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Career and Technical Education
The concept of career and technical education (CTE) is not
complex; students learn skills that prepare them to address the
needs of the labor market. “It entails skill building for careers
in fields like information technology, health sciences, and
advanced manufacturing.”1 At their best, high-quality CTE
programs are strategic and sequenced. Students learn the basic
skills necessary to receive an industry-recognized certification
and develop essential competencies valued by employers, such
as the abilities to communicate effectively, collaborate with
colleagues, and solve complex problems. One such initiative is
the Career Academies’ CTE model.
Pioneered in Philadelphia in 1969, Career Academies exist in
districts throughout the country, including more than 1,200
Career Academies in nearly 500 California high schools. Career
Academies operate as a “school-within-a-school” structure.
Each Academy has a career theme, such as health care,
finance, technology, communications, and public service.
Career Academy–based courses often are scheduled in blocks
in the morning, leaving the remainder of the day for traditional
academic course work. Career-themed courses are taught
by Career Academy teachers, who come from a variety of
academic and vocational disciplines. In most cases, student
cohorts work with the same teachers, in both traditional and
Career Academy courses, through their entire high school
careers.2

additional studies measured the original cohorts’ outcomes at
four and eight years after high school graduation.6
The analyses reveal surprising results. Career Academies had
much stronger effects on labor market outcomes than on
academic outcomes, and on the high-risk population than on
the general population. Career Academies did not show a
statistically significant increase in the percentage of students who
graduated from high school or obtained their GED.7 There were
no discernible effects found for staying in or progressing through
school and Career Academy students did not show increased
standardized math or reading test scores.8
However, Career Academies did produce substantial
improvements in high school outcomes for students in the highestrisk subgroup for dropping out of school.9 Students at highest
risk of dropping out of high school who participated in a Career
Academy were less likely to drop out of school10 and more likely
to complete more credits toward high school graduation,11
complete more academic core courses,12 take three or more
career or vocational courses,13 and apply to college.14 These
findings suggest positive effects for those at highest risk of
disengaging from school.15,16
The program also produced statistically significant, positive,
and sustained impacts for men on a variety of labor market
outcomes. For example, men who participated in a Career
Academy earned an average of 11 percent, or $2,088, more per
year than their non–Career Academy peers. In addition, through

Impacts on Student Outcomes
Researchers at MDRC, an education and social policy research
organization in New York City, conducted a randomized control
trial evaluation3 of the Career Academies’ model, measuring
student outcomes at the end of the students’ projected twelfthgrade year.4 The study analyzes data from 1,400 ninth-grade
students across five states5 and the District of Columbia who
were assigned randomly to one of three conditions: enrolled in a
Career Academy, waitlisted for a Career Academy and enrolled
elsewhere, and a comparison group of students who neither
enrolled in a Career Academy nor were placed on a waitlist. Two

a combination of increased wages, increased hours worked, and
increased job stability, men in the Career Academies’ treatment
group increased their real earnings by 17 percent, or $3,731, per
year.17 Women did not experience similar outcomes.18

Guiding Questions
•

How could the school district initiate and expand effective
CTE programs ensuring positive potsecondary outcomes that
increase earning potential?

•

What are the costs, if any, to state and local school districts for
implementing effective CTE programs?

•

On the demand side, who are the most likely employers/
employment sectors for high-quality CTE graduates in the
area?
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