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Issue and Objective: Lowering the age of students targeted for career exploration from high school to middle school could improve the quality of a community’s workforce.  When intersectoral stakeholders understand contemporary research in the field of education, as it conjoins with workforce development, they are more likely to provide the resources necessary to create a relevant, effective experience, specifically Pathways2Possibilities: P2P, for 8th graders.     

Background: During the last decade of the 20th Century, education researchers began to publish articles revealing the need to engage middle school students in meaningful career exploration (Smith, 2000).  Until then, traditional thinking focused on high school students, predominantly upperclassmen, for career fairs.  The research studies also concluded that middle school students are developmentally ready for and desirous of interactive experiences with professionals and hands-on tasks encountered in their jobs (Smith, 2000).  Previously, career fairs consisted mostly of professionals handing printed materials to students with limited conversation.  One could liken this paradigm shift to a move from two-dimensional to three-dimensional engagement, education and empowerment.
Current status: P2P is designed to address the needs of young teenagers, while also assisting area employers with workforce gaps they will encounter in the near future.  Each P2P event requires money, manpower and materials, resources that must come from public, private and nonprofit sectors.  Not all P2P sponsors, professional participants or partners are aware of the connection between the contemporary understanding of middle school minds and the workplace challenges created by the comingling of generations (Rentz, 2015), such as a portion of workers who could retire at any given time combined with a lack of succession planning, very different motivations to work and styles of learning and work, and productive co-existence.  
Key Considerations: Waiting until high school to explore different careers is too late.  Just as a student would develop an academic skill, so must a student develop his/her career development skill (Arrington, 2000).
· Research shows that many students have already disengaged from their education before high school, and these students begin dropping out before innovative high school programs have an opportunity to turn them around (Orthner, Akos, Rose, Jones-Sanpei, Mercado & Woolley, 2010).

· More so than high school students, middle school students appear to have unbiased perspectives of new ideas and more readily asses features of different occupations (Smith, 2000).  
· A 2008 American College Testing (ACT) research report found that of all variables studied, the best predictor by far of students’ college and career readiness was 8th grade achievement.  Thus, improving college and career readiness skills among 8th graders will have a dramatic impact on their post-high school opportunities (Schaefer, Rivera & Ophals, 2010).
· Encouraging career exploration in the middle grades increases their awareness of connections among their class work, future college work and the influence of learning on future career opportunities (Schaefer, Rivera & Ophals, 2010).

· Middle school students experience an emerging autonomy and increased capacity to think about their futures, which helps them gain a sense of purpose and connection to their learning (Orthner, Akos, Rose, Jones-Sanpei, Mercado & Woolley, 2010).

· In a 2008 survey of 739 racially diverse mothers and their 806 sons and daughters ages 10-14, the mothers’ second highest, and the adolescents’ ninth highest, ranked need from a list of 60 was knowing how to explore career goals (Strom, Strom, Whitten & Kraska, 2014).
References:
Arrington, K. (2000). Middle grades career planning programs. Journal of Career Development, 27 (2), 103-109. 
Orthner, D.K., Akos, P., Rose, R., Jones-Sanpei, H., Mercado, M. & Woolley, M.E. (2010, October). CareerStart: A middle school student engagement and academic achievement program. Children & Schools, 32 (4), 223-234.

Rentz, K.C. (2015). Beyond the generational stereotypes: A study of U.S. Generation Y employees in context. Business and Professional Communication Quarterly, 78 (2), 136-166. 
Schaefer, M.B., Rivera, L.M. & Ophals, E. (2010, November). Creating a collaborative career development program for middle grades students. Middle School Journal, 30-37. 
Smith, A.E. (2000). Middle school career exploration: The role of teachers and principals. Education, 120 (4), 626-630.

Strom, P.S., Strom, R.D., Whitten, L.S. & Kraska, M.F. (2014). Adolescent identity and career exploration. NASSP Bulletin, 98 (2), 163-179.
