ACPS Career Learning Communities: Research Support

Career learning communities and pathways make learning come alive by allowing students to
connect their interests and passions to rigorous academic content. Specialization acts as a
conduit to relevant and engaging learning by allowing students to dive into a passion or uncover
a new one.

What We Know

Three bodies of research inform ACPS’ creation of specialized learning environments (e.g.,
academies, centers, career pathways): 1) equity of access to opportunity, 2) student motivation
to learn and persist, and 3) readiness for post-secondary experience.

Equity of Access to Opportunity

Students are often limited by their zip code: Research shows that educational opportunities and
resources are not distributed equitably, and traditional attendance zones remain the primary
determinants of educational opportunity for most children (Richards 2017). Career academies
offer an opportunity to break the traditional community school model that contributes to
inequitable distribution of opportunities.

To guarantee that opportunities are, in fact, equally distributed, the National Standards of
Practice for Career Academies states that “each school ensures that the career academy
reflects the demographic mix of the school as a whole, including students with disabilities and
English language learners” (National Career Academy Coalition, 2013, p. 2) and, further, that
“entry into the academy is voluntary and accessible to every student” (p. 3).

Still, tension exists between the goals of inclusiveness and choice: “The challenge in realizing
equitable representation in a choice-based system stems from the myriad of factors that
determine students’ enrollment choices, many of which reinforce stratification by race, class,
and achievement level” (Warner et al, 2015, p. 41). There are two primary challenges to
achieving fully equitable access: 1) effectively reaching and engaging families, particularly
across demographic groups 2) avoiding overrepresentation and underrepresentation of different
demographic groups in programs. These challenges are connected to three barriers to
achieving equitable access to career academies.

1) Transportation for students interested in attending academies out of their “zone,”

2) Competitive selection processes when the demand for the academy is greater than the
supply

3) Social barriers that keep students from traditionally underserved communities from
participating in career academies. (Kantrov, 2017)



ACPS students of color and those living in poverty are underrepresented in nearly every
program for enrichment and acceleration including career academies. This disparity acts as a
segregating force that divides children by race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. While
transportation remains a barrier, it is the not the most salient one when it comes to diversifying
the academies.This is borne out by the fact that MESA (i.e. the Math Engineering Science
Academy) has the lowest percentage of black students despite the fact that the academy is
housed at Albemarle High School, which has the greatest percentage of black students (ACPS
Equity Report, 2018). Additionally, as we move away from competitive application processes to
our academies, we must look to our outreach and engagement of families from traditionally
underserved communities in order to tackle the challenge of equity and access to our career
academies.

Student Motivation to Learn and Persist

Traditional ways in which school is delivered do not motivate all students. In fact, research tells
us that “many students experience a decline in motivation from the primary grades through high
school” (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018, p. 131). The
preeminent committee on learning, How People Learn Il: The Science and Practice of Learning
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018), devotes an entire chapter
to “Motivation to Learn.” Although factors contributing to students’ motivation to learn are
complex and varied, their research across numerous field of study suggests that motivation to
learn is influenced by 1) “the multiple goals that individuals construct for themselves” as a result
of their life and school experiences and 2) the sociocultural contexts in which learning takes
place (p. 133)

While more research is needed on how the structure of formal schooling can influence
motivational processes, general guidelines can be extrapolated from what is known. For
example, educators can attend to students’ engagement, persistence and performance by:

Creating learning experiences students value. Research suggests that “task valuation
seems to be the strongest predictor of behaviors associated with motivation ... For
example, a less-than-skilled reader may nevertheless approach a difficult reading task
with strong motivation to persist in the task if it is interesting, useful, or important to the
reader’s identity” (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018, p.
114). Researchers (Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008) have also found that valuation is a
strong predictor of behaviors associated with motivation, such as choosing topics and
making decisions about participation in training.

Supporting students’ sense of control and autonomy. Environments that promote
students’ sense of agency and purpose foster motivation. “When learners believe they
have control over their learning environment, they are more likely to take on challenges
and persist with difficult tasks compared with those who perceive that they have little
control” (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018, p. 117).



Furthermore, when students have an initial high interest in a domain, providing choice
has also been shown to generate increased interest (Patall, 2013).

e Creating an emotionally supportive and nonthreatening learning environment where
learners feel safe and valued. Learners of all ages are motivated when they perceive the
school or learning environment is a place where they belong: “Individuals tend to
engage in activities that connect them to their social identities because doing so can
support their sense of belonging and esteem and help them integrate into a social group”
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018, p. 127).

ACPS student engagement likely mirrors the national data that student’s engagement and
motivation decreases as they move through school. Promisingly, ACPS is rich with teachers with
unique and varied specializations, and these learning environments will allow students to come
together across schools to access that expertise.

Post-Secondary Readiness

A current problem of practice regarding student success is students’ lack of readiness for a
post-secondary experience. According to the Center on Education and the Workforce at
Georgetown University (2013) and the Southern Regional Education Board (2016), nearly
two-thirds of future jobs in the U.S. economy will require at least some post-secondary
education such as vocational training, an industry credential, an occupational certificate, or an
associate, bachelors or advanced degree. The Pathways to Prosperity Project from the Harvard
Graduate School of Education (2011) reports U.S. employers have shared that students “are not
equipped with the skills they need to succeed in the 21st century workforce” (p.4). Bromberg
and Theokas (2016) confirm fewer than one in ten high school students graduate with both a
college and career ready foundation.

Research shows an academy model can support post-secondary readiness by:

e Providing early and ongoing opportunities to identify talents and strengths, explore
pathways and co-construct personalized learning plans. Facilitating experiences to
assess personal strengths and interests through high-quality academic and career
exploration experiences is critical for students to make informed educational decisions.
Stipanovic, Stringfield, and Witherell (2017) found that pathway exploration and support
combined with an academy model motivates students to take more rigorous courses
leading to post-secondary readiness. In addition, co-constructing a personalized,
adaptable academic and pathway learning plan gives students a clear road map to
successfully navigate post-secondary transitions (Xing, Huerta, & Garza, 2019).

e Developing pathway course sequences aligned to post-secondary programs which
integrate rigorous and relevant learning. Students who take an in-depth sequence of
courses (Kreisman & Stange, 2017) see education and career oriented benefits.



Gottfried and Plasman (2017) note these benefits “appear to be particularly notable for
historically disadvantaged groups, namely low-income students and students with
disabilities.” In 2007, a research group from the National Academy Foundation’s Career
Academies found that seniors participating in a career academy reported completing
more college-level courses while in high school than did students not in academies.
Studies of Career Technical Education (CTE) participation have found that students who
take at least three CTE courses participate in more rigorous coursework (Aliaga,
Kotamraju, & Stone, 2012), take more math and science courses at higher levels (Stone
& Aliaga, 2003), are more likely to aspire to and earn bachelor’s degrees (Levesque et
al., 2008), and are less likely to drop out of high school (Gray, 2004).

ACPS College Enrollment and Completion data from The National Student Clearinghouse show
a college persistence rate of 60-65% for ACPS high school graduates. Approximately 50% of
ACPS graduates complete a college degree within four years. Academies emphasize
knowledge, skills, and dispositions desired by colleges and employers. ACPS have the
resources and expertise to meet the readiness demands of both the college and workforce.
Academies add relevance to the high school experience as students are allowed to learn in
small cohorts alongside others with shared interests. ACPS teachers can leverage student
interest and relevant learning experiences to support student success in rigorous coursework.

What We Recommend

It is crucial that we ground the ACPS academies model in the aforementioned research, both to
capitalize on the elements for success and mitigate against the potential pitfalls and challenges.
Based on that research the redesign and implementation of ACPS specialized learning
environments should be guided by the following:

1. Because a career pathways model on its own does not mitigate persistent opportunity
gaps for students, and in order for the academies model to equitably “reach” all students,
ACPS must remove systematic barriers to access to Academies and Centers by:

Designing varied and equitable middle school experiences
Providing flexible transportation for all students
Ensuring that course sequencing and structure do not not impact pathway
readiness (i.e. A math course taken in 8th grade or decisions made at the end of
5th grade should not limit opportunities.)

e Engaging in robust recruitment and outreach to a diverse student population

2. Because learners are motivated by the goals they construct for themselves and flourish
in environments that not only support agency but equally provide a sense of belonging,

the division should consider:

e Designing curriculum driven by student-constructed goals
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e Working to create a sense of belonging and community within the academies and
centers

e Rotating teachers through the academy assignments to encourage innovative
practices that cycle back to the home schools

3. Because all students need opportunities early and often to identify talents and strengths
to prepare them for future ready post-secondary experiences, the division should
consider:

e Embedding experiences for all students to 1) identify strengths and explore
pathways and 2) develop customized, dynamic roadmaps to reach
post-secondary goals within existing structures (e.g., the middle school advisory
and high school seminar programs).

e Aligning course sequences in clear pathways to post-secondary programs that
provide students clear paths for in-depth learning



References

Bottoms, G., and Sundell, K. (2016). Career Pathways: Accelerating Access to the Middle Class
Career. Southern Region Educational Board.
https://www.sr ra/sites/main/files/file-att

ess_middle_class.pdf.pdf?1478537904

leratin

Bromberg, M., and Theokas, C. (2016). Meandering Toward Graduation: Transcript Outcomes of
High School Graduates. Educational Trust.
https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/MeanderingTowardGraduation EdTrust April20

16.pdf

Carnevale, A., Smith, N., and Strohl, J. (2013). Recovery: Projections of Jobs and Education
Requirements Through 2020. Georgetown Public Policy Institute: Center on Education and the
Workforce. Georgetown University.
https://1gyhog479ufd3yna29x7ubjn-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Rec
overy2020.FR .Web .pdf

Gottfried, M. A., & Plasman, J. S. (2017). Linking the Timing of Career and Technical Education
Coursetaking With High School Dropout and College-Going Behavior. American Educational
Research Journal, 0002831217734805. doi.org/10.3102/0002831217734805

Kantrov, I. (2017). Achieving educational equity and justice in career academies: Challenges
and promising strategies.

Kreisman, D., & Stange, K. (2017). Vocational and Career Tech Education in American High
Schools: The Value of Depth Over Breadth(Working Paper No. 23851). National Bureau of
Economic Research. doi.org/10.3386/w23851

Linnenbrink-Garcia, L., Patall, E.A., and Messersmith, E. (2013). Antecedents and
consequences of situational interest in science. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 83
(4), 591-614.

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (U.S.)., National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (U.S.)., & National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,

and Medicine (U.S.). (2018). How people learn Il : learners, contexts, and cultures

National Career Academy Coalition. (2013). National standards of practice for career
academies.

Patall, E. A. (2013). Constructing motivation through choice, interest, and interestingness.
Journal of Educational Psychology, (2), 522.

Richards, M. P. (2017). Gerrymandering educational opportunity. Phi Delta Kappan , (3), 65-70.


https://www.sreb.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/16v18_career_pathways_accelerating_access_middle_class.pdf.pdf?1478537904
https://www.sreb.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/16v18_career_pathways_accelerating_access_middle_class.pdf.pdf?1478537904
https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/MeanderingTowardGraduation_EdTrust_April2016.pdf
https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/MeanderingTowardGraduation_EdTrust_April2016.pdf
https://1gyhoq479ufd3yna29x7ubjn-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Recovery2020.FR_.Web_.pdf
https://1gyhoq479ufd3yna29x7ubjn-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Recovery2020.FR_.Web_.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831217734805
https://doi.org/10.3386/w23851

Stipanovic, N., Stringfield, S. & Witherell, E. (2017). The Influence of a Career Pathways Model
and Career Counseling on Students' Career and Academic Self-Efficacy, Peabody Journal of
Education, 92:2, 209-221, DOI: 10.1 161956X.2017.1302217

Symonds, W., Schwartz, R. and Ferguson, R. (2011). Pathways to prosperity: Meeting the
challenge of preparing young Americans for the 21st century. Cambridge, MA: Pathways to
Prosperity Project, Harvard University Graduate School of Education.

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/documents/Pathways_to_Prosperity Feb2011-1.
pdf

Warner, M., Caspary, K., Arshan, N., Stites, R., Padilla, C., Park, C., Patel, D., Wolf, B.,
Astudillo, S., Harless, E., Ammah-Tagoe, N., McCracken, M. & Adelman, N. SRI International.
(2015). Taking stock of the California Linked Learning District Initiative. Sixth-year evaluation
report. Menlo Park, CA: SRI International.

Xing, X., Huerta, M. and Garza, T., 2019. College and Career Preparation Activities and Their
Influence on Post-High School Education and Work Attainment. Journal of Career and Technical
Education, 34(1), pp.8—28. DOI: http://doi.org/10.21061/jcte.v34i1.a1



https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956X.2017.1302217
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/documents/Pathways_to_Prosperity_Feb2011-1.pdf
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/documents/Pathways_to_Prosperity_Feb2011-1.pdf
http://doi.org/10.21061/jcte.v34i1.a1

	Gottfried, M. A., & Plasman, J. S. (2017). Linking the Timing of Career and Technical Education Coursetaking With High School Dropout and College-Going Behavior. American Educational Research Journal, 0002831217734805. doi.org/10.3102/0002831217734805 
	Kreisman, D., & Stange, K. (2017). Vocational and Career Tech Education in American High Schools: The Value of Depth Over Breadth(Working Paper No. 23851). National Bureau of Economic Research. doi.org/10.3386/w23851 

