
meeting these criteria change stu-
dents’ experiences. One high school 
teacher said:

The excitement, depth of engagement, 
and level of effort I see students making 
in the (AC) Clean Energy Technology 
classes is something I never saw in 
my 10 years of teaching chemistry. 
When students come to class early 
and stay late, and you see the level of 
engagement they have in their work, 
you’re doing something right. 

The vision driving the Advanced 
Career initiative also includes tearing 
down the silos erected when students 
are tracked into less-rigorous levels 
of academic courses. Tracking results 
in capable students receiving a steady 
diet of low-level assignments that fail 
to engage them in deeper learning 
experiences. 

Combining academic courses with 
career studies can not only move high 
schools beyond tracking, but also 
increase the challenge and relevance 
of high school curricula across the 
board. When students can apply what 
they’ve learned in academic courses 
within a career context, it motivates 
these learners and increases retention 
of academic concepts (National 
Research Council, 1999). This espe-
cially boosts the learning of those stu-
dents who are oriented to a career or 
career-training study right after high 
school. SREB’s 30 years of research 

Tracking results in 
capable students 
receiving a steady diet of 
low-level assignments 
that fail to engage them. 

Assignments that Advance Readiness for Researching, Analyzing,  
Planning, and Evaluating

1. Students conduct background research and develop options for com-
pleting the assignment, drawing from technical documents and knowledge 
of highly skilled workers in the field.

2. Students follow a problem-solving process used by experts in the career 
field.

3. Students reflect, problem-solve, analyze, plan, and experience a produc-
tive struggle.

Assignments that Address Technical Readiness

1. Students use existing knowledge to advance their ability to learn new 
software in completing an assignment. 

2. Students learn and use work-related technology and technical skills to 
complete assignments.

3. Students learn to work as a team to successfully address the project or 
problem.

4. Students work both independently and as a team to contribute to the 
learning of others, learn from other students and teachers, and learn from 
adult mentors in the field.

Assignments that Allow Students to Self-Reflect on Personal Goals

1. Students explore and reflect on their interests, aptitudes, and educa-
tional and career options based on new insights gained from the learning 
experience.

2. Students keep a journal that documents their work, contains their reflec-
tions about the new knowledge and skills they’ve developed, and identifies 
gaps to be addressed in their readiness for both career and postsecondary 
studies.

Assignments that Address Academic and Career Readiness

1. Students apply grade-level literacy, mathematics, and science knowl-
edge and skills to complete the work.

2. Each student prepares a written final report, and each team develops a 
team report based on individual student reports.

3. Students present a final oral report to an authentic audience consisting 
of employers and postsecondary partners who review students’ work.

FIGURE 1.  Criteria for Powerful Assignments
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