
	
 “What do you want to be when you grow up?”  Do you remember being asked that question when you 
were young?  It’s a common inquiry to initiate a conversation with a young person.  Kids today have more 
options than ever and as technology rapidly changes the world, many of the jobs that will be available for our 
current students have not been invented yet.
	
 Students feel a great deal of pressure to know what they will do with the rest of their life.  They are 
made to feel that if they don’t have a plan, they are inadequate and somehow doomed to a meaningless life.  The 
many options available result in a “career paralysis” that causes them to make a career choice later than sooner.
	
 In our school district, we have implemented a number of programs to help students find a career that will 
suit them.  It starts in middle school with a course called Future Focus.  Taught by the middle school guidance 
counselors, it is students’ first exposure to the process of learning what people do in certain careers.  It also 
begins a self-discovery process needed to help students determine where their interests lie.
	
 I need to point out here that we take a  “pyramid approach” to helping students define career interests.  
The approach is very broad in the earlier grades, working to greater and greater refinement in the junior and 
senior year.  Thus, last year we implemented a new course for all 10th graders, Career Choices.  This course 
further advances the work begun with students in middle school, giving greater exposure and more in-depth 
exploration of career clusters.  The course includes a fair number of field trips to see careers in action.
	
 Tying the courses together and providing a common storage system for the student’s journey is a web-
based software application called Career Cruising.  This software allows students to explore many facets of 
careers as well as the training and education that will be needed to pursue the career.  This software is available 
to the student 24/7 and is used by our counselors to help track a student’s progress on their path to finding a 
career.
	
 The high school class and career software I mention above is new as of 2012-2013.  We are hoping that 
these efforts will put us on a better track to point students in the right direction.  When helping students make 
career choices, we traditionally ask them what they like to do and what they think they are good at.  
Unfortunately, what many kids like to do (play video games and use their phones) is not the careers the world 
needs.   There are 13 million Americans unemployed but 3.8 million jobs int he United States remain unfilled.  
Fifty three percent of Bachelors degree holders under age 25 are jobless or underemployed. (USDOL, March , 
2013)  Forty eight percent of employed 4-year college graduates are in jobs that require less than a 4-year 
degree. (Bureau of Labor Statistics)  Obviously, something is not working.
	
 According to the ACT, college tuition rates have increased on average at twice the rate of inflation in the 
past 17 years.  The average loan debt of a 2012 college grad was $26,600.  You may know some students 
coming out of college with a debt as high as $80,000 or even $100,000.  It would appear that a college degree, 
then, is not an end in itself and that the choice of college major is critical.
	
 This brings up the difficult position parents and schools are in when advising students on careers.  
Certainly it is important for students to choose a career they will like and enjoy; but as the statistics show, there 
is grave economic danger in doing so as we have a nation of people with expensive college degrees but no use 
for them.   Not only must interest and ability be part of the career selection process, but practicality must enter 
the picture.  We are currently exploring software that can pull data from 18 real time databases to give students 
an idea of what the job market is like for all professions.  The software can focus on certain geographic regions. 
Giving a practical dimension to career choices is not totally new – we often try to steer students in a practical 
direction but as I mentioned earlier in this series, there is a strong cultural belief that having a college degree is 
all that is needed.  We must use all resources available to help young people understand that a degree needs to 
lead to skills that are needed for employment in this ever-changing world.  
	
 Students today feel like they must go to college and if they don’t, there is something wrong.  This is 
another belief we need to change.  Again according to the ACT, the first to second year retention rate among 
four year colleges in 2012 was only 65.2%.  That means 34.8% of college freshmen realized college wasn’t for 
them.  Indeed, they would have been better off getting a two year degree or skill training that would qualify 
them for some of the many unfilled jobs so they could be gainfully employed without a year of college debt.
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 There is a harsh reality facing our young people regarding employment.  We plan to do our best to 
prepare them to face it.
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