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Overview 

Established more than 30 years ago, Career Academies have become a widely used high school re-
form initiative that aims to keep students engaged in school and prepare them for successful transi-
tions to post-secondary education and employment. Typically serving between 150 and 200 high 
school students from grade 9 or 10 through grade 12, Career Academies are organized as small 
learning communities, combine academic and technical curricula around a career theme, and estab-
lish partnerships with local employers to provide work-based learning opportunities. There are esti-
mated to be more than 2,500 Career Academies across the country. 

Since 1993, MDRC has been conducting a uniquely rigorous evaluation of the Career Academy 
approach that uses a random assignment research design in a diverse group of nine high schools 
across the United States. Located in medium- and large-sized school districts, the schools confront 
many of the educational challenges found in low-income urban settings. The participating Career 
Academies were able to implement and sustain the core features of the approach, and they served a 
cross-section of the student populations in their host schools. This report describes how Career 
Academies influenced students’ capacity to improve their labor market prospects and sustain their 
engagement in post-secondary education programs in the four years following their expected 
graduation. The results are based on the experiences of more than 1,400 young people, approxi-
mately 85 percent of whom are Hispanic or African-American. 

Key Findings 
• The Career Academies substantially improved the labor market prospects of young men, a 

group that has experienced a severe decline in real earnings in recent years. Through a combina-
tion of increased wages, hours worked, and employment stability, the young men in the Acad-
emy group earned over $10,000 (18 percent) more than those in the non-Academy control 
group over the four-year follow-up period.  

• The Career Academies had no significant impacts (positive or negative) on the labor market 
outcomes for young women. This may be due, in part, to the fact that young women in both the 
Academy and the non-Academy group had greater propensity than the young men to be attend-
ing school or taking care of children.  

• Overall, the Career Academies served as viable pathways to a range of post-secondary educa-
tion opportunities, but they do not appear to have been more effective than options available to 
the non-Academy group. More than 90 percent of the students in the Academy and non-
Academy groups graduated from high school or received a General Educational Development 
(GED) certificate. By the end of the follow-up period, more than half the sample had completed 
a post-secondary credential or were working toward one.  

• The positive labor market impacts were concentrated among Academy group members who 
were at high or medium risk of dropping out of high school when they entered the programs. 
Although the Career Academies reduced enrollments in post-secondary education among those 
who entered the programs at highest risk of dropping out, this does not appear to have dimin-
ished the substantial earnings advantage produced by the Academies for this subgroup. The lack 
of labor market impacts for the low-risk subgroup may be due to this group’s greater focus, 
relative to the others, on post-secondary education. 

The findings demonstrate the feasibility of improving labor market preparation and successful 
school-to-work transitions without compromising academic goals and preparation for college. They 
provide compelling evidence that investments in career-related experiences during high school can 
produce substantial and sustained improvements in the labor market prospects of youth during their 
post-secondary years. In fact, Career Academies are one of the few youth-focused interventions that 
have been found to improve the labor market prospects of young men.  
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Preface 

This report is being released amid growing concern about the diminishing value of a 
standard high school diploma and the inability of high schools, particularly those in large cities 
serving low-income communities, to equip their graduates with the credentials and job-
readiness skills they need to make successful transitions to college and the workforce. The na-
tion is also confronting a widening gap between the earnings of young workers — particularly 
young men — who have only a high school diploma and those who have some post-secondary 
education. In response to these trends, education policymakers and practitioners are pursuing a 
range of far-reaching strategies for improving American high schools, particularly those serving 
students placed at risk of leaving school without the skills necessary to pursue further education 
and make successful transitions to the world of work.  

Career Academies stand at the crossroads of many high school reform strategies, which 
include principles embedded in the Career Academy approach. Like Career Academies, some 
reform initiatives aim to create small learning communities and decentralized governance. Other 
reform efforts focus on changes in curricula and learning goals that students are required to attain. 
Still others seek to reconstitute the relationship between high schools and their communities, in-
cluding local employers and social institutions. In addition, with public support and under the 
guidance of national and local intermediary organizations, Career Academies continue to prolifer-
ate at a rapid pace: Today, they number approximately 2,500 throughout the United States. 

Intersecting these concerns about how best to prepare young people for college and the 
workforce is a growing demand for more reliable evidence about what works to improve 
schools and about the long-term effectiveness of interventions like Career Academies, in par-
ticular. The Career Academies Evaluation is pathbreaking in both its rigor and its scope. It has 
been built on the foundation of a random assignment design, now widely considered to be the 
gold standard in measuring the effectiveness of social program interventions. The U.S. Depart-
ment of Education has recently embraced such designs and evaluation strategies in its attempt to 
raise the standards of evidence for determining what works to improve schools. The four-year 
post-high school follow-up period covered in this report presents a unique opportunity to exam-
ine how Career Academies influence students’ capacity to sustain their engagement in post-
secondary education programs and improve their labor market prospects. 

The findings in this report provide new and compelling evidence that investments in ca-
reer-related experiences during high school can produce substantial and sustained improve-
ments in the labor market prospects of youth during their post-secondary years. Moreover, the 
evidence establishes Career Academies as one of the few youth-focused interventions that have 
been found to improve the labor market prospects of young men. At a time when career-related 
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high school programs are being criticized for creating barriers to college, these findings show 
that Career Academies can prepare young people for healthy transitions to employment without 
compromising academic goals and preparation for college. 

Evidence from this report can inform education policymakers, administrators, and 
teachers as they consider strategies for improving urban high schools and ponder the future of 
career and technical education. These findings should also be highly relevant to forthcoming 
deliberations in the U.S. Congress on the reauthorization of the Carl D. Perkins Applied Tech-
nology and Vocational Education Act and to discussions in the U.S. Department of Education 
on federal initiatives that target the nation’s troubled high schools.  

With support from the U.S. Departments of Education and Labor, MDRC plans to con-
tinue collecting information on the young people’s education and labor market experiences 
through eight years following their scheduled high school graduation. The goal of this ongoing 
work is to determine whether the Career Academies enable students to make better choices about 
post-secondary education and employment and whether their choices lead to higher educational 
attainment and entry into higher-wage, more career-oriented jobs. We are confident that, in keep-
ing with MDRC’s mission, the Career Academies Evaluation will continue to offer policymakers 
and educators useful lessons about what works for high school students and will demonstrate the 
value of subjecting promising school reform approaches to rigorous tests of effectiveness. 

Robert J. Ivry 
Senior Vice President 
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Executive Summary 

Today, high schools face more pressure than ever to produce graduates who can enter 
and succeed in post-secondary education. At the same time, high schools have been pressed to 
rethink the way they prepare young people for transitions to the world of work, whether or not 
this path leads through post-secondary education. Specifically, new school-to-work transition 
strategies have emphasized partnerships with local employers, use of a broad array of career 
development strategies beyond training in specific skills, integration of academic and career-
related coursework, and work-based teaching and learning. 

Meanwhile, transitions from school to work have become increasingly complex and, for 
many young people, problematic. More and more young people are combining post-secondary 
education and work, or are moving between school and work to accommodate shifting individ-
ual preferences, economic conditions, and available opportunities. Today’s labor market pro-
vides fewer entry-level, career-oriented jobs for young workers, typically those between ages 18 
and 26. Employment prospects have become particularly bleak for youth with less than two 
years of post-secondary education, as their earnings have declined precipitously in recent years 
relative to the earnings of those who have college degrees. Hardest hit have been young men of 
color and from low-income communities. These trends in the youth labor market and the econ-
omy as a whole have placed increasing pressure on high schools to provide higher-quality op-
portunities that prepare their students for work as well as for higher education.  

Career Academies offer high schools — particularly those in urban communities that 
struggle to keep students in school and to prepare them for post-secondary education and em-
ployment opportunities — a systematic approach to addressing a range of challenges. Typically 
serving between 150 and 200 students from grades 9 or 10 through grade 12, Career Academies 
have three distinguishing features: (1) they are organized as small learning communities to cre-
ate a more supportive, personalized learning environment; (2) they combine academic and ca-
reer and technical curricula around a career theme to enrich teaching and learning; and (3) they 
establish partnerships with local employers to provide career awareness and work-based learn-
ing opportunities for students. There are estimated to be more than 2,500 Career Academies 
across the country, operating either as a single program or as multiple programs within a larger 
high school. 

Although there is a rich body of research into Career Academies and other school re-
forms that aim to accomplish multiple and complex goals, there is little rigorous evidence from 
which to judge the initiatives’ long-term effectiveness. Do investments in career-related inter-
ventions in high school really pay off in the labor market? Does preparation for healthy transi-
tions from school to work come at the expense of college readiness? To what extent can career-
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related high school initiatives pave the way for youth — particularly young men with limited 
post-secondary education — to enter jobs that offer high earnings and viable career paths?  

Since 1993, MDRC has been conducting a uniquely rigorous evaluation of the Career 
Academy approach in a diverse group of nine high schools across the country. The high 
schools are located in medium- and large-sized school districts and reflect many of the stressful 
conditions found in urban settings. The participating Career Academies were able to implement 
and sustain the core features of the approach, and they served a cross-section of the student 
populations in their host high schools. The evaluation is being funded by the U.S. Departments 
of Education and Labor and by 17 private foundations and organizations. 

The Career Academies Evaluation is one of the few studies of a school reform initiative 
that uses the design of a randomized, controlled field trial. Because more students applied for 
the Academy programs than could be served, applicants were randomly selected to enroll (the 
Academy group). The remaining students constitute the study’s non-Academy control group. 
Subsequent differences in outcomes between the two groups provide valid estimates of the 
Academies’ impacts. This type of research design is widely considered to be the most reliable 
way to measure the effectiveness of interventions such as Career Academies. The evaluation is 
also unusual among studies of school reforms for following both groups of students from the 
beginning of high school through four years after scheduled graduation. 

MDRC’s earlier reports from the evaluation indicate that Career Academies appear to 
have been most effective at influencing those aspects of school functioning and student and 
teacher experiences that are closest to the core features of the approach. Students in the Acad-
emy group reported higher levels of interpersonal support from their teachers and peers than did 
students in the non-Academy group. For students who entered the programs at high risk of 
dropping out, the Academies increased the likelihood of their staying in school through the end 
of 12th grade, improved attendance, and increased the number of credits earned toward gradua-
tion. The Career Academy–employer partnerships, in particular, provided students with a much 
broader array of career-awareness and development experiences both in and outside school, in-
cluding work-based learning internships. At the same time, the Academies evaluation appears to 
have had less influence on curriculum content and teachers’ instructional practice. Previously 
reported findings even suggest that some Academy students may have substituted more career-
related courses for their academic core courses and thereby mitigated the employment-related 
benefits of the programs.  

This report examines the impact that Career Academies have had on the educational at-
tainment and post-secondary labor market experiences of young people through the four years 
following their scheduled graduation from high school. It is based on survey data collected from 
1,458 young people in the Career Academies Evaluation study sample (about 85 percent of 
whom are either Hispanic or African-American).  
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Impacts on Labor Market Outcomes 
• The Career Academies produced positive and sustained impacts on a 

range of labor market outcomes among the young men in the study 
sample. 

The Career Academies increased earnings for young men by an average of $212 per 
month over 48 months (see Exhibit ES.1). This amounts to an 18 percent increase over the non-
Academy group’s average earnings of $1,161 per month, and it totaled more than $10,000 in 
additional earnings for the Academy group over the 48-month follow-up period. The Career 
Academies’ impact on earnings for young men is substantially larger than the roughly $100 dif-
ference in monthly earnings that has been found in other research that compared the earnings of 
young workers who have one or two years of post-secondary education with the earnings of 
their counterparts who have only a high school diploma or a General Educational Development 
(GED) certificate. These findings are noteworthy in light of the declining labor market pros-
pects for young men in recent years, particularly among young men with limited post-secondary 
education. 

The Career Academy impacts on total earnings resulted from the combined impacts that 
the programs had on the number of months employed, hours worked per week, and hourly 
wages. In other words, Career Academies were likely to have helped the young men obtain bet-
ter-paying jobs and jobs that afforded them the opportunity to work more hours (more often in 
full-time rather than part-time jobs). 

• Overall, the Career Academies had no impacts (positive or negative) on 
labor market outcomes for young women.  

Average monthly earnings, number of months employed, hours worked per week, and 
hourly wages were very similar overall for young women in the Academy and non-Academy 
groups (see Exhibit ES.1). One reason for the lack of post-high school labor market impacts 
among young women may be that the young women in the sample were more focused, relative 
to the young men, on attending post-secondary education programs or taking care of their chil-
dren. Further analysis did reveal, however, that young women with children may have experi-
enced some boost in their labor market prospects from the Career Academies. Among young 
women who had children, those in the Academy group were employed for more months during 
the follow-up period, and they earned about $107 more per month than those in the non-
Academy group. (It should be noted that these differences are not statistically significant and 
may not reflect the impact of Career Academies.) 



 ES-4

Career Academies Evaluation

Exhibit ES.1

Impacts on Average Monthly Earnings and Components of Earnings,  
by Gender 

Average Monthly Earnings 
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SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-
High School Follow-Up Survey.

NOTES:  Measures reflect averages over the 48-month period following scheduled high 
school graduation for each sample member. A two-tailed t-test was applied to 
differences between the Academy and non-Academy groups (impacts). Statistical 
significance levels are indicated as *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 percent.

Monthly earnings were calculated by multiplying each sample member’s reported hourly 
wage times the hours worked per week times the number of weeks worked per month. 
For months in which sample members did not report being employed, zero values were 
used for monthly earnings and the components of earnings.

Hourly wages and weekly hours worked reported by sample members at the conclusion 
of each job were applied to the full duration of the job. Thus, if wages or hours 
increased or decreased during the job, these measures may over- or underestimate true 
monthly earnings. Additional analyses indicate that the pattern of impacts was not 
sensitive to various assumptions about changes in wages or hours.

ES-4 
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• The Career Academies produced substantial increases in employment 

and earnings for students who entered the programs at high or medium 
risk of dropping out of high school.  

Among students who entered high school at the highest risk of dropping out, the Acad-
emies increased earnings by an average of $168 per month, or 16 percent, compared with the non-
Academy group’s average monthly earnings of $1,036. The impact for the medium-risk subgroup 
was an average increase of $141 per month, or 14 percent more than the non-Academy group’s 
average monthly earnings. The Career Academies also produced positive impacts in terms of the 
number of months employed, hours worked per week, and hourly wages, although some of the 
impacts for the smaller high-risk subgroup are not statistically significant. 

The lack of impacts on labor market outcomes for the low-risk subgroup may be due, in 
part, to the fact that this group made a substantial investment in post-secondary education dur-
ing the follow-up period. For example, those in the low-risk subgroups (from both the Academy 
and the non-Academy group) spent just over 30 months enrolled in post-secondary education 
programs, and over 40 percent were still working on a post-secondary education credential at 
the end of the follow-up period. 

Impacts on Educational Attainment 
• Overall, the Career Academies had no impacts (positive or negative) on 

educational attainment, although high school completion rates and post-
secondary enrollment and attainment rates were higher than national 
averages. 

Over 90 percent of the young people in the Academy and non-Academy groups gradu-
ated from high school or received a GED, and nearly 80 percent enrolled in some type of post-
secondary education program. By the end of the four-year post-high school follow-up period, 
over half of those in both the Academy and the non-Academy group had either completed a 
post-secondary credential (a bachelor’s degree, an associate’s degree, or a training license or 
certificate) or were still working toward a credential. These educational attainment levels are 
higher than national averages for similar students from similar school districts.  

Exhibit ES.2 shows that the overall high school completion rates were very similar for 
young men and young women. The young women were somewhat more likely to graduate from 
high school on time, but the Career Academies did not have an impact on on-time graduation rates 
for either group. It should be noted that the 4.7 percentage point reduction in late graduation rates 
for young men was balanced by a slight increases in on-time graduation and GED receipt rates.  
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(continued)

Career Academies Evaluation

Exhibit ES.2

Impacts on Educational Attainment,
by Gender 
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Exhibit ES.2 also indicates that the young men experienced a slight decline in the rates at 
which they completed, or were still working toward, post-secondary credentials. In addition to 
being relatively small and not statistically significant, the difference also reflects somewhat higher 
attrition rates among those in the non-Academy group, which may further erase the slight reduc-
tion in completion rates over time. By the end of the follow-up period, over half the young men in 
the sample had earned a post-secondary credential or were still working on one. Overall, the sub-
stantial, positive impact on labor market outcomes for young men does not appear to have come at 
the expense of systematically reducing their prospects for post-secondary education.  

• The Career Academies modestly reduced enrollments in post-secondary 
education among those who entered the programs at highest risk of 
dropping out of high school. This does not appear to have diminished 
the Academies’ impact on employment and earnings for this subgroup.  

At the end of the follow-up period, 40 percent of the high-risk Academy group and 49 
percent of the high-risk non-Academy group had either completed a post-secondary credential 
or were still working on one. Although this 9 percentage point reduction in educational attain-
ment is not statistically significant, it is sufficiently large to raise a caution about potential 
tradeoffs between education and work. Most of this difference, however, occurred in the rates of 
completing a short-term training license or certificate. By the end of the four-year follow-up 
period, the reduction evident in these limited education credentials does not appear to have di-
minished the increased earnings power that accrued to the Academy group. In fact, the Career 
Academies’ impact on earnings for this subgroup in the last year of follow-up was substantially 
larger than in any of the preceding three years.  

Exhibit ES.2 (continued)

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-High School Follow-Up 
Survey.
 
NOTES:   Statuses reflect the 48-month period following scheduled high school graduation for each sample 
member. 
                Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating sums and  differences. 
                A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between the Academy and non-Academy groups 
(impacts). Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
                 Students must have earned a high school diploma or GED to be considered enrolled in a post-
secondary education program.
                 A credential was considered "in progress" if the student reported being enrolled in a program within 
three months of the end of the follow-up period and expected to complete the credential. 
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Implications of the Findings 
• The findings provide convincing evidence that increased investments in 

career-related experiences during high school can improve post-
secondary labor market prospects. 

A growing body of descriptive analyses suggests that increases in career-technical 
course-taking and engagement in higher-quality, work-based learning programs during high 
school are associated with better labor market outcomes after high school. This evaluation finds 
that Career Academies produced impacts on monthly earnings for young men that exceed the 
differences in earnings that have been found between young workers with one or two years of 
post-secondary education and those who only have a high school diploma. Although one should 
not conclude from this that Career Academies can substitute for post-secondary education be-
low the associate’s-degree level, the findings seem to suggest that Academies do produce bene-
fits in the labor market that are commensurate with those associated with continuing investment 
in post-secondary programs.  

• The findings demonstrate the feasibility of accomplishing goals of 
school-to-career and career-technical education without compromising 
academic goals. 

Like many approaches to education reform, the Career Academy model has many and 
varied goals. Career Academies aspire to prevent students from dropping out of high school and 
to prepare them for college and other post-secondary education opportunities. At the same time, 
Career Academies provide students with an explicit introduction to the world of work and try to 
furnish them with skills and connections to help them navigate the transition from high school 
to successful employment. Many critics of school-to-work transition initiatives and career-
technical programs contend that programs like Career Academies track students into classes and 
work experiences that orient them toward immediate entry into the labor market. Such criticism 
sometimes suggests that this orientation comes at the expense of preparation for and opportuni-
ties to attend college. In this study, however, the high rates of enrollment in post-secondary edu-
cation programs and the sustained impacts on employment and earnings suggest that such 
tradeoffs need not occur.  

• The findings suggest that Career Academies should make special efforts 
to serve students who are at risk of dropping out of high school. 

One theme that has evolved from the Career Academies Evaluation is that students who 
enter the programs at high or medium risk of dropping out of high school tend to benefit most 
from exposure to the programs. Earlier findings indicate that high-risk students experienced mod-
est reductions in dropout rates and increases in attendance and course-taking (although these did 
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not translate into impacts on graduation or post-secondary enrollment rates). The present findings 
indicate that the Academies’ strong labor market impacts were concentrated among the high- and 
medium-risk subgroups. Even for the high-risk subgroup, impacts on labor market outcomes grew 
over time, despite the modest reductions in post-secondary education enrollments.  

These findings suggest that Career Academies should make greater efforts to attract and 
retain high- or medium-risk students. At the same time, however, targeting such students exclu-
sively might lower expectations for the program among teachers, students, and parents. More 
important, the implementation research for this evaluation indicates that the Academies draw 
much of their power to improve interpersonal supports and increase engagement from the diver-
sity of their student bodies. 

Several school districts and school reform initiatives around the country are now at-
tempting to convert entire high schools into clusters of Career Academies. Instead of giving stu-
dents the option of enrolling in traditional general or vocational programs, these wall-to-wall 
Academies offer students a choice among different Academies that combine academic and ca-
reer-related curricula. This approach may have the greatest potential for maximizing high-risk 
students’ access to the programs (because all students would be required to enroll in an Acad-
emy) while ensuring that the Academies include a broad mix of students. These high schools 
and reform initiatives, however, face the related challenges of preventing high-risk students 
from being tracked into poorly implemented Academies and of ensuring a high level of imple-
mentation on a larger scale. 

• The Career Academies Evaluation demonstrates the feasibility, benefits, 
and challenges of conducting a longitudinal random assignment evalua-
tion of a prominent high school reform approach. 

The Career Academies Evaluation is one of the few longitudinal random assignment 
evaluations of a school-based education intervention. Without the random assignment research 
design and the extended follow-up period, it is likely that an alternative approach to the study 
would have yielded misleading findings and conclusions. For example, statistical comparisons 
with national data might suggest that the Career Academies represent a substantially better edu-
cational opportunity than many alternatives available to similar students from similar schools 
and school districts across the country. The availability of a valid control group — determined 
by the random assignment design of the evaluation — shows that the Career Academies in this 
study tended to attract students (by a combination of self-selection and program selection) who 
were likely to do well in high school and post-secondary education even if they had not been 
exposed to the Career Academies.  



 ES-10

Next Steps for the Evaluation 
The full story of Career Academies’ effectiveness may still be unfolding. The young 

men and women in the study sample were about 22 years old at the time they were contacted for 
the most recent follow-up survey. Most were still somewhat unsettled in their transition to self-
sufficient adulthood. Nearly one-third of these young people were still enrolled in education 
programs, and most had not yet started families. Very few had settled on a long-term career. 
These factors leave unanswered a number of important questions about the longer-term effects 
of the Career Academies: Will the substantial impacts on employment and earnings outcomes 
for young men continue as they become more dependent on higher-wage, career-oriented jobs 
to support their families? Will these benefits eventually accrue to young women? Will the 
young men and women who were engaged in Career Academies remain in (or return to) post-
secondary education programs at higher rates than their counterparts from the control group? 

To address these and other issues, the evaluation is collecting data on students’ educa-
tion and labor market experiences over an additional four-year period. This will mark an eight-
year post-high school follow-up period and nearly 12 years since these young people first en-
tered the study sample. The goal of this ongoing work is to determine whether the Career Acad-
emies enable students to make better choices about post-secondary education and employment 
and whether their choices lead to higher educational attainment and entry into higher-wage, 
more career-oriented jobs. 
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Full Report 

This report examines the impact that Career Academies — a prominent high school re-
form and school-to-work transition initiative — have on educational attainment and post-
secondary labor market experiences of young people. The follow-up period and research design 
for this study are rare in studies of high school programs, including programs that aim to im-
prove youth transitions from school to further education and work. The findings cover a four-
year post-high school follow-up period, which provides a unique opportunity to examine how 
Career Academies influence students’ capacity to sustain their engagement in post-secondary 
education programs and improve their labor market prospects. Because the findings that are 
presented in this report are derived from a random assignment field experiment, they provide 
uniquely reliable indicators of the effectiveness of the Career Academy approach.  

As this report goes to press, education policymakers and practitioners are pursuing a 
range of far-reaching reform strategies to improve American high schools, particularly those 
that serve students who are at risk of leaving high school without the skills needed to pursue 
further education and make successful transitions to the world of work. Some of these initiatives 
aim to reform high schools through comprehensive changes in organization and governance. 
Other reform efforts focus on changes in curricula and the learning goals that students are re-
quired to attain. Still others seek to reconstitute the relationship between high schools and their 
communities, including local employers and social institutions. Yet very little is known about 
the potential effects that these initiatives might have on students both during and after their high 
schools years. 

Many of the reform strategies being considered include principles embedded in the Ca-
reer Academy approach. Others incorporate Career Academies or Academy-like programs di-
rectly into their reform model or system. In addition, Career Academies continue to proliferate 
at a rapid pace, with public support and under the guidance of national and local intermediary 
organizations. These trends have increased the demand for more reliable evidence about the 
long-term effectiveness of Career Academies. 

MDRC began this uniquely rigorous evaluation of the Career Academy approach in 
1993. The study includes a diverse set of nine high schools across the country and the Career 
Academies located in them. The evaluation’s primary goal is to provide policymakers and edu-
cators with reliable evidence about how Career Academies affect students’ performance and 
engagement during high school and their subsequent transitions to post-secondary education 
and the labor market. The study also aims to provide information about how these programs 
operate and to examine the factors that may enhance or undermine their effectiveness. The 
evaluation is funded by the U.S. Departments of Education and Labor and by 17 private founda-
tions and organizations. 
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This report — the sixth formal report from the study — describes the Career Academy 
approach and highlights the key features of the evaluation that underlie its rigor and the rele-
vance of its findings. Box 1 outlines the core features of the Career Academy model,1 while Box 
2 gives an overview of the evaluation’s design and the data sources used in this report.2 To pro-
vide a context for interpreting the impacts that Career Academies had on post-secondary educa-
tion and labor market outcomes, the following section summarizes prior reports’ findings about 
how Career Academies influenced students’ high school experiences. The bulk of this report 
focuses on the impacts that Career Academies had on a range of educational attainment and la-
bor market outcomes for young people during the four years following their scheduled gradua-
tion from high school. A short concluding section discusses some of the implications that the 
study’s findings may have for education policy and practice.3 

Impacts on High School Experiences and Outcomes  
The first three reports from the Career Academies Evaluation describe the implementa-

tion of the core elements of the Career Academy approach and assess the extent to which these 
elements provided students, teachers, and employers with the types of supports and learning 
opportunities outlined in Box 1.4 The fourth report examines the impacts that the participating 
Academies had on students’ performance and engagement through the end of their 12th-grade 
year in high school.5 

The findings from these earlier reports provide an essential context for understanding 
the pattern of Career Academy effects on educational attainment and post-secondary labor mar-
ket outcomes that are discussed in the present report. In particular, they shed light on the facets 
of students’ high school experiences and outcomes that Career Academies affected or did not 
affect. Differences (and the lack of differences) in the experiences of students in the Academy 
group and the non-Academy group are fundamental antecedents to the effects that Career Acad-
emies might have had as these young people moved beyond high school into post-secondary 
education programs and the world of work. 

                                                   
1For a detailed discussion of the history and conceptual framework underlying the Career Academy ap-

proach, see Stern, Dayton, and Raby (2003); Kemple (1997); Kemple, Poglinco, and Snipes (1999); and Kem-
ple and Snipes (2000). 

2For a detailed discussion of the research design, the sites, the students in the study sample, and other data 
sources used in the evaluation, see Kemple and Rock (1996); Kemple (1997); Kemple and Snipes (2000); and 
Kemple (2001). 

3See the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) for information about the 
samples and the analytical methods used to derive the findings, as well supplementary exhibits presenting de-
tailed findings for the full study sample and various subgroups.  

4See Kemple and Rock, 1996; Kemple, 1997; and Kemple, Poglinco, and Snipes, 1999. 
5See Kemple and Snipes, 2000. 



 -3-

Box 1 
The Career Academy Approach 

Context 
Background: The first Career Academy was launched in Philadelphia in 1969. It is estimated that there are now over 2,500 Academies across the 
country. 
Aims: Career Academies stand at the intersection of several high school reform efforts aimed at (1) building school-to-work systems, (2) reconsti-
tuting career and technical education, (3) dividing large high schools into small learning communities, and (4) promoting comprehensive school 
change.  
Targeted population: Most Career Academies are located within urban and large-city high schools serving low-income students in grades 9 
through 12. Academies typically serve a cross-section of 150 to 200 students from these schools. A growing number of Academies are being estab-
lished in suburban and rural communities. 

Features Supports and Learning Opportunities 

School-within-a-school organization 
• A small learning community is formed within the larger high school by 

clustering 3 to 5 teachers and 50 to 75 students per grade in grades 9 
through 12 or grades 10 through 12.  

• Teachers are drawn from various academic and career-related disci-
plines and remain with students from year to year. 

• One teacher assumes lead responsibility for administrative tasks and 
serves as liaison with school and district administrators and employer 
partners. 

• Students take 2 to 4 courses per year in the Academy and their remain-
ing courses in the regular high school. 

• Block scheduling of the Academy-oriented classes in the morning is 
followed by regularly scheduled classes in the afternoon. 

• Efforts are made to encourage parental involvement. 

Interpersonal support 
• Academies aim to function as “communities of support” for 

students and teachers. 
• Academies attempt to ensure that students get personalized at-

tention from teachers; teachers have higher expectations; and 
students collaborate with peers.  

• Academies aim to ensure that teachers are supported by oppor-
tunities for professional collaboration and by adequate re-
sources, and that they have the capacity to influence instruc-
tional and administrative decisions. 

 

(continued) 
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Box 1 (continued) 

 

Features Supports and Learning Opportunities 
Academic and technical curricula based on a career theme 
• Students take 3 or more academic courses and at least 1 career- or occu-

pation-related course per year 
• Occupational classes are structured around a range of areas in a career 

field rather than training in specific job skills.  
• A career theme is chosen on the basis of local employment needs and 

demand for expertise. Among the career themes are health professions, 
business and finance, electronics, travel and tourism, and information 
technology. 

Focused curricula and enriched learning opportunities 
• Academies attempt to break down the dichotomy between aca-

demic and technical curricula by bringing academic rigor to ca-
reer-related courses and applied learning opportunities to aca-
demic courses. 

• Academy curricula are intended to ensure that students meet 
core academic requirements for graduation and college prepara-
tion. 

• Non-Academy courses attempt to provide a coherent sequence 
of technical and occupation-related classes. 

• Curricula attempt to provide applied learning opportunities, 
including problem-solving skills, the use of computers, and 
work on long-term projects. 

Employer partnerships 
• Formal relationships with a group of employers in the community aim to 

support Academy programs and to sponsor work- and career-related ac-
tivities for students. 

• Employer partners contribute funds and other material resources and 
participate as speakers, supervisors of student interns, and student men-
tors. 

• Many Academies create formal advisory boards to help guide the devel-
opment of curricular and extracurricular activities. 

• Academy staff and employer representatives work together to develop 
career-awareness and development activities, including field trips, job 
shadowing, and outside speakers from the business community. 

Career awareness and work-based learning opportunities 
• Career awareness and development activities aim to improve 

students’ understanding of the world of work and occupations 
within the program’s broad career theme. 

• Through work-based learning programs developed in collabora-
tion with employer partners, students are placed in jobs (or se-
ries of short-term jobs) that expose them to occupations. 
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Several findings reported previously indicate that the Career Academies in the evalua-
tion changed students’ experiences during high school in ways that are strongly consistent with 
the short-term goals of the Academy approach. For example, compared with their non-
Academy counterparts: 

• Students in the Academy group reported higher levels of interpersonal sup-
port from teachers and peers.  

• Academy students were more likely to combine academic and career or 
technical courses.  

• Academy students were substantially more likely to be exposed to a range of 
career awareness and development activities, both in and outside school, and 
to work in jobs that were connected to school.  

• For students who entered the programs at high risk of dropping out, the 
Academies increased the likelihood of staying in school through the end of 
the 12th-grade year, improved attendance, and increased the number of cred-
its earned toward graduation.  

• For students at medium or low risk of dropping out, the Academies increased 
career and technical course-taking and participation in career development 
activities without reducing academic course-taking. 

Previously reported findings also indicate several limitations on the Academies’ im-
plementation and effectiveness: 

• One-third of the students who initially enrolled in the Academies left the 
programs before the end of their 12th-grade year.  

• The curricula and instructional strategies used in the Academies (in both aca-
demic and career or technical courses) were generally similar to those offered 
in the rest of the high school. 

• The Academies had no impact on standardized test scores. 

• Some Academies that did not substantially increase interpersonal supports 
from teachers and peers reduced attendance rates and academic course-taking 
for some students. 

Not surprisingly, the Academies appear to have been most effective at influencing those 
aspects of school functioning and student and teacher experiences that are closest to the core 
features of the approach. For example, the Academies’ school-within-a-school organization ap-
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pears to have created communities of support for teachers and students. In this context, students 
were more highly engaged in school, which was reflected in high attendance rates, low dropout 
rates, and — in the words of several students — a sense of being in a “family-like” atmosphere. 
Teachers, too, saw the Academies as a “learning community” in which they collaborated with 
colleagues and were able to give students more personalized attention. The findings suggest that 
the school-within-a-school structure and the interpersonal supports that evolved from it may 
have been important preconditions for the implementation and effectiveness of other features of 
the Career Academy approach. In and of themselves, however, these interpersonal supports do 
not appear to have had a direct impact on student performance.  

The Career Academies in this evaluation had the strongest and most pervasive effects 
on the engagement of high-risk students. For these students, the Academies increased atten-
dance and credits earned in both academic and career or technical courses, and they kept a 
higher proportion of those enrolled in school through the end of 12th grade. For the medium- 
and low-risk students, the Academies were able to increase exposure to career-related courses 
and career development experiences without reducing the likelihood of completing at least a 
basic academic core curriculum. 

Employer partnerships — another key feature of the Career Academy approach — of-
fered employers structured, concrete opportunities to engage in the educational mission of high 
schools. These partnerships provided students with a broad array of career awareness and de-
velopment experiences both in and outside school, including work-based learning internships. 
Academy students were much more likely than their non-Academy counterparts to be exposed 
to such experiences as job shadowing, career fairs, guest speakers from local businesses, and 
instruction in how to look for and apply for a job, prepare a résumé, and interview. Academy 
students were also provided with increased exposure to individual employers as well as to in-
formation about the types of career opportunities in a given field. 

The Academies in this evaluation appear to have had less influence on curricular content 
and teachers’ instructional practice than on the measures mentioned above. Academy students 
were more likely to take career-related courses than their non-Academy peers, but the academic 
and career-related courses that they took were generally typical of those offered in the regular 
school environment — probably because Academy teachers were bound by the same require-
ments as their non-Academy counterparts regarding the scope and sequence of the curriculum. 

Similarly, although the Academies were more likely to expose students to applied and 
work-related learning activities, they typically did not truly integrate academic and career-
related curricula and instructional practice in ways consistent with practices that have been iden- 
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Box 2 
The Career Academies Evaluation 

 
Design 
 
The Career Academies Evaluation uses a random assignment research design — 
the best way to ensure that there were initially no systematic differences between 
the two groups that make up the study sample. Each of the students in the sample 
applied for a place in one of the participating Career Academies and was deemed 
to be appropriate for the programs. Because more applicants were appropriate 
than the programs could serve, a lottery was used to choose which students would 
be invited to enroll. The students who enrolled make up the study’s Academy 
group. The remaining students (about 45 percent of the applicant pool) continued 
or enrolled in the high schools’ regular education programs and constitute the 
study’s non-Academy control group. The outcomes for the non-Academy group 
are the best indicators of how students in the Academy group would have fared if 
they had not had access to the programs. Therefore, the impacts — that is, the 
differences in outcomes between the Academy and the non-Academy groups — 
represent the changes that the Career Academies produced over and above what 
students were likely to achieve in non-Academy environments.* 
 
Sites 
 
Each of the nine high schools in this evaluation is located in or near a large urban 
school district with substantially higher percentages of African-American and 
Hispanic students than exist in school districts nationally, as well as higher drop-
out rates, higher unemployment rates, and higher percentages of low-income 
families. The schools were selected strategically on the basis of several criteria:†  

• The schools had implemented and sustained the core features of the Career 
Academy approach for at least two years. 

• There was a clear contrast — along the core dimensions of the Academy model 
— between the Career Academy and other programs within the high school. 

• The Career Academy served a diverse population of students but made explicit 
efforts to include students who were perceived to be at risk of dropping out.  

• The high school and its Career Academy were willing and able to accommodate 
random assignment and other key features of the evaluation design. 

(continued) 
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Box 2 (continued) 
 
As a group, the participating sites reflect many of the conditions under which Ca-
reer Academies have been implemented across the country, and individually the 
sites capture much of the variation in the Academy approach as it has been 
adapted to local needs and circumstances. 
 
Students 
 
The student populations in the participating Career Academies tend to reflect the 
ethnic, gender, and socioeconomic characteristics of their host high schools, 
which are diverse. Students came to the programs with varying backgrounds, 
school-related experiences, and educational aspirations. Some students were al-
ready highly engaged in school when they applied for the Academies. Key goals 
of Academies are to prepare such students for college and to provide them with 
career-related learning experiences and credentials that will make them more 
competitive in the labor market. Other Academy applicants were already on a path 
toward dropping out or ending their education after high school. Academies aimed 
to “reengage” such students, providing them with more applied learning experi-
ences and encouraging them to develop higher aspirations for education and em-
ployment.‡ 

 
Data Sources 
 
The primary data for this report were obtained from a survey administered to 
sample members approximately 48 months after their scheduled graduation from 
high school (eight years after they entered the study). The Career Academies 
Evaluation Four-Year Post-High School Follow-Up Survey asked sample mem-
bers: 

• Whether and when they graduated from high school or received a General Edu-
cational Development (GED) certificate and whether and when they enrolled in 
post-secondary education programs and institutions. Students who were enrolled 
in post-secondary education programs were asked about the programs’ character-
istics and about their levels of engagement.  

• Information about their work experiences during the four years after scheduled 
graduation from high school, including which month and year they started each 
job that they held during this period, which month and year they left each job, the 
number of hours they worked per week, the number of weeks they worked per 
month, and the hourly wage they earned.  

 

(continued) 



 -9-

 

tified in other research.6 Such integration requires offering more extensive professional devel-
opment opportunities to teachers — over and above the in-service workshops normally avail-
able through school and district resources — than most of the Academies could provide. Other 
professional development opportunities, such as shared planning time for teachers, were fo-
cused on student-related concerns and on coordinating the career development and employer-
related activities.  

                                                   
6For a review of research on approaches for integrating academic and vocational education, see Grubb 

(1995a, 1995b). 

Box 2 (continued) 
 
• Information about the industries in which they worked for each job they held dur-

ing the four years after scheduled graduation from high school, the titles or types 
of job they had, and the type of work they performed. For the most recent jobs re-
spondents held, the survey also asked about the types of skills they used, how their 
employment might have been connected to career-related activities during high 
school, and how their work experience might be preparing them for the future.  

• Information about other experiences in their lives and their plans for the future. 

The findings in this report are based on data collected from 1,458 youth who completed 
the survey. This represents 83 percent of the 1,764 young people in the full study sam-
ple: 83 percent of the Academy group and 82 percent of the non-Academy group. Re-
sponse analysis indicates that there were no systematic differences in background char-
acteristics between Academy and non-Academy group members who responded to the 
survey. The relatively high response rates in both the Academy and the non-Academy 
group — and the comparability of the Academy and non-Academy group members 
who responded — afford a high degree of confidence that the survey data yield valid 
estimates of the Career Academies’ impacts.§  

________________________ 
*For a detailed description of how the random assignment procedures were imple-

mented for the evaluation, see Kemple and Rock (1996). 
†For a discussion of the criteria and process used to select sites for this study, see Kem-

ple and Rock (1996). 
‡For a more complete listing of background characteristics of the full study sample, see 

Unit 1 in the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004). 
§For a more detailed discussion of the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-

High School Follow-Up Survey response rates and analysis issues related to data availabil-
ity, see Unit 1 in the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004). 
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Given the similarity between Academy and non-Academy academic curricula and in-
structional practice, it is not surprising that the Academies did not affect students’ standardized 
test scores. Still, Academy students performed at least as well as their non-Academy counter-
parts on standardized tests, and they received the added benefits of participating in a combined 
academic and career-related curriculum and in a series of career development activities. 

Finally, only 55 percent of students who were selected to enroll in the Career Acad-
emies remained in those programs through their scheduled graduation. About 15 percent of the 
applicants who were randomly assigned to the Academy group never enrolled at all, and an-
other 30 percent enrolled but subsequently left the programs before their scheduled graduation. 
Only a small percentage of those who left the Academies dropped out of high school altogether. 
It is unclear how much of the attrition from the Academies could have been influenced or 
avoided by the programs themselves. The majority of students who enrolled in a Career Acad-
emy and then chose to leave did so because they did not like the program or because they pre-
ferred other classes or programs. It is not clear that their choices reflected shortcomings of the 
Academy model or its implementation: Many students who left the Academies did so because 
they wished to take advantage of other classes, programs, or opportunities that better suited their 
interests and needs. Student mobility — usually due to family circumstances beyond the control 
of the programs — was another leading reason that students left the Career Academies. 

The high attrition rates may suggest, however, that there is not great demand for Acad-
emies, at least under circumstances where students can choose to leave and staff can ask them to 
leave. In any case, these are the circumstances under which Career Academies typically operate. 
As a result, Academies may be able to influence students’ behavior and performance for only a 
year or two before students move on to other opportunities. In an effort to provide the most rig-
orous and policy-relevant information about Academies’ potential to affect students’ behavior, 
this evaluation takes the reality of attrition squarely into account by including in the analysis all 
students who were randomly assigned to Academies, whether they remained enrolled or not. 

Impacts on Labor Market Outcomes 
This section of the report begins with a summary of the impacts that the Career Acad-

emies had on labor market outcomes for the full study sample. The key labor market outcomes 
include average monthly earnings and the core sources of monthly earnings: months employed 
during the follow-up period, hours worked per week, and hourly wages. The section then dis-
cusses in more detail the labor market impacts for the subgroups of young men and young 
women. It concludes with a brief review of the labor market impacts for subgroups defined by 
the background characteristics associated with the risk of dropping out of high school. 

• The Career Academies produced positive and sustained impacts on a 
range of labor market outcomes. 
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Exhibit 1 displays the impacts that Career Academies had on average monthly earnings 
and on each of the key components of earnings (months employed, hours worked per week, and 
hourly wages).7 These reflect averages over the entire 48-month period following scheduled 
high school graduation. The left side of the exhibit shows that the Academy group earned an 
average of $107 per month more than the non-Academy group. This represents a 10 percent 
increase in monthly earnings over the non-Academy group’s average of $1,039 per month. Over 
the 48-month follow-up period, this increase in monthly earnings totaled over $5,000.  

The right side of Exhibit 1 indicates that the impact on monthly earnings was driven by 
a combination of increases in the number of months employed, hours worked per week, and 
hourly wages. Further analyses (not shown in the exhibit) reveal that more than 40 percent of 
the earnings impact was due to the increase in hourly wages and that another 24 percent was 
due to the increase in hours worked per week.8 The remainder of the impact on monthly earn-
ings was associated with the fact that the Academy group was employed for an average of just 
over one extra month during the follow-up period, compared with the non-Academy group.  

Exhibit 2 shows that the Career Academies’ impacts on average monthly earnings per-
sisted throughout the 48-month post-high school follow-up period. It shows, first, that the monthly 
earnings for both the Academy and the non-Academy group increased substantially over the fol-
low-up period. Average monthly earnings for both groups about doubled from the start of the fol-
low-up period to the end. The solid line in the exhibit, however, shows that — during each month 
of the follow-up period — the young people in the study’s Academy group earned more, on aver-
age, than those in the non-Academy group (represented by the dashed line).  

The survey that was administered to the study sample for this report also asked sample 
members to provide some detailed information about the jobs they held near or at the end of the 
follow-up period.9 Overall, it appears that the jobs held by Academy and non-Academy group 
members were similar. On average, sample members from both groups had been working at 

                                                   
7Unit 3 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) includes supplemen-

tary tables that provide more detailed labor market impact findings for the full study sample. 
8The impacts on the components of earnings (months worked, hours worked per week, and hourly wages) 

were decomposed to determine their contributions to the overall earnings impact. These calculations assume 
that the components of earnings are independent. It may be that the Career Academy increases in work effort 
(hours worked) also helped increase hourly wages. 

9Unit 3 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) provides a list of 
these job characteristics for both groups (Exhibit 3.5). The information on job characteristics discussed in this 
section of the report and presented in the Technical Resources is based only on the sample members who were 
employed during the follow-up period and focuses only on the characteristics of the last job they held. As a 
result, differences in job characteristics between Academy and non-Academy groups do not represent valid 
indicators of Career Academy impacts (or lack of impacts). 
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SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-
High School Follow-Up Survey.

NOTES:  Measures reflect averages over the 48-month period following scheduled high 
school graduation for each sample member. A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences 
between the Academy and non-Academy groups (impacts). Statistical significance levels 
are indicated as *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 percent.

Monthly earnings were calculated by multiplying each sample member’s reported hourly 
wage times the hours worked per week times the number of weeks worked per month. 
For months in which sample members did not report being employed, zero values were 
used for monthly earnings and the components of earnings.

Hourly wages and weekly hours worked reported by sample members at the conclusion 
of each job were applied to the full duration of the job. Thus, if wages or hours increased 
or decreased during the job, these measures may over- or underestimate true monthly 
earnings. Additional analyses indicate that the pattern of impacts was not sensitive to 
various assumptions about changes in wages or hours.
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Month-by-Month Impacts on Average Monthly Earnings
for the Full Study Sample

Exhibit 2

Career Academies Evaluation
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SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-High School Follow-Up Survey.

NOTES:   Measures reflect the 48-month period following scheduled high school graduation for each sample member. A 
two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between the Academy and non-Academy groups. Differences in monthly 
earnings are significant at the .1 level or lower in 37 out of the 48 months.

Monthly earnings were calculated by multiplying each sample member’s reported hourly wage times the hours worked 
per week times the number of weeks worked per month. For months in which sample members did not report being 
employed, zero values were used for monthly earnings and the components of earnings.

Hourly wages and weekly hours worked reported by sample members at the conclusion of each job they held were 
applied to the full duration of the job. Thus, if wages or hours increased or decreased during the job, these measures may 
over- or underestimate true monthly earnings. Additional analyses indicate that the pattern of impacts was not sensitive to 
various assumptions about changes in wages or hours.
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their current or most recent job for about 18 months, and between 83 percent and 85 percent of 
both groups were working full time. Both groups experienced an increase in monthly earnings 
of nearly 24 percent over the time they held their jobs, although monthly earnings for the Acad-
emy group consistently outpaced the earnings of the non-Academy group. About 60 percent of 
workers in both groups held jobs that provided a health insurance plan, and just over 40 percent 
of both groups (43 percent of the Academy group and 41 percent of the non-Academy group) 
reported working in a job that provided a full package of benefits, including a health insurance 
plan, sick and vacation days, and a retirement plan.  

The distribution of jobs across occupational areas was similar for sample members in 
both groups. For example, approximately 30 percent of the Academy group reported working in 
office and administrative support occupations, and about 25 percent worked in management or 
professional occupations. Nearly 20 percent of the Academy group worked in construction-
related trades; about 16 percent worked in sales-related occupations; and 11 percent worked in 
food and personal service occupations. Approximately 70 percent of sample members in both 
groups reported that their job involved computer use, and less than 30 percent indicated that 
their job often involved physically demanding tasks. 

In addition to monthly earnings and hourly wages, two other characteristics differenti-
ated the jobs held by the Academy group from those held by the non-Academy group. First, 
sample members in the Academy group were more likely to be working in a job that was di-
rectly related to a program or experience in which they were involved during high school: 27 
percent of the Academy group reported this to be the case, compared with 22 percent of the 
non-Academy group. This also shows, however, that the majority of those in the Academy 
group were not working in jobs related to the career theme of the Academy program for which 
they were selected. Second, about 44 percent of the Academy group reported that they were 
very likely to be promoted in the next year, compared with 37 percent of the non-Academy 
group. This suggests that the Academy group may continue to experience higher earnings and 
wages in the future. 

• The impacts on labor market outcomes were concentrated among young 
men in the study sample. 

Exhibit 3 displays the Career Academies’ impacts on average monthly earnings (and 
the key components of earnings) for young men and young women in the study sample, respec-
tively.10 The left set of bars in each portion of the exhibit shows that, for young men, the Acad-
emies produced statistically significant increases in monthly earnings, months employed, hours

                                                   
10Unit 4 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) includes supplemen-

tary tables that provide detailed impact findings for young men and young women in the study sample. 
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Impacts on Average Monthly Earnings and Components of Earnings,  
by Gender 

Average Monthly Earnings 

$956$995

$1,373

$1,161

$0

$200

$400

$600

$800

$1,000

$1,200

$1,400

Young Men Young Women 

M
on

th
ly

 E
ar

ni
ng

s 
Months Employed 

38.8
35.136.0 34.8

0

12

24

36

48

Young Men Young Women 

M
on

th
s 

Academy Group

Non-Academy
Group

 Average Hours Worked per Week 

27.1 26.7
34.2

30.0

0

10

20

30

40

Young Men Young Women 

H
ou

rs

Impact = 0.4

Impact = 2.8** Impact = 0.3Impact = $212**

Impact = $39

Impact = 4.2***

Average Hourly Wages 

$8.81 $9.75
$8.55$9.01

$0
$2
$4
$6
$8

$10
$12

Young Men Young Women 

W
ag

es

Impact = $0.74** Impact = $0.26

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-
High School Follow-Up Survey.

NOTES:  Measures reflect averages over the 48-month period following scheduled high 
school graduation for each sample member. A two-tailed t-test was applied to 
differences between the Academy and non-Academy groups (impacts). Statistical 
significance levels are indicated as *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 percent.

Monthly earnings were calculated by multiplying each sample member’s reported hourly 
wage times the hours worked per week times the number of weeks worked per month. 
For months in which sample members did not report being employed, zero values were 
used for monthly earnings and the components of earnings.

Hourly wages and weekly hours worked reported by sample members at the conclusion 
of each job were applied to the full duration of the job. Thus, if wages or hours 
increased or decreased during the job, these measures may over- or underestimate true 
monthly earnings. Additional analyses indicate that the pattern of impacts was not 
sensitive to various assumptions about changes in wages or hours.
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worked per week, and hourly wages. Specifically, the Career Academies produced an increase 
of $212 in average monthly earnings for young men. This amounts to a substantial 18 percent 
increase over and above the average earnings of $1,161 per month for young men in the non-
Academy group. This increase totaled more than $10,000 in additional earnings for males in the 
Academy group over the 48-month follow-up period.  

The magnitude of the impacts on monthly earnings for young men exceeds differences 
in earnings that have been found in other research between young workers with one or two 
years of post-secondary education and those who only have a high school diploma.11 This re-
search indicates that young workers with only a high school diploma or GED earned an average 
of between $100 and $150 per month less than those with one or two years of post-secondary 
education. 

Exhibit 3 also shows that, for young men, the Academy programs produced sizable in-
creases during the 48-month follow-up period in the number of months employed, hours 
worked per week (including full-time employment), and hourly wages. Overall, the young men 
in the Academy group were employed during nearly 39 months (81 percent of the follow-up 
period), compared with 36 months (75 percent of the follow-up period) for young men in the 
non-Academy group. Though not shown in the exhibit, young men in the Academy group were 
employed full time during 33 of the 39 months they were working, compared with only 28 of 
36 months for the non-Academy group. Young men in the Academy group worked an average 
of about 34 hours per week, compared with 30 hours per week for young men in the non-
Academy group.  

The Career Academies’ impact on average monthly earnings is a function of the com-
bined impact that the programs had on the number of months employed, hours worked per 
week, and hourly wages. Further analyses were conducted to examine the proportion of the im-
pact on average monthly earnings that was likely to be due to each of these components inde-
pendently. These analyses indicate that approximately 35 percent of the impact on average 
monthly earnings was associated with the increases in hours worked per week and that nearly 
28 percent was associated with the Career Academies’ impact on hourly wages. In other words, 
the increase in earnings is likely to have been a function of the Career Academies’ helping 
young men obtain better-paying jobs and jobs that afforded them the opportunity to work more 
hours (more often full-time jobs rather than part-time jobs). The remaining impact on average 
earnings was due to an increase in the number of months employed. 

                                                   
11See Pond, Sum, Mykhaylo, and Meredith, 2002. 
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Finally, the top graph in Exhibit 4 shows that the Career Academies’ impact on monthly 
earnings for young men persisted throughout the 48-month follow-up period. It shows that 
while monthly earnings more than doubled for both groups, young men in the Academy group 
consistently earned more throughout the period than young men in the non-Academy group.  

• Overall, the Career Academies did not have an impact (positive or nega-
tive) on labor market outcomes for young women.  

The right set of bars in each chart in Exhibit 3 and the bottom graph in Exhibit 4 depict 
substantially different patterns of labor market outcomes and impacts for young women in the 
study sample. First, Exhibit 3 shows that monthly earnings and each of the components of 
monthly earnings were lower for young women in the sample than for young men. This was 
true in both the Academy and the non-Academy group. For example, over the 48-month follow-
up period, young men in the non-Academy group earned an average of $205 more per month 
than young women in the non-Academy group. This accumulated to nearly $10,000 more in 
earnings for young men in the non-Academy group. The gender difference in the Academy 
group was even larger: During the 48-month follow-up period, young men in the Academy 
group earned approximately $18,000 more than young women in the Academy group.  

The difference in average monthly earnings between young men and young women 
was due, in large part, to differences in employment patterns. As illustrated on the right side of 
Exhibit 3, the young women in both groups worked during fewer months, and they worked 
fewer hours per week than did the young men. There are also gender differences in hourly 
wages. Finally, as shown in Exhibit 4, average monthly earnings for young men increased much 
more steeply than they did for young women over the follow-up period.  

Exhibits 3 and 4 show, on average, that the Academies produced little or no impact 
(positive or negative) on labor market outcomes for young women. Average monthly earnings, 
months employed, hours worked per week, and hourly wages were virtually the same for young 
women in both the Academy and the non-Academy group.  

It is not clear why the Career Academies had no overall impacts on labor market out-
comes for young women. The evaluation did not find evidence that the Career Academy experi-
ence was systematically different for young women than for young men. Nor does it appear that 
the Career Academies had systematically different impacts on the high school experiences of 
young women and young men. One hypothesis, however, is that the lack of post-high school 
labor market impacts for young women may reflect their greater focus, relative to young men, 
on attending post-secondary education programs or taking care of their children.  

Just over 40 percent of the young women in both groups had children, and over 25 per-
cent reported being a single custodial parent. By contrast, only about 27 percent of the young  
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Month-by-Month Impacts on Average  Monthly Earnings,
by Gender 
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SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-High School Follow-Up Survey.

NOTES:   Measures reflect the 48-month period following scheduled high school graduation for each sample member. A 
two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between the Academy and non-Academy groups. Differences in monthly 
earnings are significant at the .1 level or lower in 37 out of the 48 months.

Monthly earnings were calculated by multiplying each sample member’s reported hourly wage times the hours worked 
per week times the number of weeks worked per month. For months in which sample members did not report being 
employed zero values were used for monthly earnings and the components of earnings.

Hourly wages and weekly hours worked reported by sample members at the conclusion of each job they held were 
applied to the full duration of the job. Thus, if wages or hours increased or decreased during the job, these measures may 
over- or underestimate true monthly earnings. Additional analyses indicate that the pattern of impacts was not sensitive to 
various assumptions about changes in wages or hours.
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men reported having children, and only 5 percent said that they were single custodial parents. 
Young women who did not have children spent about 30 months (over 60 percent of the follow-
up period) enrolled in post-secondary education programs, compared with only 20 months of 
post-secondary enrollment for the young men (42 percent of the follow-up period).12 The sub-
stantial time that young women invested in these non-labor market activities, relative to the 
young men, may have limited the extent to which the young women were able to capitalize on 
the career development experiences that they had had in the Career Academies.  

Further analyses do reveal some noteworthy differences in the employment and earn-
ings patterns of the young women who had children. These analyses suggest that young women 
who had children may have experienced some boost in their labor market prospects from the 
Career Academies. Among young women who had children, those in the Academy group were 
employed for more months during the follow-up period and earned about $107 more per month 
than those in the non-Academy group. (Note that these differences do not necessarily reflect the 
impact of Career Academies, because they do not include direct experimental comparisons of 
Academy and non-Academy group members as determined by random assignment.)13 Although 
these differences are not statistically significant, they are similar in magnitude to the impacts for 
the full sample when averaged across all young men and all young women. 

• Impacts on labor market outcomes were concentrated among sample 
members who entered the Career Academies at high or medium risk of 
dropping out of high school.  

Because prior reports from this evaluation are concerned primarily with the impacts that 
Career Academies had on educational outcomes, they focus on subgroups defined by back-
ground characteristics that are associated with dropping out of high school.14 The student popu-
lations in Career Academies tend to reflect the ethnic, gender, and socioeconomic characteris-
tics of their host high schools, which are increasingly diverse. Moreover, with their expanded 
                                                   

12It should be noted that the Career Academies did not have impacts on childbearing or months in post-
secondary education for either young men or young women. This is discussed later in the report. 

13The analyses discussed here involve comparisons between groups of young women that were based on 
childbearing statuses that changed during the follow-up period. Although the Career Academies did not have a 
statistically significant impact on childbearing, there were modest differences between the Academy and non-
Academy groups both in the rates of childbearing and in the characteristics of those who had children and those 
who did not. Thus, these differences in childbearing rates and characteristics — not just the exposure to the 
Career Academy programs — could account for some of the differences in labor market outcomes that were 
observed between the Academy and non-Academy groups of young women who had children. Unit 4 of the 
Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) provides more detail about the labor 
market experiences of young women with and without children. 

14Unit 5 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) provides detailed 
impact findings for the risk subgroups in the study sample. 
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goals, Academies attract students who have a wider range of needs and interests than in the past. 
Little is known about the relative effectiveness of Academies for key subgroups. For instance, 
some students who apply for Academies at the end of the 8th or 9th grade are already highly 
engaged in school. Key goals of Academies are to prepare such students for college and to pro-
vide them with career-related learning experiences and credentials that will make them more 
competitive in the labor market. At the other extreme, some Academy applicants were already 
on a path toward dropping out or having their education end with high school. Academies need 
to help “reengage” such students, providing them with more applied learning experiences and 
encouraging them to develop higher aspirations for both education and employment. More 
needs to be learned about the suitability of the Academy approach for meeting the needs of stu-
dents in different risk subgroups. 

Following are brief definitions of the three risk subgroups that are the focus of findings 
in prior reports and are examined here as well. Each of the characteristics used to define these 
subgroups was measured at the time that students applied for a Career Academy, that is, before 
they were randomly selected to be in the Academy or the non-Academy group.15 

1. High-risk subgroup: Students in the study sample (approximately 25 per-
cent of both the Academy and the non-Academy group) who had the combi-
nation of characteristics, measured prior to random assignment, that are asso-
ciated with the highest likelihood of dropping out 

2. Medium-risk subgroup: Students in the study sample (approximately 50 
percent of both the Academy and the non-Academy group) who had charac-
teristics, measured prior to random assignment, indicating that they were not 
particularly likely to drop out but were not highly engaged in school  

3. Low-risk subgroup: Students in the study sample (approximately 25 per-
cent of both the Academy and the non-Academy group) who had the combi-
nation of characteristics, measured prior to random assignment, that are asso-
ciated with the lowest likelihood of dropping out 

The left side of Exhibit 5 shows the impacts that Career Academies had on average 
monthly earnings for each of the risk subgroups. It indicates that the Career Academies pro-
                                                   

15The definition of these subgroups is based on analyses using background characteristics to predict drop-
ping out among students in the non-Academy group. These analyses yielded an index that expresses dropout 
risk as the weighted average of selected background characteristics, including 8th-grade attendance rates and 
grades, falling behind on progress toward graduation, being retained in a prior grade, parents’ education, and 
having a sibling who dropped out of high school. For a detailed discussion of the method used to define the risk 
subgroups, see Kemple and Snipes (2000). 
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Impacts on Average Monthly Earnings and Components of Earnings,  
by Risk Subgroup
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SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-
High School Follow-Up Survey.

NOTES:  Measures reflect averages over the 48-month period following scheduled high 
school graduation for each sample member. A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences 
between the Academy and non-Academy groups (impacts). Statistical significance levels 
are indicated as *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 percent.

Monthly earnings were calculated by multiplying each sample member’s reported hourly 
wage times the hours worked per week times the number of weeks worked per month. For 
months in which sample members did not report being employed, zero values were used 
for monthly earnings and the components of earnings.

Hourly wages and weekly hours worked reported by sample members at the conclusion of 
each job were applied to the full duration of the job. Thus, if wages or hours increased or 
decreased during the job, these measures may over- or underestimate true monthly 
earnings. Additional analyses indicate that the pattern of impacts was not sensitive to 
various assumptions about changes in wages or hours.
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duced substantial impacts on monthly earnings for the high-risk and medium-risk subgroups but 
had little impact, overall, for the low-risk subgroup. For the high-risk subgroup, the Academies 
increased earnings by an average of $168 per month, or 16 percent, compared with the non-
Academy group’s average monthly earnings of $1,036. Though not shown in Exhibit 5, the im-
pact on monthly earnings was largest in the fourth year of the follow-up period. In that year, the 
Career Academies produced an increase in earnings of $244 per month. Over the 48-month fol-
low-up period, the high-risk Academy group accumulated just over $8,000 in additional earn-
ings, compared with the non-Academy group.  

Exhibit 5 also shows that the earnings impact for the medium-risk subgroup averaged 
$141 per month (14 percent more than the non-Academy group’s average monthly earnings). 
For this subgroup, the Career Academies also produced positive and statistically significant im-
pacts on months employed and hourly wages. 

When averaged over the entire follow-up period, the impacts on labor market outcomes 
for the low-risk subgroup are marginal and are not statistically significant. Though not shown in 
Exhibit 5, modest but positive impacts began to emerge in the fourth year of the follow-up pe-
riod. In that year, members of the Academy group earned an average of just over $100 per 
month more than their non-Academy group counterparts (not statistically significant). The lack 
of impacts on labor market outcomes for the low-risk subgroup may be due, in part, to the fact 
that this group made a substantial investment in post-secondary education during the follow-up 
period. For example, the Academy and non-Academy groups spent just over 30 months en-
rolled in post-secondary education programs, and over 40 percent were still working on a post-
secondary education credential at the end of the follow-up period.  

Impacts on Educational Attainment 
Like the preceding section, this one begins by summarizing the Career Academy im-

pacts on educational outcomes for the full study sample. The key outcomes include high school 
completion status and post-secondary education enrollments and completions. High school 
completion statuses include on-time graduation, late graduation, and GED receipt. Post-
secondary programs include bachelor’s degree programs, associate’s degree programs, and 
training certificate or licensing programs. To help place the educational attainment levels of the 
young people in the study sample in context, this section of the report offers a comparison with 
a representative sample of similar students from urban school districts across the country. The 
section then proceeds to a discussion of educational impacts for the subgroups of young men 
and young women. It concludes with a brief review of the impacts on educational attainment for 
subgroups defined by the background characteristics associated with the risk of dropping out of 
high school.  
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• Overall, the Career Academies had no impact (positive or negative) on 
high school completion rates, although the rates are higher than national 
averages.  

The left side of Exhibit 6 shows the high school completion status of students in the 
Academy and non-Academy groups. It shows first that more than 90 percent of the students in 
both groups graduated from high school or received a GED. More than 80 percent of both 
groups received a high school diploma, and nearly 73 percent graduated on time.16 

To help place these outcome levels in a broader context, the right side of Exhibit 6 
shows the high school completion status of a nationally representative group of students who 
had similar background characteristics and came from school districts that are similar to those 
represented in the study sample.17 The figure illustrates several important points about the per-
formance of students in the study sample and about the conclusions one should and should not 
draw from these outcome levels.  

Exhibit 6 shows that students in both the Academy and the non-Academy group were 
substantially more likely to graduate from high school on time than similar students from simi-
lar districts across the country. Most notably, approximately 73 percent of the Academy group 
graduated from high school on time, compared with only 64 percent of similar students from 
similar school districts nationally. Though not shown in the exhibit, this difference is even more 
dramatic when comparing students in the evaluation sample with students in the national sam-
ple who reported being enrolled in the general curriculum track of their high school — the op-
tion typically taken by students in the study’s non-Academy group. 

                                                   
16Unit 3 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) provides detailed 

findings on the Career Academies’ impacts on educational outcomes for the full study sample. 
17The percentages on the right side of Exhibit 6 are based on a sample of students from the National Edu-

cation Longitudinal Study (NELS) of 1988 through 2000 (Curtin et al., 2002). NELS administered surveys in 
1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, and 2000 to a nationally representative group of students who were 8th-graders in the 
spring of 1988 and were scheduled to graduate from high school in 1992. Because virtually all the students in 
the non-Academy group completed the 9th grade, the analyses presented here include only students from the 
NELS sample who were 10th-graders in 1990 (that is, who did not drop out before the 10th grade). Also, to 
maintain comparability with the schools in the Career Academies Evaluation, only NELS students from nonse-
lective public comprehensive high schools in urban school districts were included in the comparisons presented 
here. The percentages are regression-adjusted and mean-centered to reflect outcomes for students who had the 
same distribution of background characteristics as students in the Career Academies Evaluation sample. For a 
more detailed description of the analyses that form the basis of these findings, see Unit 2 of the Technical Re-
sources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004). 
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Adjusted High School Completion Rates Four Years After High School
for the Evaluation Sample and the NELS Sample
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If the evaluation were only able to compare the performance of students in the Acad-

emy group with the performance of similar students from similar high schools across the coun-
try, one might be led to the conclusion that Career Academies produce meaningful increases in 
high school graduation rates. In fact, however, the differences in high school completion rates 
are due to differences in other characteristics that are associated with the students’ initial moti-
vation to apply for a Career Academy program. 

In short, Exhibit 6 illustrates that the Career Academies did not have an impact (positive 
or negative) on high school completion rates. At the same time, the completion rates (particu-
larly on-time graduation rates) for students in both the Academy and the non-Academy group 
would be considered high relative to national averages for similar students in similar schools. 
Thus, the Career Academies served as a viable strategy to prevent students from dropping out 
and to promote high school completion, though they were not better at this than the alternatives 
available in the high schools and communities where they are located. 

• Overall, the Career Academies had no impact (positive or negative) on 
post-secondary education enrollment and attainment rates.  

Exhibit 7 shows the percentage of Academy and non-Academy group members who 
had either completed a post-secondary education credential or were still working toward a cre-
dential at the end of the 48-month follow-up period. It shows that, by the end of the follow-up 
period, about 56 percent of both groups had either completed a credential or were still working 
toward one. Though not shown in the exhibit, nearly 80 percent of both groups enrolled in some 
type of post-secondary education program during the 48-month follow-up period. This repre-
sents approximately 87 percent of those who graduated from high school or received a GED. 
Sample members from both groups spent an average of just over 21 months of the 48-month 
follow-up period enrolled in a post-secondary education program.  

The post-secondary education enrollment rates for the study sample are quite high 
compared with national averages, which indicate that approximately 76 percent of those who 
complete high school or receive a GED enroll in some type of post-secondary education.18 

As with high school completion status, the Career Academies had little or no impact on 
post-secondary educational attainment. Exhibit 7 shows the percentages of students who had 
completed or were still working on a post-secondary credential at the end of the follow-up 

                                                   
18See, for example, Ingels et al., 2002. A direct comparison of post-secondary education enrollment and 

completion rates with the Career Academies Evaluation sample using data from the NELS survey of 1988 was 
not possible because of differences in follow-up periods (eight years for NELS and only four years for the Career 
Academies sample) and differences in the definitions of the educational attainment measures that were used.  
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Acad. Non Acad. Academy  Grou-Academy G Impacts
55.5 56.7

Certificate/L 20.50 22.20 -1.7
Associate's D 18.70 17.10 1.7
Bachelor's D 16.30 17.50 -1.1

Impacts on Highest Post-Secondary Credential Completed or in Progress

Career Academies Evaluation

Exhibit 7

for the Full Study Sample
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-High School Follow-Up 
Survey.  

NOTES: Unless otherwise indicated, statuses reflect a 48-month period ending in June of 2000, 2001, or 2002, 
the fourth year following scheduled  high school graduation for each sample member. 
                Estimates are regression-adjusted using maximum likelihood estimation, controlling for background 
characteristics. Standard errors are adjusted to account for the clustering of students within schools and random 
assignment years. 
                Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating sums and  differences.
                A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between the Academy and non-Academy groups. 
Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
                Students must have earned a high school diploma or GED to be considered enrolled in a post-secondary 
education program.
               A credential was considered "in progress" if the student reported attempting it in a program that he or 
she was currently attending (within three months of the end of the follow-up period) and expected to complete. 
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period.19 It shows that 16 percent of the Academy group and just over 17 percent of the non-
Academy group had received a bachelor’s degree or were still working toward one. Though not 
shown in the exhibit, the vast majority of these sample members (about 14 percent of both the 
Academy and the non-Academy group) were still working toward a bachelor’s degree at the 
end of the follow-up period.20 Exhibit 7 also shows that approximately 19 percent of the Acad-
emy group and 17 percent of the non-Academy group had either completed or were still work-
ing toward an associate’s degree. In this case, 13 percent of the Academy group and 12 percent 
of the non-Academy group were still working toward an associate’s degree (not shown in the 
exhibit). In all, only about 8 percent of the young people in both the Academy and the non-
Academy group had completed a two-year or four-year degree, and 27 percent were still work-
ing on these credentials at the end of the follow-up period. 

Not surprising, the largest proportion of degrees completed or in progress occurred in 
certificates and licenses, which typically are earned through a one-year training program. About 
21 percent of the Academy group and 22 percent of the non-Academy group had either com-
pleted or were still working toward a certificate or license. The vast majority of sample mem-
bers in this status (18 percent of the Academy group and 20 percent of the non-Academy group) 
already completed their credential by the end of the follow-up period. 

The survey that was administered to the study sample for this report also asked for de-
tailed information about the education programs in which sample members were enrolled near 
or at the end of the follow-up period.21 Supplementary analyses of these data provide some fur-
ther insights into enrollment patterns and the characteristics of the programs. It should be noted 
that, as with other educational outcomes, there was little or no difference between Academy and 

                                                   
19Sample members were considered to be making progress on a credential if they were enrolled in a post-

secondary program within three months of the end of the follow-up period and if they reported that they were 
still working toward their degree and expected to complete it.  

20Note that percentages in Exhibit 7 pertain to the highest level of post-secondary education completed or 
in progress at the end of the follow-up period. A small percentage of sample members who are listed as com-
pleting or still working toward a bachelor’s degree may also have completed an associate’s degree. Similarly, 
some students who are listed as completing or still working toward an associate’s degree also completed a 
training certificate or licensing program.  

21Unit 4 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) provides a list of 
these characteristics for both groups. The information on education program characteristics discussed in this 
section of the report and presented in the Technical Resources is based only on the sample members who en-
rolled in post-secondary education programs during the follow-up period and focuses only on the characteris-
tics of the last program they attended. As a result, differences between Academy and non-Academy groups do 
not represent valid indicators of Career Academy impacts (or lack of impacts). 
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non-Academy group members in the characteristics of the education programs they last at-
tended during the follow-up period.22 

Analysis of the supplementary survey data indicates that sample members in both 
groups were enrolled in their most recent education program for an average of 20 months. The 
average sample member had either completed or left that program about 12 months before the 
end of the follow-up period. Further analysis also indicates that about 30 percent of the students 
who were enrolled in post-secondary education programs left those programs before they com-
pleted their degrees. Nearly half of those who left indicated that they did so for financial reasons 
or to spend more time at work.  

Sample members attended class an average of nearly 20 hours per week, and more than 
two-thirds of the sample were enrolled in their most recent post-secondary education program 
full time. More than one-third of the sample took a basic or remedial math or reading course as 
part of the education program in which they were enrolled. The two largest sources of financial 
support were scholarships/grants and employment. Approximately 42 percent of those who 
were enrolled in post-secondary education programs received grants or scholarships to help pay 
tuition and expenses. Over 40 percent of the sample worked while attending school, to help pay 
tuition and expenses. The balance of expenses was covered by combinations of loans, work-
study programs, personal savings, and family contributions. 

• The Career Academies did not have systematic impacts on educational 
attainment for either young men or young women. Thus, the substantial 
impacts on labor market outcomes for young men did not come at the 
expense of reducing the prospects for post-secondary education. 

Exhibit 8 shows the Career Academy impacts on high school completion status and on 
post-secondary education credentials earned or still in progress at the end of the follow-up pe-
riod for the young men and young women in the study sample.23 The top half of the exhibit in-
dicates that there were only small differences in the high school completion rates of both the 
young men and the young women in the Academy and the non-Academy groups.24 For both 
genders, the Academy group was slightly less likely (not statistically significant) to graduate 

                                                   
22Unit 3 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) includes information 

about the most recent post-secondary education program attended by the Academy and non-Academy groups (see 
Exhibit 3.7). 

23Unit 4 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) includes supplemen-
tary tables that provide detailed findings on the Career Academies’ impacts on educational outcomes for young 
men and young women. 

24None of the differences that are displayed in Exhibit 8 are statistically significant. 
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(continued)

Career Academies Evaluation

Exhibit 8

Impacts on Educational Attainment,
by Gender 
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from high school than the non-Academy group and was slightly more likely to earn a 
GED. Young men were slightly less likely to graduate from high school than young women, 
and they were somewhat more likely to earn a GED instead. 

The bottom half of Exhibit 8 indicates that young men in the Academy group were 
somewhat less likely than young men in the non-Academy group to have earned a post-
secondary credential or to have been working toward one at the end of the follow-up period. 
Although the modest differences shown in Exhibit 8 are not statistically significant, they stem 
from somewhat larger differences in initial rates of enrollment in post-secondary education pro-
grams (not shown in the exhibit). A further examination of these findings is necessary to ex-
plore the interaction between labor market outcomes and the pursuit of further education for 
young men. The discussion that follows suggests, in fact, that the substantial labor market im-
pacts for young men discussed earlier did not come at the expense post-secondary education 
opportunities. In addition, it does not appear that the slightly lower rates at which the young 
men in the Academy group completed or continued post-secondary education programs af-
fected their much stronger position in the labor market throughout the follow-up period. 

Further analyses (not shown in Exhibit 8) indicate that 75 percent of the young men in 
the Academy group enrolled in some type of post-secondary education program during the fol-
low-up period, compared with 82 percent of those in the non-Academy group (a statistically 

Young Men Young Wom
Acad. Non-Acad Acad.

Certificate/L 20.0 23.4 20.6
Associate's D 19.7 18.2 17.8
Bachelor's D 14.5 16.8 17.8

Exhibit 8 (continued)

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-High School Follow-Up 
Survey.
  
NOTES: Unless otherwise indicated, statuses reflect a 48-month period ending in June of 2000, 2001, or 2002, 
the fourth year following scheduled  high school graduation for each sample member. 
                Estimates are regression-adjusted using maximum likelihood estimation, controlling for background 
characteristics. Standard errors are adjusted to account for the clustering of students within schools and random 
assignment years.
                 Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating sums and  differences. 
                 A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between the Academy and non-Academy groups. 
Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
                  Students must have earned a high school diploma or GED to be considered enrolled in a post-
secondary education program.
                  A credential was considered "in progress" if the student reported attempting it in a program that he or 
she was currently attending (within three months of the end of the follow-up period) and expected to complete. 
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significant difference).25 Furthermore, the lower initial post-secondary enrollment rates among 
the Academy group were offset somewhat by higher attrition rates among those in the non-
Academy group. In other words, although the young men in the non-Academy group were 
somewhat more likely to enroll in a post-secondary education program, they were also more 
likely than young men in the Academy group to leave their post-secondary programs before 
completion. Also, differences in post-secondary enrollments and completions for young men 
were concentrated in short-term skills training or trade school programs. About half the differ-
ence in initial enrollment rates and about half the difference in completion rates was among 
those who enrolled in one-year training programs. In all, young men in the Academy group at-
tended post-secondary education programs for an average of 20 months during the follow-up 
period, compared with 21 months for young men in the non-Academy group. This one-month 
difference is not statistically significant. Finally, at the end of the follow-up period — when the 
labor market benefits from the short-term training programs might begin to emerge — young 
men in the Academy group had substantially higher earnings and employment rates than those 
in the non-Academy group. 

Finally, Exhibit 8 indicates that the Career Academies had little or no impact (positive 
or negative) on educational attainment for young women. Young women in the non-Academy 
group graduated from high school and went on to a range of post-secondary programs at the 
same high rates as young women in the Academy group.  

• The analysis suggests that the Career Academies may have produced a 
modest reduction in post-secondary education enrollment rates for the 
high-risk subgroup. The Academies had no systematic impact (positive 
or negative) on educational attainment for the medium- and low-risk 
subgroups. 

Exhibit 9 displays the high school and post-secondary completion statuses of the three 
risk subgroups discussed earlier.26 First, the top half of the exhibit shows that, as expected, the 
Academy and non-Academy groups in each risk subgroup attained dramatically different rates 
of high school completion, particularly in their rates of on-time graduation. For example, while 
only 53 percent of the high-risk Academy group graduated from high school on time, 74 percent 
of the medium-risk subgroup and 89 percent of the low-risk subgroup did so. Recall that these 
risk subgroups are defined on the basis of background characteristics that are associated with 
the risk of dropping out of high school. Despite these differences in outcome levels, however,  

                                                   
25See Unit 4 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004). 
26Unit 5 of the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004) includes supplemen-

tary tables that provide detailed findings on the Career Academies’ impacts on educational outcomes for the 
risk subgroups. 
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(continued)

Career Academies Evaluation

Exhibit 9

Impacts on Educational Attainment,  
by Risk Subgroup
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the top half of Exhibit 9 indicates that the Career Academies had almost no impact on high 
school completion status for any of the three risk subgroups.27  

The bottom half of Exhibit 9 suggests a more mixed set of findings regarding progress 
toward post-secondary education credentials. The first set of bars in the exhibit indicates that, 
among those in the high-risk subgroup, the Career Academies reduced the percentage of Acad-
emy group members who had completed a post-secondary credential or were still working to-
ward a credential at the end of the follow-up period. Although this impact is not statistically 
significant, it follows from the finding (not shown in the exhibit) that the high-risk Academy 
group was less likely than the non-Academy group to enroll in a post-secondary education pro-
gram to begin with; 60 percent of the high-risk Academy group enrolled in some type of post-
secondary education during the follow-up period, compared with nearly 72 percent of the high-
risk non-Academy group. The reduction in initial enrollments was confined to two-year colleges 
and associate’s degree programs. Among high-risk sample members who did enroll in associ-
ate’s degree programs, however, those in the Academy group were more likely to complete or 
persist in those programs than were those in the non-Academy group who also enrolled. Over-
all, however, high-risk Academy group members were enrolled in post-secondary education 
programs for an average of about 11 months during the follow-up period, compared with nearly 
15 months for those in the non-Academy group (a statistically significant difference). 

                                                   
27None of the differences that are displayed in Exhibit 9 are statistically significant. 

Exhibit 9  (continued)

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-High School Follow-Up 
Survey.  

NOTES: Unless otherwise indicated, statuses reflect a 48-month period ending in June of 2000, 2001, or 2002, 
the fourth year following scheduled  high school graduation for each sample member. 
                   Estimates are regression-adjusted using maximum likelihood estimation, controlling for background 
characteristics. Standard errors are adjusted to account for the clustering of students within schools and random 
assignment years. 
                  Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating sums and  differences. 
                  A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between the Academy and non-Academy groups. 
Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
                  Students must have earned a high school diploma or GED to be considered enrolled in a post-
secondary education program.
                  A credential was considered "in progress" if the student reported attempting it in a program that he or 
she was currently attending (within three months of the end of the follow-up period) and expected to complete. 
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As noted earlier, however, the lower rates of post-secondary education enrollment 
among the high-risk Academy group members did not compromise their much stronger position 
in the labor market. Even in the last year of the follow-up period, high-risk Academy group 
members continued to earn more than their non-Academy group counterparts. 

The second set of bars in the bottom part of Exhibit 9 indicates that over half of those in 
the medium-risk subgroup had either completed a post-secondary credential or were still work-
ing toward a credential at the end of the follow-up period. Although none of the differences be-
tween the Academy and non-Academy groups are statistically significant, the exhibit suggests 
that the slight reduction in completion or progress toward training certificates and licenses was 
offset by a slight increase in completion or progress toward an associate’s degree. This pattern is 
consistent with trends in initial post-secondary enrollments, which are statistically significant. 
This suggests that the Career Academies may have had a slight impact on moving medium-risk 
students into an associate’s degree program rather than into short-term skills training programs. 

Finally, the third set of bars in Exhibit 9 indicates that more than two-thirds of those in the 
low-risk subgroup had either completed a post-secondary credential or were still working toward a 
credential at the end of the follow-up period. As with the other risk subgroups, none of the differ-
ences between the Academy and non-Academy groups are statistically significant. In the case of 
the low-risk subgroup, however, a slight decrease in completion or progress toward training cer-
tificates and licenses was offset by a slight increase in completion or progress toward bachelor’s 
degrees. This suggests that the Career Academies may have had a slight impact on moving low-
risk students into an associate’s degree program rather than a bachelor’s degree program.  

The foregoing analyses do not indicate any clear or systematic patterns of Career Acad-
emy impacts on post-secondary education enrollments or attainment. Few of the differences 
between the Academy and non-Academy groups are statistically significant. Even the few initial 
enrollment rates that were lower among Academy group members were mitigated by somewhat 
higher attrition rates among the non-Academy group. Further analysis and, ideally, additional 
follow-up data may provide a clearer picture of how Career Academies influence longer-term 
educational attainment and the balance between labor market participation and additional in-
vestments in education. 

Impacts on Social Adjustment  
This final set of findings addressed in this report focuses on several indicators of social 

adjustment. For the purposes of this report, social adjustment measures include marital status, 
parenting, living arrangements, public assistance receipt, access to health insurance, voter regis-
tration, and involvement with the criminal justice system. Career Academies may be able to 
improve these types of outcomes because of their focus on forging strong interpersonal supports 
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for students during high school and their investment in facilitating healthy transitions to produc-
tive opportunities after high school. At the same time, the years immediately following high 
school are typically unsettled as young people focus on balancing school and work, establish 
new adult relationships outside their families, and begin to look ahead to longer-term personal 
and career goals. As a result, it might be too early to discern any patterns of social adjustment 
among the study sample or any indications that the Career Academies could have had impacts 
on these outcomes. Even so, this section of the report briefly discusses findings on measures of 
social adjustment in order to provide further insights into the circumstances and behavior of the 
young people in the study. 

• With the exception of an increase in health insurance coverage, the Ca-
reer Academies did not produce any clear patterns of impacts (positive 
or negative) on social adjustment measures, either for the full sample or 
for the various subgroups.  

Exhibit 10 lists several indicators of social adjustment reported by sample members on 
the follow-up survey.28 The exhibit indicates that the Career Academies reduced slightly the 
percentage of Academy group members who were without health insurance coverage during the 
last year of the follow-up period. Further analysis indicates that this impact was associated with 
the increase in employment among those in the Academy group. 

The first row of the table shows that nearly 37 percent of the Academy group had chil-
dren. Though not shown in the table, this includes 44 percent of the young women and 27 per-
cent of the young men.29 As noted earlier, childbearing among the young women appears to 
have had a powerful influence on the degree to which they engaged in post-secondary education 
(either exclusively or in combination with work) or focused on working as their primary activity 
beyond parenting. 

The exhibit also shows that about 20 percent of the Academy group reported that they 
were married (this includes 23 percent of the young women and 16 percent of the young men). 
In addition, 48 percent of the Academy group reported that they were living with their parents. 
Young men in the Academy group were somewhat less likely to be living with their parents (51 
percent) than were young men in the non-Academy group (58 percent).  

                                                   
28Supplementary tables that provide detailed findings on the Career Academies’ impacts on social adjust-

ment indicators for the gender subgroups and the risk subgroups can be found in Units 4 and 5, respectively, of 
the Technical Resources for this report (Kemple and Scott-Clayton, 2004). 

29Given the overall similarity in outcome levels for these measures among both the Academy and the non-
Academy group, most of the discussion in this section focuses on the Academy group. 
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Exhibit 10

Academy Non-Academy
Outcome (%) Group Group Impact

Is a parent 36.8 35.2 1.7 0.0

Is a custodial single parent 19.0 17.3 1.8 0.0

Marital status 
Married 19.8 19.3 0.5 0.0
Single 77.0 78.3 -1.3 0.0
Divorced, separated, or widowed 3.2 2.3 0.8 0.0

Lives with parent(s) or guardian(s) 48.2 52.3 -4.1 0.0

Has ever gone without health insurance in past year 27.1 31.3 -4.2 *

Has received TANF or cash assistance in past year 7.2 5.9 1.3 0.0

Has received food stamps in the past year 9.8 8.0 1.8 0.0

Is registered to vote 66.3 64.7 1.6 0.0

Was involved in recent illegal or drug-related activitya 6.7 6.2 0.6 0.0

Sample size (N=1,458) 799 659

Impacts on Social Adjustment Indicators
for the Full Study Sample

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Career Academies Evaluation Four-Year Post-High School Follow-
Up Survey Database.  

NOTES: Unless otherwise indicated, statuses were reported for the end of  a 48-month period ending in June 
2000, 2002, or 2002, the fourth year following scheduled high school graduation. 
                 Estimates are regression-adjusted using maximum likelihood estimation, controlling for 
background characteristics. Standard errors are adjusted to account for the clustering of students within 
schools and random assignment years. 
                 Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating differences.
                 A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences between the Academy and non-Academy groups. 
Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
               aThis measure includes illegal drug use in the past two weeks, breaking the law (other than traffic 
violations) in the past two weeks, current gang membership, and any arrests or convictions in the past year.
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Exhibit 10 further indicates that both groups were very unlikely to have received public 

assistance or to be involved with the criminal justice system. These findings are consistent with 
the very high rates of engagement in either education or employment throughout the follow-up 
period. In fact, though not shown in the exhibit, those in the Academy group were either attend-
ing school or working during 42 of the 48 months in the follow-up period. The high rates of en-
gagement in productive activities and the low rates of risk-taking behaviors suggest that the 
sample members, on average, were making quite successful transitions to adulthood. 

Implications of the Findings 
The findings discussed above suggest several potentially important implications for 

education policy and practice.  

• The findings provide convincing evidence that increased investments in 
career-related experiences during high school can improve students’ 
post-secondary labor market prospects. 

A growing body of descriptive analysis suggests that increases in vocational course-
taking and engagement in higher-quality work-based learning programs during high school are 
associated with better labor market outcomes after high school.30 Much of this research focuses 
only on the correlation between high school course-taking patterns or work experiences and 
later labor market experiences. Given limitations to control for self-selection and program selec-
tion of students into these high school experiences, it is difficult to make valid causal inferences 
about the relationships.  

The findings discussed in this report provide some of the most convincing evidence yet 
that a high school-based intervention can produce substantial and sustained improvements in 
post-secondary labor market prospects. In fact, the magnitude of the impacts on monthly earn-
ings for young men exceed differences in earnings that have been found in other research com-
paring young workers who have one or two years of post-secondary education with those who 
have only a high school diploma.31 While one should not conclude from this that Career Acad-
emies can substitute for post-secondary education below the associate’s-degree level, the find-
ings seem to suggest that Academies do produce benefits in the labor market that are commen-
surate with those associated with continuing investment in post-secondary programs.  

                                                   
30See Stern et al., 1992; Curtin et al., 2002; Urquiola et al., 1997; Stern et al., 1994; Stern, McMillion, 

Hopkins, and Stone, 1990. 
31See Pond, Sum, Mykhaylo, and Meredith, 2002. 
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While this report provides strong evidence that the Career Academies produced real 
improvements in labor market prospects (particularly for young men), forthcoming analyses 
will examine how the programs produced these effects and which features were likely to have 
contributed most to the impacts.32 Preliminary findings shed some light on these issues. The 
analyses focus on the various cohorts of students who entered the study in each of the sites dur-
ing the three years of sample intake. Because random assignment was done independently for 
each of these cohorts, each represents a small random assignment experiment. The additional 
analyses involved a preliminary comparison of impacts across these cohorts. This comparison 
provides suggestive evidence that substantial increases in students’ exposure to career aware-
ness and development activities were associated with more substantial labor market impacts. 
Such career awareness and development activities included job shadowing, work-based learning 
activities, career fairs, guest speakers, and career-related guidance. In other words, cohorts of 
students in the study sample who experienced substantial increases in exposure to these types of 
activities were also more likely to have experienced strong, positive labor market impacts. It is 
important to note, however, that this association occurred only when the programs also enabled 
students to complete a basic academic core curriculum. Some cohorts experienced substantial 
increases in vocational and career-related course-taking that were accompanied by a reduction 
in academic course-taking. These cohorts were more likely to exhibit small or negligible im-
pacts on labor market outcomes. 

• The Career Academies in this study demonstrate the feasibility of ac-
complishing the goals of school-to-career and career-technical education 
without compromising academic goals. 

Like many approaches to education reform, the Career Academy model has many and 
varied goals. Career Academies aspire to prevent students from dropping out of high school and 
to prepare them for college and other post-secondary education opportunities. At the same time, 
Career Academies provide students with an explicit introduction to the world of work and try to 
furnish them with skills and connections to help them navigate the transition from high school 
to successful employment. Many critics of school-to-work transition initiatives and career-
technical programs contend that programs like Career Academies track students into classes and 
work experiences that orient them toward immediate entry into the labor market. Such criticism 

                                                   
32To explore these and other issues, MDRC will conduct further analyses using the data that have been 

collected for the Career Academies Evaluation. These analyses, involving both experimental and quasi-
experimental methods, will include a synthesis of findings across the full eight years of follow-up for the study 
and a deeper examination of the sources of the impacts that the programs produced (or explorations of why the 
programs did not produce impacts — for example, on educational attainment). 
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sometimes suggests that this orientation comes at the expense of preparation for and opportuni-
ties to attend college. 

In this study, however, the high rates of enrollment in post-secondary education pro-
grams and the sustained impacts on employment and earnings suggest that such tradeoffs need 
not occur. Even in the case of the high-risk subgroup, where there was a moderate (not statisti-
cally significant) reduction in post-secondary education enrollments, this does not appear to 
have diminished the substantial impacts on labor market outcomes through the end of the fol-
low-up period. 

At the same time, the findings indicate that although the Academies provided a viable 
pathway to post-secondary education, they did not create better opportunities than those offered 
in the regular high school environment. This is consistent with previous findings from the 
evaluation, which indicate that Career Academies offered essentially the same set of academic 
courses and course requirements as those offered in the rest of the high school. In addition, Ca-
reer Academy students were typically assigned to the regular high school guidance counselors 
and college placement services if they were interested in going on to post-secondary education. 
Through their partnerships with local employers, the Career Academies did tend to offer stu-
dents opportunities to learn about the education and skill requirements of various occupations in 
their career field. It is hypothesized that these experiences could improve students’ aspirations 
and access to higher education.  

• The findings suggest that Career Academies should make special efforts 
to serve students who are at risk of dropping out of high school. 

One theme that has evolved from the Career Academies Evaluation is that students who 
enter the programs at high or medium risk of dropping out of high school tend to benefit most 
from exposure to the programs. Earlier findings indicate that high-risk students experienced mod-
est reductions in dropout rates and increases in attendance and course-taking (although these did 
not translate into impacts on graduation or post-secondary enrollment rates). The present findings 
indicate that the Academies’ strong labor market impacts were concentrated among the high- and 
medium-risk subgroups. Even for the high-risk subgroup, impacts on labor market outcomes grew 
over time, despite the modest reductions in post-secondary education enrollments.  

These findings suggest that Career Academies should sustain their commitment to serv-
ing a diverse group of students but that they should also make greater efforts to attract and retain 
high- or medium-risk students. At the same time, however, targeting such students exclusively 
might lower expectations for the program among teachers, students, and parents. More impor-
tant, the implementation research for this evaluation indicates that the Academies draw much of 
their power to improve interpersonal supports and increase student engagement from the diver-
sity of their student bodies. 
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Several school districts and school reform initiatives around the country are now at-
tempting to convert entire high schools into clusters of Career Academies. Instead of giving stu-
dents the option of enrolling in traditional general or vocational programs, these wall-to-wall 
Academies offer students a choice among different Academies that combine academic and ca-
reer-related curricula. This approach may have the greatest potential for maximizing high-risk 
students’ access to the programs (because all students would be required to enroll in an Acad-
emy) while ensuring that the Academies include a broad mix of students. These high schools 
and reform initiatives, however, face the related challenges of preventing high-risk students 
from being tracked into poorly implemented Academies and of ensuring a high level of imple-
mentation on a larger scale. 

• The Career Academies Evaluation demonstrates the feasibility, benefits, 
and challenges of conducting a longitudinal random assignment evalua-
tion of a prominent high school reform approach. 

The Career Academies Evaluation is one of the few longitudinal random assignment 
evaluations of a school-based education intervention. Without the random assignment research 
design and the extended follow-up period, it is likely that an alternative approach to the study 
would have yielded misleading findings and conclusions. For example, the statistical compari-
sons with national data might suggest that the Career Academies represent a substantially better 
educational opportunity than many alternatives available to similar students from similar 
schools and school districts across the country. The availability of a valid control group — de-
termined by the random assignment design of the evaluation — shows that the Career Acad-
emies in this study tended to attract students (by a combination of self-selection and program 
selection) who were likely to do well in high school and post-secondary education even if they 
had not been exposed to the Career Academies. 
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Earlier MDRC Publications on Career Academies 

__________________________________________________________ 

The Career Academy approach to high school reform calls for restructuring large schools into 
smaller learning communities, improving instruction, and preparing students for transitions 
to further education or work. Career Academies have been implemented in an estimated 
2,500 high schools across the United States. Begun in 1993, MDRC’s evaluation of Career 
Academies — the first to use a random assignment research design — aims to produce  
reliable evidence about the approach’s effects on students’ performance and their move from 
high school into the workforce and post-secondary education. 
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About MDRC 

MDRC is a nonprofit, nonpartisan social policy research organization. We are 
dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. 
Through our research and the active communication of our findings, we seek to 
enhance the effectiveness of social policies and programs. MDRC was founded in 
1974 and is located in New York City and Oakland, California. 

MDRC’s current projects focus on welfare and economic security, education, and 
employment and community initiatives. Complementing our evaluations of a wide 
range of welfare reforms are new studies of supports for the working poor and 
emerging analyses of how programs affect children’s development and their 
families’ well-being. In the field of education, we are testing reforms aimed at 
improving the performance of public schools, especially in urban areas. Finally, our 
community projects are using innovative approaches to increase employment in 
low-income neighborhoods.  

Our projects are a mix of demonstrations ― field tests of promising program 
models ― and evaluations of government and community initiatives, and we 
employ a wide range of methods to determine a program’s effects, including large-
scale studies, surveys, case studies, and ethnographies of individuals and families. 
We share the findings and lessons from our work ― including best practices for 
program operators ― with a broad audience within the policy and practitioner 
community, as well as the general public and the media. 

Over the past quarter century, MDRC has worked in almost every state, all of the 
nation’s largest cities, and Canada. We conduct our projects in partnership with 
state and local governments, the federal government, public school systems, 
community organizations, and numerous private philanthropies. 
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