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Foreword

The middle grades are a time of tremendous change and tran-
sition for students. Their bodies are growing, their cognitive 
capacities are expanding, their social worlds are frequently 

in flux, and physiological and neurological changes are occurring 
in their brains and bodies at rates unseen since early childhood. 
All of this change can understandably leave both students and 
teachers feeling confused and sometimes frustrated. But these 
changes are also an incredible opportunity. When classrooms 
and curriculum are aligned with what young adolescents need, 
the middle grades are a time ripe for exploration, self-discovery, 
expanded learning, and thinking towards the future. This is what 
makes the Playbook so exciting.

The middle grades are, in general, the most under addressed 
period within the educational system, with fewer investments in 
the middle grades than in early childhood or the high school 
to post-secondary transition. In relation to career exploration, 
money and attention are focused on the end of the K-12 system, 
via high school graduation and college and career readiness. This 
is a missed opportunity. First, because the science is clear that 
the young adolescent years are critical and consequential, second 
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only to early childhood in terms of the amount of developmen-
tal change and opportunity for growth. Second, because career 
exploration is distinctly aligned with the developmental tasks of 
early adolescence – the developmental period during which stu-
dents are in the middle grades.

The middle grades are a natural time for self-exploration 
and self-directed learning. The concrete ideas presented here 
for how to infuse career exploration in both developmentally 
and academically meaningful ways are exciting for the oppor-
tunity they provide to transform the way educators approach 
schooling in the middle grades. Whereas educators sometimes 
associate career education as a narrower, vocational curriculum, 
this playbook highlights ASA’s more expansive view of career 
exploration – an opening up of students’ worlds rather than a 
narrowing into particular tracks.

This focus on exploration and thinking about possible future 
selves, varied interests, and an array of roles one can play in the 
world is precisely what young adolescents are seeking develop-
mentally. By capitalizing on this and finding meaningful ways 
to integrate this exploration into both the academic curriculum 
and culture of the school, educators are creating middle grades 
structure and practices that should increase student engagement 
while also providing meaningful educational experiences.

This collaboration between ASA and AMLE is a critical and 
exciting project, because of the vision it represents. A vision in 
which we take young adolescents seriously not only as future 
high school students and citizens, but as current learners and 
explorers. The tools in this Playbook equip teachers to go beyond 
thinking about students in terms of their future labor market 
choices, although that is obviously important and is a founda-
tion throughout the playbook. Yet by bringing the kind of career 
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exploration represented here to their classrooms and schools, 
teachers will also be engaging students in answering the critical 
questions of youth: who am I and who do I want to be in the 
world, now and in the future?

Nancy L. Deutsch, Professor, University of Virginia School of 
Education and Human Development and Director of Youth-Nex: 
the UVA Center to Promote Effective Youth Development
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Chapter 1

Why Career Exploration in 
Middle School?

Middle grades educators have the exciting opportunity to 
interact with students at a pivotal time in their develop-
ment. Young adolescents are delightfully curious as they 

shift from concrete thinking to an increased capacity for abstract 
thinking. Their ability to engage in critical, analytical, and cre-
ative thinking grows, as does their desire to set personal goals and 
think about their own current and future needs.1 During this 
time, students construct the attitudes, values, and dispositions 
that will form who they become as adults. They are excited and 
nervous as they think about life outside of high school.

Naturally, the middle grades are “the finding place” that 
invites young adolescents to be adventurous explorers. In order 
to nurture this, the general approach for the entire curriculum 
should be one of exploration. Career exploration is a cornerstone 
of this process. Educators have the power to equip students with 
the tools to help them discover their interests, try out new skills, 
and learn about future career and educational options.

Career exploration works; it is associated with both positive 
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educational and employment outcomes, keeps students engaged 
in school, and helps them develop a better sense of self.2 Extensive 
research supports middle school as the most effective time for 
career exploration. Notably, middle grades students are the most 
receptive to positive change following a career development inter-
vention.3 The formative years of middle school are especially critical 
to closing the achievement gap, increasing high school graduation 
rates, and improving college readiness. In particular, for students 
living in high-poverty areas, their middle-grade experience strongly 
impacts their likelihood of graduating from high school.4

Career exploration is a valuable tool that educators can use to 
increase student engagement. We know that student engagement 
sharply declines during the middle grades, with a majority of stu-
dents reporting that their schoolwork is not engaging or worth-
while.5 By providing experiences that help students learn about 
themselves and their future options, educators build connections 
throughout their content-specific lessons. There is also some evi-
dence that career education is associated with improvements in 
self-efficacy, self-confidence, and decision-making skills.6

In addition to these broader benefits, we have found that the 
students themselves are invested in their own career development. 
Middle grades students are already thinking about the future and 
it is a primary source of stress. They desire guidance to help them 
uncover their interests and then match those interests with poten-
tial careers. According to American Student Assistance’s national-
ly-representative survey of middle and high school students:

• Half of middle school students reported “picking the right 
career for me” as a source of stress;

• Forty-one percent reported “thinking about the future and 
what I will need to do to reach my future goals” as a source 
of stress;
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• Eighty-seven percent of middle school students are 
interested in ways to match their specific skills and interests 
with potential careers; and

• Eighty-five percent are interested in ways to learn the 
education and experience requirements needed for the 
careers they are interested in.7

Educators are preparing students for a labor market that is 
rapidly changing, especially due to technological innovation. 
Studies have shown that career education can be linked to posi-
tive economic and employment outcomes for youth and society 
at large.8 Career education can be utilized to help students learn 
about what careers are projected to grow, how world events 
shape the careers of the future, and how their skills and interests 
can be used to catalyze change.

Overall, career exploration programming leads to increased 
student confidence, engage-
ment, and academic growth. 
It brings relevance to what stu-
dents are learning and provides 
the tools to help them make 
decisions about their futures. 
While the concept of purpose-
ful career exploration is contin-
ually evolving, we know that 
strong programming extends 
beyond advisory blocks and 
career days into all parts of 
the school day. This type of 
exploration can be helpful for 
all students and should be neither a reward for high-achieving 
students nor a way to track students into specific careers. Every 

This type of exploration can 
be helpful for all students and 

should be neither a reward 
for high-achieving students 
nor a way to track students 
into specific careers. Every 

student should be given 
the tools and opportunities 

to explore their future.
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student should be given the tools and opportunities to explore 
their future.

THE PLAYBOOK

American Student Assistance® (ASA) is a national non-profit 
with a mission of helping students know themselves, know their 
options, and make informed career and post-secondary education 
decisions. ASA’s aim is to fuel a readiness revolution where every 
student leaves high school with a plan. ASA is devoted to shifting 
the conversion around career exploration: in school buildings, 
state houses, communities, and through direct-to-kid digital 
resources. Through a robust portfolio of middle school grant 
programming, research, and educational resources and prod-
ucts, ASA has developed a framework for career exploration best 
practices at the middle school level. Included in this grant pro-
gramming is the ASA Middle School Career Exploration Grant, 
aimed at contributing to greater practices and programs that can 
be scaled or replicated anywhere. The findings from these school 
districts, who serve as thought leadership partners and incubators 
of innovation, contributed to ASA’s learnings, the development 
of this playbook, and many of the case studies throughout. The 
Association for Middle Level Education (AMLE) is the largest 
international membership organization dedicated to helping 
middle school educators reach every student, grow profession-
ally, and create great schools. With a community of more than 
35,000 members strong, AMLE is the go-to source for peer-re-
viewed research, best practices, and professional development in 
the middle grades. Both organizations recognize the importance 
of providing impactful career exploration opportunities to young 
adolescents. ASA and AMLE have teamed up to create a play-
book that equips educators with a roadmap for creating effective 
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career exploration programming. You will find helpful resources 
like implementation guides, case studies, and program sustain-
ability resources.

The programs described in this playbook offer students an 
opportunity to recognize their strengths and interests, gain 
awareness of different career pathways, and help them better 
understand labor market trends and future opportunities. We 
provide the beginning framework for many types of programs, 
as well as the tools to scale programming into other areas of the 
school and district. The playbook has a role for everyone on the 
middle school team: administrators, counselors, and teachers can 
all enact purposeful, engaging career exploration programming 
in a variety of ways. We also provide strategies and recommen-
dations for how to build a community of practice that involves 
all stakeholders in career exploration work: students, educators, 
families, and community members.

Effective career exploration is a comprehensive process that 
involves shifting school culture. This playbook will serve as a 
guide to help you map your journey from beginning initiatives 
to school-wide practice. And it is a journey worth undertaking, 
as studies have shown that career education positively impacts 
K–12 students decades later. When engaging in the career explo-
ration programming described in this playbook, educators are 
providing opportunities for students to dream about their futures 
and imagine the possibilities.

Be sure to utilize the accompanying online Resource Center for 
the most updated information and tools.

amle.org/playbook
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Chapter 2

Types of Programs and Best Practices

While all career exploration programming focuses on 
similar objectives—helping middle schoolers learn about 
their interests and future options—implementation looks 

vastly different in each school. This should be expected, since the 
most impactful programs are tailored to student interests/skills 
and are built with the surrounding community in mind.

With sustainability in mind, programming should be planned 
longitudinally by a collaborative, multi-disciplinary team. Setting 
measurable, attainable goals is pivotal for first-year success, while 
also strategizing for the next three to five years to ensure program 
longevity. To accomplish these goals, schools should build a com-
munity of practice that involves everyone in the school building 
in partnership with families and the surrounding community. 
When all stakeholders are involved, career exploration evolves 
from stand-alone activities to embedded, purposeful daily work.

This chapter provides a thorough list of documented best prac-
tices, yet it is incomplete. New initiatives and programs launch 
each year, and our understanding of middle school career explora-
tion continues to grow. As new technological advancements and 
an ever-changing labor market shift the shape of future careers, 
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career exploration in education also evolves. Be sure to check 
the accompanying online Resource Center at https://www.amle.
org/playbook for the most updated information and tools.
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TYPES OF CAREER EXPLORATION PROGRAMMING

Most career exploration programming falls under three categories: 
whole-school implementation, counseling-centered program-
ming, and Science Technology Engineering and Math (STEM) 
or STEAM (adds Arts) programs. Programs that fit in these three 
groupings typically feature practices such as work-based learning 
and project-based learning, though these can also be utilized as 
frameworks for stand-alone career exploration programming.

Whole-School Program Implementation
Many strong career exploration programs are built in a whole-

school model, where exposing students to future options becomes 
part of the school’s mission 
and daily routine. Building a 
community of practice is at 
the core of this model, with all 
school stakeholders involved 
in planning and implementa-
tion. The methods and prac-
tices of whole-school program 
implementation can vary, but 
usually include:

• School Culture Shift: 
The school/district shifts 
the mission and entire culture to prioritize career exploration. 
School leaders adapt schedules to ensure all students can 
access programming. Professional development that focuses 
on career exploration programming is prioritized and cross-
curricular units and projects planned by all stakeholders are 
common practice.

• School-Wide Events: Programming focuses on events 

Many strong career 
exploration programs are 

built in a whole-school 
model, where exposing 

students to future 
options becomes part 

of the school’s mission 
and daily routine.
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and initiatives attended by all students and staff, such as 
assemblies, career days, and project showcases. School staff 
collaborate to plan and execute events.

• Pathways-Focused: Schools may create pathways in 
its course offerings to provide more focused exploration 
opportunities for students. Students select from different 
electives, or exploratory choices may be provided within 
core content areas.

• Middle and High School Transitions: Some districts have 
robust Career and Technical Education (CTE) programs, 
and the middle and high schools collaborate so the middle 
school operates as a bridge to those high school programs. 
Other times, the middle and high schools may collaborate 
to link the programs through transition planning. Bridging 
middle and high school programs has many benefits for 
students as they are provided with more opportunities to 
explore and build on their employability skills. The district 
may benefit as well, whether it be positive academic impact 
or, for districts where students apply to a high school of 
choice, maintaining a curriculum that motivates students 
to stay in their pipeline.

CASE STUDY: A Whole-School Approach Embedded in 
the Local Community

Uxbridge High School, Uxbridge, Massachusetts

Uxbridge High School (UHS) is a grade 8–12 comprehensive 
high school of approximately 600 students located in central 
Massachusetts. The centerpiece of the community is a new build-
ing that includes several multipurpose areas and lab spaces ideal 
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for authentic and applied learning. Eighth grade was brought 
to the UHS campus in 2018, thereby expanding these students’ 
access to our robust elective program.

This elective program enables students to graduate from 
Uxbridge High School with access to industry-recognized cre-
dentials and technical training, advanced academic coursework, 
and a guided academic pathway that supports postsecondary 
decision-making. The school revamped its counseling program 
to align with a five-year model that enables students to make 
purposeful decisions about their futures, and students in 8th 
grade participate in an exploratory model that provides expo-
sure to all of UHS’ pathways. As of spring 2021, the following 
pathways have been approved:

• Media/Information Science
• Biomedical Science
• Manufacturing/Engineering
• Business, Finance, and Logistics

Several factors drove the development of these pathways. 
Primarily, the number of UHS students that had histori-
cally applied to the local vocational technical high school far 
exceeded the number of accepted students. Additionally, for 
approximately 20 percent of graduates, plans for postsecondary 
experiences included either a two-year/technical program or 
immediate employment. By partnering with local industry, we 
were able to align the programs we developed with local eco-
nomic needs. The school administration and school council 
collaborate with the local Chamber of Commerce, the Central 
Massachusetts Workforce Investment Board (MassHire), and 
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the Commonwealth of Massachusetts to merge community 
supply and demand with schools.

Because 8th grade is part of the UHS community, the skills—
both technical and essential/soft—are consistent and evaluated 
through the lens of postsecondary outcomes. Using grant funds 
from the Commonwealth, Uxbridge offers students access to 
industry-standard equipment. Students are trained on CNC 
routers, laser engravers, unmanned aircraft (drones), anatomy 
tables, and 3D printing.

Moving forward, UHS continues to take steps to minimize 
attrition. In the early days, 8th grade students could enroll in 
courses without prerequisite knowledge. The implementation 
of career pathways has helped drive better academic outcomes, 
particularly as students examine the connection between their 
interests, general course of study, and selected pathway. Sim-
ilarly, families feel better prepared to support students in the 
college and career decision-making process. Similarly, with 
students starting earlier the decision-making process for fami-
lies around interests and credentials has supported a better and 
more thorough analysis of college and career readiness. In the 
long-term, students will gain a more comprehensive familiarity 
with postsecondary and career pathways, which will, in turn, 
drive improved access, decision-making, and success.

Key factors to our success have included:

• Examining the nexus between the school and local eco-
nomic trends to both identify workforce partners and 
drive relevant curricular adaptations.

• Using data, recommendations, and insights to drive staff 
development, training, and technology deployment.
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• Providing school counselors, students, parents, and other 
relevant stakeholders with consistent communication 
so they have a specific understanding of the curricular 
purpose of these courses.

• Promoting flexibility among school leadership with out-
comes, staffing, and scheduling needs. The development of 
these programs is not an exercise in immediate impact, and 
the third year of the program will no doubt look different 
than the first.

Michael D. Rubin, Principal of Uxbridge High School
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CASE STUDY: A Whole-School Redesign with Students at 
the Center

Barnstable Intermediate School, Hyannis, Massachusetts

Barnstable Intermediate School (BIS) is a grade 6–7 urban public 
school. Our student population of more than 700 is racially and 
economically diverse. BIS embarked on its journey to include 
a career exploratory experience as part of a larger whole-school 
redesign tasked with bringing rigorous, relevant, and engaged 
learning to all students while building on school-based, family, 
and community relationships. We obtained funding from ASA 
and Mass IDEAS to support this work.

BIS leverages monthly half days for students to begin their 
career exploratory experience. The goal of these half days is to 
lead students through a discovery phase of career exploration 
that supports them to identify their skills, passions, and talents, 
while also exposing them to available opportunities as they 
progress through their secondary education and beyond. Stu-
dents engage with individual guest speakers to build upon work 
happening in the classrooms, explore a variety of local career 
opportunities, and participate in a whole-school Career Day.

A strong relationship was built between BIS and Barnstable 
High School (BHS) to ensure the continuity of career explora-
tion from grades 6 through 12. High School Career Ambassa-
dors were established to introduce 6th and 7th grade students to 
the high school pathways, internships, and other opportunities 
in their near future.

The results of this work were evident as 126 of the 358 6th 
grade students showed interest in taking part in a new 7th grade 
elective, Pathfinder, that was developed to provide a deeper 
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dive into career exploration during the following school year. 
Additionally, through the work with the Career Ambassadors, 
the majority of 7th grade teachers reported that students had 
thoughtfully investigated and selected 8th grade courses with 
the 9 career pathways at BHS in mind.

BIS is continuing its work to bring a robust career explor-
atory experience to its students by expanding the Pathfinder 
elective, providing week-long career exploratory experiences 
held monthly in small group advisories, and hosting weekly 
spotlights of community members who share their journeys to 
their current careers with BIS students. BIS’s vision for career 
explorations has grown over the last two years and its commit-
ment to create rigorous, relevant, and engaging learning experi-
ences, including career exploration, has deepened as a result of 
the impact the programming has had on our students’ engage-
ment and ownership of their learning.

Key Insights:

• It was extremely important to share a clear message with 
families, students, and the community that career explo-
ration at the middle school level is not having students 
select a path for their future; rather, career exploration 
in middle school provides students an opportunity to 
make their learning relevant as they explore connections 
to careers and, ultimately, may open doors to their future 
through exploring their skills, passions, and talents early 
on in their educational journeys.

• Developing a whole-school career exploration experi-
ence takes time, focus, and community-wide effort. Time 
needs to be given to educators to help them understand 
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the importance of the work, curate lessons, and build 
relationships with community members.

• Lean on your staff to jump-start your community rela-
tionship building. We initially asked educators to contrib-
ute their local contacts to a list of potential partnerships 
we could build upon as a school. By using our educators’ 
established relationships, we were able to skip the cold 
call step of building local partnerships for our school.

• Creating roles responsible for this work is key. Estab-
lishing a Career Exploration Liaison and subcommittee 
brought focus to our work and supported the develop-
ment of lessons in order to create consistency during the 
early phases.

Julie DiPilato, Grants Project Manager, and Jen Perry, 
Director of Teaching and Learning, 6–12

Counseling-Centered Implementation
A guidance counselor’s role typically includes career and edu-

cation planning, but ASA research indicates most counselors can 
only devote 7 percent of their time to it. Developing a counsel-
or-centered program is one method for counselors to extend their 
expertise to other staff members and students. Some examples of 
counselor-centered career exploration programs are:

• Counselor-Led Planning and Professional Development: 
Counselors may collaborate with teachers to develop a 
career readiness curriculum or create one themselves and 
train teachers to implement it in their classrooms. In order 
to establish effective counselor-led planning, it is crucial for 



Types of Programs and Best Practices 

 17 

the counselor to have strong relationships with teachers and 
continually work to build staff buy-in.

• Advisory Blocks or Innovation Centers: Some counselors 
teach students during an advisory block devoted to career 
exploration. In other schools, a classroom is set aside as an 
innovation center that students can visit throughout the 
day, or during extracurriculars or specific electives to learn 
about career options.

• Guidance-Focused Programs or Products: Some districts 
invest in a counseling-based program or product that staff 
can use throughout the year. Many digital programs launch 
yearly and provide useful tools for instruction that require 
little prep for educators.

• Small-Group Learning: Counselors may have small 
groups of students they pull throughout the week, or they 
may push into specific classrooms. Targeted instruction 
helps guide students based on their specific interests or 
needs. While this method leads to large individual impact, 
it can be difficult to scale to all students in the building.

STEM/STEAM Programs
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) and 

STEAM (includes Art) programs have been increasing in pop-
ularity. There is a greater need for young adults to be skilled in 
these fields due to a massive shift toward technology-focused 
jobs in the labor market. STEM and STEAM programs provide 
dynamic, engaging ways for students to explore possible skills 
and careers. Some STEM or STEAM programs include:

• Class Offerings: STEM or STEAM is sometimes offered 
as an elective or required course. Multiple STEM/STEAM 
courses can be offered to provide students with a wide 
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array of experiences; coding, robotics, and 3D printing are 
examples of middle school course offerings we support.

• Innovation or STEM/STEAM Labs: Some schools 
establish a space devoted to STEM/STEAM exploration; 
labs that hold makerspaces, technology, and student 
projects become the site for classrooms and extracurricular 
clubs to imagine and create.

• STEM/STEAM Events: School-wide events devoted 
to STEM/STEAM are useful ways to engage multiple 
stakeholders in student learning. Some event options 
include STEM/STEAM nights, project showcases, career 
days, or school-wide contests and bootcamps.

CASE STUDY: STEM Programming through a Dedi-
cated Makerspace

Miscoe Hill Middle School, Mendon, Massachusetts

The Miscoe Hill Middle School (MA) Inspired Innovation Center 
(IIC) opened in 2019. The IIC’s purpose is to offer career-explo-
ration learning via a school-wide maker program. The IIC is a 
makerspace where students engage in hands-on, curriculum- or 
interest-oriented learning that yields meaningful products.

We developed the vision IIC in consultation with national 
experts in maker education, including Sylvia Martinez, Mike 
Stone, Pam Moran, and Ira Socol. We then sought input from 
students, faculty, and families. Our vision evolves with the 
emerging interests and needs of our school community.

We have learned a great deal since opening, but our most 
significant learning concerns the usage of space. Initially, the 
IIC was the home for our grade 5 technology courses. The 
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makerspace was an ideal location to launch our new Project Lead 
the Way (PLTW) Design & Modeling course. Design & Mod-
eling fostered hands-on, real-world, problem-oriented learning 
through prototyping. Students had an outstanding experience 
and the course is a mainstay in our technology curriculum.

However, we found that running a class in the makerspace 
presented additional challenges. Given our schedule, IIC was 
being used as a technology classroom for four of the six blocks. 
As a result, general curriculum teachers had a hard time envision-
ing rotating their own four classes through the IIC for projects 
when the technology course would also be in the room for two 
overlapping sessions. Even though the room could accommodate 
multiple classes, teachers expressed concern about “encroaching” 
on a colleague’s classroom. So, while the IIC was actively used in 
year one, the impact was limited to just the technology course.

To expand access to the IIC, we shifted the technology course 
to a new location and reframed the Innovation Center as an 
“open lab.” Teachers schedule time to bring their classes, and 
students are able to use the space on an ad hoc basis for video 
recording or 3D printing projects for classes. As we expand our 
PLTW programming, we will use the Innovation Center for 
specific projects or lessons, but the space will not be assigned to 
a particular course or teacher.

The open lab is not without its challenges. We are still 
working on revising our curricular units to leverage Innovation 
Center resources, so the IIC is not used as frequently. Addi-
tionally, an open lab structure benefits from having a dedicated 
staff member who would manage the facility, provide access 
and training to students, and reach out to colleagues to initiate 
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projects. Currently we have distributed these responsibilities 
across different staff members, which is suboptimal given the 
other demands on their time. Despite these limitations, we are 
making excellent progress.

In the big picture, we believe that the open lab provides the 
largest possibility for impact as compared to a single course. 
However, we continue to reflect on our decisions, analyze the 
outcomes, and adjust course where necessary so we may further 
revise our structure. And the vision evolves with time and expe-
rience. As we have worked to increase access to and use of the 
Inspired Innovation Center, we have found several approaches 
that have served us well:

1. Set a Trap: Feed ’em: While some colleagues will naturally 
gravitate to your new makerspace, many may not due to a 
lack of knowledge. When we opened the IIC in the fall of 
2019, we held a breakfast for all staff members and had the 
new resources out and available for people to see and touch. 
We had our 3D printer running so staff could see it in action. 
And we also posted two questions on the white boards and 
asked staff for feedback to help our planning. We asked:

a. How might you use some of these resources in 
your curriculum?

b. What’s missing that we can add to the IIC?

2. Focus on the End User: Your colleagues may be slow 
to jump on board, but many students will be itching to 
“make.” Ask them about the resources they need and 
provide them with dedicated time to access the space. 
At Miscoe Hill we are working on developing training 
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modules for the different tools we have in the Innova-
tion Center. We believe that the modules will both build 
student capacity while also sparking ideas for products 
they can make in future curricular projects. Additionally, 
teacher apprehension to maker-oriented learning may be 
reduced when trained students can serve as “peer experts” 
on how to use the 3D printer or laser cutter, etc.

3. Don’t Be Afraid to Ask: Industry professionals are 
surprisingly eager to “give back” to schools. Given the 
propensity of video conferencing, it’s easier than ever 
to bring the community to your classroom. External 
partners are great at consulting on your project’s design, 
giving an opening “kick-off ” presentation, or providing 
authentic feedback on student work. We use industry 
connector tools such as ASA Engage/Nepris to connect 
our students with experts across the country.

4. Invite Families to Become Co-Makers: Offering maker 
events for families is a fantastic way to build student 
capacity and family support for your program. Prior to 
the pandemic, we offered monthly in-person workshops 
on 3D printing and robotics. This year we’ve continued 
the workshops virtually. We’ve focused on the micro:bit 
“do your :bit” challenge because of the small size and low 
cost of the materials yielded. Be sure to emphasize the 
collaborative nature of the events and the importance of 
adult participation.

5. Provide Updates at Faculty Meetings: Ask your build-
ing principal for two minutes (brevity is essential) at 
the faculty meeting’s beginning, while attention is still 



Career Exploration in the Middle Grades 

 22 

fresh. Use your time to showcase a new product that stu-
dents can create in the makerspace and invite colleagues 
to collaborate.

6. Find the Others: Innovation is a team sport. While this 
work can feel lonely, others across the country and globe 
are engaged in this work. Twitter is an excellent platform 
for Finding the Others.

These are just a few of the many strategies that can help build 
a deeply engaged culture. Not all of them will apply to your 
context. Regardless of your method, we would encourage you 
to “play the long game” and adopt a persistence and reflection 
mindset. Your program’s vision will evolve as you learn from 
mistakes and encounter opportunities that only present them-
selves in time. Patience is a virtue and is also the key to flourish-
ing career exploration programming.

Dave Quinn, Directory of Technology Integration

Work-Based Learning
Work-based learning is utilized across career exploration 

programming models, but it is also useful as a stand-alone prac-
tice. This instructional method is experiential-focused; students 
engage in hands-on activities in an authentic setting that draws 
on their academic, technical, and employability skills.1 Some 
work-based learning practices include:

• Experiential Learning: Authentic, real-world experiences 
provide students opportunities to explore careers and 
test out their interests and skills. At the middle school 
level, experiential opportunities could include field trips, 
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job shadowing, volunteering, apprenticeships, digital 
simulations, and credentials-based learning.

• Alignment of Classroom Standards to Employability 
Skills: Work-based learning does not necessarily occur 
outside the classroom. Exposing students to classroom 
activities that utilize emotional, technical, and academic 
skills relevant to the workplace can also set them up for 
success. Case studies or challenges provide opportunities 
for students to tackle and reflect on real-world problems. 
Students can practice digital literacy skills across subject 
areas, and career inventories and portfolios can also be 
used to expand learning.

• Connecting with Industry Professionals: Collaborating 
with industry professionals offers exciting opportunities for 
students to connect with people currently working in the 
field. Invited professionals can participate in career days, 
student mentorships, and project showcases. Developing 
a portfolio of professionals from different fields is an 
important component of building a community of practice 
that extends beyond the school walls.

Project-Based Learning
Through the use of long-range, cross-curricular projects, proj-

ect-based learning (PBL) employs goal setting, problem-solving, 
twenty-first century learning, and many other skills to prepare 
students for postsecondary success. PBL can be utilized in all 
career exploration implementation models as well as in singu-
lar classrooms within a building. Importantly, PBL is a valuable 
resource for embedding career exploration in any content area, 
including English Language, Arts, and Social Studies. The core 
components of PBL2 make it a long-standing part of middle 
school career exploration:
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• Tackling a Driving Question: Projects focus on a driving 
question, which tasks students with researching and 
exploring a topic in-depth to develop multiple solutions 
to the same problem. Honing in on a driving question 
challenges students to set specific project goals and cultivate 
knowledge to make connections, understand different 
perspectives, and collaborate with peers.

• Reflection and Feedback: Students are expected to self-
assess, reflect, and determine next steps. PBL is action-
oriented, so students take risks and learn to acknowledge 
and reassess when mistakes occur. These are crucial skills 
that benefit students academically while also preparing them 
for the future. Both teachers and peers provide feedback 
throughout the process, which helps students learn to take 
feedback constructively to advance their project.

• Presenting to an Authentic Audience: While developing 
their solutions to their driving questions, students also 
create artifacts to present to an audience. Most PBL units 
culminate in a project showcase, which involves student 
presentations to their peers, families, educators, and 
community members.

CASE STUDY: District-Level Implementation of PBL to 
Drive Student Exploration and Engagement

Broward County Public Schools, Broward County, Florida

With a keen focus on the experience for the middle school 
students, Reimagining Middle Grades officially launched in 
Broward County Public Schools in July 2018. Commitment to 
impacting the pivotal middle grades years was amplified with 
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the support from stakeholders like the Community Foundation 
of Broward, who partnered with the Broward Schools in offer-
ing the largest grant in their history.

Through intentional incorporation of project-based learning 
and social-emotional instruction, we believe that on-grade-level 
performance will improve in English Language, Arts, and Math, 
and that students will successfully transition to high school 
and beyond. The key levers in Reimagining Middle Grades 
have been:

1. Exposure to more project-based learning experiences in 
the classroom;

2. Creation of a warm supportive environment where stu-
dents’ educational needs are met;

3. Expanded opportunities for elective offerings; and
4. Connection to extracurricular opportunities, such as 

clubs or sports.

With 44 different schools servicing middle grades students, 
we strategically divided some schools to have a focus in the 
project-based learning implementation model and others to 
have a focus on social-emotional learning. Twenty-five schools 
have participated in the project-based learning (PBL) imple-
mentation model.

To establish understanding and a common language about 
PBL, we have partnered with PBL Works to offer the profes-
sional opportunities to our teachers. Administrators have also 
spent time articulating their vision for PBL, creating capacity 
their building, sustaining the work, and crafting the culture that 
fosters immersive and connected learning opportunities where 
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students are able to express themselves in meaningful ways. The 
initial step includes the principal along with the leadership team 
and key teacher leaders, who together give shape to the focus and 
approach for the project-based learning experience. The individ-
ual teams then receive planning time to determine their driving 
question, standards, calendar of events, project milestones, and 
public products.

Part of this learning is evidenced through presentations that 
show how learning is connected and relevant. These showcase a 
culmination of student learning and include audiences of peers, 
parents, and field experts (such as community members or busi-
ness leaders) who bring a different level of critique to the student 
work. By making the product public, students will naturally 
want to revisit their product throughout the process to make 
sure their final presentation is truly the most polished version. 
These presentations of learning have occurred face-to-face and 
continued virtually.

Below is an example of one of our schools, Margate Middle School, 
which has integrated career exploration and project-based learning:

• Students visit Junior Achievement, allowing them to 
develop a profile to determine their areas of interest and 
create plans for their future.

• A partnership with Nepris provides students with expo-
sure to a variety of careers through engagement with pro-
fessionals, including health and medical experts.

• The current realities of the pandemic have catapulted the 
inclusion of PBL as a school-wide practice at Margate 
Middle. Teachers have stepped outside of their normal 
mode of instruction to embrace PBL at a larger scale. This 
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expansion naturally lent itself to collaboration among 
the teachers and the continuation of structures, such as 
a monthly professional learning community for PBL. 
Project-based learning experiences have even been incor-
porated into the extended learning opportunities offered 
through the Enrichment Spring Break Camp. Margate 
Middle believes that as a result of this pandemic, more 
teachers have embraced technology platforms and are 
taking their instruction to the next level.

Project-based learning naturally lends itself to the inclusion 
of outside experts. The principal, leadership team, and key 
teacher leaders help determine the focus and approach for the 
project-based learning experience, with input provided by other 
teachers as well. From that point, the teams then collaborate 
to bring the PBL to life. The role of the field experts allows for 
them to offer insights to students on the topic, critique student 
work, and even be authentic audience members for the students 
as they present their final product.

Here are some lessons and key insights we have learned along 
the way:

• The thought that PBL experiences should be offered pri-
marily to high-achieving students has been challenged 
and now PBL is offered to all students. The results affirm 
that learning should not be limited to pockets of stu-
dents; with the proper scaffolds, all students can experi-
ence success.

• Social-emotional learning has been incorporated along 
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with key literature pieces to integrate relevant social 
issues and address trauma from the pandemic.

• Teachers continue to refine their practice and each time, 
the implementation gets better. Teachers continue to 
deepen their learning in PBL, consider how to create stan-
dards-aligned rubrics, and define clear student outcomes.

• Teacher buy-in is an issue, along with the abundance of 
standards available to teachers which can be overwhelm-
ing and too broad in nature. Time is a factor and many 
teachers believe that PBLs are lengthy in nature. The 
reality is that the experience to be created can be as short 
or extensive as desired.

• To address teacher buy-in concerns, Margate would like 
to strategically partner teachers by their comfort level in 
PBL so that there is collegial guidance and the team stays 
on course. The school hopes to continue offering opportu-
nities for career tie-ins and Nepris will be a big part of that.

Career exploration has broadened the perspective of our 
students, as they are now able to learn about fields they did 
not know previously existed. When you enter a classroom and 
observe students learning from a field expert, you can see the 
WOW in their eyes. Shifting to project-based learning with a 
focus on career exploration is a process. It requires patience and 
the baby steps must be honored. The reward will be greater when 
you let things take their course.

Tanya Thompson, Project Coordinator, Re-Imagining 
Middle Grades, Broward County Public Schools
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MIDDLE SCHOOL CAREER EXPLORATION BEST PRACTICES

Whole-school implementation, counseling-centered programs, 
and STEM/STEAM programs, whether engaging in work-based 
learning, project-based learning, or other relevant practices, can 
be developed into sustaining, dynamic middle school career 
exploration programs. The most impactful programs can all be 
characterized as:

• Exploratory
• Student-centered
• Innovative
• Inclusive and equitable
• Built around twenty-first century skills
• Supported by a community of practice
• Sustainable and scalable
• Informed by outcomes and feedback to drive progress

Exploratory

While middle school is the best time for students to begin 
learning about career options, it is not the time for them to make 
final decisions about their futures. Instead, students should have 
space to explore, consider, and try as many skills and interests as 
they can. It is just as important for students to discover what they 
dislike as what they like. This is about opening doors, not closing 
them; a greater understanding of their identity will serve them 
well when making future choices.

This need for exploration is supported by ASA research which 
found that half of all middle schoolers feel none of the careers 
they are aware of appeal to them. Furthermore, one in three felt 
they were not familiar enough with their skills and interests to 
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even begin thinking of a career. But, overall, they are very inter-
ested in learning what is out there:

• Sixty-six percent enjoy exploring and thinking about what 
their future career might look like;

• Seventy-five percent are interested in learning about what 
careers they are best suited for;

• Eighty-seven percent are interested in ways to match their 
specific skills and interest with careers; and

• Eighty-seven percent are interested in learning about 
different careers that may interest them.3

The need for programming that is exploratory is beneficial for 
all middle grades students, but especially first-generation students 
and students of color who may have less exposure to the range 

of career possibilities available 
to them. Educators should 
provide opportunities for stu-
dents to learn about careers 
they may not yet be familiar 
with and to imagine what the 
job market could look like 
when they reach adulthood.

Exploratory learning also 
involves experimenting with 
different skill sets. Students 
should be provided varied 
opportunities to develop 
skills, including classroom 
activities that involve writing, 

building, planning, and creating. When a project focuses on a 
skill that a student enjoys and feels confident with, they should 

The need for programming 
that is exploratory is 

beneficial for all middle 
grades students, but 

especially first-generation 
students and students of 
color who may have less 
exposure to the range 
of career possibilities 

available to them.
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be encouraged to explore professional pathways that utilize 
those skills. Students can dream bigger when they have the 
opportunity to expand their awareness of all the options that 
exist for them.

Student-Centered

Instruction that is student-centered increases critical think-
ing, engagement, and interest in academic content; and this is 
especially true for STEM- and STEAM-based classrooms.4 When 
students are active participants in their learning, they feel more 
empowered to try new things and take risks.

Programming should not just be based on student interests, 
but should also be developmentally appropriate. Young adoles-
cent learners typically prefer hands-on activities, teamwork, and 
experiences based on real-world scenarios.5 Educators should 
consider the whole child, embrace individuality, and differentiate 
by students’ learning styles. They can do this by incorporating 
choice in educational activities (through student menus and 
other choice-based activities), exposing students to careers in 
many different fields, and providing opportunities for students 
to select topics to explore. This increases student responsibility, 
independence, creativity, and ownership of their work.6

Work-based and project-based learning practices specifically 
contribute to developing a student-centered program. Some 
student-centered, work-based learning practices include career 
inventories, individualized student career plans, and student 
portfolios. During a project-based learning unit, students may 
be challenged to develop their own topics or driving questions, 
decide on potential solutions, and determine how to showcase 
their learning.



Career Exploration in the Middle Grades 

 32 

CASE STUDY: Creating Engineering Exploration Oppor-
tunities with Student Choice at the Center

Sutton Middle School, Sutton, Massachusetts

Our career exploration journey began when a district-wide 
Vision Committee composed of parents, educators, students, 
and school committee members determined more engineer-
ing opportunities were needed for our students. Our principal 
applied for a grant from ASA, which allowed us to develop the 
following 45-day mini-electives in the 8th grade to give students 
a taste of different engineering skill sets and careers:

• 3D Modeling and Printing;
• Sports Engineering (collaboration with the gym teacher);
• Green Engineering; and
• Helper Engineering.

In our first year of programming, students were thrilled to 
have some choice! While remote learning limited our ability 
to offer these mini-electives in the second year, it presented 
the opportunity to pivot to create a new class: Design Think-
ing Product Development. Students spent the first few months 
learning the design thinking process and doing hands-on proj-
ects with different STEM kits. Students built confidence while 
becoming familiar with various prototyping materials, then 
applied design thinking to develop a new product:

1. They chose to work individually or in small groups.
2. They chose the population for which they wanted to 

design, conducted interviews, established goals for this 
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population, and then designed a product that helped the 
population meet one of their goals.

3. They built a prototype, received additional feedback 
from the population, and then created a business and 
marketing plan for the product.

4. Finally, they gave a Shark Tank-style presentation. We 
were fortunate to have professionals from a variety of 
fields Zoom into our class to listen to the student presen-
tations and give feedback and encouragement.

Some of our lessons learned include:

• Design lessons for the students in front of you! Give 
opportunities for various talents to shine; and give lots of 
choice. When students were “stuck” and couldn’t think 
of what to make, I encouraged them to follow their pas-
sions, or what they most liked to do.

• For career-minded lessons, try to incorporate “real-world” 
activities as much as possible. While these activities may 
be above their capabilities, you may also be surprised by 
how much they can do. By conducting research on how 
similar products were made, some students learned much 
more about manufacturing than I thought they might.

• Low-fidelity prototypes are perfectly acceptable. Stu-
dents were able to make prototypes of their designs, many 
of which were made of cardboard and tape. If you don’t 
have a 3D printer, students can design prototypes with 
Tinkercad and can even share their prototypes by screen 
sharing the Tinkercad file and rotating the view from dif-
ferent angles.

• This course gave students the opportunity to develop 
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skills such as coding, 3D modeling, circuit design, proto-
typing, determining a product’s price, logo development, 
package design, and public speaking, while exposing 
them to fields such as engineering, business, marketing, 
and entrepreneurship. Next year, we will return to giving 
students choice in their electives, but an additional elec-
tive will be offered: Shark Tank.

Vanessa Haerle, STEM Teacher
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Innovative
By middle school, students have developed a greater capacity 

for considering their futures, and they are interested in learning 
through engaging, hands-on activities.7 Innovative, out-of-the-
box activities and novel opportunities to learn and create can 
provide students with exciting opportunities to try different skills. 
Providing access to emerging technologies, such as 3D printers, 
drones, and STEM kits, can also facilitate important learning 
experiences for students while helping them understand what 
skills might be required for future jobs.8 Creating a makerspace 
prioritizes ways for students to build and learn creatively.

With that said, innovation in middle school career exploration 
must extend beyond offering access to the latest tech tools. Innovation 
includes embracing different approaches to education, adapting the 
school-wide schedule to prioritize student-centered instruction, 
setting aside time for educators to collaborate across content areas to 
create authentic learning experiences for students, and developing new 
electives to build pathways for students. By allowing innovation in 
pedagogical practices, schools and districts can implement a program 
that is accessible and engaging for students and educators alike.

Inclusive and Equitable
Career exploration has value for all students. Opportunities 

to learn and explore their many possible futures is especially 
important for economically disadvantaged students, students of 
color, female students, and first-generation students.9

Career exploration has been shown to increase engagement, 
which in turn drives attendance, academic performance, and 
positive classroom behaviors—all crucial to closing the achieve-
ment gap.10 Some challenges to equitable access to career explora-
tion programming include availability of industry resources and 
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professionals in different geographic areas, access to information 
for families, and access to counseling resources.11

To address these challenges, school districts must commit to 
investing funds in programming, finding creative ways to expose 
students to diverse careers and professionals, and expanding access 
to all postsecondary educational pathways.12 Districts can increase 
the reach of programs by engaging families as assets in career explo-
ration, bridging programs to support student transitions through-
out their secondary education, and experimenting with middle 
school-level CTE programs.13 To bridge geographical challenges, 
schools/districts can utilize digital resources to provide experiences 
and access to professionals when they are not locally available.

All students deserve the opportunity to plan for their futures, 
and schools can make this happen by prioritizing career explo-
ration programming and proactively addressing challenges to 
program equity.

CASE STUDY: Promoting Equity with a Bridge to 
STEM Program

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, Charlotte, North Carolina

As a middle grades science educator at a Title 1 school, I have 
had to overcome many challenges to implement career explora-
tion in my classroom. A strategy I have developed is to expose 
my students to STEM career opportunities. With 99.4 percent 
of my students eligible for free or reduced lunch, it is essential 
they are aware of career choices that can help them raise their 
socioeconomic status.

Changing the economic outlook of my students was the inspira-
tion of the Bridge to STEM program at my school. Programming 
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takes place after school and infuses field trips, guest speakers, and 
online instruction to expose middle grades students to careers 
in STEM fields that do not require a four-year degree. Bridge 
to STEM program is a collaborative effort between my school 
and several community partners. The role of these partners is to 
support the students with guest speakers and field trip opportu-
nities, and to provide volunteers to assist with PBL assignments. 
Bridge to STEM is a relatively new program, but students have 
already been able to gain insight into computer coding careers, 
robotics, aviation, and machining/manufacturing careers.

The program came to fruition when I received the endorse-
ment from my principal. With her approval, I reached out to 
community partners I worked with in the past to ask if they 
were interested in assisting with a program that exposes students 
to STEM careers. With an overwhelmingly positive response, 
we began setting up meetings.

After this year’s pilot of the program, our survey data found 
that students who participated in the program self-identified as a 
potential STEM worker. For example, when asked what a person 
in STEM looks like, one 7th grade girl responded, “Black, Brown, 
White...any color or race.” Another 7th grade girl responded, “I 
see STEM workers as women.” These examples help reveal the 
importance of programs such as Bridge to STEM.

Programs like Bridge to STEM are an essential part of 
middle school instruction especially in historically marginal-
ized communities. Students should be able to make the connec-
tions between what they are learning and its relevant to career 
opportunities. With this insight they can begin to have career 
aspirations they once thought were unobtainable, and change 
the negative perceptions that can sometimes be associated with 
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STEM instruction. We recently obtained a grant from a com-
munity partner to provide funding for the next five years, and I 
can’t wait to see where it takes us next!

W. Keith Burgess, Science Teacher

Built Around Twenty-First Century Skills
Career exploration is more than exposure to careers; it is also 

about developing the skills necessary for postsecondary success. 
Embedding twenty-first century skill development provides stu-
dents with opportunities to grow as individuals, teammates, and 
members of their school community. It is also positively correlated 
to problem solving, self-directed learning capabilities, overcoming 
adversities, and goal setting.14 Twenty-first century skills include 
collaboration, communication, problem solving, creativity, adapt-
ability, and technology usage. Studies show that employer’s value 
these skills, and strong twenty-first century skill development leads 
to academic success as well as improved employment outcomes.15

Students must both understand what twenty-first century 
skills are and practice these skills in varied situations.16 Educators 
should provide frequent opportunities for students to connect, 
communicate, and collaborate with each other, adapt projects to 
include problem solving and chances to express creativity, and 
integrate a range of digital tools into student projects. By engag-
ing students in twenty-first century skills, educators can help 
prepare students for success in whatever career they choose.

Supported by a Community of Practice
Based on observations of the school districts ASA supports, we 

concluded that the strongest indicator of programmatic success 
is building a community of practice around career exploration. 
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Building a sustainable program involves engaging all stakeholders: 
school and district leaders, counselors, teachers, members of the 
community, and families. When all stakeholders collaborate to 
provide authentic educational experiences, students are engaged 
by multiple touchpoints and have a greater chance of understand-
ing the content. This topic is so important we have dedicated the 
concluding chapter 5 to exploring this concept in more detail.

Sustainable and Scalable
Program sustainability is often linked with access to funding, 

which can be especially difficult to obtain at the middle school 
level. Without adequate funding, program implementation 
and sustainability may seem an impossible feat. The Playbook’s 
online Resource Center provides detailed guides and resources to 
obtaining funding for your program.

Developing a program that continues beyond the initial year 
involves much more than funding. Critical elements include cre-
ating a comprehensive plan that sets measurable short- and long-
term goals, scales programming over time, includes staff training 
and buy-in, and builds a community of practice. Programmatic 
sustainability is a process, and one that should be scaffolded over 
a number of years. Focusing on a few measurable goals is a critical 
step during that initial year of programming; adding too many 
products, training, or activities all at once can overburden staff.17

Informed by Outcomes and Feedback to Drive Progress
Targeted program evaluation can be used to drive progress 

when embedded in everyday work. Along with goal setting, 
schools should determine what to measure and begin to collect 
data on programmatic outcomes. What will a successful program 
look like? What are measures of student success? How will out-
comes inform future decisions? These questions not only drive 
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goal setting but could also inform implementation decisions 
about what educational products to utilize or in which classrooms 
to pilot programming.

Chapter 4 details an evaluation framework for programming 
implementation and impact customizable to your unique student 
population, as well as tools to utilize outcomes and feedback to 
inform and improve practices. When used purposefully, outcomes 
and feedback can propel an initial idea into a career exploration 
program that exemplifies best practice.

Additional Best Practices and Lessons Learned
Based on ASA’s extensive research, a series of common themes 

have emerged around best practices and lessons learned:

• It is equally valuable for students to rule an interest or 
career field “in” as it is for them to determine it is “out.” 
While many of our school partners hope and expect that 
their programming will inspire new interests, students may 
also come to realize that something they previously thought 
they enjoyed may not be for them. This is a valuable lesson 
to experience during the middle grades while there is still 
time before major educational and career decisions must 
be made.

• Students benefit from access to supplemental and ongoing 
resources to continue career exploration on their own 
time. These include apps, interest assessments, websites, 
and other digital tools to complement and enhance their 
curricular learning.

• Schools were successful when focusing on soft skills 
and the “building blocks” of careers rather than specific 
occupations. Students reacted positively to prototyping, 
goal setting, learning how to navigate failure, collaborative 
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learning, social-emotional learning, and feeling connected 
to the “real world.” These sorts of flexible and project-
based learning opportunities that offered insight into the 
world of work were, overall, more meaningful to students 
than restrictive discussions around “what do you want to 
be when you grow up?”

As planning and programming continues, three key priority 
areas emerged around next steps:

1. The first is nurturing implementation consistency 
and working toward broader buy-in across the school 
community. This includes continued efforts to address 
the assumption that middle school is too early to begin 
career discussions.

2. Second is distinguishing career exploration from career 
decision-making, including tailoring program language so 
students do not feel “forced” to decide on any one career 
path at this point. The goal here is to encourage students 
to actively discover options so they can learn what appeals 
to them, what does not, and why.

3. Finally, schools are focused on how to engage families 
and the broader community, especially in a post-COVID 
world. As the programs we’ve studied continue through the 
grant period and beyond, we are eager to support districts’ 
efforts to leverage community and family resources in the 
career exploration process.

4. Your program planning and implementation will go far 
when grounded in these foundational best practices.
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Chapter 3

Program Planning and Implementation

Career exploration programs can begin at any level in educa-
tion. This implementation guide and accompanying action 
plans are designed to support district and school leaders, 

counselors, and teachers and can be utilized to create any type of 
career exploration program: whole-school, counselor-centered, 
STEM or STEAM, work-based learning, project-based learning, 
or any other innovative model.

For each educator role, programmatic planning begins with 
the same two steps: 1) establishing a team; and 2) setting clear, 
measurable goals. A strong, collaborative team is crucial to devel-
oping a purposeful career exploration program while increasing 
buy-in. Establishing clear goals that are achievable and measur-
able not only focuses the first-year implementation, but also 
drives planning for future years. Program sustainability should 
also be prioritized throughout the planning process. Many pro-
grams have launched at the beginning of a school year, only to 
dwindle by summer. A successful, impactful program is designed 
to endure, as well as to adapt over time to remain relevant and 
accessible for students.
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A successful, impactful 
program is designed 
to endure, as well as 
to adapt over time to 
remain relevant and 

accessible for students.

PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE

Step 1: Establish a Team
The first step toward implementation is to organize a team 

responsible for planning and implementation. The most successful 
teams involve all stakeholders 
from the beginning of plan-
ning. Bringing in different per-
spectives builds buy-in, helps 
proactively identify and over-
come challenges, and creates 
an effective, relevant, and 
inclusive program. Ensuring 
that teachers who will be doing 
the daily work are included in 

all steps of the planning process is essential to sustaining a middle 
school career exploration program.

Step 2: Set Clear Measurable Goals
Clear goals drive programmatic decisions, short- and long-

term plans, and the overall budget. SMART goals—goals that 
are Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Timely—
should be agreed upon by the planning team. The implementa-
tion checklists included in chapter 4 are a great starting point to 
help accomplish this. Aligning programmatic goals with class-
room standards and objectives ensures career exploration remains 
a priority. When developing goals, consider:

• What are the problems/opportunities that need to be 
addressed by this program?

• How will they be addressed?
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Roles for Creating a Team

• What does success look like during the first year of 
programming, for students, educators, and the school/district?

• How will progress be measured?

District/
School Leaders

Counselors Teachers

• Determine who 
will participate 
in planning and 
implementation of 
the program

• Establish a set 
planning time for 
initial implemen-
tation, as well as 
check-in opportu-
nities throughout 
the year

• Inform additional 
stakeholders 
who are essential 
for program 
success (grant 
managers, district 
leaders, etc.)

• Include the team 
in all parts of the 
process, including 
setting program-
matic goals

• Include district/
school leaders 
throughout the 
planning process 
to ensure buy-in

• Collaborate with 
educators who 
will be involved 
in implementation

• Establish a set plan-
ning time for initial 
implementation, 
as well as check-in 
opportunities 
throughout the year

• Consider ways to 
expand program-
ming; connect 
with teachers 
to bring career 
exploration into 
their classrooms 
or share work with 
other guidance 
counselors in the 
building or district

• Include district/
school leaders 
throughout the 
planning process 
to ensure buy-in

• Collaborate with 
educators who 
will be involved in 
implementation; 
utilize the guid-
ance counselors 
in the building 
as a resource 
or colleague to 
plan with

• Establish a set plan-
ning time for initial 
implementation, as 
well as additional 
planning through-
out the year

• Consider ways to 
expand program-
ming; collaborate 
with teachers in 
different grades or 
content areas
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• How will programming expand over the next few years?

Roles for Setting Goals

Step 3: Develop a Program Plan
In this step, the planning team determines program specifics, 

including which model to adopt, which grade levels and content 
areas will be included, whether the program will be a pilot or whole-
school rollout, and how programming will be implemented. The 
team evaluates various supplementary programs and products to 

District/
School Leaders

Counselors Teachers

• Establish attain-
able goals for the 
school year that 
could be expanded 
and adapted over 
the next few years

• Break down district, 
school, and class-
room-specific goals

• Analyze current 
data to notice gaps 
and trends

• Create a data plan 
to measure progress

• Align goals 
to state or 
national standards

• Establish attain-
able goals for the 
school year that 
could be expanded 
and adapted over 
the next few years

• Utilize backwards 
planning while 
determining pro-
grammatic goals

• Analyze current 
data to notice gaps 
and trends

• Create a data plan 
to measure progress

• Align goals to state 
or national stan-
dards and class-
room objectives

• Establish attain-
able goals for the 
school year that 
could be expanded 
and adapted over 
the next few years

• Utilize backwards 
planning while 
determining pro-
grammatic goals

• Analyze current 
data to notice gaps 
and trends

• Create a data 
plan to measure 
progress 

• Align goals to state 
or national stan-
dards and class-
room objectives
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determine what to purchase, or if to instead create their own. The 
team should use data to drive decisions and be selective about which 
programs or products to use. Taking on too many resources at once 
can be overwhelming and difficult to execute.

Whole-school buy-in should be prioritized throughout the 
project plan and should include ways to promote programming, 
share successes, and provide opportunities for stakeholders to 
observe and learn. Professional development is crucial to program 
sustainability and should be mapped out for the initial year as 
well as extended over the following years.

Creating a budget is also an important part of step 3. The planning 
team should consider what resources are needed, and where funds 
will come from, including if district funds are available to support 
the program or if grants from outside organizations will be needed.

Step 4: Develop Plans for Family Engagement, Community 
Engagement, and Program Sustainability

A successful, long-lasting career exploration plan considers 
family engagement, strong relationships with community part-
ners, and program sustainability. These steps generally don’t vary 
by role, so this is a more generalized list of action items.

Family Engagement

We know that family engagement contributes to positive academic 
and career outcomes for students.1 Every family engagement plan 
is different and considers the district’s unique community. When 
a school/district creates opportunities for families to learn about, 
support, and engage with their middle schoolers’ career exploration, 
students can build connections beyond the classroom walls.

Create a communication plan to keep families informed of the 
program and of opportunities for their children; provide transla-
tions so all families can engage.
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District/
School Leaders Counselors Teachers

Together, the team should:

• Determine how programming will be implemented; and
• Decide on programming specifics.
In their individual roles, educators will:
• Evaluate programs 

or products, or 
determine whether 
the school district 
will create their own 
curriculum 

• Develop a plan for 
lesson and program 
observations 

• Build in Professional 
Development (PD) 
throughout the year; 
determine who will 
receive trainings and 
how PD will continue 
during the next few 
years of programming

• Create a budget and 
determine where 
that funding could 
come from

• Build methods to 
increase educator 
buy-in throughout 
the plan

• Map out events, field 
trips, and project 
showcases through-
out the year

• Build programming 
plans for larger groups 
of students, as well 
as pull-out groups or 
one-on-one activities

• Evaluate programs 
or products, or 
determine whether to 
create a curriculum 

• Create a budget, and 
share with school 
or district leaders to 
determine funding

• Map out events, field 
trips, and project 
showcases throughout 
the year 

• Look for Professional 
Development oppor-
tunities

• Develop a plan 
throughout the school 
year by mapping out 
full units of content or 
when specific lessons 
or projects will occur

• Evaluate programs or 
products, or deter-
mine whether to 
create a curriculum 

• Gather instruc-
tional resources

• Consider building 
a makerspace in 
the classroom

• Create a budget, and 
share with school 
or district leaders to 
determine funding

• Map out what 
events will occur, 
and when

• Look for Professional 
Development oppor-
tunities
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Organize virtual and in-person informational sessions families 
can attend to learn about the program, ask questions, and hear 
how they can be involved/supportive.

• Create family resources with information about the 
program and steps they can take to support their child 
as they engage in career exploration projects and skill-
building activities.

• Develop sessions for families to participate in career 
exploration themselves and create opportunities for 
them to take advantage of the program to gain career-
related opportunities.

• Connect with family members who work in the community 
and can participate in programming as a professional or 
business partner.

• Plan summative events, like project showcases or student-
led conferences for families to see student work in action.

CASE STUDY: Using Family and Community Engagement 
to Drive Program Success

STEM Middle Academy, Springfield, Massachusetts

STEM Middle Academy is a diverse grade 6–8 school located in 
a low socioeconomic area. Our career exploration program has 
greatly improved student engagement and interest in a variety 
of careers, and increased students’ access to phenomenon-driven 
activities in science and technology. We also have science inclu-
sion programs for students with disabilities and special needs, 
allowing our program to reach almost our entire student popu-
lation. Planning and implementation is a collaboration between 



Career Exploration in the Middle Grades 

 52 

the science department, administration, and teachers willing to 
support cross-curricular events.

Prior to this program, career exploration was done in a reading 
and research manner with few opportunities for students to expe-
rience these fields. Our new career exploration initiative began 
with a professionality-centered program to support career skills 
in all types of trades, fields, and occupations. Since its inception, 
we have evolved greatly. Our focus has moved to encouraging all 
students, especially girls and students of color, to explore career 
fields that they may not have considered. We have been able to 
spark important discussions on the kinds of barriers students 
may face in entering fields that traditionally lack diversity.

Importantly, family and community engagement contin-
ues to increase with each new phase of this program. Parents 
are engaged as they see projects and prototypes being brought 
home. As they explore, students are especially attracted to pro-
fessional roles held by students’ friends and family members, 
thereby establishing a sense of community relevance to career 
opportunities within the city. Families are able to assist in an 
8th grade career research project because many students chose 
careers with which their families are familiar. Parent engagement 
became more difficult due to COVID and remote learning. We 
pivoted to virtual field trips to allow students to meet experts 
and engage with community members from home:

• Eighth grade students spent time with the VP of Visual 
Effects at Marvel Studios, and members of her VFX 
design team. She took them on a virtual field trip, 
answered student questions about her career path, and 
connected student interests in science, art, and video 
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games to career paths in computer programming, VFX 
architecture, and design.

• Seventh grade students met with our local city planning 
department. Our speaker described her job as a city 
planner and the educational journey she had to com-
plete to reach the position she holds today. Students were 
inspired to know that there is more than one path they 
can follow to find a role that makes a difference in their 
local community.

• Sixth grade students took a virtual field trip with NASA. 
The speaker explained life as a lunar scientist, which con-
nected to the classroom where students were simultane-
ously learning about the phases of the moon.

To reach our current level of family engagement took a 
great deal of tenacity and a variety of communication methods 
that included:

• Calling families
• Posting notifications and messages on our school platform
• Mailing letter to families
• Social media advertisements

Because of these efforts, we see family and community 
engagement only increasing as the program continues.

Luis Martinez, Principal, Katherine Carman, 7th grade 
Science Teacher, and Chris McCarthy, 8th grade Depart-
ment Head and Science Teacher
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Community Engagement

The school/district should seek community partners who are 
interested in supporting and participating in the program. Strong 
relationships with community partners take time to develop; 
start with current personal and professional connections and 
build from there. Community partner involvement can create 
real-world connections for students while extending program-
ming to include experiential opportunities. It may be tempting 
to table this process and focus on other components, but these 
relationships are essential to creating a dynamic career explora-
tion program. Designate a planning team member or sub-team 
to focus on developing and fostering community partnerships.

• Create a network of community partners by utilizing 
professional and personal connections; maintain a list of 
partners and build from there.

• Send letters to local businesses and organizations to engage 
them in partnership work.

• Partner with local businesses to establish work-based 
opportunities for students.

• Design events where community partners can be 
involved, such as: project showcases, contest/challenge 
judging panels, career days, classroom interviews, and 
community spotlights.

• Utilize digital tools to connect with geographically diverse 
professionals, allowing you to engage partners around 
the world.

• Establish a mentorship program to connect students to 
local professionals.

• Create project- and design-based challenges connected to 
the local community.
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CASE STUDY: Leveraging Community Connections 
Through a Unified Approach

KIPP Massachusetts, Boston and Lynn, Massachusetts

KIPP Massachusetts encompasses five schools across two districts in 
Boston and Lynn and has been educating students for over 15 years. 
Our mission is that together, with families and communities, we 
create joyful, academically excellent schools that prepare students with 
the skills and confidence to pursue the paths they choose—college, 
career, and beyond—so they can lead fulfilling lives and build a more 
just world. Part of fulfilling our mission means providing impactful 
career learning experiences. We have been using the Project Lead The 
Way (PLTW) curriculum over the past four years, which provides 
rich STEM learning experiences for our middle school students.

While this programming has been impactful, we knew we 
could take it further by using it to connect students to related 
STEM careers. High school Science Teacher Allen Wang said it 
best: “You can’t be what you can’t see.” Through conversations 
with curriculum specialists, science teachers, and middle and high 
school leaders, we developed a plan to expose our middle school 
students to more meaningful career connections.

Career fairs and industry talks are helpful, but they some-
times fail to create an authentic connection between students 
and careers. We felt that our PLTW projects provided an excel-
lent opportunity to foster these connections. We began inviting 
engineers, programmers, designers, and doctors to provide feed-
back to our students on their projects.

We found that it can be overwhelming for teachers to have to 
manage the connections and coordination with outside partners, 
so we try to take care of that at the regional level. For context, we 
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have two regional team members dedicated to our science and 
STEM curriculum and teacher support across our five schools. 
One team member supports our K–4th grade teachers and stu-
dents, and one team member supports 5th–12th grade teachers 
and students. These regional team members support the external 
side of making career connections. After our team members find 
volunteers through inquiries to local industry, they also main-
tain an unofficial database of individuals who have participated. 
We find that many of these volunteers love to come back again 
and again. It also helps to have teachers communicate to the vol-
unteers beforehand (via email, phone call, or even a pre-recorded 
video) to explain the project and student expectations. Volun-
teers feel more prepared to engage meaningfully with students.

We have found that these interactions with industry profes-
sionals are more impactful, because rather than simply “hearing 
about” a career, students get to work with an industry expert 
directly on an actual project. We have set the ambitious goal 
that every year, every single student in our middle schools will 
present a STEM project to an industry expert. Students have 
already found these interactions valuable. “I always assumed an 
engineer is someone who works on cars!” said one 8th grade 
student after working with a General Electric (GE) engineer on 
a design project. Our students continue to show enthusiasm for 
project-based learning that leads to feedback and conversations 
with industry professionals. We are excited to continue this 
program and look forward to deepening our partnerships once 
students return to the building next school year!

Jay Galbraith, Director of Secondary Science, and Rebecca 
Hazlett, Development and External Relations Manager
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Sustainability and Grant Funding
A program that fizzles out after one year will not produce the 

same positive outcomes as one that is purposely built to sustain 
and grow. Building a community of practice by leveraging family 
and community engagement can improve your odds of creating an 
impactful, sustainable middle grades career exploration program.

• Develop three-year and five-year programmatic plans, 
and revisit these plans throughout the year to continue to 
adjust and set goals.

• Create a budget and identify additional sources of funding.
• Focus on scale. Can the program extend beyond the initial 

classroom, grade level, or school?
• Create a plan for stakeholder buy-in.
• Maintain practices and routines that build this program 

into the school’s culture.
• Create long-term professional development plans that 

build educator knowledge while also training new staff.

Visit the Resource Center for a listing of current funding 
opportunities and a library of resources, including tips for writing 
a successful grant proposal.

Career Exploration Implementation Action Guides
The following Career Exploration Implementation Action 

Guides provide a helpful checklist and guiding questions/tips to 
aid in your planning process. Visit the Resource Center for the 
latest, downloadable versions.
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Chapter 4

Program Assessment and Measurement

In any student-facing programming, the most important questions 
are often the simplest: Why are we providing this opportunity to 
students and what do we hope to see as a result? Starting with these 

questions helps establish clear program goals, ensure intentionality in 
the program’s design, and cultivate at least a general understanding 
of what a successful program might look like. As we regularly check 
in on what students are enjoying, what is most engaging, and what 
types of events or tools are most interesting or useful, the feedback 
we collect can be used formatively to drive continuous improvement 
in programming at the school and classroom level.

Program evaluations are systematic approaches for measuring 
program effectiveness, learning what works, and highlighting 
potential areas for improvement. They can help answer questions 
such as:

• Is our program working as intended?
• Is our program serving all students equitably?
• Are educators and staff aware of our goals?
• What are the barriers to meeting our goals, and how can 

we overcome them?
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As we regularly check 
in on what students are 
enjoying, what is most 

engaging, and what types 
of events or tools are most 
interesting or useful, the 

feedback we collect can be 
used formatively to drive 

continuous improvement in 
programming at the school 

and classroom level.

By leveraging various research frameworks and data sources, a 
quality evaluation approach ensures that program implementa-
tion and program impact are measured with special attention to 
local considerations while also maintaining a high degree of rigor. 
This chapter outlines our approach, offering a how-to guide as 
you seek to measure program efficacy in your own school/district.

Implementation v. Impact

First, we should distinguish between implementation and impact. 
Program implementation covers logistics, opportunities, barriers, and 

the actual set up and running of 
the program. Impact, conversely, 
is centered on outcomes and 
results. Schools/districts seeking 
to create a program from scratch 
or pilot an existing program for 
the first time might consider 
studying implementation spe-
cifically, in addition to impact. 
Why? If a program is not being 
implemented as intended, then 
any outcome measures related to 
impact may be flawed or incom-
plete. This is especially important 
for multi-year or other longitudi-

nal engagements that depend on successful rollout in the first year.
We recommend using process evaluation techniques to study 

implementation, and outcome evaluation techniques to study 
impact. This table presents typical questions that might be 
addressed in a process evaluation versus an outcome evaluation.
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CASE STUDY: Leveraging Program Data, and a Stu-
dent-Centered Approach to Drive Program Success

Taunton Public Schools, Taunton, Massachusetts

The Taunton Public Schools STEM and Career Exploration 
program for middle school learners is in its second year at Friedman 
and Martin Middle Schools and we will begin implementation at our 
third school, Parker Middle, next fall. Each student takes the STEM 
class as part of the arts rotation at each school and the curriculum 
is based on Project Lead the Way’s Gateway curriculum (Computer 
Science for Innovators & Makers, and Design & Modeling). This 
is a new program that was developed to meet our district’s goal of 
enriching STEM learning experiences for middle school students 
with the hopes of increasing the number of students who pursue 
STEM education and careers as part of their postsecondary pursuits.

Initially, the planning team included district curriculum 
leaders and school leadership. Now, the wind in our sails comes 

PROCESS 
EVALUATION (Implementation)

• How is program rollout going?

• Is the program being rolled out 
as intended?

• Are students aware of and able 
to access all components of 
the program?

• To what extent are school staff 
aware of and interested in 
the program?

OUTCOME 
EVALUATION (Impact)

• Have students reacted positively to 
the program and its components?

• As a result of the program, are stu-
dents changing in their attitudes 
and beliefs?

• Are students improving in the 
target outcomes the program is 
designed to address?

• What are the short-term and 
long-term effects of the program?
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from student voices. As the Science Curriculum Coordinator, I 
work closely with the teachers at these schools, examining data 
from student surveys, classroom observations, and grade level 
meetings to understand what aspects of this curriculum meet 
students’ motivational needs and can create bridges between the 
STEM class and other subjects. The intent of these connections is 
twofold. First, they show students that STEM impacts their daily 
lives. Second, it gives all educators license to speak about how their 
disciplines factor into students’ future careers in limitless ways. We 
found that fluidity is important. Nothing in middle school should 
exist in a bubble; being responsive to students’ changing educa-
tional landscape and their evolving needs has helped us nurture a 
motivating learning community. This type of class is fertile ground 
for relationship building and, therefore, teachers are able to have 
goal setting discussions with students and plan opportunities for 
students to learn about careers in a differentiated fashion. We 
currently measure our success through student surveys and with 
traditional measures like grades and engagement. Soon we will be 
tracking students as they enter high school and seeing if they enter 
into one of the career pathways outlined at the high school.

A difficulty we face is curbing the impulse to grow this program 
by adding more STEM initiatives to this class. While an under-
standable goal, being protective of the class structure has given the 
teachers the space and autonomy to continue focusing on career 
exploration. This class now prepares students for career pathways 
at the high school level because they have a stronger sense of what 
they want to and do not want to explore. We have also had a diffi-
cult time planning career exploration opportunity with students 
because, due to the nature of remote learning, students are hesitant 
to attend events outside of school time. We hope that when we 
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return to normalcy, we can reach out to families, local universities, 
and our industry partners to talk to our students and, hopefully, 
provide mentoring opportunities. We believe that students must 
talk about their futures early and often in order to truly believe 
that they are capable of reaching any career or educational goal.

My advice for other schools embarking on this journey would 
be to put students first. There will be people who want to add 
to your program in one way or another, and you may feel this 
takes your program in a different direction. If you stay focused 
on students’ motivational needs, your program will be a success.

Elizabeth Pawlowski, Science Curriculum Coordinator

Approaching Program Evaluation
We recommend a concurrent mixed-methods approach, drawing 

from a variety of data sources to measure what is working well 
and what might need some attention. Essentially, this involves col-
lecting both quantitative data (e.g., student surveys, demographic 
data, and other types of quantifiable measures) and qualitative data 
(e.g., open-ended feedback, classroom observations, and other 
types of descriptive data). Educators can leverage quantitative data 
collection to study trends across programs and student subgroups, 
and qualitative data to richly understand the student experience, 
classroom engagement, and program implementation.

In ASA’s own work, data sources are collected throughout the 
academic year and include surveys for both students and educators, 
demographic data, course data, classroom observations, and opportu-
nities for educator feedback during regular “check-in” sessions.

Stakeholder engagement is also key. You may consider developing a 
year-end impact report that can be shared. This report might include 
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a one-page summary of major highlights, student demographics, 
changes in student attitudes from the beginning to the end of the year, 
reactions at the end of the year, and major likes and dislikes associated 
with the programming. Below is a selection from a report prepared by 
ASA to provide you with some direction in creating your own:

SATISFACTION Students who participated in career exploration 
programming at our partner schools were 39 
percent more satisfied with the school year than 
their peers who did not participate.

FUTURE  
PLANNING

Compared to students not participating in the career 
exploration programming, participating students 
were significantly more likely to have a clear plan 
for their life after high school, more likely to report 
that their school provided them the opportunity 
to explore their unique skills and interests, and less 
nervous about their future overall.  In the second full 
year of programming, we also noted significantly 
higher confidence among participating students 
around knowing their options and navigating future 
educational and career planning.

HIGH SCHOOL  
COURSEWORK

Throughout the school year, students made signif-
icant gains in their high school planning. One in 
three students who were not thinking about taking 
career-related courses in high school became inter-
ested by the end of the year, and one in four stu-
dents who were not thinking about classes to help 
them prepare for college reported interest by the 
end of the year. Said one student, “I like that it 
talked about how to be able to figure out what 
you want to do, and you can take classes next 
year about it.”
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Program Assessment and Evaluation: A How-To Guide
Our evaluation strategy might look different from your own due 

to staffing, capacity, timing, or a variety of other factors. Evaluation 
can take many different forms while remaining useful and infor-
mative. Recognizing that many educators may not have access to 
external researchers, the Middle School Programming Outcomes 
Worksheet offers an accessible, step-by-step guide to establishing 
an intentional and actionable measurement approach in your own 
settings. These worksheets are not meant to replace a professional 
researcher, which you may find helpful to engage in your work, 
but rather make it more accessible and useful in your classroom or 
school settings. Visit the Resource Center for downloadable ver-
sions of the worksheet and sample program reports and templates.

CLASSROOM  
ENGAGEMENT

During classroom observations, both in-person (pre-
COVID) and virtual, we noted high participation and 
engagement among students, especially during group 
work, project-based learning activities, and career days.

STUDENT  
FEEDBACK

“This year’s opportunities gave me a chance to 
discover more about what I like and dislike in 
the career fields, and it helped me decide what 
I want to do in high school especially because 
I have more of a choice next year about what I 
want to do.” – Mary, grade 7

“Something I liked about the career exploration 
opportunities was that it showed me what I was 
interested in and what traits I have to help me 
with a specific job.” – Duane, grade 6

“I liked how we got to think about others and 
create something that other people could use in 
life to help with their disabilities.” – Ava, grade 7
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Common Challenges in Program Assessment and Evaluation
Some of the most common challenges in measuring program 

impact are:

• Setting clear expectations and definitions regarding what 
to measure;

• Ensuring capacity to measure and report results; and
• Reacting to “bad” results.

Capacity issues vary from school to school, but with the 
right mindset and guidelines, anyone can develop the ability to 
clearly define goals, connect them to the program, and specify 
what needs to be measured as a source of evidence. With that in 
mind, the guidelines and worksheets in this chapter are meant 
to encourage and build confidence in your ability to measure 
program effectiveness in your own settings.

When it comes to collecting feedback or results from a school-
based program, there is often a tendency to collect as much data 
as possible in an effort to “prove” whether something is working. 
This is often not effective, as the quantity of data is inherently 
prioritized over and above the quality of feedback. Instead, our 
recommended best practice is to start with those early fundamen-
tal questions: Why are we providing this opportunity to students 
and what do we hope to see as a result? What specific area(s) of 
growth or learning are desired for students, fellow educators, or 
the school community at large? This type of thinking clarifies 
your focus to determine what outcomes to collect. Precise data is 
more useful than abundant data without a clear focus.

Even with the best intentions, sometimes student programs 
just do not work well. Despite careful planning, there is always 
the possibility of finding no growth or growth in the wrong 
direction on target outcomes. It is also possible that students will 



Program Assessment and Measurement 

 77 

not like the programming, regardless of outcomes. A strong eval-
uation system can help catch this early and allow for the oppor-
tunity to course-correct. ASA has experienced negative results in 
our own district work, where despite strong growth on our high 
school planning and confidence indicators, students sometimes 
felt pressure to “decide” on their future and sometimes felt like 
the programming was not inclusive of their personal interests. 
While not what the school wanted to see, these results provided 
clarity and a clear path forward to expand what was working and 
scale back what wasn’t. The rich qualitative feedback from stu-
dents helped identify common pain points while also providing 
school leaders with ideas for improved inclusion through new 
offerings. Even “bad” results can be good when leveraged toward 
program improvement!

Measuring outcomes is doable and critically important for 
program sustainability. Hopefully, this chapter has made the 
process approachable for any planning team. An evaluation strat-
egy can entail multi-year, mixed-methods research with advanced 
analytics conducted by a team of professional researchers. An 
evaluation strategy can also involve a small group of dedicated 
educators brainstorming key goals for their students, being inten-
tional about connecting program elements to desired outcomes, 
and tracking student feedback and academic achievement once a 
year as they relate specifically to those goals.
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Chapter 5

Building a Community of Practice

Thus far we have reviewed the types of career exploration pro-
gramming, detailed the characteristics of effective programs, 
provided a framework for implementing a sustainable 

program, and included resources for evaluating and improving 
on your program over time. By following this roadmap and 
utilizing the accompanying 
online Resource Center, a 
planning team will be well on 
their way to a long-lasting, 
successful program.

There will be challenges along 
the way. Prioritizing career explo-
ration can be incredibly difficult 
when there are academic stan-
dards and assessments to focus 
on and student social-emotional 
needs to address. But it is possible with a strong community of prac-
tice. In the preceding chapters, we explored the many stakeholders 
(students, staff, families, community partners, funders) that need to 
be engaged to make career exploration programming work. Just as 

If career exploration for 
ALL students is a priority 

for the school community, it 
will be evident across school 

activities and in how it is 
communicated by all school 
staff—not just leadership.
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career exploration programming must be more than a one-day or 
one-off event, the culture needed to support an effective program 
must be more than a slogan.

Culture refers to the interactions among these stakeholders, 
the words that are spoken, the way we make others feel, and how 
aligned our behaviors and practices are to the school’s values, 
beliefs, and overall goals. If career exploration for ALL students 
is a priority for the school community, it will be evident across 
school activities and in how it is communicated by all school 
staff—not just leadership.

CASE STUDY: The Launch Pad: A Career Center Reimagined

Cajon Valley Union School District, El Cajon, California

The Cajon Valley Union School District serves a diverse commu-
nity of 17,000 TK through 12th year students across 28 schools 
in eastern San Diego County. Since 2017 we have integrated a 
modern curriculum known as the World of Work™ (WoW), a 
career development framework grounded in career theory for 
every child in every grade starting in kindergarten. The unique 
approach is deployed by teachers who integrate the experiences 
and a gateway technology in classrooms.

Many teachers have risen to the WoW challenge and built 
strong communities of practice co-inspired by the district vision 
of developing happy kids living in healthy relationships on a path 
to gainful employment. Across the district, the work of helping 
every child know themselves, know their options, and making 
informed choices is becoming a reality.

As communities of practice continue to advance within 
the district, there was one external organization that was 
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considering new ways to share its resources more effectively with 
K12 schools. The San Diego Workforce Partnership (SDWP) 
is the “workforce board” for the San Diego County region. As 
a quasi-governmental entity, they are also a nonprofit, funded 
through the US Department of Labor. There are 550 workforce 
boards across the nation that primarily deploy the federal funds 
to regional partners who then deliver services to adults who 
are laid off, and need reskilling and support services to regain 
employment. SDWP has worked to significantly expand the 
limited impact of a traditional workforce board. By diversify-
ing their funding with many private sector and philanthropic 
partners, they are reimagining what it means to do workforce 
development. Among their innovations is to deploy their labor 
market research with educational tools and technology—reach-
ing and empowering job seekers of all ages with personalized 
career pathways exploration that is navigable and impactful.

In the spring of 2019, with the support of American Student 
Assistance, a new community of practice and strategic project 
was initiated between the Cajon Valley Union School Dis-
trict and the San Diego Workforce Partnership. The goal was 
to expand the reach of the SDWP tools and data, and leverage 
the World of Work™ framework to reimagine a middle-school 
library space and transform it into a WoW-inspired career center. 
It is called the Launch Pad.

Together with SDWP, we created a community building 
process for feedback generation to ensure the designs would 
meet the needs of our diverse community. Included in this 
process was the superintendent, library media technician, WoW 
coaches, education services, family and community engagement 
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officers, teachers, counselors, parents, students, and graphic 
design team members.

After several months of development, the SDWP team 
narrowed their findings to provide recommendations and the 
design team landed on six primary design installations that 
included eleven “missions” or rotations to help students and 
adults answer three questions: Who am I? Who can I become? 
How can I get there?

SDWP makes their labor market information (LMI), essen-
tial skills rubrics, and MyNextMove career exploration tools 
available within the Launch Pad to help students and other visi-
tors gain access to valuable tools to help with career exploration 
activities. A core mission of this community of practice is a ded-
ication to not only serving students within the district, but also 
the multi-generational family members.

What started as just one Launch Pad will soon be eight new 
Launch Pads, with new installations planned for the coming 
school year. This agenda will extend the community of prac-
tice across grade levels. Site administrators are tapping existing 
teachers, library media techs, and counselors to host extension 
classes and elective periods, and two middle schools now have 
dedicated career development teachers.

For districts planning to develop a careers-focused com-
munity of practice, whether designing a career center or other 
approach, the local workforce board should be considered in 
the planning. LMI shared by the board can amplify a program’s 
success by highlighting the careers, pathways, and sectors with 
the greatest potential job growth. The SDWP team is available 
to help others plan their approach and the National Association 
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of Workforce Boards can also provide guidance and support for 
those looking to make the connection.

With the help of ASA, the San Diego Workforce Partnership 
has provided us with the initial and ongoing support to set up 
and drive a career center for all ages. The importance of creat-
ing this WoW extension and community of practice in middle 
school is to purposefully advance the integration of career devel-
opment in our schools. Our work will continue until all students 
can make informed postsecondary and career pathway choices 
that lead to gainful employment.

Ed Hidalgo, Chief Innovation and Engagement Officer

Having a bedrock of positive middle grades practices will pre-
emptively set a positive culture on which to build your career explo-
ration programming. These practices, outlined in The Successful 
Middle School: This We Believe, include providing a welcoming, 
inclusive, and affirming school environment, making certain every 
student has an adult advocate, and ensuring that policies and 
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practices are student-centered, unbiased, and fairly implemented, 
to name a few. By grounding your school culture in a whole-child 
approach, you will have a built-in structure that will serve to 
enhance the effectiveness of your career exploration programming.

To be successful, your initiative should be guided by a shared 
vision that is developed by all stakeholders. While that vision 
is established at the outset, school leadership must seek regular 
input from each of these groups and frequently communicate 
their commitment to this work. This feedback may be solicited 
through quantitative and qualitative means throughout your pro-
gramming implementation, but it must be authentically reflected 
on and implemented when appropriate. Communication must 
also be transparent and regular to build the trust and respect 
required for good culture to bloom.

By starting your culture building from the planning stages, you 
improve your chances of success as you implement your program. 
Some questions to consider as you build a culture of exploration:

1. What assets do our families provide in the home that can 
support and supplement the exploration programming we 
are implementing in our school? For example, what skills 
are students learning at home (bilingual skills, observation 
of a parent’s occupation) that might be leveraged in career 
exploration programming?

2. How can we leverage our families and community partners 
to celebrate successes that arise from the program’s 
implementation? For example, a showcase of student’s 
projects may provide an opportunity for stakeholders who 
might not typically interact to come together to acknowledge 
the accomplishments of students and share in positive results.

3. What barriers exist to each stakeholder group’s full 
participation, and what proactive steps can we take to 
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eliminate these impediments? For example, if your staff 
is hesitant to adopt “one more initiative,” how can you 
as a school leader collaborate with them to ensure that 
the career exploration programming supports them in 
their instruction?

What we know to be true is that every school can implement 
an effective career exploration program, and thereby make an 
incredibly positive impact on their students and local commu-
nities. Leaders can do much to pave the way by engaging stake-
holders early and often, identifying and remedying barriers to 
participation, encouraging students’ curiosity and exploration, 
and giving staff the freedom and support to try new approaches 
throughout the implementation journey. Program champions 
should continuously share the value of career exploration and the 
research that supports its positive impact on student attendance, 
behaviors, engagement, academic, and long-term success.1

Your attitude is infectious, and when you communicate how 
important and impactful career exploration can be for your stu-
dents, you set the tone for their success.



NOTES
1Balfanz, R. (2009). Putting Middle Grades Students on the Graduation Path: A 

Policy and Practice Brief. Baltimore, MD: Everyone Graduates Center at 

Johns Hopkins University, Philadelphia Education Fund, and National 

Middle School Association. Retrieved on March 12, 2021 from https://

www.amle.org/portals/0/pdf/articles/policy_brief_balfanz.pdf



A  P L AY B O O K  F O R  E D U C AT O R S

A PLAYBOOK FOR EDUCATORS in the Middle Grades

CAREER 
EXPLORATION

CAREER EXPLORATION in the Middle Grades

ASA AND AMLE HAVE TEAMED UP to create a playbook to equip 
educators with a roadmap for creating effective career explora-
tion programming in the middle grades. With helpful resources 
like implementation guides, case studies, and program sustain-
ability resources, this playbook offers students an opportunity 
to recognize their strengths and interests and gain awareness 
of different career pathways. The playbook has a role for every-
one on the middle school team: administrators, counselors, and 
teachers can all enact purposeful, engaging career exploration. 
Together, educators can provide opportunities for students to 
dream about their futures and imagine the possibilities. 

ABOUT ASA 
American Student Assistance® is a national non-profi t with a mission of 
helping students know themselves, know their options, and make informed 
career and post-secondary education decisions. ASA’s aim is to fuel a readi-
ness revolution where every student leaves high school with a plan. ASA is 
devoted to shifting the conversation around career exploration; in school 
buildings, state houses, communities, and through direct-to-kid digital 
resources. Through a robust portfolio of middle school grant programming, 
research, and educational resources and products, ASA has developed a 
framework for career exploration best practices at the middle school level. 

ABOUT AMLE
Since 1973, the Association for Middle Level Education® has been dedi-
cated to helping middle school educators worldwide reach every student 
grow professionally, and create great schools. AMLE is the go-to source for 
middle level education peer-reviewed research, best practice, and profes-
sional development. 

Explore the accompanying online Resource Center 
for the most updated information and tools: amle.org/playbook


