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Why Middle School 

Career Exploration?



Middle school is an age-

appropriate time to ask students to 

think about their career ambitions. 

This does not mean forcing 

students to make career choices, 

but creating activities that allow 

them to research and gather 

information on specific careers.



Without willing & motivated 

learners, all our best reform 

efforts will be in vain. Therefore, 

it is imperative that we ensure 

curriculum is hands-on, 

relevant, and engaging.



What does the 

research say?



Johns Hopkins University 

research suggests that “the 

extent to which students [in 

grades 5-8] believed that the 

mathematics they were 

studying would be useful in 

life…was the strongest 

predictor of student effort.”



Career Development is an 

ongoing lifelong process, 

and its challenges must be 

addressed beginning in 

elementary and middle 

school. (O’Brien, 1999)



Students at risk, girls, and 

minority group children often 

limit their career choices 

early.

(O’Brien, 1999)



Sex-role stereotypes, 

particularly about gender-

appropriate occupations are 

formed early. 

(Guss & Adams, 1998)



Most middle school students 

have only a shallow 

understanding of how 

school relates to work.

(Johnson, 2000)



When surveyed, the 

majority of high school 

dropouts say they began to 

“disconnect” in middle 

school or earlier. 

(Castellano et al., 2002)



Too frequently, career 

preparation for middle grade 

students consists of a single, 

brief unit once a year. Ideally, 

career education and 

development should be infused 

into the curriculum.



The most effective career 

development programs are

systemic—developmental, 

accessible to all learners, and 

embedded in the curriculum as 

part of the whole process of 

educating a child for the larger 

thing called life.
(Maddy-Bernstein & Dare, 1997)



The Education Commission of 

the States (ECS) recently 

recommended the following 

actions schools can take to 

maximize readiness for Grade 9 

and college & careers:



Recommended Actions

• Develop early-warning mechanisms based on grades, attendance, & 

behavior

• Provide targeted, intensive academic support

• Take steps to reduce the number of absent and chronically absent students

• Ensure the curriculum is hands-on, collaborative, relevant, and engaging

• Provide information on college admission requirements and costs

• Have all students develop an individual learning plan by the end of 8th grade

• Begin career exploration in the middle grades

• Reduce the number of (and prioritize) middle grades content standards

• Develop formative and diagnostic assessments

• Implement middle grades end-of-course assessments

• Foster collaboration among middle grades and high school teachers

• Make sure teacher licensure represents an adequate level of content 

knowledge





Program Goals & Objectives

Expand knowledge of career 

options



Program Goals & Objectives

Expand knowledge of high 

school and post-secondary 

education/training options



Program Goals & Objectives

Increase perception of 

post-secondary relevance



Program Goals & Objectives

Increase understanding of 

career goals, interests, and 

aspirations



Program Goals & Objectives

Increase awareness of middle 

school staffs regarding career 

development resources and 

educational options



Program Standards
(adopted from the GWU Freshman Transition Standards)
1. The student learns to project into the future and to understand the 

consequences of their actions and the choices made today.

2. The student completes formal assessments and surveys to help them 
establish and consolidate their identity, becoming “identity-achieved.”

3. The student analyzes the effect of personal interest and aptitudes upon 
educational and career planning.

4. The student recognizes the impact of career choice on personal lifestyle.

5. The student recognizes the impact their commitment to education has on 
their future lifestyle and life satisfaction.

6. The student demonstrates the skills to locate, analyze, and apply career 
information.

7. The student knows the process for career planning and educational 
preparation.

8. The student can apply the skill sets required to succeed in the classroom and 
the workforce.

9. The student demonstrates the importance of productive work habits and 
attitudes.

10. The student knows that many skills are common to a variety of careers and 
that these skills can be transferred from one career opportunity to another.

11. The student knows the effect change has on society and career 
opportunities.



Organizational 

Structure
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Program Coordinator 

Responsibilities
• Program goals and direction

• Site Coordinator recruitment and training

• Research, acquisition, and dissemination of career 
awareness/exploration curriculum

• Sponsor solicitation

• Budget management

• Liaison to professional organizations, CDE, and the 
State Legislature

• Marketing and promotional event planning

• Media and public relations

• Program evaluation and revision

• Overall program oversight and support



Site Coordinator

Responsibilities
• Planning and implementation of program activities

• Participation in program planning meetings and trainings

• Recruit teachers/counselors for participation in career 
exploration activities

• Solicit information and suggestions from teachers/counselors 
regarding program activities

• Coach teachers/counselors on the implementation of career 
exploration activities

• Communicate program goals & activities to administration, 
faculty, and parents/guardians

• Assist Program Coordinator with the recruitment of business 
and community professionals to take part in school site’s 
career exploration activities

• Liaison between the school site faculty and the Program 
Coordinator



Site Administration

Responsibilities

• Provide general support for career 

awareness and exploration program

• Meet regularly with Site Coordinator to 

discuss program goals & activities

• Promote program to faculty and parents

• Explore and support delivery methods to 

reach widest possible audience



Teacher & Counselor 

Responsibilities

• Implement career awareness curriculum 

as part of regular classroom instruction 

and in student counseling sessions

• Participate in trainings and workshops on 

career awareness/exploration as 

necessary



Key Curriculum

&

Activities



The Real Game California
Being implemented in a variety of ways:

• Elective “wheel” or “rotation” (9-12 weeks straight)

• Core curriculum for year-long Career Exploration course

• Once-a-week over the course of year (e.g. every Friday)

• After-school or summer enrichment class

And by a number of disciplines:

• Variety of elective teachers

• English teachers

• Math teachers

• ELL teachers

• AVID teachers

• Special Education teachers



Step-Up Classes

• 8 to16 hour CTE “Mini-Courses” for middle school 

students at their partner high school

• After-school (e.g., 5 consecutive Wednesdays) or 

summer (e.g., three hours per day for one week)

• Benefits:

– Opportunity for hands-on experience in high school 

pathway

– Smoother transition from middle school to high school

– Make connection to high school teacher

– Recruitment/marketing opportunity for HS pathway 

programs



Career Day

• OPTIONAL FORMATS/FEATURES:

– Keynote Speaker + two breakout sessions

– Three breakout sessions

– Pre-Activities:

• Use of career interest inventories to identify careers

• Survey/menu of speakers

• Lesson on appropriate/inappropriate questions to ask 
presenters

• Career-themed poster contest

– Post-Activities:

• Thank you notes

• Debrief/review of learning

• Career report/presentation on career of choice



Kuder Navigator
Career & Academic Planning 

System



Kuder Navigator
• Built-in assessments on career interests, skills, & 

work values

• Largest occupation database available

• Detailed information on over 7,000 technical 
schools, colleges, and universities

• The ability to do side-by-side comparisons of 
careers and colleges

• A multi-year planning template to track progress 
toward education and career goals

• Information on over 10,000 scholarships and 
financial aid programs 

• Built-in e-portfolio

• Lifetime accounts





































Final Thoughts…



Building School-Wide Support

• Create committee or planning team to plan 

activities & share ideas

• Start with “low-hanging fruit”

• Let others come on board gradually

• Provide concrete examples of how career 

exploration can fit in all disciplines



Engaging Your Local Community

• Educate community about value of “working 

upstream”

• Create opportunities for community members 

to share expertise (e.g., Career Days, 

workplace tours, guest speakers, 

informational interviews)

• Implement “Adopt-a-School” campaign



Planning Activities/Handouts

• Stakeholder Analysis Matrix

• Soliciting Buy-in

• Integrating Across the Curriculum

• Institutionalizing the Program

• To Do List & Action Plan
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