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ACCORDING TO THE AUTHORS OF 
HARVARD GRADUATE SCHOOL OF 
Education’s “Pathways to Prosperity” 
report, “One of the most fundamental 
obligations of any society is to prepare 
its adolescents and young adults to lead 
productive and prosperous lives as adults. 
This means preparing all young people 
with a solid enough foundation of literacy, 
numeracy and thinking skills for responsible 
citizenship, career development and lifelong 
learning.”1 The phrase “all young people” 
here refers to those in the primary grades, 
as well as those at the secondary and post-
secondary levels. 

Although there is very little research 
in the area of career development in the 
elementary grades, in 1983, a team of 
researchers led by Robert E. Campbell from 
Ohio State University’s National Center for 
Research in Vocational Education, deter-
mined five categories of student outcomes 
when children in secondary school were ex-
posed to career development: “(1) improved 
school involvement and performance, (2) 
personal and interpersonal work skills, (3) 
preparation for careers, (4) career planning 
skills, and (5) career awareness and explora-
tion.”2 Many scholars argue that career 
development should not be a by-product of 
education but part of its mission. The end 
result is to attain work, whether students 
enter the workforce immediately after high 
school or after college. 

Therefore, career development should 
not be reserved solely for those who simply 

want to enter the workforce right after high 
school, but for all students and early enough 
so that they can begin to make informed 
decisions about coursework throughout their 
educational experiences. For some, this 
may mean a rigorous academic schedule in 
middle and high schools in preparation for 
a four-year college. For others, it may mean 
a less academic, but just as rigorous, cur-
riculum in a career and technical education 
(CTE) program. 

Earlier career development exposure 
could also help determine if a student should 
seek an education in satellite schools, such 
as those that major in the arts or science, 
technology, engineering and math (STEM) 
programs. Regardless, students in the 
primary grades need to know their options 
in order to explore and shape their interests 

and craft their abilities accordingly. 
If the above weren’t reason enough to 

start broaching the topic of career develop-
ment at such an early age, a 2012 Gallup 
student poll of 500,000 students in grades 
five through 12 offers a compelling reason. 
The poll showed that student engagement 
drops off with each school year, peaking at 
the elementary grades (Figure 1). “Student 
engagement with school and learning is a 
gold standard that every parent, teacher and 
school strives to achieve. If we were doing 
right by our students and our future, these 
numbers would be the absolute opposite. 
For each year a student progresses in school, 
they should be more engaged, not less,”3 
stated Brandon Busteed, executive director 
at Gallup Education.

Figure 1 shows that by the time students 
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reach high school, their level of engagement 
dropped 32 percent. The primary level 
is an opportune time to introduce career 
development skills, and the place to begin 
is self-awareness or self-discovery. In doing 
so, by the time they reach high school, 
they know themselves and have an idea of 
their interests and abilities, which in turn 
should spark more engagement and interest 
because they have developed meaningful 
short- and long-term goals.

Figure 2 shows a funnel graph of what 
topics should be introduced in career de-
velopment by grade level. At the top of the 
funnel, students are going through a self-
discovery and self-awareness curriculum 
that will help them find out who they really 
are. I believe most young adults are trying 
to make career decisions based on who they 
think they are or what they think they’d like 
to do, which is often based on compensation 
and not their interests and abilities. Employ-
ers spend huge amounts of capital on job 
training, and when employees get on board 
and trained, they realize the career path 
they chose is not what they wanted to do, 
and this becomes a source of frustration for 
employers. An elementary career develop-
ment curriculum helps younger students 
determine more of who they are so that by 
the time they are of employability age, they 
can concentrate more on what they want 
to do. 

This model of career development 
focuses on elements of a curriculum at the 
K–6 level that encompasses and develops 
personal and interpersonal skill sets to help 
students discover their capabilities in a 
multitude of dimensions. Also, these skill 
sets are tied to work skills in some manner, 
especially those that foster employability 
skill building and collaboration, such as 
time management, social and emotional in-
telligence, interpersonal skills and problem 
solving, etc. These employability skill at-
tributes are coupled with self-discovery and 
heuristic qualities such as likes and dislikes, 
role models, hobbies, leisure activities, criti-
cal and creative thinking, etc. 

Typically, most counseling is focused on 
the academic (scheduling) and personal/
social domains, which leaves very little time 
for assistance with career exploration. To 
facilitate effective transitioning from high 

school to college to the workforce, attention 
to career development must begin early, 
which will enhance student engagement 
at the higher levels of a learner’s academic 
career.    

Tom Viviano, Ph.D., is the director of the 
Westside Career and Technology Center in Kingston, 
Pennsylvania. E-mail him at tviviano@wsctc.net.
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Figure 1. Percentage of drop in student engagement from elementary to high school.
*Gallup Student Poll: The School Cliff: Students’ Engagement Drops Over Time (2013) 
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Figure 2. Funnel Graph of K–12 Career-development Process

Assessing Personal Characteristics

Elementary Level

Likes, Dislikes, Dreams, Hobbies, Values, Role Models, Time Management, Attitudes, Emotional 
and Social Intelligence, Happy and Unhappy Experiences, Interpersonal Skills, Communication, 

Collaboration, Critical and Creative Thinking, Problem Solving, Reasoning

Tools for Career Exploration

Upper Elementary, Middle and Early High School

O*Net, Occupational Outlook Handbook, Tours, Business and Industry Exposure, CTSOs, 
Occupational Research, College Visits, Shadowing, Portfolio Development, Required and 

Related Academics, Civic Awareness, Resume Building, Interviewing Skills 

Goal Setting

Upper Elementary, Middle and Early High School

Short- and Long-term Goals, Career Paths, Cluster Focus, Applied and Related Academics, 
Appropriate and Related Academics, Academia, CTE

Skill-specific Education

High School
Program of Study, Articulation Agreements, Cooperative Education, Interning, Job Shadowing
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