
When Should Career 
Readiness Start?



Middle school is a time for transition in a young person’s life. The experiences in middle

school have a strong influence on future academic and career success. This is especially

pronounced in high poverty areas. Middle school is the link between being a young child and

moving towards a young adult. This transition period is where a significant opportunity for

schools to capitalize and influence future outcomes.

Students transitioning to middle school must face several foundational life changes. They

face challenges with forming identify, coping with puberty, navigating new environments,

dealing with stereotypes, and the pressures of more complex work. These factors increase

the risk of disengagement and an unfavorable relationship with school. Girls, minority

students, and at-risk students are much more likely to begin limiting their career aspirations

after being exposed to stereotypes about which jobs are appropriate for them.

Middle school students often have unrealistic career plans. Moreover, they have little

knowledge about the demands of the workplace or how their education choices relate to

future careers. In America serious career preparation takes place in college. High schools

offering a class or assessments is common, but this preparation is often insufficient. Several

competitive countries like China, Japan, and India start career readiness prior to middle

school. 



These programs are laser focused and spend more hours training for careers prior to high

school. According to the American School Counselor Association students should engage in

career readiness in middle school. This is based on the open mindset of the student and the

competitive landscape.

Middle school is the critical defining point for students. It is amazing that such an important

time and such an important subject is ignored. This is a great opportunity for schools and

districts to develop that direction even earlier. According to the Association for Career and

Technical Education (ACTE) middle school is the perfect time to introduce career readiness. 

In fact, the research shows that middle school is the time that students can benefit the most

from career exploration. This is because middle schoolers’ brains are open to develop 21st

century competencies, soft skills, and cognitive skills.

Students engaged in career readiness at earlier ages are significantly more likely than their

peers to develop a clear career goal as well as problem solving, critical thinking,

communications, and valuable work-related skills. This type of approach increases

engagement, which directly impacts academic achievement. The goal is to increase

exposure, match students with in-demand skills and activate interest in a hands-on way.



Exposing middle school students to career readiness will help increase

important career exposure, build in-demand skills, expand academic interest,

improve confidence and result in overall better future outcomes. According to

research:
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The more that students participate in career and technical student

organizations (CTSOs) - an integral intracurricular component of many

Career and Technical Education (CTE) programs that features

competitive events, business and community partnerships, and

leadership experiences—the higher their academic motivation and

engagement, grades, employability skills, career self-efficacy and

college aspirations.

Work-based learning has been found to help students gain an

understanding of the work environment, increase motivation, support

work readiness, enhance job-related skills and knowledge, improve

school attendance, and reduce dropout rates.

Students who participate in career guidance, career courses and

computer-based guidance systems demonstrate greater knowledge of

jobs, higher self-esteem, and better grades, and are engaged more in

career and academic planning.
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04 “Making” (or “makerspaces”) is a related concept to CTE that prioritizes

hands-on learning to build creativity, open-mindedness, persistence,

social responsibility and teamwork.
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