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Career Academy Students Perform Better Than Other 
Students During High School; Later Outcomes Vary 
at a glance 
Due to reporting limitations, performance 
data is available for only half of Florida’s 
high school career academies.  However, 
the performance of those Florida students 
that can be measured is consistent with 
national research.  As in other states, 
Florida’s career academy students 
outperform similar students while in high 
school, but exhibit few differences after 
graduation.  During high school, Florida 
career academy students are less likely to 
be chronically absent, more likely to score 
at grade level on math and reading FCAT 
tests, and more likely to graduate than 
similar students who did not attend career 
academies.   

The overall post-graduation outcomes of 
career academy students resemble those 
of similar traditional high school students.  
However, these outcomes vary among 
different types of career academies.  
Students who study at career academies 
focused on law and health are more likely 
than other students to attend college.  
Among high school graduates who do not 
attend college, career academy students 
who chose career areas culminating in 
industry certification earn higher wages 
than other students.   

Scope __________________________  
As directed by the Florida Legislature, this report provides 
information about the educational, income, and career outcomes 
of Florida’s high school career academy students.  This report is a 
companion to OPPAGA’s July 2006 report that examined career 
academies operating in Florida’s public schools, the extent to 
which they implement nationally recognized core elements, and 
the number of academies that lead to industry certifications. 1  

Background _____________________  
Career academies seek to simultaneously prepare students for 
college and the workforce by linking academic skills to career 
training.  The academies are intended to 
 increase students’ academic performance; 
 decrease the risk that students will be absent from or drop out 

of high school due to lack of interest;  
 prepare students for college; and  
 enable students who do not go to college to obtain high-wage 

employment. 

Career academies select their career themes in order to (1) meet 
labor market needs, (2) provide students with certification that 
lead to higher paying jobs, and (3) meet the interests of students.  
In Florida, high school career academies address career areas such 
as business, engineering, finance, health science, hospitality, 
information technology, and law.  In 2005-06, Florida’s school 
districts reported operating 544 career academies. 2   

                                                           
1 More Than Half of the State’s School Districts Have Career Academies, Most Operating in 

2004-05 Incorporated Nationally Recognized Core Elements, Report No. 06-55, July 2006. 
2 OPPAGA survey of the 67 Florida school districts. 

http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/reports/pdf/0655rpt.pdf
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Program funding.  School districts receive state 
funds for career academies through the Florida 
Education Finance Program, which allocates funds 
for all full-time equivalent (FTE) students enrolled 
in public schools.  In addition to these funds, the 
2007 Legislature approved weighted funding for 
career academies that award industry certifications.  
The Legislature also funded the SUCCEED Florida 
grants program over the last three years to establish 
career academies that integrate academic and 
career curricula through a career-based theme.   
The Legislature appropriated $6 million in 2005, 
$3.9 million in 2006 and $5.5 million in 2007 to 
provide SUCCEED Florida grants to school 
districts. 3

Methodology______________ 
To examine the performance of career academy 
students, OPPAGA analyzed two cohorts of public 
school students.   
 To evaluate high school performance, we studied 
20,900 career academy students and a comparison 
group of 238,462 traditional students enrolled in  
9th to 12th grades during the 2004-05 school year. 4  

 To examine post-graduation outcomes, we studied 
two groups of students from the graduating class  
of 2002-03:  1,594 career academy students and a 
comparison group of 67,164 traditional students.  
These students had been out of high school for  
two years when we examined their 2005 incomes, 
career fields, and post-secondary participation. 

Appendix A provides a full description of the 
methodology and data limitations.  

Findings__________________ 

While there is limited information available on the 
outcomes of Florida’s high school career academies, 
the data that are available show that Florida’s 
outcomes are consistent with findings from other  
 

 
3 School districts also receive funds for career academies from other 

sources.  According to school district reports, in the 2005-06 school 
year, 36% of the state’s career academies received funds from federal 
grants, 23% received funds from businesses, and 16% received funds 
from private grants. 

4 OPPAGA selected the 2004-05 school year because we conducted a 
career academy survey during that school year. The survey results were 
used to validate the department’s 2004-05 career academy student data. 

states. 5  Career academies appear to be achieving 
several of their goals.  During high school, career 
academy students tend to have lower absenteeism, 
better performance on the FCAT, and higher 
graduation rates.  Generally, post-high school 
outcomes are similar for career academy and 
traditional students, although there are some 
significant exceptions.  Students who attended a 
career academy with a theme that requires additional 
education (such as law) are more likely to attend 
college than other career academy and traditional 
students.  Among all high school graduates that do 
not go to college, students who attended career 
academies that offer industry certifications are more 
likely to earn above the median income.  

Career academy students perform slightly better 
than traditional students while in high school 
Career academies are achieving one of their core 
goals, which is to improve the academic 
performance of students during high school.  As 
shown in Exhibit 1, when compared to similar 
traditional students, a higher percentage of career 
academy students graduated from high school and 
scored at or above grade level on the reading and 
math FCAT tests.  In addition, fewer career 
academy students were chronically absent.  
Although these differences are not large, they are 
statistically significant. 

Exhibit 1  
Career Academy Students Perform Well  
During High School 

High School Performance Category 
Career 

Academy 
Traditional 

High School 
Graduate High School 93% 89% 
FCAT Math (Percentage at Grade Level) 86% 83% 
FCAT Reading (Percentage at Grade Level) 40% 35% 
Chronic Absences (21 or more days)  7%  9% 

Note:  The percentages were calculated by OPPAGA using Florida 
Department of Education data and controlling for students' 8th grade 
absences and FCAT scores as well as their high school mobility and 
demographic factors such as exceptionalities and English Language 
Learner status. 

                                                           
5 The data Florida school districts report to the Department of 

Education often does not correctly identify whether or not a student 
attended a career academy.  As a result, we could not analyze 
information about students in 186 of the 379 Florida career academies 
that operated during the 2004-05 school year.  In addition, 
information on each academy’s career theme or industry certification 
was limited to schools with only one career academy.   
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As might be expected, career academies focusing on 
science, technology, engineering and math were 
the most likely to have students performing at or 
above grade level in math.  Ninety-five percent of 
the students in these academies scored at or above 
grade level on the FCAT math test.  These career 
academies also had the strongest reading 
performance, as 78% of their students scored at or 
above grade level in reading.  In addition, 96% of 
these students graduated with a standard diploma, 
which was second only to academies of law, which 
graduated 100% of their students.  We found no 
strong relationship between the career theme of an 
academy and attendance.  

Overall, the college participation of traditional 
and career academy students is similar, but 
there is some variation by career theme   

Career academy and comparable traditional students 
attend postsecondary institutions at the same rate.  
Among students who were scheduled to graduate in 
2003, one-third (33%) of both career academy and 
traditional students completed at least one college 
class within two years of their scheduled high school 
graduation. Similarly, both 24% of the career academy 
students and 24% of traditional students completed at 
least one semester at a Florida community college or 
state university within two years of their scheduled 
high school graduation date. 6  
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6 The Department of Education tracks and provided OPPAGA data on 
Florida high school students who, after high school, attended public 

However, students who attended a career academy 
with a career theme that required additional 
education (such as law) were more likely to attend 
college than either other career academy or 
traditional students.  For example, 42% of students 
who attended academies with a legal career theme 
attended college, as shown in Exhibit 2.  Because 
OPPAGA could only identify the career theme of 
academies at schools with one career academy, 
students who attended schools with multiple career 
academies are listed in the exhibit as “multiple.”  

Among students who did not go to college, 
overall income is similar, but students who 
attended career academies that lead to industry 
certification earn higher incomes  

Among the students of the 2003 graduating class, 
most who did not attend college had not yet 
entered fulltime employment by 2005.  These 
students’ median income for 2005 was $5,397, 
which was below the minimum wage of a full-time 
employee, $11,800.  OPPAGA found no overall 
difference in the percentage of former career 
academy and traditional high school students who 
earned incomes above the median.

 
postsecondary institutions in Florida.  Similar data was  
not available through the department for students who attended  
private or out-of–state postsecondary institutions.  The college 
participation rates reported here were measured two years after the 
students’ scheduled high school graduation date.  Students who start 
college more than two years after high school graduation will cause 
this percentage to increase.   

 
Exhibit 2  
College Participation Differs by Career Theme  

42% 40% 37%
33% 31% 31%

         L aw         
(n = 45)

H ealth  S cien ce
(n  = 226)

S cien t if ic
Tech n o lo g y,

En g in eerin g , an d
M ath ematics (n = 67)

F lo rid a Averag e fo r
N o n -C areer Acad emy

S tu d en ts
(n = 67,164)

Oth er / M u lt ip le
Acad emies
(n = 1,198)

M arket in g , S ales,
  an d  S ervice
   (n = 58)

C areer Acad emy Th eme
 

Source:  OPPAGA analysis of Florida Department of Education data.  College participation is based upon completion of at least one college class 
following high school graduation. 
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However, a higher percentage of students who 
attended career academies leading to industry 
certification earned above the median income.   
As shown in Exhibit 3, the percentage of non-
college attending former career academy students 
who earned above the median income was 
6 percentage points higher than traditional 
students and 8 percentage points higher than other 
career academy students.  

Exhibit 3  
More Students from Career Academies Leading to 
Industry Certification Earn Above the Median Income  

56%
50% 48%

Car e e r  Acade m y
w ith  In d u s tr y
Ce r tif ication

(n  = 445)

T r ad it io nal
High  Sch o o ls

(n  = 51,059)

Oth e r  Car e e r
Acad e m ie s

(n  = 724)  

 

4 

Source:  OPPAGA analysis of Florida Department of Education data.   

Students who attended career academies that 
lead to industry certification are more likely to 
work in the health care and social assistance 
or the finance and insurance sectors   
As shown in Exhibit 4, the largest numbers of 
students in the 2003 graduating class subsequently 
were employed in the retail trade and 
accommodation and food service industries during 
2005.  However, a higher percentage of students 
who attended career academies with industry 
certifications subsequently worked in the health 
care and social assistance or finance and insurance 
sectors than did other students.  We were unable to 
determine whether most former career academy 
students worked in industries related to their 
academies’ career themes because many of these 
students attended high schools with multiple 
academies. 7

                                                           
7 We could tell that the 11% of former career academy students who 

later worked in the health care and social assistance field represented 
27 of the 248 students who attended a career academy leading to 
industry certification.  Twelve of these students attended a health 
science academy and 15 attended a high school with multiple career 
academies.  A similar problem occurred with the former students of 
career academies that lead to industry certification who later worked 
in the finance and insurance industry.  Most of these students (14 of 
17) attended a high school with multiple career academies. 

 

Exhibit 4  
Students Who Attended Career Academies That Lead to Industry Certification  
Are More Likely to Work in Health Care and Social Assistance or Finance and Insurance 

28%

20%

8% 11%

2% 2%
7%

27%

19%
13%

8% 5% 4% 3%

31%

20%

10%
6% 4% 5% 5%

Retail T rade
(n = 7,094)

Accom odation and
Food S erv ices

(n = 4,935)

Adm inistrativ e and
S upport and Waste

Managem ent and
Rem ediation

S erv ices
(n = 3,401)

Health Care and
S ocial Assistance

(n = 2,052)

Construction
(n = 1,326)

P rofessional,
S cientific, and

T echnical S erv ices
(n = 914)

Finance and
Insurance
(n = 908)

Career Academ ies w ith Industry Certification (n = 248)
T raditional High S chools (n = 25,525)
O ther Career Academ ies (n = 348)

 
Source:  OPPAGA analysis of Florida Department of Education data.  Of the 26,121 students from the class scheduled to graduate in 2003 who earned 
above the median in 2005, this chart depicts those who worked in an industry field that employed at least 900 people from the cohort. 
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Florida’s outcomes are similar to those in  
other states 
Published studies of career academies in other 
states have reported results similar to those we 
found for Florida’s career academy students.  These 
studies have reported that career academy students 
have lower dropout rates and higher academic 
performance than traditional students.  Similarly, 
we found that Florida career academy students 
score higher on the FCAT and are less likely to drop 
out and more likely to graduate than other high 
school students. 

With regard to post-high school outcomes, national 
studies have found that while career academy 
students are more likely to work in a field related to 
their academy’s career theme, these students 
generally do not have higher incomes than other 
high school graduates.  This is similar to our finding 
of no large college attendance or income differences 
between Florida’s career academy graduates and 
traditional high school graduates.  However, as 
noted above, our analysis found higher incomes 
among graduates from career academies that lead 
to industry certification.   

The Department of Education needs to address 
deficiencies in career academy student data  
A difficulty in assessing Florida’s career academies 
is that the student data reported to the Department 
of Education is incomplete.  The department needs 
to resolve these data problems so that the 
Legislature can more accurately identify career 
academy outcomes.  This is particularly important 
given the investment the Legislature has made in 
career academies through SUCCEED Florida grants 
and the weighted funding approved for career 
academies that lead to certification.  Two types of 
data problems hinder analysis of career academy 
outcomes.  

Career academy students are often mislabeled.  
The data school districts report to the department 
often does not correctly identify whether or not 
students attend a career academy.  As a result,  
we could not analyze information on students  
who attended 186 of the 379 Florida career 
academies that operated during the 2004-05 school 
year.  Matching school districts’ survey responses 
against Department of Education career academy 
data determined that there were 25,629 unidentified 

career academy students in these 186 career 
academies.  In addition, 3,979 students were 
incorrectly identified in the data as career academy 
students.  These problems are likely to persist unless 
the department takes additional steps to validate the 
career academy data reported by school districts.   

A factor that may contribute to this data problem  
is the lack of a clear and complete state definition  
of career academies.  The definition that the 
Department of Education provides to school districts 
does not clearly distinguish between career 
academies and other types of career and technical 
programs.  For example, one school that does not 
operate career academies, but that does offer 
vocational, agricultural, and business technology 
courses, reported 93% of its students as career 
academy students. 

The department’s definition also does not address 
two key elements that national literature holds are 
central to the definition of career academies:  
business and higher education partnerships, and 
small learning communities.  The absence of these 
elements in the department’s definition may cause 
schools with career academies that meet these 
elements to not report the career academy status of 
their career academy students. 

Data does not identify industry certification.  A 
second data problem is that student data collected 
by the department does not allow school districts to 
specify if a career academy leads to industry 
certification or if the certification is one that the 
Agency for Workforce Innovation has identified as a 
“high level” certification.  OPPAGA identified 
certification information for this report by surveying 
school districts, as the department does not routinely 
collect this information.  The department should 
begin collecting this information in order to allow 
future analysis of the career outcomes of students 
who attended career academies that lead to industry 
certification.  The department has addressed a third 
problem we noted while doing our study, the lack of 
statewide information about academies’ career 
themes, by introducing a new data element for the 
2006-07 school year. 8   

 
8 However, it will be several years before this variable can be used to 

match students’ post-high school outcomes to their academies’ career 
themes because most of the students that are now tracked with this 
variable are still in high school and will not become high school 
graduates working in careers for several more years. 
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Recommendations_________ 

To ensure that the Legislature receives needed 
information about the outcomes of career 
academies, the Department of Education should 
take the actions described below. 

 The department should verify data reported by 
school districts about career academies and 
notify districts of missing student data.  This 
verification should include comparing career 
academy data from year to year to identify new 
career academies as well as those no longer 
operating.  In addition, the department should 
compare school district career academy 
information to the list of career academies that 
is maintained by the department’s Division of 
Workforce Education. 

 The department should expand its definition of 
career academies to include business and higher 
education partnerships as well as small learning 
communities.  

 The department should collect data that 
identifies whether a career academy leads to 
industry certification and whether the 
certification is identified by the Agency for 
Workforce Innovation as a high level 
certification. 

Agency Response_________  

In accordance with the provisions of s. 11.51(5), 
Florida Statutes, a draft of our report was submitted 
to the Commissioner of Education to review and 
respond.  The Commissioner’s written response is 
reprinted herein in Appendix B. 
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OPPAGA supports the Florida Legislature by providing evaluative research and objective analyses to promote government accountability and the 
efficient and effective use of public resources.  This project was conducted in accordance with applicable evaluation standards.  Copies of this 
report in print or alternate accessible format may be obtained by telephone (850/488-0021 or 800/531-2477), by FAX (850/487-3804), in person, 
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Appendix A  

Methodology 
To examine career academy students’ high school performance and post-high school outcomes, 
OPPAGA examined two groups (cohorts) of students.  Both groups included career academy 
and traditional students.  Group 1 included all 9th-12th graders who attended public schools in 
2004-05.  The Department of Education provided OPPAGA with five years of student data 
(2000-01 through 2004-05) for the students in Group 1.  This allowed OPPAGA to compare career 
academy students to others while controlling for those students’ FCAT performance and 
absenteeism prior to entering high school.  OPPAGA used this group to compare the FCAT 
scores and the attendance rates that are displayed in Exhibit 1.  Group 1 also was used to 
evaluate the accuracy of the career academy flag in the student data that school districts report 
to the department.   

Group 2 included students who were scheduled to graduate from public high schools in spring 
of 2003; this group was comprised of students who were in 9th grade during the 1999-00 school 
year.  Group 2 was used to measure graduation rates (Exhibit 1), college participation (Exhibit 2), 
income (Exhibit 3), and industry fields (Exhibit 4).  The Department of Education provided 
OPPAGA six years of student data (1999-00 through 2004-05) for Group 2.   

Data sources and validation 
All student data in this report was provided by the Florida Department of Education’s Data 
Warehouse.  In addition to demographic, attendance, FCAT scores, and diploma information, 
each student record included the student’s high school ID number and a flag indicating whether 
the student’s school district reported the student as a career academy student.  The Department 
of Education informed OPPAGA that although school districts had been reporting career 
academy data since 1998, the information was not used by the department and had not been 
checked or validated.  This was a potential problem because the department’s data definition 
did not clearly distinguish between career academies and other career education programs or 
magnet programs.  Therefore, it was possible that students who had not attended career 
academies had been erroneously flagged as career academy students. 

To check the accuracy of the department’s data, OPPAGA compared the school ID numbers of 
the career academy students in the Department of Education’s data to the school ID numbers of 
the career academies reported to OPPAGA during our school district career academy survey.  
The survey information included the number of career academy students in each school, the 
year each career academy began operating, the themes of the schools’ career academies, and 
whether the career academies were designed to lead to industry certification for their students.  
This allowed us to compare the number of career academy students at each school as collected 
by the department to the number of career academy students at each school as collected by 
OPPAGA.   

OPPAGA evaluated only those career academy students who (1) had a career academy flag in 
the department’s data, (2) attended a school that was identified in OPPAGA’s career academy 
survey as having career academies, and (3) attended a school where at least 20 other students at 
the school had a career academy flag.  Cases in which OPPAGA could not determine whether or 
not the student was a career academy student were dropped from the analysis.  For example, 
students were dropped if they were flagged as a career academy student in the department’s 
data but their school reported no career academies to OPPAGA.  In addition, there were cases 
where schools reported career academy students to OPPAGA but the department’s data flagged 
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no students at the school as a career academy student.  In these cases, none of the schools’ 
students were included in the analysis. 

Group (cohorts) selection 
OPPAGA applied the same selection criteria to both career academy and traditional students in 
order to ensure that performance and outcome differences were not merely the result of 
differing selection criteria.  OPPAGA excluded students from the analysis if they did not attend 
the same school for most of the school year (October through March).  This was necessary 
because some students attended a career academy for only part of the year, and so could not 
necessarily be defined as career academy students.   

The Department of Education provided OPPAGA with student data for all Florida high school 
students in 2004-05 (Group 1) and all Florida 9th graders in 1999-00 (Group 2).  OPPAGA 
selected students into Group 1 based upon the criteria described above including that the 
student attended the same high school for most of 2004-05.  In addition, students were dropped 
from the analysis if they did not have a student record from eighth grade.  Students were 
selected into Group 2 if they met the criteria described above and were in the student database 
for at least four years (1999-00 through 2002-03).  OPPAGA’s application of the data validation 
and group selection rules resulted in the following student headcounts for the two groups 
below. 

 Group 1 (Grades 9-12 in 2004-05).  This group included 20,900 career academy students and a 
control group of 238,462 traditional students  

 Group 2 (Grade 9 in 1999-00).  This group included 1,594 career academy students and 67,164 
traditional students. 

Statistical analyses using logistic regression 
This report’s findings regarding career academy and traditional students’ FCAT scores, 
absenteeism, and high school graduation rates which are reported in Exhibit 1 are based upon 
logistic regression models.  We also used logistic regression models to test for differences 
between career academy and traditional students in college participation and income.  These 
models control for multiple independent variables including mobility (the frequency at which 
students changed schools), English Language Learner status, and socio-economic status.  These 
statistical models also include a variable that is coded 1 for career academy students and 0 for 
others.  We used the likelihood ratios for the career academy variable in each model and the 
mean of the covariates to calculate the percentages reported in Exhibit 1. 

The following are summaries of the dependent variables in these logistic regression models. The 
summaries are followed by a table showing the coefficient and statistical significance of the 
career academy variable in each logistic regression model. 

FCAT grade level.  The dependent variable in the logistic regressions for math and reading was 
coded 1 if a student scored between levels 3 and 5 on their respective math and reading FCAT 
exams.  The dependent variable was coded as 0 if the student scored at level 1 or 2.  The student 
population included all the students in the 2004-05 cohort who had a 2005 FCAT score.  Because 
the FCAT is, by state law, given to students in grades 3-10, this group included 9th and 10th 
graders, but not 11th and 12th graders.  In addition, the models included an independent 
variable that was equal to each student’s 8th grade FCAT score.  Students who did not have an 
8th grade FCAT score or who took the same grade level test (i.e., took the 9th grade test in both 
2004 and 2005) were not included in this analysis.  
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Chronic absences.  The dependent variable in this logistic regression was coded 1 if the student 
was chronically absent (absent 21 or more days in a 180 day school year) during the 2004-05 
school year.  To control for student’s attendance histories, OPPAGA factored in the 8th grade 
attendance records of students as an independent variable.  The population analyzed was all 
Group 1 students (2004-05 high school students) who had an 8th grade attendance record.

Graduation rates.  OPPAGA used two different logistic regression models to determine whether 
career academy students were more likely to complete high school.  One model had a 
dependent variable coded as 1 if the student earned a standard diploma.  The dependent 
variable was coded 0 otherwise.  The second model had a dependent variable coded as 1 if a 
student fulfilled any type of high school completion requirement.  Both models factored in 
students’ 8th grade FCAT scores to control for students’ academic level prior to entering high 
school.  In both models career academy students were more likely to complete high school. 

The population for both high school completion models was Group 2 students (1999-00 9th 
graders) who were still in the department’s data system in 2003.  This selection criteria was 
necessary because half of the career academy students in Group 2 attended a career academy 
their senior year of high school.  In other words, if they were not seniors when OPPAGA 
categorized their career academy status, then they would not have been counted as career 
academy students.  In order to pick a comparable comparison group of traditional students 
OPPAGA had to also pick traditional high school students who were still enrolled in 2003 (their 
scheduled senior year).  This likely made the overall high school completion rates found in this 
report higher than they would be if students were selected when they were in 9th grade and 
followed forward to determine if they graduated.  However, the bias caused by this selection 
rule affects both career academy and traditional students equally. 

Postsecondary participation.  OPPAGA examined three models to determine whether career 
academy students were more or less likely to attend a public postsecondary institution than 
others.  The three models had dependent variables coded as 1 if the student completed at least 3, 
12, or 15 hours of postsecondary coursework respectively.  All three models measured Group 2 
students (9th graders in 1999-00).  The college participation data goes through the 2004-05 
academic year, which is two years after the cohort was scheduled to graduate from high school.  
We found no difference between career academy and other students regardless of which 
dependent variable was used. 

Income.  The dependent variable was coded as 1 if the student earned more, than the median 
income ($5,397) of their cohort (Group 2) in their second year after high school.  The year 
measured was 2005. Those earning below the median were coded as 0. 

Table A-1 
Career Academy Variable in Logistic Regressions 

Outcome That Was Tested 
Logistic Coefficient of 

Career Academy Variable 
Significance 

(0.05) 
Likelihood 

(Odds Ratio) 
Standard Diploma 0.418 0.000 1.519 
Any Graduation Requirement 0.365 0.000 1.441 
Math FCAT 0.264 0.000 1.302 
Reading FCAT 0.200 0.000 1.222 
Chronic Absences -0.330 0.000 0.719 
Postsecondary Participation 0.016 0.772 1.016 
Median Income (Completers of career academies compared 
to traditional high school completers) 0.001 0.984 1.001 
Median Income (Completers of career academies with 
certification compared to all other high school completers) .243 0.012 1.276 
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