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CAREER ACADEMIES AS A
PROFESSIONALLY ENGAGING AND
SUPPORTIVE TEACHING EXPERIENCE

MARGARET TERRY ORR
Teachers College, Columbia University

The career academy experience challenges the assumptions of traditional high school about the
role of schooling for students’ career and college transitions and stresses contextual and inte-
grated teaching. This alternative educational approach encourages teachers to focus more collec-
tively on preparing students through their curriculum, instructional practices, and working rela-
tionships. The National Academy Foundation (NAF) supports an intensive and coherent acad-
emy model using teacher professional development, curriculum materials, technical assistance,
and linkages to industry-specific employers. Using survey results of 34 teachers in 10 career
academies and 26 comparison teachers in the same high schools, coupled with case study find-
ings of the 10 academies, this article shows the positive relationship between commitment to the
academy program focus, organizational support, teachers’collaborative work, and perceived ef-
fectiveness with students. NAF’s resources uniquely influence these outcomes for participating
teachers, demonstrating the added benefit of intermediary support in fostering instructional
coherence, student-centered instruction, and teacher effectiveness.

Keywords: teacher engagement; collaboration; career academy

How teachers develop their professional identity, grow in their practice,
work with one another, and foster student learning have become important
design foci in school innovation and reform, particularly for urban high
schools. A key assumption is that improving teachers’ work through innova-
tive curriculum and instructional strategies and organizational supports can
positively affect teacher professionalism, practices, and student relation-
ships, yielding better student learning. Moreover, teacher engagement in
their work and collaboration with each other directly and indirectly benefit
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student learning (Dannetta, 2002; Silins, Mulford, & Zarins, 2002). Several
high school reforms challenge traditional school designs by incorporating
these as design features (Cannon & Reed, 1999; Castellano, Stringfield, &
Stone, 2003; Legters, Balfanz, McPartland, 2002; Useem, Neild, & Morri-
son, 2001). Implicitly, these reforms encourage teachers to think differently
about their individual and collaborative work for better student engagement,
learning, and post–high school success. The career academy model, such as
affiliated with the National Academy Foundation (NAF), provides one
approach on how to effectively support and engage teachers in new instruc-
tional and collaborative practices while focusing content around a career
theme. Despite its assumptions about teaching, its nationwide prevalence,
and its common use as a component for high school reform, the career acad-
emy has not been well researched to examine its influences on teachers and
their teaching practices.

THE CAREER ACADEMY MODEL

Career academies use an alternative educational approach to address the
nature of teaching and how teachers work with both students and other teach-
ers. Academies integrate strategies for student career and college prepara-
tion; diversify learning experiences within the classroom and through the
workplace; organize learning around a thematic, career-focused curriculum;
and prepare all students for college, regardless of their college-going inten-
tions (Cannon & Reed, 1999; Maxwell & Rubin, 2000; Stern, Dayton, Lenz,
& Tidyman, 2002; Stern, Raby, & Dayton, 1992). They commonly empha-
size innovative instructional strategies that develop high-performance work-
place skills—project-based and cooperative learning, in particular—and
stress critical thinking and problem solving, all of which have become
standards-based priorities for high school achievement (Castellano et al.,
2003). Their small learning community structure potentially creates what
Raywid (1996) describes as a more supportive student environment and
highly effective work environment for teachers through a shared purpose,
collaborative work, and more intimate knowledge of students’ skills and
needs.

Career academies, with their unique school organization and focus on
teachers’ expectations for student learning, instructional content, and rela-
tionships with each other, may positively challenge what Little (1993) terms
“teachers’ sense of professionalism.” Professional development becomes
critical in developing teachers’ capacity to engage in understanding and
undertaking the multiple challenges that these represent (Little, 1993).
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Intermediary organizations can be well positioned to provide this type of pro-
fessional development for innovative programs and strategies. One such
intermediary, the NAF, is a national, nonprofit organization that sustains a
network of almost 500 career academies in 39 states and the District of
Columbia. NAF supports three career academy models—Academy of
Finance (AOF), Academy of Travel and Tourism (AOTT), and its new
Academy of Information Technology.

Similar to other career academies nationwide, the NAF academies
operationalize a strong school-to-career preparation philosophy (www.naf-
education.org). They combine school-based and work-based learning expe-
riences and use an integrated, contextualized, and career-focused set of
courses that provide an academic foundation in the designated career area,
such as world finance and banking and credit for the academy of finance.
Their high school curricula, internship models, and program operation strate-
gies are designed and continuously updated through the collaboration of
teachers, curriculum specialists, and corporate representatives. Students are
selected based on their interest in the industry or the program’s academic
content, having average or better grades, good attendance, and teacher rec-
ommendations. NAF supports teachers in curriculum design, promotion of
student-centered instruction, professional development, and business
involvement, and academies have designated teachers who serve a common
group of students, both college bound and non-college bound, who are
somewhat motivated by the career area.

Unlike teachers in many other career academies nationwide, teachers in
NAF-affiliated schools have access to extensive professional development
opportunities through NAF’s annual conference and other forums and a
national network of teachers, with whom they exchange strategies and expe-
riences. Teachers are linked to local employers within selected industries,
who serve as consultants and advisors and sometimes offer professional
learning experiences. NAF’s curriculum and related instructional materials
stress that teachers incorporate student-centered learning strategies, such as
project-based learning and cooperative learning. These strategies reflect
work-based readiness competencies stressed by the Secretary’s Commission
on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS, 1992) and are more likely to foster
critical thinking and collaborative problem solving than more traditional
strategies.

NAF believes that the academy’s focus, partial school-within-a-school
structure, and professional development foster an affiliation identity and col-
laboration and support among teachers within and across schools; encourage
teachers to think more substantively about experiential learning strategies to
improve student achievement; and improve teachers’ effectiveness in
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working with students. Yet, there is limited research on whether and how
these elements create these results. Generally, career and technical education
in high school reform is underresearched, and most existing research focuses
on the student experience (Castellano et al., 2003).

RESEARCH FINDINGS ON CAREER ACADEMIES

Evaluation research demonstrates that students benefit from the career
academy approach, as measured by improved student engagement, achieve-
ment, and post–high school outcomes (Kemple, 1997; Kemple & Snipes,
2000; Maxwell & Rubin, 2000; Orr, 1990; Orr & Fanscali, 1995; Orr, Bailey,
Hughes, Karp & Keinzl, 2004; Stern, 2000). Such research included inquiry
on how career academies influence student-teacher relationships and student
engagement in learning. Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation’s
(MDRC) longitudinal random-assignment study in nine sites of different
career academies found that academy students experienced higher levels of
interpersonal support than the comparison group (Kemple, 1997). Students
also increased their career awareness, enhancing their motivation and long-
term educational and career goals.

In two separate evaluation studies, career academy seniors reported better
teaching and teacher support than did their peers. Orr and Fanscali (1995), in
their multisite study of NAF Academy of Travel and Tourism, found that
academy seniors attributed their greater incentive to attend school regularly
and apply themselves academically to the sense of community and support
they received from their fellow AOTT students and teachers. Most surveyed
seniors rated their teachers and the teaching style highly, their coursework as
meaningful and important, their program experience enjoyable and useful
for future career and college work, and their courses much more satisfactory
than their nonacademy courses (Orr & Fanscali, 1995). More recently, Orr
et al. (2004) found that academy seniors had significantly better teaching and
teacher relationships than did nonacademy seniors. They rated their teachers
higher (as much as twice as much) on their teaching—contextualizing sub-
ject matter and applying course content to problems and situations in an
industry—support—getting to know them and helping them understand
what they are learning—and preparing them for their futures—talking about
job opportunities and helping them with college planning. Although such
evidence strongly suggests that students perceive their academy teachers to
be more effective than others, few studies directly examined the teachers’
academy experiences and how these affect their engagement and
effectiveness (Kemple, 1997; Orr et al., 2004).
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This article provides evaluation results on the experiences and perspec-
tives of academy and nonacademy teachers from 10 high schools with long-
standing career academy programs, studied as part of a multipart evaluation
conducted by the Institute on Education and the Economy (IEE), Teachers
College, for NAF. These results examine how the academy focus, coupled
with organizational supports—career academy affiliation, professional
development, and frequent common meeting time—influence teaching prac-
tices and teacher relationships and, in turn, teachers’ perceived effectiveness
with students. It further explores the relationship between specific academy
supports and resources and the impact on teachers and their work with stu-
dents. The views presented in this article are those of the author and are not
necessarily shared by IEE or NAF.

STUDY BACKGROUND

Two frameworks shape this inquiry on how the career academy model
benefits teachers and improves their practice: (a) the program theory implicit
in the career academy model and (b) the nature of teacher collaboration and
engagement and factors that influence their development.

CAREER ACADEMIES AND TEACHER EFFECTS

Career academies are used nationwide in a variety of high school settings.
They have rapidly grown as a high school reform model, from the first one
established in 1969 in Philadelphia to several thousand by the year 2000
(Stern, 2000). Career academies represent a well-established, multifaceted
approach to organizing student learning and experiences (Stern, 2000; Stern
et al., 1992). They generally share three basic features that are designed to
improve student learning but are likely to benefit teachers as well: (a) they are
small learning communities, clustering a group of students with the same
teachers and classes; (b) they combine an academic curriculum with a career
theme (such as finance, travel and tourism, or health); and (c) they have
employer partners, who often supply internships as well as other types of
support (Kemple & Rock, 1996; Stern, 2000; Stern et al., 1992). In the 1990s,
the career academy emerged as a substantive comprehensive program for
school-to-work transition (see, e.g., Castellano et al., 2003; Legters, 1999;
Legters et al., 2002; Pauly, Kopp, & Haimson, 1995; U.S. Department of
Labor, 1992; Useem et al., 2001).
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The underlying program theory (Weiss, 1998) is that by changing instruc-
tional content and practices and teaching relationships, teachers can better
engage students, improve their academic learning, and prepare them better
for their future college and careers. Career academies offer instructional
coherence, which is instrumental in fostering student achievement generally
(Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001). Instructional coherence
encompasses curriculum, instruction, assessment, and learning climate for
students and staff over a sustained time. With coherence in professional
development and coordinated work, teachers learn more and can apply more
to their teaching and are more likely to pool their knowledge and resources
and sustain their focus.

In a study of nine career academies nationwide, Kemple (1997) found evi-
dence that academy affiliation benefited teachers by providing support and a
satisfying instructional role and enabling teachers to support each other’s
work. Through a series of regression analyses, Kemple showed that measures
of teacher collaboration, resource adequacy, and influence over work were
significantly related to teacher community and teachers’ personalized atten-
tion to students. All were significantly related to job satisfaction. In turn, job
satisfaction and emphasis on personalized attention to students were both
significantly related to self-reported effectiveness, but not the teacher
learning community measure.

In comparison to other teachers, Kemple (1997) found that career acad-
emy teachers reported more opportunities to collaborate, more adequate
teaching resources, and a greater ability to influence key decisions about
instruction and administrative matters. They were more likely to describe
themselves as being part of a strong teacher learning community, to empha-
size personalized attention to students, and to have higher job and work envi-
ronment satisfaction. Yet, Kemple found no relationship between teachers’
academy affiliation and perceived effectiveness, although whether the influ-
ence of affiliation is mediated by other factors was not explored.

Despite the model’s benefits for students and teachers, its implicit pro-
gram theory challenges traditional teachers’ work. Generally, Little (1993)
found that reforms of this nature reflect “a substantial departure from teach-
ers’prior experience, established beliefs, and present practice [and] an image
of conditions of learning for children that their teachers have themselves
rarely experienced” (p. 130). As Castellano et al. (2003) stressed in their
review of research on career and technical education and comprehensive
school reform, teachers need preservice and in-service teacher training on
teaming, integrated curriculum, and collaborative work to implement such
reforms. Otherwise, they are unlikely to implement the programs effectively
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or gain their benefits of feeling more engaged, supported, or effective in their
teaching.

IMPROVING TEACHING PRACTICE AND RELATIONSHIPS

Researchers have found several organizational supports that improve
teachers’ work and effectiveness, both individually and collectively. These
supports include time for teachers to meet on a consistent basis (Bryk, Lee, &
Holland, 1993; Newmann et al., 2001), a small school or school-within-a-
school structure (Lee & Smith, 1995; Visher, Emanuel, & Teitelbaum, 1999),
and enhanced teachers’ knowledge and skills through professional develop-
ment and connections with external expertise (Youngs & King, 2002). Simi-
larly, Newmann et al. (2001) found that schools that foster collaboration
through common planning periods, school-within-a-school structures, and a
reinforcing culture were more likely to gain instructional coherence.

Teachers need to have regularized opportunities to share what they know,
consult about problems of practice, and observe each other’s teaching
(Darling-Hammond, 1997; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Newmann et al., 2001).
Quality working relationships require time to be nurtured and supported.
Silins et al. (2002) found that the level of organizational learning in a school
affects teachers’ instructional work and their effects on student participation
and engagement in school. Such organizational learning occurred most often
when teachers were given professional learning opportunities and sufficient
time and resources to develop professionally.

Research on small learning communities has shown that smaller, more
intimate structural designs are more effective in boosting student achieve-
ment, in part by improving teachers’ working relationships (see, e.g., Lee &
Smith, 1995; Visher et al., 1999). Visher et al.’s review of research found that
small school size improves students’grades and test scores, engagement, and
completion of college-level courses, as well as facilitating greater teacher
collegiality and more personalized teacher-student relationships. Small
school size also fosters professional community and consensus on educa-
tional and ethical principles, serving as a catalyst to help staff work more
effectively on curriculum, planning, and professional development (Muir,
2000-2001).

The availability and nature of professional development can influence the
effectiveness of teachers’ learning and how they participate in new educa-
tional models and change their teaching as a result (Darling-Hammond,
1997; Dufour & Eaker, 1998; Fullan, 1991; Lieberman & Grolnick, 1997;
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Little, 1993). Innovative professional development models, such as
collaboratives and networks, can engage teachers substantively in curricular,
pedagogical, and school organization questions and situate them in a broader
professional community (Dufour & Eaker, 1998; Garet, Porter, Desimone,
Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Lieberman & Grolnick, 1997; Little, 1993). The
infusion of professional development into creating a professional learning
community can lead to continuous collective improvement if it is sustained
over time, is focused on content knowledge, engages collective participation,
is job embedded, and fosters both individual and collective renewal (DuFour
& Eaker, 1998; Garet et al., 2001).

Organizational supports are insufficient, however, without a unifying
focus and shared culture. Research has shown that the quality of teacher
working relationships depends on the intensity of their shared commitment
and professional practice, their inclusivity as a teaching group, and a shared
orientation of value dispositions and teaching expertise (Hausman &
Goldring, 2001; Little & McLaughlin, 1993). Dannetta (2002) also found
that teacher collegiality influences teacher commitment to student learning.
Silins et al. (2002) showed that organizational learning also occurred most
often in schools where teachers openly communicated, were supportive, and
actively sought information to improve their work. Similarly, Lokon (2003)
found that although organizing teachers into teams can create an ethos of col-
laboration, there needs to be leadership, organizational support, and other
cultural and structural factors to transform how teachers work together.

The career academy model, particularly as emphasized by NAF, has a
clearly defined theme and focus built around its industry affiliation and the
related content knowledge. It draws on organizational supports—using pro-
fessional development and networking to create the focus and shared means
of teaching while enhancing professional community through its school-
within-a-school structure and common meeting time—to use the shared edu-
cational purpose in improving teaching and educating students. Conse-
quently, by participating in a career academy, teachers may become more
likely to infuse this theme in their work individually and collectively, creating
coherence and using collaboration to become more effective in working with
students.

STUDY METHODS

Survey research methods were used to elicit information from academy
teachers and similar nonacademy teachers at 10 high schools with
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longstanding career academy programs. Respondents described their teach-
ing and assessed their professional development, collaborative work, and
effectiveness with students. Case study research at the same schools included
supplemental teacher interview results on the same topics.

The research was guided by a conceptual design to determine how and in
what ways teaching in a career academy benefits teachers, improving their
sense of professional effectiveness. This design was tested in two ways. First,
it was hypothesized that positive and significant relationships would exist
among the teachers’ organizational supports, their teaching practices and
relationships, and their effectiveness with students, both generally and as
enhanced by career academy affiliation. Second, NAF-facilitated profes-
sional development and support opportunities were thought to uniquely con-
tribute to teachers’ practices, relationships, and work with students. Thus,
two primary questions were addressed: (a) How do career affiliation and
other organizational supports—professional development and common
meeting time—relate to teaching practices and teacher relationships and, in
turn, their perceived effectiveness with students? and (b) How do career
academy teachers’ experiences with the career academy program features
and NAF-influenced supports contribute to their teaching practices,
relationships, and student work?

STUDY POPULATION AND SAMPLE

The study target population was a sample of noncareer academy teachers
and all career academy teachers at the 10 selected high schools. The 10 high
schools were selected to reflect a geographic and demographic cross-section
of schools with long-term, well-implemented, NAF-affiliated career acad-
emy programs (see Orr et al., 2004, for a fuller methodology discussion).

Identifying who was an academy teacher turned out to be methodologi-
cally challenging. In all 10 schools, the academy program coordinators iden-
tified their academy teachers to be surveyed. In some schools, the coordina-
tors selected only those who taught the core, elective academy courses,
whereas in other schools, coordinators used a broader definition, including
teachers who had one or more courses primarily filled with academy students
(i.e., keyboarding or a designated English class). For survey purposes, teach-
ers who self-identified as academy teachers and whose school coordinators
identified them as such were used as the sample. The final sample, shown in
Table 1, includes different representations from each school—that is, in some
schools only those who taught the core academy courses were included,
whereas in other schools other teachers were included as well.
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There were estimated to be 57 (36 core subject and 21 related subject)
career academy teachers in the 10 programs. A total of 34 academy teachers
completed the survey, including almost all of the core academy teachers and
less than half of the related academy teachers, yielding a 60% response rate.

To construct a comparison group of teachers, academy program coordina-
tors were asked to identify teachers in their schools who would serve as
matches based on their subject matter disciplines (primarily social studies)
and types of teaching (traditional academic programs rather than programs
serving specialized student groups). The coordinators excluded those in
other career-focused programs. In all, 26 teachers were selected, all of whom
completed a teacher survey.

It was assumed that no systematic bias was created by the sampling proce-
dure. A statistical comparison of the two groups shows that they had similar
demographic and teaching characteristics, although the academy teachers
were somewhat more likely to be male, non-White, and have other teaching
responsibilities (such as discipline, scheduling, and chairing a department)
than were the nonacademy teachers, as shown in Table 2. Several academy
teachers were more likely to be program coordinators and somewhat more
likely to be social studies, history, and English or vocational education teach-
ers. These differences were not statistically significant and were not thought
to bias other comparisons of these two groups.

The two groups of teachers may differ on unmeasured attributes, although
the case study research in the 10 schools did not reveal any. In contrast, the
MDRC’s research reported that their sampled academy teachers had greater
flexibility, willingness to work with students and colleagues in different
ways, and willingness to take on additional administrative responsibilities
than their nonacademy teachers (Kemple, 1997). In some sites in this study,
program coordinators had commented that the career academy teachers
invested more time and effort in their work and that they recruited teachers
for this quality. There are two other possible reasons the two groups of teach-
ers in this study did not differ on the attributes as was found in the MDRC
study. First, the sampled schools in this study generally were adopting more
career academy-like attributes, such as offering other thematic curriculum
concentrations; encouraging service learning, community service, and work-
based learning options for students; and making the schools more intimate
and supportive places to work generally. Second, some schools were
experiencing staff turnover, both within the academies and elsewhere.
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PROCEDURE

The teacher survey was constructed using questions drawn from other sur-
veys of other high school teachers, including the National Education Longi-
tudinal Study (NELS), prior studies of NAF academies conducted by the
Academy for Educational Development (Orr & Fanscali, 1995; Orr,
Fruchter, Thomas, & White, 1987), and MDRC’s career academies study
(Kemple, 1997). The survey questions were reviewed by NAF officials for
their content validity. The finalized surveys were administered by the acad-
emy coordinator in each high school to all academy teachers and sampled
nonacademy teachers in spring 2000. The primary independent and depend-
ent measures are summarized in Table 3 and their scale items are listed in the
appendix.

The research design was supplemented with qualitative case study
research on the 10 academy programs, including the teaching experiences in
spring and fall 2000. Most academy teachers were observed and interviewed
about their teaching, their sense of affiliation, and how academy teaching
contrasts with other, more traditional teaching experiences.

CONCEPTUAL DESIGN AND MEASURES

The teacher survey was designed to examine the relationship between
teacher participation in NAF-affiliated and other professional development
and academy and nonacademy-related supports and their influence on teach-
ers’ beliefs in career academy-like program attributes, student-centered
teaching practices, collaborative work, and perceived effectiveness in work-
ing with students, as shown in Figure 1. The reliability of the survey measures
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TABLE 2

Characteristics of Responding Academy and Nonacademy Teachers

Characteristic Academy Nonacademy

Number of teachers 34 26
Characteristics as a percentage of the total group

Female 41 62
Nonwhite 29 15
Have other teaching responsibilities 65 58
Teach full-time 79 92
Teach social studies, English, history, vocational education 68 58
Taught in their academic department for less than 5 years 39 31
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was evaluated using Cronbach’s coefficient alpha, and only those with alphas
of more than 0.6 were included in statistical analysis. The measures, their
accompanying items, and factor loadings are presented in the appendix.

Two sets of statistical analyses were conducted. The first set of analyses,
using both career academy and other teachers, used bivariate correlations and
regression analyses to investigate how academy affiliation and organiza-
tional supports—non-NAF professional development and frequent common
program or department meeting time—contributed to student-centered
teaching practices and collaborative teaching relationships. In turn, the anal-
ysis looked at how these contributed to teachers’ perceptions of their effec-
tiveness in working with students. The second set of analyses used bivariate
correlations to look further at the relationship among academy-related pro-
fessional development experiences of career academy teachers and their
teaching and teacher relationships.

The first analysis uses three sets of measures. The first are three types of
institutional support: (a) being a career academy teacher—a dichotomous
measure; (b) extent to which they had frequent common teacher planning and
meeting time using a 6-point ordinal time scale (ranging from never to daily)
on how frequently they met as academy teachers or with their academic
departments; and (c) number of type of other professional development
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and teaching practices

student 
relationships

     

     

    

Statistically significant in regression analyses
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effectiveness 
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Figure 1: Relationship Among Organizational Supports and the Nature of Teacher,
Teaching Relationships, and Teacher-Student Relationships
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participation in the past 5 years, based on a range of learning-centered profes-
sional development experiences (e.g., school or district-sponsored activities
or content institutes, professional reading, university courses, study groups,
and teacher networks). Overall, teachers averaged moderate ratings on the
latter two measures, with sizable variability (see Table 3).

The second set of measures was of teaching and teacher relationships.
Three measures of teachers’working relationships were created. First, teach-
ers rated their sense of belonging with other teachers in their academy or
department using a 5-point Likert agreement scale on six items about their
relationship with other teachers. Second, teachers’ ratings of how frequently
they collaborated with other teachers in their academy or department on 11
teaching and student support activities were averaged as the extent of collab-
orative work teachers share. Third, teachers’ 5-point Likert scale rating on
satisfaction with others in their academy or department was used. Average
ratings of teachers’ sense of belonging and satisfaction were moderate to
high, with some variability, whereas their average collaboration rating was
low to moderate (1.84 on a 5-point scale, for 11 types of collaboration).

Two measures of teaching practices were constructed: (a) average com-
mitment to academy program-like approach: teachers’ ratings of their com-
mitment to applied curriculum, project-based learning, and career explora-
tion were averaged as an overall score; and (b) use of student-centered
instructional practices: teachers’ frequency rating of their use of six student-
centered instructional practices (e.g., projects, small group work, and games)
were averaged as a measure of student-centered instructional practice. Over-
all, teachers’ commitment to an academy-like approach was high (3.29 on a
4-point scale) but their frequent use of student-centered instructional prac-
tices was moderate (2.7 on a 4-point scale for six practices), with little
variability.

The dependent measure used in these analyses was teacher-perceived
effectiveness with students. This scale was constructed by averaging teach-
ers’ 5-point Likert agreement ratings on eight ways in which the academy or
their department influenced their work with students. The teachers averaged
a moderate to high average rating (4.21 on a 5-point scale) with modest
variability.

For the second analysis, additional measures were created on the attrib-
utes of academy affiliation that were hypothesized to positively affect teach-
ers’ work and relationships. Two are count measures: (a) shared program
responsibilities: a count of up to 21 different program operations responsibil-
ities academy teachers as a group had and (b) number of NAF conferences
attended in the past 10 years. Their means and standard deviations are in
Appendix Table A-3, showing modest averages and wide variability on both
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measures. Two others measures were based on scales of professional devel-
opment and affiliation. The average beneficial employer-based professional
learning experiences were an average of academy teachers’ 5-point Likert
scale rating of six employer-based professional learning experiences. The
measure of NAF affiliation as a professional community averaged teachers’
3-point Likert rating of the extent to which they felt part of an NAF-encour-
aged professional group, based on five affinity characteristics. As shown in
Appendix Table A-4, the teachers’ averages on these two scales are low to
moderate, with wide variability.

Three academy teacher characteristics were included as moderator vari-
ables: (a) whether they taught a core academy course (from the NAF-
required courses) or a related course, such as English or computer, which
served primarily academy students; (b) the number of years they had taught
in the academy program; and (c) the percentage of their time spent teaching
academy courses weekly. As shown in Appendix Table A-3, the teachers
averaged 5 years of teaching in the academy, primarily taught a core academy
subject, and did the majority of their teaching in the academy. Although less
than half used the NAF curriculum as their primary course basis, 53% used
half or more of the NAF curriculum in their courses.

Job satisfaction, although found to be significant in the MDRC study of
career academy teachers (Kemple, 1997), was not investigated in this study.
Almost all surveyed teachers had very high ratings for job satisfaction (3.4
and 3.6 on a 4-point scale for academy and nonacademy teachers, respec-
tively) and were more satisfied with teaching generally (3.6) than with teach-
ing in their school (3.3). Consequently, there was little variance to be
explained by analyzing how job satisfaction related to selected teaching
experiences and perceptions. More germane for this study as well is how
teaching practices and relationships and organizational supports influences
how teachers work with students.

STUDY 1: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Table 3 summarizes the descriptive statistics for all measures in the first
part of this study, along with their scale or measure attributes. Teachers
tended to rate their attitudes and beliefs highly, as reflected in the measures of
belonging, satisfaction, commitment, and perceived effectiveness. They
were more modest in their reported experiences of frequent shared meeting
time, student-centered instructional practices, and participation in various
types of professional development in recent years. Finally, they averaged few
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shared collaborative activities. The largest variation in teacher ratings was
the number of types of professional development in the past 5 years.

STUDY 1: BIVARIATE CORRELATIONS
AMONG STUDY VARIABLES

Table 4 summarizes the bivariate correlations among all measures in the
first set of analyses on all teachers. The dependent measure—teacher-per-
ceived student effectiveness—was significantly correlated with all the other
measures, ranging from modest to high (.289 to .643). The strongest relation-
ships among the measures and scales were for measures of teacher relation-
ships—sense of belonging, number of collaborative activities, and satisfac-
tion with being part of an academy or department (which had moderate to
high correlations)—with the frequency of common teacher planning time
(ranging from .400 to .726). A more modest relationship existed between
types of professional development experiences and use of student-centered
instructional practices (.264) and between being an academy teacher and
being committed to academy program-like attributes (.323). Finally, teacher
commitment to academy program-like attributes was moderately correlated
with measures of teacher collaboration and satisfaction in working with
teachers in their department or academy (ranging from .279 to .375).

STUDY 1: MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSES

Multiple regressions were used to determine the relationship between
teacher-perceived student effectiveness and measures of institutional sup-
port, student-centered teaching practices, and collaborative and supportive
teaching relationships. Table 5 presents the regression analysis results pre-
dicting teacher-perceived student effectiveness. The analysis was done in a
two-step process: first, using all measures, and then second, using only the
teaching practices and relationship measures. Both models were statistically
significant (p < .0001).

In the first model, the strongest predictor of teacher-perceived student
effectiveness was being an academy teacher (β = .354, p = .001), suggesting
that academy teachers are much more likely to work with each other on sup-
porting students and find ways to teach and support students well (as shown
in Table 6). The next strongest predictor is the average number of
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collaborative activities that teachers share (β = .344, p < .001), suggesting a
relationship between how much teachers work with each other on their teach-
ing practices and how much they focus together on serving students well. The
third strongest predictor was satisfaction in being part of an academy or
department (β = .289, p < .05) and (almost) the number of types of profes-
sional development in the past 5 years (β = .193, p < .06). All β values, except
one, were positive. Only the frequency of teacher planning and management
time was not, suggesting that how frequently teachers meet is less relevant
than what they meet about. This model explains 66% of the variance in
teacher-perceived student effectiveness.

When organizational supports—being in an academy, frequency of com-
mon meeting time, and the number of types of professional development—
were excluded, the regression model remained statistically significant. The
amount of overall variance explained was slightly reduced to 58%. The aver-
age number of collaborative activities teachers share and the extent of their
satisfaction with being part of an academy or department remained signifi-
cant predictors. The extent of teacher commitment to academy program-like
attributes became a significant predictor (p < .05), suggesting that it is
teachers’ commitment to the academy-like philosophy (applied curriculum,
project-based learning, and career exploration) and the coherence it engen-
ders that is uniquely important to their perceived effectiveness with students.
Two measures—perceived belonging and support and use of student-
centered instructional practices—were not significant in the regression
analysis, although they are positively correlated with the dependent measure.

This analysis suggested that measures of organizational supports may be
influential through their relationship with measures of teaching practices and

Orr / CAREER ACADEMIES AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 471

TABLE 5

Regression Equations for Teacher-Perceived Student Effectiveness

Adjusted Standard
Model df M2 F R2 R2 Error

1: Full model
Regression 8 2.164 13.622 .712 .660 .399
Residual 44 .159

2: Teaching relationships
and practices, only

Regression 5 3.152 16.221 .614 .576 .441
Residual 51 .194

NOTE: All F statistics are significant at .0001.
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working relationships rather than directly with the dependent measure of per-
ceived effectiveness with students. To test this, the three institutional support
measures were regressed against the five teaching practices and working
relationships in separate analyses. The regression models using the three
measures of working relationships as separate dependent measures were all
significant, as shown in Table 7. The measure of how frequently teachers
meet together was significant in all three models, whereas professional
development participation was only significant for the measure of teachers’
collaborative work. Being an academy teacher was not significant in any
model.

The regression models using teaching practices as separate dependent
measures are shown in Table 8. Only the model using teacher commitment to
academy program-like teaching practices was statistically significant and
being an academy teacher was statistically significant in this model. These
two sets of analyses suggest that organizational supports are indirectly
contributory—through their influence on teacher relationships and teaching
practices—as well as directly to teacher-perceived effectiveness with stu-
dents. These relationships are shown graphically in Figure 1.

STUDY 2: AN IN-DEPTH LOOK AT THE
CAREER ACADEMY TEACHING EXPERIENCE

Although the above analysis demonstrates that academy participation is
related to teaching practices, teaching relationships, and perceived effective-
ness with students, further analyses were conducted to explore the nature of
this teaching, particularly given NAF’s aims for professional development
and community within and among academy teachers.

This analysis is done in three parts. The first is a description of the nature
of teaching and working conditions in the 10 career academies for the sur-
veyed teachers, illustrating the variability and common elements. The second
is a correlational analysis of the relationship among key attributes of career
academy teaching and teacher outcomes, showing how this variability is cor-
related with study measures. Third is a qualitative analysis of the case study
data to explore these relationships further based on the teacher interviews and
observations.
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TEACHER WORK AND WORKING CONDITIONS

The 36 surveyed career academy teachers worked in NAF-affiliated pro-
grams of different settings and conditions. Most had taught in their acade-
mies for at least 3 years and almost half of the core academy teachers had
taught more than 10 years. Their weekly program teaching time ranged from
less than 30% (for 37% of the teachers) to 80% or more (for 17%). Seven pro-
grams had onsite coordinators; the teachers in the three other sites shared the
coordination work. Almost half of the core academy course teachers were
affiliated with vocational education and the others with history, English, or
mathematics (not shown).

The programs were organized in one of three ways: (a) six were partial
schools within schools, whereby teachers taught part-time in the program
and part-time elsewhere; (b) three were career magnet programs or schools,
where some teachers taught exclusively and others only part-time; and (c)
two were primarily a social studies course of study handled by one teacher,
whereas other teachers taught career academy students in related courses,
such as English and keyboarding, and did not function as a team. Other fac-
tors limited the program’s uniqueness in some sites. One site used a commu-
nity college curriculum rather than the NAF curriculum, limiting its affiliated
identity with the program. In two sites, some academy teachers also were
responsible for other partial school-within-a-school programs, such as law,
dividing their attentions and teaching community. Teachers in one site were
strongly aligned with a nationally based student business club, which seemed
to swamp the career academy identity and purpose, muddling the teachers’
separate identity with the career academy model. Furthermore, teachers in
three programs did not have a separate physical location or definable area for
their academy and three programs lacked a program office, limiting teacher
informal interactions and opportunities to work together. Consequently,
although the teachers commonly participated in an academy program, their
program affiliation varied widely.

The teachers all shared a commitment to the program’s aims, their respon-
sibility for the program, and had extensive professional development oppor-
tunities, but some differentiation existed. From onsite interviews and focus
group discussions within and among the sites, teachers differed in their views
on the program’s purpose for college or career preparation and their commit-
ment to integrating courses with related learning experiences. Although all
programs had a partial school-within-a-school structure, the sites differed in
how frequently teachers met together and shared program responsibilities.
The teachers had opportunities for extensive professional development
through NAF and affiliated employers but varied in their participation. More

Orr / CAREER ACADEMIES AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 475

 © 2005 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at UNIV OF FLORIDA on April 19, 2007 http://eus.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eus.sagepub.com


476

T
A

B
L

E
 8

M
ul

ti
pl

e 
R

eg
re

ss
io

n 
A

na
ly

se
s 

of
 I

ns
ti

tu
ti

on
al

 S
up

po
rt

 M
ea

su
re

s 
an

d 
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 M

ea
su

re
s 

of
 T

ea
ch

in
g 

P
ra

ct
ic

es

C
om

m
it

m
en

t t
o 

A
ca

de
m

y
U

se
 o

f S
tu

de
nt

-C
en

te
re

d
P

ro
gr

am
-L

ik
e 

Te
ac

hi
ng

 P
ra

ct
ic

es
In

st
ru

ct
io

na
l P

ra
ct

ic
es

In
de

pe
nd

en
t M

ea
su

re
s

U
ns

ta
nd

ar
di

ze
d 

C
oe

ffi
ci

en
ts

U
ns

ta
nd

ar
di

ze
d 

C
oe

ffi
ci

en
ts

B
SE

β
t

B
SE

t

B
ei

ng
 a

n 
ac

ad
em

y 
te

ac
he

r
.3

83
.1

51
.3

49
2.

54
*

–.
10

1
.1

51
–.

09
5

–0
.6

7
Fr

eq
ue

nc
y 

of
 c

om
m

on
 te

ac
he

r 
pl

an
ni

ng
 a

nd
 m

ee
tin

g 
tim

e
.0

58
.0

52
.1

51
1.

12
–.

07
5

.0
52

–.
20

2
–1

.4
5

N
um

be
r 

of
 o

th
er

 ty
pe

s 
of

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l d
ev

el
op

m
en

t i
n 

pa
st

 5
 y

ea
rs

.0
29

.0
40

.1
04

0.
74

.0
62

.0
40

.2
26

1.
56

C
on

st
an

t
2.

72
5

.2
76

9.
86

**
2.

67
1

.2
76

9.
66

R
2

.1
54

*
ns

A
dj

us
te

d
R

2
.1

04
SE

.5
20

*p
<

 .0
5.

 *
*p

<
 .0

1.

 © 2005 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at UNIV OF FLORIDA on April 19, 2007 http://eus.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eus.sagepub.com


experienced teachers and those who taught more in the academy participated
more in professional development activities and experienced more benefits
than did other teachers. Finally, although all teachers reported that they were
committed to academy teaching (100% were very committed), only 53%
used the NAF curriculum half or more of the time in their courses.

CORRELATION ANALYSES

Correlation coefficients (Pearson r) were used to assess bivariate relation-
ships among major study measures. The measure of teachers’ perceptions of
their effectiveness with students was significantly related to only some inde-
pendent measures, primarily those related to commitment to the academy
approach, collaboration, belonging and support, and professional develop-
ment (NAF-related and others), as shown in Table 9. The magnitude of the
significant correlations was moderate to high (.357 to .626). The various
measures of teacher relationships—collaboration and support and belonging—
were significantly correlated (r = .549) and were significantly related to how
often the teachers met for common planning and management (.496 and
.698). The moderate to high magnitude of these relationships suggests that
the institutional support of common meeting time was instrumental for their
professional community building. Similarly, the teachers’ shared focus—as
reflected in the measure of commitment to the academy program–like attrib-
utes—was both moderately to highly correlated with the organizational sup-
ports of common meeting time and NAF professional development participa-
tion—and with their collaborative work and sense of belonging and support
(r = .406 to .520). This suggests that the shared focus coupled with the orga-
nizational supports gave the shared work meaning and purpose. Finally, the
professional development participation—both through NAF and other-
wise—were significantly related to how much the teachers used the NAF cur-
riculum in their courses (r = .446) but not their instructional practices.

COMPARISON OF SURVEY RESPONSES TO QUALITATIVE FINDINGS

The case study research in the 10 schools underscored the relationships
among organizational supports, teaching practices, and teacher outcomes
found in the teacher survey analysis. The effect of NAF and employer-
sponsored professional development on teachers’ teaching practices was
evident in almost all teacher interviews. For example, a travel and tourism
academy teacher described using conferences to attend behind-the-scenes
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visits to various tourist spots set up by NAF, which he then integrated into his
lessons. Another teacher said that attending and presenting at NAF confer-
ences “broadened my own teaching skills.”

Only a few teachers worked in schools with an official, regularly sched-
uled meeting time for career academy teachers, and most teachers had lim-
ited career academy program responsibilities—typically related to student
recruitment and selection. Despite the lack of a common meeting time and
limited shared responsibilities, career academy teachers reported that they
often worked collaboratively during their spare time and available opportuni-
ties. For some, this involved talking about problem students or planning field
trips during their lunchtime or overlapping planning time. For others, it
involved planning joint lessons and interdisciplinary projects.

Most interviewed teachers described their collaboration, whether formal
or informal, as increasing their effectiveness with students. Academy teach-
ers reported using each other as a resource and support on a number of
instructional and other related efforts. One teacher, who was new to the pro-
fession, told researchers that at first, teaching was really tough, but he stayed
“because of the academy.” Interviewed academy teachers stressed their sense
of closeness and collegiality with each other. As one academy teacher
described himself and his colleagues, “The AOTT teachers are friends” and
“they really do like each other.” According to him, the teachers really go
above and beyond, doing program-related work after their regular teaching
day is over. As he explained further, “It’s a very unique relationship and
bond.”

Project work, extracurricular academy work, internship preparation, and
their focus on college and career planning seemed to give teachers the oppor-
tunity to engage in innovative educational strategies while developing more
intimate relationships with academy students. One teacher explained,
“You’re getting closer to the kids in a personal way.”

Virtually every teacher interviewed told touching stories of students’
growth through the academy, and each took great pride in describing the
transformative effect of the academy experience. Their commitment to
teaching was evident throughout the interviews; most teachers attributed it to
their academy participation. For many, teaching in the academy was the con-
dition on which they remained in the profession. They explained, “I don’t
think I’d still be teaching if it weren’t for the academy”; starting the academy
was like a “transfusion in my arm”; the academy “let me change my career
path without changing my career path”; and “It is so much fun to teach in the
academy!” Thus, being able to experience such significant and personally
important contributions to the growth and development of students appears
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to be very highly rewarding and engaging, especially when working in some
of the challenging urban schools in this study.

Finally, several sampled schools emphasized the same instructional prac-
tices encouraged by NAF, and some schools fostered close, intimate teaching
communities through small learning community structures or other affilia-
tion strategies. At one school, for example, the academy coordinator and
other teachers described passionately the school’s long history of close
teacher-teacher and teacher-student affinity and support, exemplified by
teacher maintenance of school grounds and hallways with flowers and plants
and the pervasive commitment to community service within the building and
community at large. Another school has a long tradition of constructivist
teaching, flexible scheduling, and independent study. This may explain why
academy and nonacademy teachers were somewhat similar on their collabo-
rative work, sense of belonging, and use of student-centered instructional
practices.

DISCUSSION

Teachers perceive themselves to be professionally effective when they can
engage students academically, find solutions for students with problems,
help students become independent learners, and help them prepare for their
college and career futures. Being effective in these ways can be challenging
for high school teachers, particularly in urban areas such as those in this sam-
ple. As the study results show, however, sharing a common philosophy and
curricular focus, collaborating, and having structured opportunities to learn
and work together with other teachers is strongly associated with such effec-
tiveness. It is likely that the relationship among these attributes is synergis-
tic—that teachers who feel efficacious are better collaborators and more
likely to engage in professional learning and shared work. Nonetheless, the
strong relationship among these attributes reinforces the professional learn-
ing arguments that teachers’ effective work with students is improved when
they can work and learn with each other over time and share a commitment in
focus and instructional approach (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Fullan, 1991;
Little, 1993; Newmann et al., 2001).

As shown here, teaching in a career academy can uniquely contribute to
teachers’ sense of professional identity, their teaching, their work with col-
leagues, and their focus on and support of students. The three primary com-
ponents of career academy teaching—the underlying and unifying principles
and philosophy of a career academy (particularly as well-defined as the
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NAF-affiliated career academies), the structure of its small learning commu-
nity environment, and its focused professional development—directly influ-
ences teachers’ sense of effectiveness with students and indirectly through
their unique contributing and reinforcing influences on teaching practices,
sense of belonging, and collegial support. Being efficacious in one’s work,
with and through others, seems to be the central influence of academy teach-
ing. NAF’s professional development resources of conferences, network
affiliation, and business involvement appears to uniquely contribute even
further to focus, curriculum, and instructional practices.

Despite differences in sampling and timing of the studies, these results are
similar to the MDRC teacher study (Kemple, 1997) in several ways. Both
studies found teacher effectiveness with students to be positively and signifi-
cantly related to the extent to which teachers participated in professional
development, met for program planning, and undertook collaborative work
with other teachers. This study found little difference in teachers’ sense of
belonging and support from their colleagues or job satisfaction, as the
MDRC study found between academy and nonacademy teachers (Kemple,
1997). This may be due to differences in when the studies were conducted
and that recently many career academy attributes have become more widely
diffused in high schools (Castellano et al., 2003).

Generally, although this study’s findings confirm that career academy
affiliation is associated with both personal and professional benefits for
teachers, the results must be interpreted with caution. First, the study is based
on a small number of teachers in well-implemented programs, limiting
generalizability to all career academy programs and increasing the likelihood
that the findings may be idiosyncratic. Second, the comparison teachers were
selected to be similar to the career academy teachers with respect to subject
taught; thus, how much they represent all teachers generally is unclear. Third,
several teachers in the selected academies would have difficulty evaluating
the extent to which the academy improved their sense of community and
belonging or their teaching satisfaction because they were (a) new to teach-
ing; (b) had taught in the program for so long that they had little comparison;
or (c) were the only teacher in the program, and so had no colleagues. Fourth,
in at least two schools, there were conditions that fostered a strong sense of
community and belonging schoolwide, which limited how much benefit the
academy affiliation could add. Fifth, some of the program participation and
teaching experiences proved to be difficult to measure. It is unclear, there-
fore, whether the lack of strong relationships between the two types of mea-
sures are due to measurement difficulties or a weak association. Sixth, both
this study and the MDRC study lacked sufficient method variance—the
results are primarily based on teacher-reported information. The survey in
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this study, however, combines both attitudinal information and behavior
measures, which provides some measurement differentiation.

Confirmation of the survey findings with case study research provided a
critical validity check, however. The case study research suggested that pro-
gram model adherence and program conditions were contributory to the
teachers’positive descriptions of their teaching and their sense of teacher col-
legiality and effectiveness with their students. Yet, as Firestone and Pennell
(1993) stress in their review of research on teacher working conditions, not
all teachers are interested in having more stimulating work and enhanced
working conditions. Consequently, these findings may reflect initial differ-
ences in teacher interest for stimulating work rather than the actual influence
of the academy conditions and professional development experiences.

CONCLUSION

Structuring teacher work as a small learning community—through for-
malized, common planning time and collaborative work on curriculum and
instructional matters—and providing relevant professional development
were found in this study to be significant influences on teacher effectiveness.
These are the two primary mechanisms that educational reformers can use to
focus and integrate teachers’ work and positively influence their work with
students. Their benefits, however, are dependent in part on their use in con-
junction with an integrating theme to create coherence, such as the career
academy. Whereas other research underscores the importance of leadership
in developing this focus (Newmann et al., 2001; Silins et al., 2002), this study
shows that intermediary resources can contribute, particularly in creating a
unifying focus and reinforce professionalism.

It could be argued that teachers would seek out other similar opportunities
to be effective with students in their school if the academy did not exist, par-
ticularly because so many high schools are now creating other small learning
communities. Nonetheless, the teaching experience offered by the academy
seems to be particularly meaningful as a way of focusing teachers’ work and
enhancing their effectiveness with students because of its contribution to stu-
dents’ college and career development and the professional teaching and
business community affiliations.

Further research is needed to investigate these study findings and their
generalizability to other types of career academy programs and school-
within-a-school programs. Larger research samples may confirm the
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generalizability of these findings and may make it possible to tease out the
synergistic effects of integrating themes, organizational structure, and pro-
fessional development in fostering teacher outcomes using more robust and
inclusive regression models. Larger samples also can account better for dif-
ferences in teacher program affiliation and other types of teaching, as well as
differences by type and size of the high schools (e.g., comprehensive vs.
magnet, small vs. large) and leadership actions to foster instructional
coherence and professional community generally.

At the same time, however, these findings have positive implications for
strategies to improve teachers’work and engagement in reform-based strate-
gies. Creating commitment and coherence through a shared program focus
and professional development aimed at improving students’ college and
career futures appear to encourage teacher collaboration in mutually rein-
forcing ways over a sustained period of time. The unique purpose of pro-
grams such as the career academies—with both national teacher networking
and industry affiliations—seems to uniquely enhance these relationships.
Although measuring the nature of and participation in various forms of pro-
fessional development is challenging, even the rough measures used in this
study underscore the importance of fostering professional learning through
various communities of practice, particularly as offered through NAF’s net-
work and employer affiliations. Moreover, the results suggest that further
professional development may improve teachers’ use of student-centered
instructional practices and lead to even stronger effects on teachers and their
effectiveness with students.
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