohol and/or drugs at this 

school ° ° ° ° 

I have seen gang activity at this school 

° ° ° ° 

I have seen weapons in this school 

° ° ° ° 

 

    
15. How can we improve safety? 
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Care & Support 
 

* 16. The adults in my school are caring and supportive. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

17. Tell us more about Student Support 
 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

 

My principal cares about me 

° ° ° ° 

My assistant principal cares about me 

° ° ° ° 

I can talk to the principal or another 

administrator when I have a problem at 

school 
° ° ° ° 

My teachers care about me 

° ° ° ° 

Teachers and staff treat students fairly 

regardless of their backgrounds and 

differences 
° ° ° ° 

I feel encouraged by my teachers to do the 

best I can in school ° ° ° ° 

There is a teacher, counselor or other staff 

member at school I can talk to about 

school problems 
° ° ° ° 

There is a teacher, counselor or other staff 

member at school I can talk to about 

personal problems 
° ° ° ° 

 

    
18. Please tell us how we can support you better at school. 
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Cultural Competence 

 

* 19. Students at this school are treated fairly regardless of their culture, disabilities, gender, 

race, religion, or sexual orientation. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

o Don’t Know 

 

20. Students are this school are treated unfairly based on their (check all that apply): 

o Culture 

o Disabilities 

o Gender 

o Race 

o Religion 

o Sexual Orientation 

o Other (please specify) 

 

 

21. Is there anything else you’d like to tell us about the way students are treated at this school? 
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Parent Involvement 

 

* 22. My parent or another family member is involved in my education. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

23. Tell us more about Parent Involvement. 
 Never Rarely Sometimes Usually 

 

Always 

My parents make sure I do my homework 

every night ° ° ° ° ° 

My parents ask me about my day at school 

° ° ° ° ° 

My parents attend school activities with 
me ° ° ° ° ° 

My parents or another family member help 

me with my homework if I ask ° ° ° ° ° 

My parents volunteer at school 

° ° ° ° ° 

My parents communicate with my teachers 
about how I am doing in school ° ° ° ° ° 

 

     
24. Please share your thoughts about your parents’ or family members’ involvement at school.  
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Technology 

 

* 25. Technology is used at school to help me learn. 

o Strongly disagree 

o Disagree 

o Agree 

o Strongly agree 

 

26. Tell us more about Technology. 
 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 

 

Don’t 

Know 

I have access to computers at school 

° ° ° ° ° 

The computers available to me at school 

are up-to-date ° ° ° ° ° 

The computers and other technology at 

school work when needed ° ° ° ° ° 

 

     
27. Please tell us how the computers and technology at school can better help you learn. 

 

 

 

Internet Access 

 

* 28. I have internet access at home to do my schoolwork. 

o Yes 

o No 
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School Cleanliness 

 

* 29. My school is clean. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

30. Tell us more about School Cleanliness. 
 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

 

The cafeteria in my school is clean. Tables 

and floors are clean and swept ° ° ° ° 

My classrooms are clean when I come to 

school each day ° ° ° ° 

The restrooms in my school are kept clean 

° ° ° ° 

 

    
31. Do you have other comments about school cleanliness? 
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School Maintenance 

 

* 32. My school is well maintained. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

33. Tell us more about School Maintenance. 
 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

 

My school is well-maintained with 

working air conditioning and heat ° ° ° ° 

My school is well-maintained with 
working electrical fixtures ° ° ° ° 

My school is well-maintained with 

working restroom fixtures ° ° ° ° 

My school is well-maintained in 

appearance (paint, ceiling tiles, etc.) ° ° ° ° 

My school is well-maintained with well-
kept grounds ° ° ° ° 

 

    
34. Please tell us how we might maintain the school better. 
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Bus Service 

 

* 35. In general, riding the school bus is a pleasant experience. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

o I do not ride the bus 

 

36. Tell us more about the Bus Service. 
 Never Rarely Sometimes Usually 

 

Always 

My bus driver is kind and courteous 

° ° ° ° ° 

My school bus is clean and well 

maintained ° ° ° ° ° 

My bus picks me up on time in the 

morning ° ° ° ° ° 

My bus gets me home on time after school 

° ° ° ° ° 

37. Please tell us how we can improve bus service at your school. 
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Food & Nutrition Services 

 

* 38. I enjoy eating at school. 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

o Does Not Apply 

39. Tell us more about Food & Nutrition Services. 
 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly Agree 

 

Fresh, high quality food is served at school 

° ° ° ° 

I get enough to eat at school 

° ° ° ° 

The cafeteria staff is pleasant and helpful 

° ° ° ° 

 

    
40. How can we improve the food & nutrition services at your school? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional Comments 

 

41. Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your experience at school?  
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APPENDIX B 

Human Subjects Approval 
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