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Abstract


Do you know what you want to be when you grow up? Beyond recognition of an individual’s interests, skills and abilities, what can contribute to a better understanding of the career exploration process?  Preparing for a career is a trend in Canadian society as Statistics Canada (2013) observed that 11,782,700 or 64.1% of adults aged 25 to 64 in 2011 had postsecondary qualifications while the 2006 Census reported 60.7% of Canadians aged 25 to 64 obtained a postsecondary qualification. What are the factors, both seen and unseen, that impact the process and unconsciously influence decisions pertaining to career pathways and school to work transitions?  This paper examines factors affecting high school students’ perceptions of career selection as well as access to career related opportunities and the constraints to these options.  Within this paper, the objective is to better understand perceptions of career selection that impact high school students and how an enhanced understanding of these perceptions can be used by students, parents and teachers to better assist high school students in their transitions from high school.  The key research question for this research is: What factors beyond personal interest, skills and abilities affect high school students’ career choices?  Building from this question, the specific sub-research questions that this study sought to answer were: 1) What information would aid in a more authentic career decision process between student, parent and teacher?  2) Whose opinion about career choices matters most to high school students (e.g., parents, teachers, peers, other)?  Through an extensive literature review of academic peer-reviewed research books and articles, six main themes were identified: a) parental involvement, b) societal views of university and vocational career pathways, c) societal inequalities, d) location and condition of the labor market, e) student motivation as well as preparedness to transition from high school to a post-secondary or work environment, and f) education’s alternative purpose as an economic market as well as student development.  Several links were made that considerably strengthen individual bias such as the interrelated nature of societal views of both university and vocational education, parental involvement and the motivation of the student.  When these pressures are combined, students are persuaded towards a particular education and career.  Research shows that a great number of these career aspirations do not materialize for a variety of reasons (parental support, available resources, applicable knowledge and experience) (Feller, 2003, p. 265).  In contrast, while academic options are sought after and revered, their counterpart, vocational education is its opposite with a diminished status. The difficulties encountered in academic streams lead to a secondary or backup choice that is more fruitful. The secondary choice is often vocational in nature providing a stable livelihood for a later academic attempt that may be successful.  Findings show many inconsistencies between the perceived attitudes and related behavior compared to the actual preparation performed by parent(s) and student in career exploration.  Studies drawing on Beck and Giddens’ individualisation theory (as cited in Lehmann et al. 2013, p. 2) suggest that today’s youth are more comfortable with uncertainty and with making their own biographies.  Structured, knowledgeable and informed discussions about career options are encouraged by career pathways practitioners.  Mentors such as school counsellors are suggested to expand post-secondary opportunities using numerous available resources.  To further our understanding, the driving motivations behind the behaviours that impact our career decisions like social reproduction, parental involvement as well as desires must be tempered with student engagement to achieve career and learning goals. These undertones reinforce the evidence that parents involvement in their child’s education is a significant predictor of school achievement and that children look to their parents opinions first when exploring career opportunities.  As a practical application of this paper, an easily accessible web-based tool has been devised to assist in comprehending, disseminating and organizing the extensive amounts of career exploration information available.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction
Rationale/Background
 As an established Career and Technologies Studies (CTS) teacher at an Edmonton, Alberta high school with a journeyman certification, this project focuses on providing students with opportunities to explore and expand their skills in trade related fields. The trades, in particular the instrumentation trade, have been pivotal in forging me into the person I am today. Guiding students as they develop a skill in a trade related class and then transferring that skill into a lucrative career through high school options such as the Registered Apprenticeship Program (RAP) is one of the main reasons why I teach, continue to teach, and want to expand my teaching expertise. Personally, there is nothing more rewarding than helping misguided or confused youth find something they enjoy or are good at and parlay that skill towards a future pathway as a contributing citizen. 

For this reason, the research I commenced delved into high school students’ perceptions, access to career related opportunities and the constraints to these options. After an extensive literature review, I found that the majority of the research is conducted by concerned individuals, like me, who are trying to investigate and provide possible solutions to some of the issues pertaining to school to work transitions.  I determined that most research focused on issues at the post-secondary level.  My research does overlap slightly, but I am more interested in what drives a high school student into a career area rather than the process during or after the occupational training. 

I think it is important to conduct research in this area as a way to augment the present academic material plus to investigate the stigma I see regarding trade-related professions and their viability to youth and parents alike. More professional research and study can only elevate the Career and Technology Studies (CTS) subject area of secondary education.  Uncovering the reasons why students and parents are reluctant to look at opportunities in certain career areas even when faced with no other realistic options is something I would like to further understand.
Research Purpose/Objectives

First and foremost, my objective is to better comprehend the perceptions that influence high school students and how an enhanced understanding of these perceptions can be used to support high school students in their transition from high school to work.  As a practicing Career and Technology Studies teacher, I hope my research will provide change in my practice and possibly that of others within the education system.  I believe a successful research project promises further understanding and questions within this area.  Presently, I find students along with parents are either uninformed or simply overwhelmed by the amount of information available to them.  When parent and child are uncertain the prospects for success also diminish.  Beyond the simple understanding of career options, parent and child are unaware of how the individual context (e.g., socio-economic status, parent’s occupations, demography) can influence decisions.  Only once parent and child realize what is influencing them in conjunction with the attributes (i.e., interests, abilities, skills) of the child can an authentic career decision making process begin.  My research fits within the context of the Career and Technology Studies area of secondary education and falls most accurately within the school-work transition career pathways and career education research area that are inherent components of the curriculum I teach.  I hope the information can be used by high school teachers to greater understand and assist students in CTS education courses or counselling offices.  

Research Question(s)
The key question for this research is: What factors affect high school students’ career choices?  Building from this question, the following research sub-questions that this study sought to answer were:

1. What information would aid in a more authentic career decision process between 
student, parent and teacher? 

2. Whose opinion about career choices matters most to high school students (e.g., 
parents, teachers, peers, other)? 

Limitations

Although attempts to include relevant research data from various countries and cultures, the study is intended mainly for the Canadian educational system and society.  No particular career pathway such as apprenticeship, college or university was specifically examined in depth in this study as general career choices were the focus of my research.  Career education has had significant research published (i.e., Lehmann 2002; Taylor, 2005; 2007; 2008; Taylor & Watt-Malcolm, 2007) therefore I made the decision to limit this research study to include only influences to career choices at the high school level which I felt required the most attention and consideration.  Typically, articles focused on a very specific component of the career education landscape so broadening this outlook for my target audience was of chief concern.  This meant selecting articles that held relevance for practical application rather than academic theorizing.  Another area of applicability was the age of the articles and books.  Articles and books more than 10-15 years old were generally discarded unless relevant information was not currently available. The study also made no attempts to address the individual opinions of students in high school or career and technology programs.  It is recognized that the perspectives and opinions of these particular students are valuable to this area of research, but to accommodate for time constraints, cost limitations and ethics restrictions, I chose to focus the study on the existing body of available research.  Overall, the methodology found within the articles tends to be that of interviews often combined with surveys. Interview size of studies within this group consisted typically of a small range between ten to fifty participants to which inferences to larger populations could be taken. One survey by Walters and Zarifa (2008) contained detailed school-to-work transition information on more than 30,000 postsecondary graduates of trades, college, and university graduates from all Canadian provinces and territories (p. 378). This study offered me insight into how complex this process can become.  The analysis also employed the usual statistical controls for socio-demographic characteristics including marital status, language, visible minority status, mother’s and father’s education, region and age (Walters & Zarifa, 2008, p. 379). These socio-demographic characteristics are important to me since these are controls I will similarly have to recognize.  Region, age, and marital status may be influential but likely less important factors for high school students.  The decision to focus on existing research was based on the assumption that leading experts in the field would have a far greater understanding of the complexities surrounding career education and school to work transitions.  I believe that this vast wealth of knowledge could provide meaningful insight for practicing teachers along with present, future students and parents if portrayed in a more assessable format.  The career pathways website tool is the practical application of this research.  By using existing academic research, the reputation and validity of this material will likely not be easily disputed and will provide a real foundation for progress, change and growth to parents, students and any other interested individuals.
Definition of Terms

A list of specific terms have been described in this section to provide clarity for relevant terminology used within career education and school to work transitions in Alberta and throughout this study.
Apprenticeship - Apprenticeship is a model of training where a person learns a skilled trade by working in that trade. It is a formal agreement between an apprentice, his/her employer, and the provincial or territorial apprenticeship authority. Most of the training is on-the-job, and it is usually accompanied by mandated periods of in-school technical training (Canadian Council of Directors of Apprenticeship [CCDA], 2014).  This model could also be referred to as work-based education (WBE).
Career and Technical Education (CTE) – Often referred to as Career and Technology Studies (CTS) is a term applied to schools, institutions, and educational programs that specialize in the skilled trades, applied sciences, modern technologies, and career preparation. It was formerly and is still commonly called vocational education (Great Schools Partnership, 2014).
Social Reflexivity - A realization of social background, possible social disadvantages and making a rational, informed choice based on relevant consideration and preferences rather than structurally determined influences (Lehmann, 2004, p. 389).
Social Reproduction - A predictive influence based on class and gender shaping individuals’ (life course trajectory) educational and occupational attainment (Lehmann, 2004, p. 383).
Social Individualization - A distancing from one’s social background by choosing an individualized career pathway separate from class and gender dispositions (Lehmann, 2004, p. 390).
Societal Inequity - Minority students may be disadvantaged by pre-existing bias and prejudice in society, with both conscious and unconscious discrimination surfacing in public schools in ways that adversely affect learning acquisition, academic achievement, educational aspirations, and post-graduation opportunities. While not always the case, inequity in education is most commonly associated with groups that have suffered from discrimination related to their race, ethnicity, nationality, language, religion, class, gender, sexual orientation, or disabilities (Great Schools Partnership, 2014).
Socioeconomic Inequity - Evidence suggests that students from lower-income households, on average, underperform academically in relation to their wealthier peers, and they also tend to have lower educational aspirations and enroll in college at lower rates in part due to financial considerations. In addition, schools in poorer communities, such as those in rural or disadvantaged urban areas, may have comparatively fewer resources and less funding, which can lead to fewer teachers and educational opportunities—from specialized courses and computers to co-curricular activities and sports teams—as well as outdated or dilapidated school facilities (Great Schools Partnership, 2014).
School Transition - Typically refers to the three major transitional points in the public-education system: when students move from elementary school to middle school, from middle school to high school, and from high school to college. The three “major” transition points are a particular focus of educators and school reformers because transitioning students often experience significant academic, social, emotional, physical, or developmental changes that may adversely affect their educational performance. During these transitions, for example, students may move from a familiar school to an unfamiliar school, where they encounter new teachers, peers, academic expectations, social issues, and school configurations that increase the likelihood they will feel overwhelmed, anxious, frustrated, or insecure (Great Schools Partnership, 2014).
Organization of the Chapters


This research study is organized into five chapters.  Chapter One is the introduction.  Chapter Two studies the current field of career education and school transitions and is broken into six segments: a) parental involvement, b) societal views of university and vocational career pathways, c) gender inequalities, d) location and condition of the labor market, e) student motivation as well as preparedness to transition from high school to a post-secondary or work environment, and f) education as an economic market rather than student development. The methodology and data collection for this study are explained in Chapter Three.  Findings from the study are presented in Chapter Four.  Conclusions and recommendations for further study are represented in Chapter Five.
Chapter Two – Literature Review
Introduction
As an established Career and Technologies Studies (CTS) teacher at an Edmonton high school with a Journeyman certification, my work focuses on providing students with opportunities to explore and expand their skills in trade related fields. The trades, in particular the Instrumentation trade, has been pivotal in forging me into the person I am today. Guiding students as they develop a skill in a trade related CTS class and then transferring that skill into a lucrative career through high school programs such as the Registered Apprenticeship Program (RAP) is one of the main reasons why I teach, continue to teach, and want to expand my teaching expertise.  Personally, there is nothing more rewarding than helping ill-informed youth, who appear lost, find something they enjoy or are good at and parlay that simple skill towards a future pathway.  For this reason, the purpose of this paper is to discuss the influences that affect high school students’ career decision making pathways.  Through an extensive literature review of academic peer-reviewed research articles, six main influences or themes have been identified. They include: a) parental involvement, b) societal views of university and vocational career pathways, c) societal inequalities, d) location and condition of the labor market, e) student motivation as well as preparedness to transition from high school to a post-secondary or work environment, and f) education’s alternative purpose as an economic market in addition to student development.  This paper will discuss in a straight forward, practical style, these six themes and then explore how acknowledgment of these issues can be beneficial to a student, parent and career and technology teacher.  Exploration of gaps in the research pertaining to the impact of gender inequalities along with high school students’ beliefs will also be highlighted.
Parental Support / Involvement

Parents care and nurture their children in different ways which impacts their offspring’s perceptions.   Powlette and Young (1996) found that parents were primarily chosen as an influence in their career selection by 1047 Alberta grade 11 students (p. 35).  Levine and Sutherland’s (2013) study of parents’ perceptions and involvement in children’s career exploration reported the following: 


The results suggest that one way to shift the intergenerational transmission of limited or 
marginal educational/career outcomes is to increase the career development exploration 
capacities of parents.  Despite parents’ articulated desires to provide a supportive context 
for expanding their children’s career exploration, there remains a disconnect between 
attitudes and behaviours.  Given the importance of parental involvement for children’s 
development, one means of facilitating stronger linkages is by beginning career-related 
discussions at the elementary school age. (p. 251)
In contrast, Powlette and Young’s (1996) research found that only 5% of the 1047 grade 11 Alberta students studied relied on teachers and counsellors for career selection information (p. 35).  Several factors involving the status of the parents have a direct impact on their child too.  For instance, parents may attribute their high socio-economic status to their university education (Hira-Freisen, Haan, & Krahn, 2013, p. 31).  If these parents designated as a high socio-economic status are involved in their child’s educational aspirations they are more apt to assist in: a) traversing the post-secondary education systems, b) conveying their educational experience, c) demonstrating necessary skills and modeling, d) provide financial resources (Hira-Freisen et al., 2013, p. 31).  Hira-Freisen et al. (2013) found that immigrant youth are also more likely to attain university as well as trade related credentials than their Canadian-born counterparts (p. 34).  Hira-Freisen et al. (2013) attribute this research finding to the involvement and encouragement for academic pursuits. Identified as intensive parenting found among immigrants establishes academic goals in addition to investing substantial social, emotional and material capital in their children’s schooling (p. 32).  Despite significant socioeconomic inequity coupled with societal inequality, some determined students demonstrate social individualization in their career aspirations.  Contrarily, Molgat, Deschenaux and LeBlanc (2011) recognized that parents with little educational background likely did not find success within the education system so were ill equipped to assist their children in their navigation of the system (p. 515).  Molgat et al. (2011) labelled this as the precarious trajectory where parents’ supports were weak and ineffective leading to their offspring encountering little or no work, dependence on social assistance for survival and the perception of being trapped in a vicious cycle (p. 516).  The cycle can be related to social reproduction which is loosely defined as the transmission of existing cultural values and norms from generation to generation.  Social reproduction as recognized by Lehmann (2005) was demonstrated in a research study where a vast majority of 65 apprenticeship students in Edmonton (71%) and in Bremen (81%) grew up with fathers with less than university education and highlighted similar relationships for mothers’ educational attainment, fathers’ occupational attainment, and family income (p. 334).  In essence, parents along with their offspring overwhelmingly tend to fall back on what they know due to comfort, experience and available resources if deemed an acceptable lifestyle.  According to Lehmann (2004), the hardships endured by parents but witnessed by the child can accentuate the family’s social background leading to renewed perseverance towards higher education aspirations overriding typical social reproduction (p. 390).  This highlights a change to a more individualistic framework for determining the trajectory of students’ career choices. Reported by Statistics Canada (2008), 2006 census data suggests that fewer young adults are following their parents into the trades. Statistics Canada (2008) observed that 416,000 young adults aged 25 to 34 with a trade certification accounted for 10% of the total population in this group compared to 478,800 adults aged 55 to 64 with a trades certificate or 13% of the population with this proportion similarly found in all other age groups (p. 12).  Related to the effort shown by immigrant children and their families at the beginning of this section, a lived experience between child and parent is necessary to instill these beliefs and persevere through obstacles towards successful completion of higher education.  Obviously, in our modern society, choice and individual agency are vastly evident but it is important to not discount the underlying viewpoint imposed by a certain upbringing based on a certain class or environment.  Levine and Sutherland (2013) reiterate, “Many parents from lower socio-economic brackets hope that their children will receive this guidance and support in their school settings, but the research presented above suggests that the parents will play a more significant role” (p. 251).
Societal Views of University and Vocational Career Pathways

As explained in the previous section, parents have significant influence on their child’s post-secondary decisions and this can play a pivotal part in his/her decision.  Societal views can sway the decisions of impressionable youth, especially the social stigma of manual labor attributable to many trades related career options.  As determined by Korzh (2013), orphaned students (with few support options) from Ukraine identified education as the most important requirement for their future (p. 57).  Orphanage students see university credentials as an admission ticket to the job market and a sure fire way to avoid homelessness and unemployment (Korzh, 2013, p. 57). Vocational schools were considered antiquated and dilapidated since their skills were not in demand in the present economy and vocational wages led to sustenance level employment (Korzh, 2013, p. 51).  Regardless of economic conditions such as a poor economy, the premise that these youth held was that even subsistence jobs go to overqualified candidates permitting a leg up on other youth (Korzh, 2013, p. 51).  Nevertheless, if there is a possibility of a disconnect between educational credential and economic return, the majority of students from an urban orphanage consisting of 300 participants along with a rural orphanage containing 146 participants still saw vocational education as economically and socially inferior in the Ukrainian job market and economy (Korzh, 2013, p. 58). 

In comparison, Statistics Canada (2008) revealed that over half (51%) of recent immigrants, who immigrated to Canada between 2001 and 2006, had a university degree.  This percentage is twice the proportion of degree holders among the Canadian-born population (20%) and much higher than the proportion of 28% among immigrants who arrived before 2001 (Statistics Canada, 2008, p. 17).  The high value of a university education appears to be common across borders especially when coupled with the belief within a particular economy/society that only a university education can lead to financial freedom. Research (Lehman, 2004, p. 389) derived from Ontario and Alberta, provinces in Canada, coupled with Bremen in Germany demonstrates that many students are making rational decisions outside of predetermined structural forces and social reproduction. Youth in these two countries appear to be thoughtfully weighing advantages like earning high school credits for well-paid work experience with a preference for manual labor that includes a post-secondary apprenticeship rather than paying out while attending university (Taylor, 2008, p. 399).  

The perception of manual labor as dirty, physically exhausting work remunerated with little monetary compensation is a common view.  Depending on the particular context, this may very well be true, but it is not universally accurate as variations at both ends of the spectrum are likely to occur in most occupations.  Labour shortages felt by most countries including Canada due to retiring baby boomer workers has changed the landscape as employers try to attract employees to alleviate production shortages (Taylor, McGray, & Watt-Malcolm, 2008, p. 384). 
Another perception of vocational or trades related post-secondary education is that the trades are resigned to serve those students at risk with lower grades or social issues (Molgat, Deschenaux, & LeBlanc, 2011, p. 511).  Unfortunately, for the perception of vocational education, the history of vocational education is rooted in reducing poverty and crime (Molgat et al., 2011, p. 508).  At the beginning of the 19th century, vocational education stemmed from the need to teach vagrant boys norms and rules of the factory workplace, which then expanded as employers saw the necessity to reduce skilled labor shortages (Taylor, 2010, p. 505). These misconceptions have followed through and are believed despite evidence to the contrary.  Within our society, the emphasis on academic university knowledge at the expense of practical trades’ knowledge has propagated the privilege of one and a stigma for the other (Taylor, 2010, p. 507).  Many academic educators see an unmotivated or at-risk student when, in actuality, the student before them is simply uninspired and simply needs a practical purpose for their learning (Taylor, 2010, p. 507).  Depending on your standpoint, the prerequisites for the trades are academically low allowing entry yet possibly not permitting future advancement into other areas without further upgrading.  Vocational education allots differing skill requirements among the various trades, nevertheless, considerable advancements have increased the complexity and aptitudes necessary for a trade-related career (Taylor & Lehmann, 2013, p. 10).  The integration of varied types of knowledge and versatility demanded in the emerging knowledge based economy speaks to the evident unification of different academic and vocational streams of learning (Taylor, 2010, p. 507).  The sentiment from vocational education officials is that if you are not successful in college or university then it is unlikely you will be successful in the trades (Taylor & Lehmann, 2013, p. 10).  Although the trades do offer a credential that is recognized nationally as well as internationally in a relatively short period of time, the longest apprenticeship is typically four years in duration.  During this apprenticeship, a student earns money while learning with fewer prerequisites than most post-secondary options. The complexity of the modern trade occupation can be both physically and mentally demanding. Apprenticeship provides valuable skills and gainful employment while filling skilled labor shortages. It is easy to see why the apprenticeship program was initially seen as a viable opportunity for mobilizing the underprivileged and underemployed.    Notwithstanding, the Canadian Apprenticeship Forum (2005) concedes that only 14 per cent of youth reported that their school guidance counsellors promoted the skilled trades as a livelihood (p. 5).  The stigma of a career in the trades or entering into vocational education continues. Further, vocational education will not be allowed to vastly improve its image unless the hierarchy that values academic programs over vocational education is addressed (Taylor, 2010, p. 507).  Regardless of the type of post-secondary education chosen, Andres and Adamuti-Trache (2008) conducted a 15-year longitudinal study of 730 Canadian young adults and noted the following:


However, being a non-participant out of high school did not necessarily mean that routes 
to post-secondary studies were truncated. Those who engaged in postsecondary studies 
within five years out of high school had a good chance of earning post-secondary 
credentials. Of those who did not, they were likely to remain nonparticipants and were 
most likely to fare poorly relative to other groups in terms of occupational prestige and 
income. (p. 139) 
As stated above, the benefits to staying in school and then completing high school with the hope that post-secondary education will follow are tremendous for the individual.  After studying 104,433 high school students from Arkansas in the United States, Dougherty (2016) claimed students that earned three or more credits in a typically Career and Technical Education (CTE) program of study were 21% more likely to graduate high school than otherwise similar students (p. 5). Increased wages in addition to improved career outlooks provide youth worthwhile and viable options yet what inhibits achievement of these goals?  

Factors such as adversity or distress in the student’s social context escalate the chance of detrimental development outcomes in later life roles (Deluca et al, 2010, p. 305).  To further these issues, Burstein (as cited in Deluca et al, 2010) states that Canadian data show that the majority of the youth unemployed and underemployed in part-time, short-term, and minimum wage jobs are individuals who have left secondary school early (p. 306).  Often due to individual circumstances, a student will become disengaged, alienated and truant.  

Options are available for these at-risk youth but require specialized training. Deluca et al’s (2010) study recognized that work based education (WBE) can serve as a protective factor that encourages resilience for at-risk youth (p. 318).  Hutchinson et al., (2011) data advised that the kinds of WBE programs that met the needs of at-risk youth provided these students with dependable, caring, accommodating environments.  The students feel emotionally safe allowing an adult role model to demonstrate appropriate vocational and social behavior (p. 207). A lack of adequate funding for at-risk programs coupled with employers and education institutions recruiting mainstream students inadvertently shuts out the disadvantaged student (Lehmann & Taylor ,2003, p. 61).  Lehmann and Taylor (2003) note the following:

Apprenticeship training is considered to break a ‘catch-22’ situation facing young people: getting the work experience that is needed to gain entry to stable jobs. It allows young people to gain such work experience while fulfilling the requirements needed to graduate from high school. Youth apprenticeship programs hope to encourage high school completion and ease young people’s transition to the workplace by increasing the relevance of classroom learning, helping young people develop skills for employability and self-employment, and linking the workplace and the classroom. (p. 52)   

Alternative learning styles such as work based education (WBE) not only allows students to learn more effectively and therefore in a more engaged manner leading to more student retention but the skills learned are trade-related occupations.  Lehmann, Taylor and Hamm (2013) found in Alberta “the return on trade credentials is higher at this time and place than any other post-secondary education option” (p. 10).


Notwithstanding, more coherent connections at the high school level to post–secondary curriculum/institutions would aid in increasing post-secondary participation.  A dual credit strategy holds great promise for advancing these links since students striving for a post-secondary credential will require necessary high school prerequisites.  Although research is ongoing, Karp and Hughes (as cited in Watt-Malcolm, 2011) suggest that students enrolling in dual credit programs are more likely to complete their high school and to contemplate post-secondary education (p. 259).  As already evidenced in Ontario, career pathway programs like registered apprenticeships contributed to a higher (85%) high school graduation rate (Taylor, 2010, p. 510).  So far, several options like work based education (WBE) and apprenticeship have brought forth advantages and disadvantages.  Work based education and apprenticeship increase opportunities for work while furthering connections to advanced education. Work based education can be an expensive alternative to regular education for at-risk youth while apprenticeship has comparatively higher requirements and expectations.  In the end, Hango’s (2010) research revealed that early school leavers in Canada who returned to complete high school did not necessarily improve labour market outcomes compared to youth who never returned (p. 21). If these early school leavers went to post-secondary education then there was an affirmative impact in terms of employment and earnings, particularly several years after leaving school (Hango, 2010).  To put this situation in numbers, Statistics Canada (2009) reported that “the impact of postsecondary study on labour-market outcomes can also be seen by comparing the 2008 unemployment rates of individuals with university (4.1%) or college (4.9%) credentials with the unemployment rates of those with high-school graduation (6.6%) or less (12.0%) (p. 4).
Societal Inequalities

Everyone likes to believe that they have the freedom to achieve whatever they wish and that it is simply a matter of perseverance.  Luckily, in the Canadian context this is reasonably true but the perceptions someone has of his/her ability and chances of success are often mired in the past experiences of him/her or those close to them.  The relevance of social reproduction and level of privilege then begin to play a crucial part of the conversation.  Lehmann (2013) states the following: 

that social class remains one of the most ‘‘reliable’’ and persistent predictors of educational and labor market attainment. Any measure of parental social class position, be that income, occupation, or most importantly, level of education, can be shown to be related to the educational pathways and achievement of children and young people. (p. 1) 
Lehmann (2009) outlines these findings regarding work/education opportunities:

Labor market conditions, a pervasive public discourse about the benefits of higher 
education, and parental hopes push them to university. The institutional culture and 
demands of university, however, often remain elusive and fraught with uncertainty.  
Consequently, academic analysis of the relationship between working-class status and 
educational attainment is characterized by a preoccupation with access barriers, failure, 
economic and cultural deprivation, and active resistance. (p. 137)  

To further this concept, Birani and Lehmann’s (2013) study of first generation ethnic minority university students spoke of disadvantages related to their first-generation student status, suggesting that they lack the kind of cultural and social capital often considered important for success in higher education (p. 286).  Birani and Lehmann (2013) add that habitus dislocation was evident among participants who expressed a sense of discomfort about being a first-generation student or a sense of surprise that few other students were in the same situation (p. 286).  Building further, Birani and Lehmann (2013) reiterate the important role of their families and extended ethnic communities or their own tendency to gravitate toward other university students from their ethnic backgrounds, which points to the importance of considering the role of bonding and bridging social capital (p. 288).


Often, varied perspectives can lead to divergent pathways that are reinforced by traditional roles.  For instance, despite evidence of more individualized career pathways, the majority of women still adhere to more gender typical careers such as education and nursing (Lehmann, 2004, p. 387).  Ferrao (2010) indicates that “In 2006, 67% of all employed women in Canada were working in one of teaching, nursing and related health occupations, clerical or other administrative positions or sales and service occupations” (p. 21).  From a post-secondary standpoint, research shows that more women than men are entering into academic streams as males are less likely than females to earn a bachelor degree (Hira-Freisen, Haan, & Krahn, 2013, p. 36).  Statistics Canada (2013a) observed that in 2011, women aged 25 to 34 accounted for 58.1% holding a master's degree compared with 45.4% aged 55 to 64 obtaining the same credentials.  Bachelor degrees held by women aged 25 to 34 was 59.1% which can be contrasted with 49.3% possessing a bachelor degree aged 55 to 64 (Statistics Canada, p. 8). Women place having children and raising a family as an important part of school-work transitions along with the career decision making process (Lehmann, 2004, p. 387).  

The differing perspectives of women compared to men and the apparent inability of many vocational areas to entice women to consider these options has led to gender disparity in those areas.  Research shows that most building trades are male dominated with the exception for female dominated trades such as hairdressing. Statistics Canada (2013a) claims in 2011 among adults aged 25 to 34 with a Registered Apprenticeship certificate, 78.9% were men which was nearly unchanged from the age group 55 to 64, accounting for 80.1% with a Registered Apprenticeship certificate (p. 9). This situation in areas such as the building trades creates an environment of predominantly white, male, and heterosexual beliefs (Taylor, 2008, p. 402).  Values such as individualism, competiveness and general disregard for individual risk, injury and pain are apparent on male dominated worksites (Taylor, 2008, p. 402).  Research highlighted how apprentice students in conjunction with instructors acknowledge the sexist culture found in the jobsite (Taylor, 2008, p. 403). Unfortunately, none of the research examined for this literature review explained if the lack of female involvement in more traditionally male trades was due to a hostile workplace, lack of knowledge of these trade options, adherence to traditional gender roles or some other undefined explanation.  

Regardless of competition in male dominated fields, Lehman’s (2004) research uncovered that only eight percent of women compared to eleven percent of men felt that gender was significant to garnering success in life (p. 388).  To further this belief, research demonstrates that gender is not a noteworthy factor in earning a trades-related credential (Hira-Freisen et al., 2013, p. 36).  Lehmann (2005) states that efforts in Germany are in place to increase female participation in traditionally male trade areas but have been largely unsuccessful (p. 333).  
Despite the imbalances in many vocational options, Canadian women have higher levels of educational attainment and are more likely to be in some form of continuous education than comparable women in the United Kingdom (Ashton, Green, & Lowe, 2006, p. 138).  In other regions, gender inequality is present but can be minimized with effectively administered vocational education.  For instance, despite severe social and labor markets restraints within Palestine, young women involved in vocational education programs that were under represented and encountered wage discrimination had labor force participation rates five times the national average.  The daily wage of graduates was 27% greater than the national median wage (Hilal, 2012, p. 692).
Location and Condition of the Labour Market

Similar to inequalities that may be attributable to gender, where one lives and the opportunities available will influence choices.  The industries or infrastructure present within the area will be the options that one may draw upon as possible employment solutions.  It depends if one is able or willing to relocate.  Career choices such as forestry or mining will dictate the type of environment, for example, rural and isolated, that one inhabits.  The education options available in a certain region will then affect the ability of youth to access these post-secondary opportunities. Statistics Canada (2013a) states that in 2011, 70.1% of adults aged 25 to 64 lived in a census metropolitan area accounting for 83.6% of all university degree holders, 69.0% of those with a college diploma and 58.7% of those with a trades certificate (p. 17). Lehmann, Taylor and Hamm (2013) explored: a) the perception that apprenticeship students had of their particular opportunity structures, b) the influence of geographical location on their education, training and decisions and c) experiences pertaining to employment (p. 2).  The economic variations observed within two distant and very different regions were used to accentuate the advantages and disadvantages of each location. The shortage of skilled industrial workers in the sparsely populated north eastern Alberta region led to partnerships between transnational companies, the local school and college to provide training opportunities mainly for these shortages (Lehmann et al., 2013, p. 4).  A densely populated south western Ontario region close to several and varied post-secondary options that consists mainly of urban service industries and diminishing industrial employment options was investigated (Lehmann et al., 2013, p. 5).  Labor shortages were evident in both the south western Ontario and Fort McMurray markets due to retirement of the present workforce.  The Fort McMurray youth reported narratives of confidence, future job stability and early retirement while Ontario youth were vocal of employment difficulties and limitations yet the Ontario youth had a greater range of service sector employment and post-secondary options (Lehmann et al., 2013, p. 15).  

Other contrasts identified in the research were the positives and negatives that can be apparent in employment opportunities due to market conditions.  In Fort McMurray, the demand for skilled workers promoted growing workers through expansive apprenticeships. There were structured training rotations across varied transnational companies while Ontario youth dependent on a depressed market faced restrictive, unsupportive apprenticeships that only met the immediate needs of their employers and did not expand their range of knowledge (Lehmann et al., 2013, p. 18).  

Undoubtedly, these highlighted issues in such boom/bust markets would be noted in any work environment at any level.  It is being highlighted within this framework since the apprenticeship can be perceived by employers as an opportunity to optimize cheap labor especially in a depressed market (Lehmann et al., 2013, p. 19).  
Student Motivation and Preparedness to Transition from High School to 
Post-Secondary Education or Work 

Up to this point, the research themes have emphasized the impact that outside influences have on the high school student yet students’ involvement in their own preparation for post-secondary or work transitions has profound implications. Lehmann (2004) suggests that traditional structural elements such as class, gender, ethnicity, location have become less deterministic.  A vast range of employment options have occurred in a more risk laden society, which demands constant engagement with their choices and actions (p. 380).  Powlette and Youngs’ (1996) study of 1047 high school students in Alberta, Canada were that one out of two said they were punctual while two out of five said they were organized, punctual, proud of their work and took criticism well (p. 33).  Powlette and Young (1996) findings suggested that one in seven selected a career in the last six months, while 17.5% chose in the last year and two out of three (66.9%) had decided in two or more years earlier (p. 32).  Although dated, the data provide a baseline for comparison in lieu of more current data on the Alberta high school landscape.  

Students have perceptions of performance yet the greater significance is their actual drive to succeed.  Haase, Heckhasen and Koller (2008) found that goal engagement was important for career goal attainment and well-being when goal attainment opportunities were constrained (p. 688).  Goals and dreams are excellent steps towards career realization but often disrupted by educational systems.  Between grades four and six, students in Germany are separated into three different school tracks which affect future opportunities since the bottom two tracks are not eligible for college but only vocational routes (Haase et al., 2008, p. 675).  Despite this segregation, this streamed German system creates an academic stream school culture identified as Gymnasium which prepares students for university compared to the uncertainty and misconceptions that Canadian high school students may encounter (Lehmann, 2004, p. 392).  In the Canadian system only marks, particularly in grade 12 courses, affect suitability for post-secondary options.  While different school options still occur in the Canadian system with differentiation between academic and other streams, there is more flexibility along with options for upward mobility (Molgat, Deschenaux, & Leblanc, 2011, p. 507).  Hira-Friesen, Haan and Krahn (2013) found that high grades in grade twelve are very strong predictors of university and trade completion if parents encouraged the student to obtain a trade related credential (p. 39). 

 As a route towards achieving long term goals, an initial plan of achieving high grades in high school for post-secondary entry primarily motivates student and parent.  As previously discussed, a positive correlation between a child’s university together with trade related attendance and family income is evident (Hira-Friesen, Haan, & Krahn, 2013, p. 39).  This once again implies the importance of parental involvement, social reproduction and goal engagement in the career decision making process.  Once a career pathway has been selected, the transition through post-secondary then employment may not be very smooth causing re-evaluation of the initial decision.  Masdonati, Lamamra and Jordan (2010) found that fifty percent of youth in Switzerland experience long, more complicated and chaotic transitions, characterised by school attrition, reorientation phases of inactivity and unemployment (p. 404).  To link parental involvement, societal views and student motivation together, the dream or wish of obtaining a credential must be tempered with the hard work and preparation necessary to earn the credential.  This is evident by Krahn and Taylor’s explanation (as cited in Molgat, Deschenaux, & Leblanc, 2011, p. 511) which found that 64% of parents of 15 year olds in Canada want them to obtain at least one university degree.  

Possibly, students who want to please their parent(s) may aspire to these wishes but many have not laid the groundwork necessary to reach post-secondary institutions.  In Ontario, 50% of grade 11 students planned to attend university while only one third actually went to university in 2004 (Molgat et al., 2011, p. 511).  The trend of greater education aspirations is reflected in a decline in the proportion which had not completed high school and had no further education. In 2006, 11% of all young adults aged 25 to 34 had no formal educational credentials which was less than half the proportion of 23% among adults aged between 55 and 64 (Statistics Canada, 2008, p. 12).

Rather than looking at viable career options that may produce dividends, it appears parents and their youth may be selecting careers based on lofty dreams rather than blatant realities.  Feller (2003) states that students’ expectations and their realities are not consistent with a very high degree (90%) of students believing they will be going to college or university while an above average (70%) number believe they will be working in professional jobs (p. 265).  These findings provide a further link between societal views, parents’ aspirations and students’ abilities or motivation by providing insight into the rough transitions that occur due to the difference in perceived expectations compared to the actual difficulties of post-secondary or work transitions.  Duchesne, Mercier and Ratelle (2012) identified that less than a third of Canadian grade 8 students assessed seemed interested in exploring career options (p. 381).  Research could not be identified that substantiated if either a lack of career research into academic requirements on the part of student/parent(s) or overestimating the student’s intellectual ability or parent/student resource availability is responsible for the discrepancy.  It may be restrictive to conduct proper research into the actual reasons behind perceived failure of aspirations at the high school and post-secondary levels.  

In essence, students may make an initial decision, which might be uninformed and idealistic, but due to a lack of preparedness on their part, are derailed to a secondary, more realistic option.  Maclean and Lai (2011) identified a recent trend, called reverse transfer, which is the enrolment of recent university graduates at technical colleges, to add specific occupation credentials to their Bachelor of Arts degrees which have not led to their employment (p. 4).  On a related note that furthers the stigma and separation found between academic and vocational post-secondary streams, an assessment of why it is branded a reverse transfer instead of forward transfer to a financially promising, stable career should be addressed.  Maclean and Lai (2011) conclude that these mainly liberal arts graduates are choosing vocational education courses in technical colleges and this trend is likely to become more pronounced in the future (p. 4).  For this reason, student motivation or preparedness for post-secondary or work transition are a factor especially when coupled with the realities of economic necessity and experience.  

The findings of Masdonati, Lamamra, and Jordan (2010) were categorized into five main reasons for post-secondary attrition: a) problematic working relationships, b) inability to learn the profession, c) world of work problems, d) difficult shift from compulsory to post-secondary and e) external contingencies involving life problems (p. 407).  These findings obviously point to difficulties encountered by the students and it is unlikely that these issues are even considered by the average high school student.  Realistically speaking, some high school students are facing multitude of complexities in their lives much more pressing than distant career requirements. Partners for emotional and financial support are needed.  For most of the eighteen young couples studied by Domene et al., (2012) career was only one of several priorities they were trying to manage and balance in life (p. 20).  Domene et al (2012) insisted that financial constraints appeared to be an intrusive feature in the context of life (p. 23).  Due to these pressing issues, turn-taking or delay in pursuing one’s own preferences to support the other partner was present in the career exploration and occupational decision-making process (Domene et al, 2012, p. 23).  Many of the above influences or themes were explicit in their involvement while these final hurdles in actually procuring the credential are no less important.  Despite the implicit motivation required for properly planning a focussed, successful high school experience on top of arranging post-secondary career goals, these crucial steps have a profound impact in life.  Certainly, the structure, procedures and courses in high school are intended to prepare students for the rigors of post-secondary or work environments.  However, the simple entitlement or right to an education found within a free, compulsory system permits considerable leeway for punctuality, attendance, deadlines, no zero grade policies creating habits not deemed acceptable at post-secondary or workplace environments. These different expectations from a free compulsory education system for youth contrasted with a costly post-secondary education system for adults create a culture shock that students experience.  


The issue of engagement can also be highlighted by the comparatively low number of older Canadian teenagers who are leaving school and remaining jobless for long periods of time. For years, jobless youth have been tracked in numerous countries by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2010, p. 13).  The youth are identified as Not in Education, Employment, or Training (NEET) begging the question why these individuals are so disengaged in important aspects of their future.  Upon further investigation, some harsh realities explain why this is the case.  Less full time self-sustaining jobs are available that do not require a post-secondary education.  Marshall (2010) indicates that “in the 2009/2010 school year, 27% (1,193,000) of all youth were full-time postsecondary Canadian students attending vocational, community colleges or university” (p. 6).  This includes the full time students only and excludes the multitudes who study part-time.  This also raises questions as to what a large percentage of our youth are involved in at this crucial time of their career development.  According to Marshall (2010), “increased participation in post-secondary education is tied to the rise in the knowledge-based economy and the demand for higher skilled jobs” (p. 6).  Students pursuing post-secondary education require completed prerequisite high school coursework on top of resources to fund further education which may not be obtainable by some considering child-rearing or economic, social restraints.  While in school, these students work in jobs that would readily be available to them as regular full time employment but they are performing on a part-time basis while they go to school.  This part-time work is often a motivator to continue studies as these alternative job prospects may not be promising or self-sustaining.  Marshall (2010) notes, “Almost all employed students worked in the service sector (96%), with 36% in the retail trade and 18% in food services” (p. 14).  To further complicate the matter, Ouellette (as cited in Marshall, 2010) observes, “that tuition fees have risen at a faster rate than inflation” (p. 5).  When higher tuition fees are coupled with minimum wage, Loung (as cited in Marshall, 2010) contests that “higher student borrowing rates and debt have been linked to lower savings, investments and asset levels well after graduation” (p. 5).  It appears that some of these educational / employment restrictions have led to a modified bottom line for youth.  The importance of early part-time work exposure, which initially paid for teenage luxuries during studies, later on proves to be another source of funding.  Hango (2010) observed “a positive effect of working during high school on later earnings with the positive impact peaking at 10 to 20 hours a week. These youth have about 28% higher career earnings than youth who did not work during high school” (p. 28).  To further explore the dynamics of modern youth, living at home appears to be more of a necessity than a luxury considering the financial climate.  Certain cultures may believe children should remain in the family household but a similar overall Canadian cultural trend appears to be apparent.  Marshall  (2010) concludes that “85% of those age 15 to 19 along with 61% of 20 to 24 year olds are living at home in Canada” (p. 11).  Note that according to these statistics, 15% of those 15 to 19 are not living at home which roughly correlates to the NEET percentage of youth. It is possible that the NEET youth are vulnerable due to these circumstances.  To address the economic climate faced by youth, the actual rate of students working has increased dramatically.  Marshall (2010) acknowledges that “over the past 35 years, the employment rate among full-time post-secondary students increased from approximately one in four to just under one in two” (p. 7).  Comparatively, the summer employment rate for full time post-secondary students age 20 to 24 has consistently averaged around 70% (Marshall, 2010, p. 12).  Even at the secondary level with compulsory education, the rate of work involvement is substantial.  Statistics Canada (2009) reported that “In 2007/2008, nearly all 15-year-olds were attending school, with 21% of 15-year-olds combining schooling with work” (p. 3). Many students may not have the resources to go to school full-time or may need to work several years to pay for their post-secondary education especially if student loans are unfeasible.  This situation leads to a delay in one’s educational pursuits and attainment.  Negligible differences in early full employment are observed between students who went directly to versus those who delayed their post-secondary education (Hango, 2010, p. 24).  Considering some of the factors affecting the prospect of getting a promising career in the Canadian economy and the resources required to obtain it, it is no wonder that a small percentage of our youth population is resistant to entering the race.  It is important to note that many of these resistant youth have endured years of failure, disconnection and disengagement in the public schooling system and only see more of the same in these future challenges they must face.  In reality, the overall NEET rate decreased from 22% in 1976 to 13% in 2011, mainly due to the entry of women into the labour market and out of Not in Labor Force (NILF) classification (Marshall, 2012, p. 7).  Marshall (2012) reports that:

Although the type of NEET cause is not known (unemployment or NILF), recent 
research on NEET using the Youth in Transition Survey (YITS) has shown that almost 
40% of youth had been NEET for 5 months or longer at least once over the 5 cycles of 
the survey but few appear to be in a permanent state of detachment. (p. 11)
While permanent youth detachment appears unlikely and the actual NEET rate is declining, the presence of those Not in Education, Employment, or Training (NEET) still highlights an at risk susceptibility when steady employment is infrequent, unavailable or unfeasible.  Existing obligations such as child rearing may explain the non-participation of these individuals.  The above mentioned issues such as career availability, post-secondary costs, pre-existing obligations and living costs appear to point to an increased competitiveness for self-sustaining jobs.  The competitiveness for these sought after positions then contributes to a burgeoning qualification escalation which demands increased educational requirements.  Regrettably, not all can achieve these inflated requirements due to a multitude of predefined reasons (poverty, child-rearing, academic prerequisites).  These reasons are intensified by downturns in the economy that adversely affect the less experienced and often less qualified youth. 

Education’s Alternative Purpose as an Economic Market as well as Student Development

Increasingly, school policy has emphasized student / parent choice of schooling which has led to competition among schools.  Charter school legislation, open boundaries, student-based funding in addition to school-based decision making have all contributed to a competitive education system (Taylor, 2006, p. 40).  This competition can be realized by the increased movement of students as they select a school of their choosing.  Taylor (2006) reveals that students who did not attend their designated school in their catchment area rose from 49% to 62% between 1984 and 2001 in Edmonton, Alberta (p. 40).  The question that must be asked is: does this competition facilitate more comprehensive school to work transitions for all students?  Pressures on schools to maintain their infrastructure through related partnerships with employers (for RAP, work experience, etc.) on top of post-secondary institutions (NAIT, MacEwan University, etc.) are apparent.  The need to maintain a good reputation to attract more students to the school is another consideration.  Taylor (2006) observed, “If we [principals] are charged with improving performance, the one way to do that is to bring in a higher-class calibre of youngster.  Performance will go up by definition” (p. 44).  Performance can also be affected by the placement of students in respective streams or courses, which is referred to as tracking.  Once a student is positioned onto a certain track or stream, it is difficult to move up to vertically differentiated programs from there (Taylor, 2006, p. 48).  Certain tracks, like a train, lead to different places such as university for the academic track or directly to the workplace for the remedial track.  Taylor (2006) discloses that “placement appears to be related to pressures to ensure that more students meet provincial standards on grade 12 diploma exams” (p. 48).  Taylor (2006) notes the following:

The process of selection and promotion of students in high schools is less of a problem 
when the educational provision for all students is equally valuable—that is, when 
differentiation is horizontal. However, we argue in this section that what is being offered 
to ‘twinkies’ (low achieving students without clear aspirations) is inadequate when 
compared to what is offered to ‘bright lights’ (high achieving students). (p. 48)
Considering these points, many students are still uncertain of their futures and fail to see the links between school learning and their future lives. This process can be disheartening for parents who face the prospect of financing their child’s post-secondary guess and test exploration of career options (Taylor, 2006, p. 54).  

Faced with the hurdles of disenfranchised youth and parents, a shift towards leveling the playing field and offering broad-based curriculum has been suggested.  Alberta Education (2014) now has included exploratory type of curriculum necessary to determine a student’s suitability to a career pathway in grades 5 through 9 as part of the newly drafted Career and Technology Foundations (CTF) curriculum (p. 1).  With this innovative introduction to Career and Technology Studies (CTS) in the elementary grades, a progression happens in junior along with senior high of more specific career building skills.  The Alberta Education (2015) Curriculum Redesign does not specifically name any area but simply states that curriculum, in general, must be relevant and engaging for students with an emphasis on developing cross-curricular competencies (p. 1).  

The Alberta Regional Consortia (2015) states that the cross-curricular competencies are an interrelated set of attitudes, skills and knowledge that are drawn upon and applied to a particular context for successful learning and living (p. 1).  The Alberta Regional Consortia (2015) goes on to list these necessary skills for living in our modern world required by students as: a) know how to learn, b) think critically, c) identify and solve complex problems, d) manage information, e) innovate, f) create opportunities, g) apply multiple literacies, h) demonstrate good communication skills and the ability to work cooperatively with others and i) demonstrate global and cultural understanding, and apply career and life skills (p. 1).  In essence, this is a list of attributes that schools are attempting to instill within the education system across all grades levels and programs that are transferable to the workplace.  Interviews by Taylor and Watt-Malcolm (2007) with 30 apprenticeship students, 8 parents and 12 workplace supervisors in 2004 and 2005 documented the following: 

But interviews also suggest restrictions on the learning environment that need to be 
addressed in our view to enhance practice. In schools, interviews with educators and 
students suggest that neither academic nor technical courses appeared to be preparing 
students adequately for apprenticeship learning despite the best efforts of cooperative 
education teachers involved in the program. This lack of articulation is arguably rooted in 
the academic/vocational division in schools whereby ‘tech’ courses are hands-on to the 
exclusion of necessary theory and academic courses seem to have little connection to the 
lived experiences of students. (p. 41)
Conclusion
In conclusion, this paper has reviewed the influences that affect high school students’ career decision making pathways.  The six main influences or themes found were: a) parental involvement, b) societal views of university and vocational career pathways, c) societal inequalities, d) location and condition of the labor market, e) student motivation as well as preparedness to transition from high school to a post-secondary or work environment, and f) education’s alternative purpose as an economic market on top of student development.  Several links were made that considerably strengthen the influences such as the interrelated nature of societal views of university and vocational education, parental involvement and motivation of the student, all pushing towards a prestigious university education and career yet research (Feller, 2003, p. 265) shows that a great number of these dreams do not materialize for a number of reasons (e.g., parental support, available resources, applicable knowledge and experience).  In contrast, while academic options are sought after and revered, their counterpart, vocational education is its opposite with a diminished status. The difficulties encountered in academic streams lead to a secondary or backup choice that is more fruitful. 
The secondary career is vocational in nature providing a stable livelihood for a later academic attempt that may be successful.  Lamb (2011) attests vocational education is more inclusive, more far reaching, offering targeted delivery of skills plus has the potential to extend education and training to a greater number and wider range of groups (p. 62).  Lamb (2011) maintains that individuals from typically disadvantaged backgrounds such as low social economic status, aboriginal, disabled, rural or secluded populations tend to be the least likely to gain qualifications but are the most likely to participate in vocational education (p. 62).  Many inequalities were discussed in this paper with an emphasis on gender, social status and concealed structures within the educational system.  Gaps in present research pertaining to gender, high school student beliefs, aspirations and choices were highlighted.  
In conclusion, the core issue comes down to opportunity.  Are the youth of our nation entitled to a viable job opportunity or do youth have to complete some level of research, education and experience to earn the job opportunity?  As it stands right now, evidence points to the fact that society and industry require an individual to develop the necessary skills on his/her own time, energy and money to obtain that coveted position.  Statistics Canada (2013b) states that highly educated Canadians are more likely to have high incomes.  Almost one in four (24.1%) holding a university degree were in the top 10% in 2010 (Statistics Canada, 2013b, p. 4).  In contrast, Statistics Canada (2013b) notes that one in ten of those who had a post-secondary certificate or diploma below bachelor level made it into the top 10% of income, while just under one in twenty of those with a high school diploma and one in fifty of those who had no certificate, diploma or degree were in this high income group (p. 4).  Unfortunately, this leaves the disadvantaged and underprivileged youth in a very precarious position as they are likely going to continue the cycle of poverty that they inherited.  These individuals have not had exposure to the same experiences nor developed the same skills that many take for granted.  These individuals likely were disengaged in the classroom and will likely not adapt or recover once they enter the world of work.  Most likely, they will have inconsistent or intermittent employment records.  Yates and Payne (as cited in Marshall, 2012) indicate, “there is a widespread current perception that being ‘NEET’ (not in employment, education or training) presents a major risk for young people of becoming socially excluded” (p. 11).  
For this reason, programs that provide work-based education opportunities to develop skills outside of the alienating pencil and book classroom are crucial to the productive integration of these youth.  Some argue that teaching these youth work-related skills only reinforces social reproduction yet I argue that developing skills is beneficial for building long-term stability and can be upgraded if desired.  Others argue the feasibility of such work-based programs but I argue the long term contribution of a productive member of society outweighs the short-term educational cost. Considering that many youth have not had sufficient opportunities to experience or explore, would this not be a justifiable and equitable option?  
To further reinforce the real-world importance of these opportunities, Statistics Canada (2009) reported that, “education positively affects earnings as well as employment rates. Two years after graduation, college graduates from the class of 2005 had median annual earnings of $33,000, while their university counterparts were earning a median of $45,000” (p. 5).  From a theoretical standpoint, Bryson (2013) argues that labour market risk (but not benefits) have shifted to the employee who is now responsible for developing job qualifications including post-secondary education and lifelong learning or skill redevelopment yet larger societal issues such as education–employment transitions, skill utilisation, job quality, labour market operation, compensation, health and contributing citizenship are derelict (p. 553).  Irrespective of the standpoint, the complexity of the situation needs to be addressed with alternative educational practice methods in conjunction with proactive education of youth, parents and educators alike.

Chapter Three – Methodology

Data Collection 


I initially located relevant, current peer-reviewed articles using search terms such as career exploration, school to work transitions, vocational education and trajectories in the University of Alberta’s academic library system.  I typically discarded articles if the information was more than 15 years old or if the focus was too narrow or obscure.  Certain areas of research did form themes in my much broader and general study.  I used University of Alberta library resources due to its relevant Canadian academic roots, its varied databases and ease of access.  This allowed me to skim current article abstracts central to my topic then print off those that I would later summarize (see appendix A), allowing me to easily refer to these documents repeatedly.  After I obtained considerable understanding from the literature I then organized a literature map (see appendix B) to develop how my study will contribute to the literature and within the larger body of research (Creswell, 2014, p. 32).  

Research Methods


I am interested in the “what” and “how” of my research problem. I adhere to a pragmatic paradigm and apply all approaches to understand the problem (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006, p. 4).  I used existing research data to educate my design and implementation of a real-world practical website that will directly integrate career education research along with career choice information.
Career Pathways Website Tool/ Instrument 

The website will be a tool I will use to benefit my practice.  The way I plan to transmit the data collected to my target audience (i.e., parents, students) will be through a career pathways website tool with the hope processing the knowledge will improve understanding in students career explorations.  I believe the research findings of this literature and document review will be available to the Canadian audience of parents and students although extra effort may be needed to explain the research process and results.  I also believe an online internet website will be the most effective method of communicating this data to Canadian parents and students.  The career pathways website tool can be accessed from a smart phone, from school computers or home computers or from public libraries at any time which offers convenience and transferability.  I also hope the website will increase interaction and participation among parents and students by being a focus of continued discussion or referral.  As the career pathways website tool is used, feedback will be given to further inform my understanding of the career exploration process and constraints.
Ethical Considerations


As I conducted research without participants, ethics approval from neither the university’s Tricouncil in which I am studying nor the school in which I work is required. In the writing of this paper and in the construction of the website I will act ethically by respecting potential power imbalances and upholding sensitivity to groups, for example, cultural, gender, parents, students, districts and boards in the construction of the career pathways website tool.  
Forms of Representation


In education, the conversation ends many times with theory and an overwhelmed teacher expected to produce a practical solution.  For this reason I will develop a career pathways website tool that teachers can use to aid their existing practice / lessons for students in conjunction with parents. This website tool integrates the information gathered through my research process.  This project is an excellent way of communicating what I have gathered in addition to the rest of the educational community.  The best part of this representation is that the career pathways website tool can adapt as required to meet the needs by those using it and reflecting on its use.  By keeping well organized records and writing down the progression of the project, miscommunications, memory lapses and rework is reduced among stakeholders.  Future dissemination is possible with the Alberta Journal of Teachers’ Research to report my findings to the larger educational community.
Chapter Four - Findings of Project
As outlined in Chapter One, the following questions were the basis for the literary research conducted in this project.

1. What information would aid in a more authentic career decision process between 
student, parent and teacher? 

2. Whose opinion about career choices matters most to high school students (e.g., 
parents, teachers, peers, other)? 

Discussed in the student motivation and preparedness section of the literature review in Chapter Two, was a varied exploration and study of readily available information for family members as well as school personnel which helps to create a more authentic career decision process.  It is not that the information is not easily accessible but engaging with the data in relation to opinions of loved ones, social expectations and economic pressures can make the process seem overwhelming and cumbersome.  First, the student must search his/herself to understand personal passions and abilities.  The next step requires a thorough examination of the careers options that will mostly align with these needs.  This first step is no easy task for a teenager with limited life experience transitioning from the accommodating high school setting to the often demanding and unforgiving post-secondary or paid work environment.  Second, the opinions of more experienced relations are often unaware of the realities of post-secondary studies, the actual abilities of the student or the overall career decision process will create career decision pressures.  These actions may force the student to oblige despite the student’s own aspirations. In the literature review, social reproduction sway a youth to a career choice due to comfort and familiarity as well as social stigma which pushes a youth away from a viable career because of its stature within society are examples of the pressures that influence the decision making process.  Understanding these pressures and their influences on the process will lead to a more authentic career decision.  Another relevant point in this review is the exploration and experience of certain career areas to determine suitability for that job when compared with a student’s skills and abilities.  A job may look good on paper but will be much different so it is important to be as certain as possible of choice considering the necessary work and expense to pursue post-secondary training.  To address and aid in the career selection process many high schools have career pathways initiatives that offer more varied opportunities to explore career options through a greater range of Career and Technology (CTS) course options, work experience and cooperative work programs. 


The value of opinions influencing the student is presented in this project in Chapter Two where parental support/involvement suggests that parents or caregivers in the student’s life are the main influence.  This may be, in part, due to the fact that parents in North American society typically pay for the post-secondary education so wish to ensure the success of their offspring.  Teachers surprisingly did not have as pivotal a role in assisting students in the process.  Little research into the role of peers was found thus this influence was not discussed.  It is also imperative to realize the student voice was not easily found and is an overlooked opinion in this decision making process.  The students’ opinions are crucial and vitally important – they matter most in this decision making process because it is their future.

As noted in the literature review above, identifying the factors that affect student career choice is very complex with a multitude of variables.  I attempted to clarify the findings of the study as much as possible to make it accessible to my target audience of teachers, parents and students.  The career pathways website tool streamlines the often confusing and overwhelming career selection process encouraging immediate progress to be realized with components of this paper infused into the website as one of my goals.  Recommendations were made within the literature review themes and point to some obvious, correctable solutions such as parents introducing career options in elementary school.  Interestingly, the recommendations made towards parents such as early career introduction are often initiated within schools, which reinforces my opinion that schools are one of the last remaining, supporting pillars of society.  Other solutions are not so easily rectified such as the lack of accommodations made regarding women’s perceptions in the trades or alternatively, the structure of the education system that values competition and reputation rather than student development.  These issues are much more ingrained and require significant attention. 
On another note, the application of the study data upon the career pathways website tool could prove to be interesting and fracture in two directions. One possibility would be that of the unknowing, uninterested youth who likely have little parental involvement and are drifting through high school waiting for self-defining events that might tell them how they will proceed.  I predict about thirty to forty percent of students will have no inkling and will not have investigated any professions, but instead are more preoccupied with simply being kids.  
Research suggests that today’s youth are less concerned than previous generations about career outcomes (Lehmann, Taylor & Hamm, 2013, p. 2).  This research benefits me in understanding and assisting these youths while providing opportunities to develop goals and opportunities to develop career experiences.  When considering constraints to trades-related careers, I investigated more basic underlying influences that inherently affect students’ abilities to make a decision about their professional purposes. Influences such as the geography that students inhabit and the community in which they live can be either a barrier or benefit. 
I addressed these issues to enlighten myself within my personal work environment. I work mainly within an urban setting with a large immigrant population and I shaped my review to address these demographics.  I found that, in general, a student open to career education would likely be a good student who participated in a wide range of school activities and worked at least during the summer (Shamah, 2011, p. 50).  On the other hand, youth who have significant parent involvement might have suggestions to go to university, which could likely signal trades-related careers as a second option. If parents are from a trade background and have had good experiences in trades, career reproduction might be feasible. Female participants, of whom there will likely be few, have historically felt intimidated in a male-dominated field. As previously mentioned, this issue needs further research and study. 

Because I work in a culturally diverse urban area with a large number of immigrants, some research results I have so far encountered might not be applicable to this distinct group.  As a result, I cannot make any reasonable estimation to their possible results. In this area of research, possible changes from predetermined norms could occur. Research suggests that immigrants’ educational aspirations strengthen considerably after coming to Canada and indicated that studying was the most important of their responsibilities here (Shakya et al., 2010, p. 68). The immigrant demographic is common in my practice as a teacher and provides me with valuable understanding in what particular issues are related to career entry at the high school level. In my experience, the immigrant students I teach typically are motivated, usually are familiar with large degrees of responsibility, and wish to improve their station in life by earning while they learn a profitable skill. 
Discussion

Hopefully, I have contributed to the discussion about the outstanding career pathway issues facing youth in the Canadian context.  This information will be applied to a career pathways website tool that is accessible and ideally will make a lasting impression.  In general, I believe a lack of concern or urgency will be present in the use of the career pathways website tool since students are not imminently contemplating career options.  These traits could be in part due to parents not pushing, suggesting, or influencing students or just a sense of procrastination possibly based on the premise of enjoying high school. Parental experiences will influence students’ choices depending if either one or both parents are involved in their child’s life and decision-making process. 

I will use the career pathways website tool to assist students taking a CTS class who should be focused on career aspirations but may not be properly informed of viable options. As an experienced teacher, I may be able to conclude from my observations and inferences in conjunction with the research that many young adults are possibly uninformed, disinterested, intimidated, or overwhelmed by school-to-work transitions. I believe these results will highlight the inexperience of young adults who may be ill-equipped for the upcoming school-to-work transitions. 

The advice of relatives and to a lesser degree teacher plays a role in a students’ decision-making process. Being in an economically vibrant location such as Edmonton, Alberta the locality effects due to resource based industries should be beneficial towards the trades (Lehmann et al., 2013 p. 4). The general societal perception of the trades is hard to accurately gauge because it depends on which part of society is questioned. Within the context of my school environment, I believe the general perception of trades-oriented careers would be favorable. The ongoing use of the career website will indicate that students are drastically unprepared and unknowledgeable about their post-secondary opportunities and challenges, but will also show me more precisely which areas to focus on to deduce these problems.
Chapter Five - Conclusions
First and foremost, the research process has changed me as I have grown and transformed this knowledge into a revised personal understanding for myself which I hope to use to improve my practice.  By actively engaging myself in this literature review and building the career website, I have created a new framework as part of a larger academic community. I find myself thinking much more critically and actively engaging with what I learn.  In turn, this thinking changes me as an individual and as an educator. 

I think most educators realize early that learning never ceases to be inspiring and brings new questions followed by further study. In the study of career pathways there are many predetermined factors which sway young students towards certain careers; and, unfortunately, these students are not cognitively aware of these factors so may continue a predefined path. Because I have learned through this process of critical analysis and theoretical research to look at the underlying causations, I can also help students think about rational, conscious choices. Perhaps, I can help empower students to choose instead of expecting others to choose for them or choosing according to predefined norms. If I am to improve my practice, I must understand the theory behind underlying assumptions and causes. Reporting findings obviously expand the academic materials available; but on a personal level, reporting findings gives me, the writer and researcher, a more intimate chance to relate to and develop my own understanding of what knowledge means in my personal context as an educator. This unfolding epistemology will help me complete several of the duties often assigned to teachers, which facilitates life preparations and job qualifications. If students are motivated or interested, the fact remains that career knowledge, personal reflection and informed life planning is required in high school to prepare for life after high school. My intent is not to sway people towards any career option; rather it is to become aware of students’ perspectives so I can accurately share the knowledge and skills necessary for students to make their own educated decisions.

Recommendations for Further Study


As mentioned in previous chapters, the perspective of students attending high school or the first year of any post-secondary provider was not addressed in this research study. This focus will be a fundamental part of the problem to look into, which will provide the most in-depth responses to this complex problem. The input from students registering and attending career and technology programs along with academic programs in grades nine up to grade twelve is vital to differentiating responses and assessing this issue.  The influence of peers is substantially lacking and is assumed to be similar to societal perceptions yet with no defined certainty.  Gaps in research pertaining to gender combined with immigrant populations were noticed and would be very informative considering the increasing diversity found in Canadian schools.  
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Article Summary

Summarize in your own words -use direct quotes to support summary statements

the research problem-
Literature review-

Data collection- 
Analysis, 
Results, implications- 
Conclusion – 
Strengths / Weaknesses-
Personal reaction-
Background (historical perspective)-
Methods-
Results-
Limitations-
Discussion-
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Appendix B

Literature Map

Appendix C

Purpose Statement 

To determine the influences that affect a high school student’s career decision making process

Research question – Who has the greatest impact on students perceptions of career options

Influences affecting high school career choices
Parental involvement (hands on or off)

· Parental wishes

· Parental occupation- positive ( reproduction- do what they know or experienced)

· Parental occupation –negative (want better for child)
Societal stigma

       -
   Trades are for students with behavior / intelligence issues

       -       Trades are dirty and manual labor

       -       Lack of prestige

       -       Lack of monetary gain
Poverty , social class

·  Limited by financial means

·  Have no resources/ experience making transition difficult

Gender

·  Isolated to few trades

·  Inhospitable work relations

Labor market, location

·  Market demands limit choices

·  Availability of trades related to location of natural resources

Motivation of student, preparedness for transition from high school to post-secondary / work

·  Natural tendencies ( linked to social reproduction)

·  Trades require you to work (larger shock than just more higher level schooling)

·  Availability of related career resources

·  Students not as concerned about careers as previous generations

Education as an Economic Market rather than Student Development 
·  Funding dictated by choice directing resources in different directions
·  Competition and “reputation” of school becomes paramount
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	Societal stigma of “hands on “ vocational education
	The linkages between education and employment in Canada and the united kingdom: a comparative analysis Ashton, Green & Lowe
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	I’m still scrubbing the floors: experiencing youth apprenticeships in Canada and Germany - Lehman
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