
 
 
Career academies are good education 
reform 
Posted: Sunday, Apr. 15, 2012 
From Tom Haffner, president of P.T. International Corp. in Charlotte:  
 
Can North Carolina sustain the economic growth 
our businesses are starting to see? Without some 
innovative forward thinking on how to ensure a 
future workforce with the skills needed to 
compete in a global marketplace, I have real 
concerns.  
 
At my company, we need individuals at all levels 
– from middle-skills jobs requiring more than a 
high school degree but less than a four-year 
degree to jobs such as our engineers. But even in 
this tough economy, we often have to train our 
new employees over a two-year period to get 
them fully prepared for work.  
 
My company is not alone. Six out of 10 surveyed 
N.C. employers reported communication skills 
gaps among job applicants and close to half 
reported deficiencies in critical thinking and 
problem-solving abilities. Experts estimate that 
two thirds of new jobs created in our state 
between 2008 and 2018 will require some type 
of formal education beyond high school. And 
science, technology, engineering and math 
(STEM) jobs will grow by 17 percent in the state 
in that time period, with 91 percent of those jobs 
requiring postsecondary education by 2018.  
 
To overcome those challenges, we need to take 
steps now. To meet our current employment 
needs, we must train and re-train our current 
workforce. We must also work with community 
colleges and universities to better ensure young 
people entering the workforce have the skills our 
North Carolina businesses need.  
 
But our postsecondary education system 
continues to spend too many resources on 
remedial education. The U.S. loses $3.7 billion 
annually from the reduced earnings of 
unprepared students and the remedial education 
costs. We need to graduate our high school 
students better prepared for both college and 
career.  
 
How about a solution backed by research and 
data that shows it works? That solution? Bring 

career relevance into our high school classrooms 
so that students are engaged and develop the 
skills businesses need to compete successfully in 
a global economy.  
 
Many high schools across the country and here 
in North Carolina are adopting an education 
model, known as “Career Academies,” which 
integrates rigorous academics with career 
technical education and real world work-based 
learning experiences. These multi-year programs 
are developed around a particular industry theme 
so the classes are taught through the lens of that 
industry sector and allow students to gain hands-
on experience in that field. These programs do 
not require students to choose a “college track” 
or a “career track.” Rather, they allow students to 
prepare for both.  
 
Here in Charlotte, we have the Academy of 
Engineering program in five high schools – the 
highest concentration in the country. They learn 
in the classroom how core subjects, such as 
algebra, are used in the engineering field. And 
they then see those “academics” in action in the 
real world through internships and job 
shadowing. 
 
The results are solid. According to the business 
leaders group America’s Edge, career academies 
students in a nationwide study were twice as 
likely to be working in the computer, 
engineering or media technology sector eight 
years after graduation and, as adults, had a 
significant increase in earnings and productivity 
compared to students not in the programs.  
 
Everyone seems to be talking about the need for 
education reform. Do what works. Giving more 
students access to programs that bring career 
relevance into our North Carolina classrooms 
will move our state forward as a leader in our 
global economy.  
	  


