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Introduction
Student engagement is often seen as an indicator of quality teaching and learning and has been identified as primary construct within many school reform efforts (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 2006; Klem & Connell, 2004).  More recently, in light of federal educational policy approaches, student engagement has received even greater attention.  The linkage of student engagement to the completion of high school and entering into postsecondary education has led many schools to consider student engagement as a critical school outcome (Appleton et al., 2006; Lawson & Lawson, 2013).  When students view their education as relevant, purposeful, and directly linked to their career aspirations, they are more likely to be engaged in school, thus reducing the likelihood of dropping out of school.
One approach to creating more relevant, purposeful and career-focused learning experiences is through the implementation of a career academy program.  In a career academy program, a small group of students experience core academic and technical courses within the context of a career-themed curriculum (Kemple & Snipes, 2000). Career academy programs showcase the linkage of core academics and technical knowledge through the context of a student’s career interest.  Career academy programs also provide students with work-based learning and career development experiences.  As a result, students experience what “work” is really like within their intended career.  While career academy programs were initially developed as a dropout prevention strategy (Kemple & Snipes, 2000; Rojewski, Lee, & Gemici, 2010), today’s career academies prepare students for a seamless transition into postsecondary education or direct entry into high demand areas within the workforce (Dixon, Cotner, Wilson, & Borman, 2011).  As a result, career academy students have “improved student engagement, achievement, and post-high school outcomes” (Orr, 2005, p. 456).  In the National Research Agenda, Doerfert (2011) emphasized the need for educators to create meaningful learning in authentic environments.  Career academies are one approach that meets that need.
Theoretical Framework
Student engagement is a multidimensional construct (Appleton et al., 2006) involving emotion, behavior, and cognition (Reschly & Christenson, 2012).  While agreement on the multidimensionality exists, agreement on the number and types of dimension varies.  Despite the different conceptualization of student engagement, three primary theoretical assumptions exist (Lawson & Lawson, 2013).  First, engagement is not a fixed variable.  In other words, engagement can be changed or manipulated.  Secondly, a direct connection exists between student engagement and student learning.  “The relationship between engagement and academic performance is confirmed repeatedly by empirical research” (Finn & Zimmer, 2012, p. 99).  Finally, student engagement and motivation are theoretically different.  Engagement reflects “energy in action” (Appleton et al., 2006, p. 428) or a person’s active involvement in task or action, while motivation helps us understand the “why” a person behaves in a particular way.  The theoretical perspective Appleton et al. (2006) provide specifies four student engagement subtypes: (1) academic, (2) behavioral, (3) cognitive, and (4) psychological.  The indicators for academic and behavioral engagement are more observable (grade point average, attendance, credits earned, etc.), while the cognitive and psychological engagement indicators are less observable (perceived relevance of school, value of learning, feelings of belonging, etc.).
Methodology
	The Urban Agriculture Career Academy at [Name] High School in [City, State] was developed to introduce students to high wage, high demand, and high skill careers within Agriculture, Food, and Natural Resources (AFNR).  Additional goals include increasing student engagement and school attendance rates.  In the spring of 2013, a student engagement survey was administered to 43 career academy students and 664 non-career academy students.  The student engagement survey used is a modified version of the Student Engagement Instrument (Appleton & Christenson, 2004).  Independent sample t-tests were conducted to determine if significant differences exist between the self-reported levels of psychological and cognitive engagement of career academy students and non-career academy students. 
Findings
	The results from independent sample t-tests indicated that career academy students reported higher levels of psychological engagement and cognitive engagement than non-career academy students.  The table below provides a more detailed explanation of the findings.   
	
	Academy
	Non-Academy
	
	

	Subscale
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	t-value
	Cohen’s d

	Teacher Relationshipa
	3.74
	0.74
	3.25
	0.83
	-3.44*
	0.28

	Peer Supporta
	3.65
	0.73
	3.37
	0.79
	-2.07*
	0.17

	Family Supporta
	4.31
	0.76
	3.96
	0.93
	-2.41*
	0.19

	Relevance of Workb
	3.64
	0.64
	3.21
	0.81
	-3.19*
	0.28

	Real-World Applicationb
	4.50
	0.65
	4.06
	0.96
	-4.09*
	0.33


Note: *p<0.05. aPsychological engagement subtype. bCognitive engagement subtype
Conclusions
The findings illustrate that participation in a career academy may influence students engagement.  More specifically, the findings provide insight into the potential value of a career academy program.  In this example, students reported higher levels of psychological and cognitive engagement.  A defining characteristic of a career academy program is that students experience the program as a cohort.  This creates an environment where relationships thrive, thus impacting psychological engagement.  Furthermore, career academy programs link core academics, technical knowledge, and career interests.  In the Urban Agriculture Career Academy, students’ core academic classes are set within the context of AFNR.  This linkage creates relevance and purpose for students, leading to increased cognitive engagement.             
Implications & Recommendations
Between 20 - 30 percent of students do not graduate from high school or do not finish on a normal four-year schedule (Stone & Lewis, 2012).  While there is not a singular factor attributed to this, dropping out is often the culminating event in a long-term disengagement (Plank, DeLuca, & Estacion, 2008; Reschly & Christenson, 2012).  Because of the connection between student engagement and the completion of high school, educational approaches that enhance student engagement have the potential to increase high school graduation rates.  Because career academy programs promote student engagement, the potential exists to utilize career academies as a strategy to prevent students from dropping out.  Within this Urban Agriculture career academy program, additional research can highlight the influence participation in a career academy program has on high school graduation rates, school attendance rates, matriculation into a postsecondary institution, and entrance into AFNR careers.   
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