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Executive Summary 
 

During the past decade, healthcare providers throughout 
California have struggled to recruit and retain a healthcare 
workforce that reflects the diversity of the communities they serve.  
In recent years, the high school health/medical academy model 
has emerged as a relatively new approach to engage students in 
health careers early in the educational pipeline.  Health/medical 
academies are typically a school within a high school where the 
curriculum is geared towards preparing students for a career in 
the health and medical science sectors.   

 
With funding from The California 
Endowment, the San Diego Science 
Alliance (SDSA) set out to document the 
needs, resources, and untapped potential 
of health/medical academies in San Diego 
County.  In particular, SDSA sought to 
better understand the barriers and 
conditions that contribute to Latino 
participation and success in high school 
health/medical academies.  As part of the 
SDSA-sponsored Latino Health and 
Science Career Connections, this report 
highlights the findings from focus groups, 
stakeholder interviews, and primary 
research efforts conducted during the 
winter and spring of 2007.  
 
In addition to conversations with high school students, parents, teachers, and counselors, the project team 
gathered insights and promising strategies from industry and higher education experts.  From this broad 
and diverse group of stakeholders, it became clear that the success of health pathways and pipelines 
depends on the contribution of many players, all of whom require different levels of support and resources.  
The box to the right highlights some of the most important success factors based on the information 
gathered from diverse stakeholders and a review of model programs throughout the state. 
 
Key Findings from Focus Groups & Interviews 
 

“We’ve got to expose students to role models, bring science alive, and expose them to opportunities.” 
~ Health academy teacher (focus group) 

 
In an effort to gather in-depth information and perspectives, focus groups were conducted with 
health/medical academy teachers, high school counselors, Latino students, and Latino parents.  Three high 
school sites were selected based on their variations in location, length of operation, and their Latino student 
enrollment.  They included Mt. Miguel High School (Spring Valley), Southwest High School (South San 

Key Success Factors for 
Health/Medical Science Academies 

 

 Rigorous, comprehensive, and hands-on curriculum 
 Work and project-based learning opportunities for 

students 
 Ancillary support services for students (i.e. tutoring, 

study skills, AVID, English Learning support) 
 Professional development opportunities for teachers and 

staff 
 Institutional support for teachers (i.e. academy 

coordinator, release time, and administrative resources) 
 Parent involvement activities 
 Industry support and collaboration 
 Partnerships with higher education 
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Diego), and Oceanside High School (Oceanside).  All stakeholder groups discussed the challenges, 
barriers, and successes of their respective programs.  Highlights are outlined below.  
 
Needs & Challenges 
Stakeholders shared common challenges and identified critical resources and conditions needed to grow 
programs and ensure student success, particularly the successful recruitment and retention of Latino 
students.  Some of the most commonly mentioned challenges include: 
 

 Resource Limitations:  Teachers and 
counselors mentioned the lack of time, resources, 
and funding to plan and implement cohesive, 
consistent and comprehensive programs.  

 Recruitment and Retention of English 
Learning (EL) Students:  Teachers and 
counselors felt more needs to be done to recruit 
and retain EL students by providing ancillary 
support services and culturally appropriate 
curriculum. 

 Bridging Academic and Technical 
Methodologies:  Teachers expressed a need to 
better develop the links between academic and 
technical methodologies and curriculum.  

 Industry Partnerships:  Stakeholders expressed 
a need to develop more partnerships with industry 
leaders and expand work-place learning 
opportunities for both teachers and students. 

 Post Secondary Partnerships:  Educators from 
both high school and post-secondary institutions 
expressed the need to develop stronger 
partnerships to ensure continuity of coursework 
and smooth student transitions to post secondary 
education. 

 Parent Involvement:  All stakeholder groups 
noted the importance of parent support and 
agreed that a general lack of parent involvement 
is an ongoing challenge.  Reasons included 
language and cultural barriers as well as lack of 
consistent and continuous communication 
between parents and schools.  

 
 
 
Successes & Promising Strategies 
In addition to challenges, stakeholders were asked about successful experiences and promising strategies, 
the most common of which included: 

 

Profile of Health/Medical 
Academies in San Diego County 

 
An inventory of high school health and medical 
science academies in San Diego County 
revealed approximately 11 high schools that 
have designed and implemented a 
health/medical pathway or academy, and an 
additional 8 high schools that have either 
started the planning phases for their program 
or have expressed interest in developing a 
program in the future.  Key characteristics and 
highlights include: 
 

 Geographic Distribution: East County, 
South Bay and North County have the 
most programs, and that the Central 
and North Central/Inland regions have 
few to none.   

 

 Length of Operation:  Of the 11 health 
academies that are established, most 
have been operational only for a few 
years (average=3.7 years), with the 
oldest starting in 2001 and the newest 
opening during this current 2006-07 
school year.  

 

 Student Enrollment:  Most health 
academies had 100-200 students.  The 
approximate percentages of Latino 
students ranged from a low of 15% to a 
high of 98%, with an average of 54% 
Latino students. 
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 Exposing Latino students to academic and career possibilities and opportunities on a regular basis   
 Setting concrete step-by-step goals at an individual level to help students see what can be 

achieved 
 Creating stable environments and building relationships between teachers and students  
 Finding ways to recognize student achievement and give them a sense of identity and pride 

 
Key Recommendations 
 
The primary objectives of the LHSCC project were to 
identify successful strategies as well as barriers for 
engaging Latino high school students in local 
health/medical academies.  Through focus groups, 
interviews and a literature search, a variety of 
recommendations emerged to support teachers, 
counselors, students, and parents and to engage 
industry leaders, post secondary educators, and 
funding agencies.   
 
Teachers & Counselors  
Teachers and support staff recognize that interest and 
enthusiasm alone are not enough to fuel the growth 
and development of successful academies.  Based on 
focus groups and stakeholder conversations, the 
following suggestions and recommendations emerged: 
 
Develop Professional Development 
Opportunities for Teachers & Counselors 
As part of a larger goal of creating robust science 
curriculum that includes “real world” applicability, 
teachers need opportunities to expand their knowledge 
and skills related to science, health, and medical topics.  
Additionally teachers require an understanding of 
design elements of effective curriculum that supports 
health and medical sciences pathway/academy 
curriculum.   
 
Academy & Curriculum Support 
In addition to professional development opportunities 
for teachers and counselors, student success relies 
upon a robust curriculum, sustained program funding, 
and research-based practices.  Specific 
recommendations that emerged in this arena included: 
 

 

Professional Development 
Recommendations to Support Teachers 

& Counselors 
 

 Develop online learning opportunities which pair 
classroom and web based learning. 

 

 Promote professional development opportunities 
such as the Life Sciences Summer Institute that 
give teachers exposure to the life science 
industries and identify systemic support.  

 

 Establish a workgroup of administrators, 
teachers and industry experts to inform the 
design and bring resources to a regional 
professional development program. 

 

 Identify and provide incentives for teachers and 
counselors to attend professional development 
opportunities.   

 

 Include opportunities for teachers to engage and 
interact with Latino mentors, role models and 
healthcare professionals.   

 

 Coordinate with the Regional Allied Health & 
Science Initiative (RASHI) to build on current 
program efforts and networking opportunities.   

 

 Fund a regional health academy counselor to 
share across districts.  The regional counselor 
could provide support and outreach to the 
district and/or region. 

 

 Develop bilingual handouts describing the health 
academy for counselors to share with Latino 
students, parents and interested parties. 

 

 Develop a bilingual or multilingual web-based 
career resource guide that counselors and 
teachers could use with Latino students.   
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“I got a list of kids from the teacher that 
showed an interest and they understood it 
was going to take two periods a day.  
Those are the students that were placed in 
there, which helps a lot because they really 
understood what they were getting into.  It 
was clear to them and they requested it.” 
 
“You have to look for that ambition, focus 
and curiosity in them.  It is obvious in most 
cases, they already have their four year 
plan and everything is planned out.” 
 
“One question I ask them is, ‘Do you know how long it takes to do that and the classes you have to 
take?’  Like anatomy and chemistry.  When they find that out then they start thinking it over.” 

 
The counselors were then asked what factors they consider when allowing or encouraging students to 
enroll in the academies.  The counselors first make sure the students know what to expect by asking 
questions about their interests, what it takes to succeed in the medical field, and why they want to join.  
This surveying of students does not aim to discourage them but to make sure the students are aware of 
what is to come.  Mt. Miguel’s approach includes a meeting with the parent and the student where the 
program and course work is explained in greater detail.  This practice helps to increase parent’s familiarity 
and involvement in the academy.  Once the student enrolls in the program, they are required to maintain 
2.0 GPA.  According to counselors, this is not easy for many of the participating students. 
 

“Most of the time the kids volunteer to join the class but they have so many remedial courses 
that...well we don’t call them remedial we call them support classes.  Well they have so many 
support classes that it gets difficult to keep up with the courses but we try our best to keep them in 
the academy.  Most of the students are in the Casey program.  Casey classes are English classes 
that strengthen their English and writing skills, it is an hour support class.  It’s the same thing for 
math.” 

 
All counselors agreed many students entering the programs are lacking the adequate English and math 
skills to keep up with the course work.  They also believe cultural differences play a role in why these 
students tend to fall behind in these subjects. 
 
Challenges & Barriers 
While there was an acknowledgement by counselors that many low income parents face challenges such 
as untraditional and/or long work hours, transportation and childcare constraints, in general counselors felt 
there is a strong need for increased communications with Latino parents and a need for increased 
involvement of Latino parents in their student’s education.  Counselors reported that when parents are not 
actively involved in their adolescent’s education, the students are less motivated to succeed in their studies.  
Additionally, a large number of the Latino parents are Spanish speaking, and there is limited Spanish 
speaking capacity within the schools.  Many teachers and counselors at the three schools do not consider 
themselves fluent in Spanish.  
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“Giving the parent information and getting the parent to buy in…it’s our number one concern - 
getting buy in from the parent and getting them here.  On parent visitation day we had only twenty 
people here and we have over two thousand kids that attend this school!  Part of it is culture 
because the parents are working.” 
 
“They need good information and the parents need that information in Spanish and English.  It is 
really hard to sometimes even get a hold of them- that makes it really hard.” 

 
Given that the Latino parents may have limited resources and may be unsure how to support their children, 
counselors suggested focusing more on the students by stimulating their interest in fields of health and 
science.  They felt that through the child they can have an influence on parent involvement.  Counselors 
believe they could do this by increasing the student’s confidence by reminding them how important their 
bilingual skills are and the demand for their assistance in the field.  The counselors propose that the 
students will have the confidence to share with their parents the importance of their education to their 
career.  
 

“If you get a student interested in a career they really want to pursue, they’re going to study harder 
and pass the test to get what they want.   But… if they don’t have any direction they see no 
purpose in taking the test.”  
 
“There has to be a better connection, like when the student takes science they understand the 
paths that are offered.  We do have hand outs and things we could give but I don’t know if they see 
that connection.” 
 
“In the program, you have to get a team in the academy to have total buy in and be motivated, if we 
have that then I think that down the road the team will have extremely positive results.” 

 
Counselors feel that if they could better reach and support both the students and parents, it would increase 
student success in the health/medical academies. 
 
Potential Solutions & Recommendations 
When asked what other types of resources the schools need to operate more effective health academies, 
counselors first mentioned sustainable funding.  Having sufficient funds will allow the program to have its 
own counselor who can dedicate the time needed to support these students with the health career 
pathway.  The counselors struggle in trying to help these students, while at the same time aiding other non-
participating students.  Counselors in general have very large case loads and have difficulties providing 
intensive individual attention to all students.  
 

“Unfortunately, well let’s say a teacher, they need to send a teacher to a hospital or clinic, you get a 
sub for them.  When you say that about a counselor, there are no subs. You leave and you still 
have your work when you come back or you take it home.” 

 
Another useful suggestion made by the counselors is a brochure or pamphlet that encompasses what the 
academy is about, what the purpose is and how it’s beneficial for the student.  The brochures should be 
easy to read and available in English and Spanish.  Also mentioned was having an easily accessible sheet 
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for the counselors, which lists all the possible careers in science and health that could be shared with the 
student and the parent.  
 

 “[I’d like] some tangible things I could have in my office when I have students or parents come in.  I 
have a small little binder... but just something that has all the different careers, description and 
salary and what type of education they need.  Just a huge list about all the different careers 
available because like all the counselors have been saying, there are so many different healthcare 
careers.” 
 
“Maybe a virtual job shadowing kind of thing where they are talking through what they do.  That 
would be very effective.” 
 
“It would be most valuable if someone one would develop videos or DVD’s that do and show the 
actual job.  Not just explain the job but actually show the person in the job.  That is what 
determines whether a student will follow a career path, because they are seeing what is being 
done.” 

 
Other counselors mentioned including more mentoring programs for the students and transportation to and 
from a mentoring program.  Counselors were all in agreement that if these elements are added to the 
academy, then it will improve the student success rates.  
 
Latino Students’ Perspective 
 

“Before I use to take science, I use to think about it just as a class.  I just needed to do my homework.  
But now that I want to be an x-ray technician, I’m looking at it differently. 

 Now I’m putting all my effort into it.” 
~ Focus Group Student   

 
Overview 
There were a total of 23 Latino high school students who participated in the 
three focus groups, including four seniors, nine juniors, seven sophomores, 
and three freshmen.  Students were asked a number of questions regarding 
their successes and challenges in school, as well as their recommendations 
for the health/medical academies.  
 
Most students were inspired to enroll in the programs because they have a 
family member in the medical field or had an interest in medicine since they 
were young.  Students were primarily recruited by the academy in their 
freshman year or as they completed middle school.  Presentations and 
outreach materials, such as flyers, were given to the students.  Word of 
mouth was also a primary source of recruitment, as some students noted 
friends and other students who informed them of the program. 
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“Well since I was younger I always wanted to be a pediatrician.  I always told my mom that I 
wanted to be a doctor.  My dad is ophthalmologist and so I would go to his work and I thought it 
was so cool watching everyone wearing those white coats.” 
 
“When I was a freshman a student came in and talked to us about the program.  So that is when I 
signed up and joined.”   
 
“In 8th grade they sent something home in an application.  I read through the pamphlet and I 

thought it was cool.”   
 
Student Expectations & Experiences 
When students entered the program, they expected the courses to be very difficult and relatively 
uninteresting.  Some students also thought that the level of academic rigor and teacher expectations would 
be elevated given the specialized nature of the program.  With time, many students discovered that classes 
were much more interesting than they originally thought.  Most students tended to agree that the classes 
are not easy; however the classes will help them move forward with their career goals.  Some students did 
say however, that the coursework is easier than they first expected, at least at this point.  

 
“I figured since it was a special program so there would be higher expectations… but what I am 
learning is relevant.” 
 
“I thought it was going be hard because of the pretest we took, but now it is not that hard.  It’s all a 
matter of whether you do the work or not.” 

 
While some students view science courses solely as a prerequisite, others found the science curriculum to 
be interesting and enticing.  There was a general consensus that the hands-on approach to many of the 
activities in the courses is the most enjoyable part and makes for a positive learning experience.  Some of 
these activities include critical thinking exercises, lab experiments, CPR training, and site visits to various 
healthcare agencies.  In addition, guest speakers from the medical field who come to the classroom or are 
at the location of the site visit are well received.  Students noted that the variety of perspectives and topics 
covered by the guest speakers enables them to learn more about various branches of the healthcare field 
and opportunities for career paths.  The availability of tutoring has also assisted the students in improving 
their academic performance in the science classes, typically challenging courses for Latino students.     
 

“Our teacher is overzealous and she is very jumpy and energized and she does a lot of stuff to 
make us remember the class content.  I’ve never had a teacher like that- she is actually excited to 
be here.”  
 
“It’s hands on experience!  I have been a part of the community fair, which we had in the library.  I 
volunteered for and recruited some people to get the flu shot too.  It’s not just based on books, you 
also do different stuff.  At the fair some us even got to take out blood!” 
 
“I got to help out in the radiology room.  They didn’t speak Spanish so one of the patients asked 
me, ‘Oh, what are they going to do to me?   So I was translating for her, and they said thanks 
because they really need people that speak Spanish.”  
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“I decided to go into the program because I wanted to go into a health career.  [The hands-on 
portion] gave me an opportunity to see how it is inside - how to work with patients and how to 
communicate.  And now I have the experience to know what I am going to get into.  I want to study, 
but I don’t want to go in it, then finish school and find out that I don’t like it.”   

 
When asked about the key benefits and challenges of being bilingual and/or bicultural, the students 
overwhelmingly agreed that being bilingual is a major advantage.  Students acknowledged that there is a 
critical need for Spanish speaking personnel in the medical field.  In addition to speaking English and 
Spanish, some students were able to recognize the need for culturally competent healthcare - reporting that 
there is a need for medical providers that reflect the community in which they serve.  Some students also 
noted that they may have more scholarship opportunities because of their ethnic background.  The 
students feel lucky to have a program at their school which gives them the opportunity to explore their 
preferred career path.  Many students feel that being part of the health/medical academy is a major benefit 
in itself, and gives them an advantage over other students who are not enrolled or other Latino students 
who have not had access to the same opportunity. 

 
 “The advantage is that there are programs like this for Latinos, because most of us don’t have 
education and there are people out there that want to help us.”  
 
“My opinion is that if you are black, Mexican or white it doesn’t matter. If you want to learn you’re 
going to learn. You’re going to do what you want to do. You’re going to put yourself into it.” 

 
Challenges & Barriers 
When discussing major barriers, students said a lack of money was the largest challenge in pursuing higher 
education or a health career.  For low income families, an education in the medical field is seen as 
extremely costly.  Additionally, on the flip side of the “bilingual advantage”, students noted that Latinos who 
are not fluent in both conversational and written English and Spanish have a major barrier to overcome in 
achieving academic excellence or securing a medical career.  Another barrier for Latino students is the lack 
of support from others, including teachers, parents and the general community.  Some students also 
expressed that people (including families, friends and society as a whole) may have lower expectations 
because of their minority status. 

 
 “The disadvantage is that we are not as financially stable as others might be.  I have been put in 
the situation where I have to work while I am in high school and I don’t have as much time for 
school.  Its tough but it is also an advantage because you develop this mental toughness that no 
one else is going to have.”  
 
“We need more people letting us know that we can do it.”  
 
 “I think people look down upon us because we are in Oceanside on the ghetto side and the hoods. 
People think, ‘Oh yeah they are a bunch of little Mexican kids that think they are going to be 
something... but just go to Mira Costa and Palomar College.’  But a lot of the people going to those 
community colleges go on to universities...” 
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“People don’t expect us to do better than community college, but that is the only option they give 
us.  We have some really smart people here that just don’t get the chance.  It’s not that the school 
doesn’t support you, it’s usually your family.” 

 
Lack of Parent Support 
As noted above, the Latino student focus group participants discussed the lack of family support in a similar 
fashion as those brought up by teachers and counselors.  
 
The students reported not feeling parental support because their parents do not understand the value of 
education, likely because their parents never had an opportunity to make that decision for themselves.  
Many of the students in the focus groups reported being the first in their families to have the opportunity to 
attend college.  
 

“I am the fourth child and I will be the first to graduate from high school.  I don’t get support from 
my parents because all my parents have been exposed to is work, but I am thinking about a 
‘career.’  I know it is selfish but I have to think of me right now and because I want my younger 
nieces to look up to me.” 

 
“My family doesn’t really have a high education, so they tell me you’re probably not going to make 
it.  They are putting me down so it makes it harder for me to do something when they don’t even 
support me.”   
 
“I think they should have tutoring for our parents so they could know what is going on and so they 
could give us the support when we need it.” 

 
Potential Solutions & Recommendations 
When asked for recommendations on improving or enhancing the health/medical academy, students 
offered several suggestions, many of which have been included in the recommendations portion of the 
report (see page 36).  
 
The student’s suggestions were often in reference to continuing to increase the hands-on and field-based 
opportunities that are offered in the programs, including mentorships, experiments, guest speakers, field 
trips, etc.  As reported earlier, the Latino students overwhelmingly agreed that these activities are the most 
enjoyable and successful portions of the program.   
 

“We want more supplies, certain stuff like getting more uniforms and having more professionals 
come in to present.  If we could get a bigger classroom where we can have more supplies and 
uniforms that would be good.”  
 
“[The mentorship] would be better if it lasted longer.  We are only with our mentor one hour- it 
would be better if we had more.  One time the mentor wanted to give us tour of the whole hospital, 
but then he couldn’t because we didn’t have time.” 

 
Related to these hands-on experiences, the students recommended a requirement for community service 
at a health-related site, regardless of whether the high school itself had its own community service 
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requirement for graduation.  Community service was viewed as beneficial because of the career insight 
gained, as well as the importance of such volunteer work as part of a college application. 

 
 “Our mentor Roger, he told me because I am going to go to PIMA [a private radiology technical 
school], I have to have fifty internship hours to get in there.”   
 
 “Actually, community service is a good idea because if you volunteer for a hospital you can see 
what you want to be and you could get more ideas.” 

 
In addition to the increase in real world opportunities, students recommended expanding the programs in 
general.  Specifically, some students suggested increasing the number of classes available to have a larger 
variety of health-related courses to choose from, as well as more student slots.  Additionally, students at 
one of the schools mentioned that their classes are a mix of academy and non-academy students, and by 
expanding the program there could be academy-only courses.  

 
 “[I suggest] another class, like for people that only want to go into a field like nursing.  Have all the 
people that want to go in that field together, have them all go to the hospital to see how it is done.  
Because there are some people in the current classes that are not interested in it.”  

 
One of the students also felt that expanding the program could mean having a bilingual program, which 
would assist other students interested in joining but don’t because of their limited English speaking abilities. 
 
Plans for the Future 
All of the Latino student focus group participants from all three schools plan to attend college after they 
complete high school.  While some students thought they might attend community college and then transfer 
to four year institutions, the students would prefer to start at universities like UCLA, USC, SDSU, and 
UCSD, and a few would prefer to attend universities out-of-state.  

  
“My plans for college are to try to get the classes that are going to prepare me for my career and 
good grades and pass my chemistry class.” 
 
“I was first undecided on whether to be a nurse or being an architect but now that you mentioned 
there are only 3% Latinos in the medical field, I might get into being a nurse.  I like traveling and I 
could take my medical degree anywhere out of state.” 

 
When asked about barriers to achieving these post-high school goals, students were again primarily 
concerned about finances.  Other students also mentioned fear of not meeting the application criteria 
needed for college.  Additional barriers included distractions in their personal life, such as falling in love, 
becoming pregnant, or becoming involved with other family situations.   
 
As a potential solution to the financial barrier, the students were asked about their knowledge of 
scholarships and other aid.  Students were quite informed about scholarships, grants and loan 
opportunities – receiving this information at least once a year from their counselors, and having access to 
the resources at their high school career centers.  One school also releases monthly financial aid bulletins 
to its juniors and seniors.  
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Though students were well informed of their options, the 
lack of financial resources was still a perceived barrier.  
When asked about the application process for 
scholarships, the Latino students reported being 
intimidated.  

 
 “[People don’t apply] because the standards are way 
too high.  They are asking people not only for good 
grades, but to play sports, have a job and write an 
essay.  Not everyone is a good writer but they could 
be good students.  Not everybody has a 4.0 but they 
could be good athletes.” 

 
Latino Parents’ Perspective 

 
“I hope that he goes to college and gets a degree because we will support him 100%, and if we don’t, he  

will not succeed.  You have to be behind them all the time pushing.  There are more scholarships  
for students who are more involved in school.” 

~ Focus Group Parent 
 

Overview 
There were a total of 18 Latino parents who participated in the focus groups.  Most of the parents were 
mothers (n=12), and most parents attended the focus groups alone, without a spouse (n=10).  The parent 
focus groups were mixed in terms of primary language.  Many of the parents at Mt. Miguel and Southwest 
spoke English and Spanish, while most parents at the Oceanside focus group primarily spoke Spanish. 
 
When asked how parents heard about the health/medical academies, most parents noted hearing about 
the programs from their children.  In most cases the child brought the information home, and the parents 
were asked to consent to their child enrolling in the program.  Other parents reported hearing about the 
program through the school and the counselors.  In general, parents had no concerns about their children’s 
participation in the academies.  In fact, parents were very proud to have their children enrolled in programs 
that will help them succeed in school and secure a career in a field that needs more Latinos, specifically 
bilingual and bicultural professionals.  Overall, the parents were grateful for programs that support their 
children’s desire to pursue a specific career path. 

 
 “I feel good because the programs are opening doors for Latinos so they can help their 
community.” 
 
 “I think the program is good for [my son], because I want him to be somebody- a professional- in 
his life.  He wants to get into sports medicine so this is going to help him a lot.” 
   
 “I think everybody wants their children to be successful and if she is interested in anatomy that is 
great.  I hope she does get to be what she wants to be.  She is interested and I believe it will come 
back to benefit her in the future.”   
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 “I think that being exposed to these classes now plays a major role, because in this they avoid 
having to go 5 or 6 years in college and find out that’s not what they want to do.” 

 
All of the parent focus group participants said that their children plan to attend college upon completion of 
high school.  When asked about the primary barriers to their children’s success, parents noted that financial 
challenges were a significant concern.  While some parents were aware of scholarship opportunities, others 
were not.  Parents reported that the schools do not send them any information about such financial 
opportunities, and that they do not know where to seek such information.  
 

“I hear parents say, ‘I don’t know how she is going to go to college because I don’t have the money 
to pay.’” 

 
Another concern regarding their children’s progress is immigrant status.  Parents said that they have heard 
that if families are in the United States illegally, then the students will not qualify for scholarships.  
 
Supporting Their Children 
Parental opinion regarding assistance needed for their children to succeed in the program mainly focused 
on consistent support for their children.  They felt that their children need to be constantly challenged and 
engaged in order to stay focused and motivated to succeed.  One parent noted that their children should be 
motivated to succeed because of the multitude of opportunities available to them in the United States.  
 

“We parents have to encourage them because we want the best for them.  That’s why we tell them- 
do well - that way you won’t be working in the fields.  We want them to have a good job where they 
don’t have to work so hard.  This is the land of opportunity…in our country we didn’t have such 
opportunity.” 

 
“I think they see how hard we are working to get them ahead and they are inspired by that.” 

 
On a more concrete level, parents also felt more exposure to the medical field would increase the student’s 
interest in the subject.  Additionally, some parents thought that being active in other extracurricular 
activities, such as sports and clubs, would help them succeed.  
 

“My son is there and I hope that he gets to participate in a medical clinic.  This will give him the 
human feeling to it and the vision and initiative to get into the field.  By participating in this he might 
meet someone that could take him under their wing and guide him.” 

 
When parents were asked more specifically about what they could do to help their children succeed in the 
program, lengthy and informative discussions ensued about parents’ abilities and barriers to helping their 
children, as well as their perceptions about the Latino culture and the American school system.   
 
Challenges & Barriers 
 
A Need for Resources 
In general, parents were quick to mention that they knew it was important to support their child, but that 
they wanted more information on how to assist their children.  Parents requested more information on the 
AVID program, as well as more information about the school programs themselves.  Parents felt that they 
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were not well informed about the variety of opportunities for their children, including college and financial 
aid options.  
 
Communication Barriers 
Additionally, parents felt that better communication with their children and the schools was critical for the 
parents to support their children and help keep them on track.  The parents felt that if they know what their 
children are doing in school then they can assist them better.  While many parents felt that communication 
from the schools was sufficient in both English and Spanish, some parents felt that more Spanish 
communication was needed.  
 

“I think that the program should also consider there are a lot of single parents.  I know there are a 
lot out there.  I luckily speak both English and Spanish and I can communicate but there are many 
single mothers that don’t.  So maybe some more communication in Spanish is needed.” 

 
Other parents reported difficulties communicating with teachers and counselors because the 
teachers/counselors are often busy.  Some parents felt there should be more available times to have 
meetings. 

 
“Whenever there is a problem or something like that, the parent has to insist to meet with the 
teacher, because if you just let it go then nothing will get resolved.  I think that’s what happens 
sometimes.” 

 
When asked what the best ways are to communicate with Latino parents, there were mixed responses.  
Some parents reported that they do not know how to use a computer, so email and websites are not 
helpful.  In these cases, phone or mail is best.  Parents who had access to the internet, however, noted that 
email communication is easier.  Regardless of the method of communication, all parents agreed that more 
communication needs to occur on a regular basis, whether via regular phone calls, emails, direct mailings 
or during more frequent open houses.  Parents also reported the importance of having childcare offered 
during group meetings.  Additionally, parents thought that incentives for either the parent (e.g., food, gift) or 
for the child (e.g., extra class credit) would bring more parents to meetings.  
 
Parent Involvement 
This discussion also transitioned into the topic of parent involvement in children’s education.  Similar to the 
feedback from teachers, counselors and students, there was a general consensus that Latino students do 
not receive sufficient parental support in their academic endeavors for a variety of reasons.  While the 
parents who participated in the focus groups felt they were supportive, they agreed that many other parents 
were not, whether because of busy work schedules, a lack of education, or other reasons.      
 

“I’ve noticed that in the ghettos the students don’t get involved.  When we attend any of the school 
functions we notice that the parents aren’t around either, they don’t get involved with their children.   
We have to change our schedules so we could help our kids.” 

 
“With busy schedules, like working the swing shift, it is easy to procrastinate and not get around to 
calling the teacher.” 
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“I think it would be easier to ask the parents personally what obstacles they have that don’t allow 
them to be involved with their child.”  
 
“They are not involved because they don’t know what is going on.” 
 
“I think it is true because every time I come to the parent conferences I see very few parents.  I 
think parents need to attend these meetings so they will know what’s going on with their child’s 
schooling.  I think that will motivate the child.” 

 
Parents acknowledged different types of expectations, both in terms of parent involvement as well as 
cultural differences.  The teachers expect parents to know what is happening with their children in school, 
and how they are performing academically and socially.  
 

“I think they expect you to know what they are doing- like their 
grades, for example.  To call the teacher and ask what is the 
child doing. That is what I think the teacher expects.” 

 
 “I think they would want me to take interest in what my child is 
doing.” 

 
Parents also felt that there are different expectations that are shaped by 
cultural norms and institutions.  For example, in Mexico, the parent is 
responsible for raising their child in the home environment, while the 
educational system takes primary responsibility in the school domain.  
Consequently, parent involvement is often a foreign concept for many 
new immigrant parents.  For this reason, more outreach is needed to help 
parents understand the U.S. school system and the importance of parent 
involvement.  
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Findings from the Field: A Review of Promising Practices 
 
In order to support local health/medical academies and address the challenges noted in the focus groups, 
stakeholder interviews and a literature review were conducted to determine promising practices being 
utilized throughout the State of California.32  The “promising practices report,” entitled Resources and 
Promising Practices to Increase Latinos in Healthcare Careers, which can be seen in its entirety in 
Appendix B, sets out to: 

 Identify programs and model academies that show promising preliminary results 
 Serve as an informative resource for health/medical academies hoping to design or enhance their 

program, as well as recruit and successfully engage Latino students   
 
The promising practices report provides a valuable list of resources 
and programs available in the education field that may be potentially 
useful in a health/medical academy setting.  Many of the programs 
listed are either geared to Latino students and families or to 
increasing health and science education for the general student 
population and for the educators themselves.33  This section of the 
LHSCC report provides an overview of the findings from the 
stakeholder interviews and the literature search. 
 
Health/Medical Academy Success Factors 
A variety of health/medical academies throughout California and Texas have been identified as promising 
models.  While these programs have not been rigorously evaluated, they have demonstrated positive 
results through preliminary research and were highlighted in stakeholder interviews.  Several factors 
emerged as being key to the growth and success of five promising health/medical academies, including 
those specific to students, teachers, parents and systems. 34  These key success factors and promising 
programs are summarized in the table on the next page (Figure 10) and serve to inform the project findings 
and recommendations.     
 
Evaluation of Health/Medical Academies 
Further research is needed to assess the outcomes of health/medical academy programs, particularly 
those that seek to engage Latino students.  No studies pertaining specifically to health/medical academies 
were found during the literature review.  As mentioned in the introduction to this report, ConnectEd 
documented initial positive outcomes related to students who were enrolled in a California Partnership 
Academy, compared to the general population of high school students.35  Additionally, MDRC, a national 
research firm, has been studying the career academy approach for many years, and has found significant 
labor market success among students who complete a career academy compared to those who do not.36   
                                                 
32 Though not used for the purposes of this project, Harder+Company typically utilizes established definitions of a “promising 
practice” and “best practice” from the US Administration for Children & Families: 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ccf/resources/gbk_bp/bp_gbk_ov.html 
33 For a full listing of these resources, please see Appendix B. 
34 These factors were derived from stakeholder interviews conducted with program coordinators of the identified programs. 
These programs are described more thoroughly in Appendix B.  
35 See page 3 or Appendix B.  
36 MDRC. http://www.mdrc.org/project_29_1.html 
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Currently there is little to no standardized tracking of student success factors in the local health/medical 
academies.  Such success factors could include: grades, test scores, achievement of the University of 
California “a-g” requirements, graduation rates, and successful college admittance.  There is also a dearth 
of data tracking health/medical academy student outcomes after graduation from high school.  Programs 
and funders should be encouraged to research the feasibility of using existing data collection tools, such as 
the California Partnership for Achieving Student Success (Cal-PASS), which is an initiative that collects, 
analyzes and shares student data in order to track performance and improve success from elementary 
school through university.37  If existing resources are insufficient, programs should consider creating their 
own method of tracking academy student outcomes.   
 

Industry & Secondary Education Perspectives  
To better understand the relationship between the health/medical academy model, higher education and 
industry, interviews were conducted with a variety of stakeholders representing both local industry and 
education.  These interviews served to gather information, as well as add to the promising practices 
literature. 
 
Industry Overview 
A total of four interviews were completed with healthcare industry leaders in San Diego County, including 
Sharp HealthCare, Palomar Pomerado Health, Scripps Mercy Hospital, and Neighborhood Healthcare.  
These healthcare organizations were asked to describe their existing partnerships and support activities 

                                                 
37 California Partnership for Achieving Student Success. http://www.calpass.org 

Figure 10. 
 Key Ingredients Contributing  

to Health/Medical Academy Success 
Promising Programs 

Rigorous, comprehensive, and hands-on curriculum 
Leadership, work and project-based learning opportunities (i.e. 
job shadowing, internships, field trips) 

St
ud

en
ts

 

Ancillary support services for students (i.e. tutoring, study 
skills, AVID, English Learning support) 
Professional development opportunities for teachers and staff 

Te
ac

he
rs

  

Institutional support for teachers (i.e. academy coordinator, 
release time, and administrative resources) 

Pa
re

nt
s 

Parent involvement activities 

Industry support and collaboration 
Post secondary education support and collaboration, including 
articulation of courses into colleges 

Sy
st

em
s 

Additional/outside funding from foundations, industry and 
public sector sources 

The Arthur A. Benjamin Health 
Professions High School  

(Sacramento, CA) 
 

Palmdale High School -  
Health Careers Academy  

(Palmdale, CA) 
 

Sunnyside High School –  
The Doctors Academy  

 (Fresno, CA) 
 
McLane High School - Medical Education 

and Research Academy (Fresno, CA) 
 

South Texas High School for Health 
Professionals (a.k.a. “Med High”) 

(Mercedes, TX) 




