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Build Career Interest Early 

By Rebecca School 

 

Career exploration can be a real motivator for students, starting as early as elementary school. It inspires some 

to step up their attendance and classwork efforts, while helping others broaden their focus. Because students 

don’t have to choose their career path while in elementary school, they can explore endless possible futures 

and get excited about opportunities in high school (and sometimes middle school) through career technical 

education (CTE) programs. I use my district’s CTE programs as a springboard for elementary school career 

exploration. 

 

Some students may not be interested in the particular careers high school CTE programs can provide, but in 

most cases the credentials earned provide skills that help prepare them for higher-level education. Automotive 

technologies might lead to a career in NASCAR or mechanical engineering. Computer-aided design might 

benefit someone interested in architecture, interior design or civil engineering. Nursing assistant programs 

might prepare students for nursing, physical therapy or medical degrees. Sports medicine programs might be a 

good option for the high school sports star. 

 

And these programs give students relatively low-risk opportunities to try things and discover if they really want 

to continue along that career path. If students find out in high school that they love art but not the graphic arts 

offered through a CTE program, it can help them head down a better path without spending more college 

tuition and taking additional classes. 

 

Entry into some CTE classes is becoming competitive because of the advantage they give both students 

interested in a four-year degree and those planning a different path. School counselors and students are 

seeing how CTE programs can help students take advantage of internships, generate letters of 

recommendation that help them stand out on applications and expand their experience on their Common App 

to show dedication to a career cluster and demonstrate work ethic. 



 

High school CTE programs can mean: 

• Free college credit (often up to a year) 

• Summer jobs that pay more than minimum wage  

• Summer internship opportunities 

• Marketable skills to fall back on if needed  

Many parents are thrilled to hear school counselors are exposing their children to skilled trades. They are 

proud to have their children look at careers that may not require four-year degrees and examine respected 

careers that may also be family traditions. In our school, this has helped improve relationships with some 

parents who feel unseen, undervalued or judged for their own career paths. 

 

CTE prepares students for good-paying jobs no longer readily available with only a high school diploma. 

Students with more than two credits in a CTE program are more likely than other high school students to 

graduate from high school and attend college or other postsecondary education. Most programs also offer 

college credit, giving students another way to get free college credit. 

 

Starting in kindergarten, we introduce students and their parents to the six traits – realistic, investigative, 

artistic, social, enterprising and conventional – we have in differing degrees. with self-directed interest 

inventories targeted to younger students, we can help students home in on appealing future career paths. I use 

a free downloadable interest inventory from the Hawaii Department of Education, but many are out there. 

 

 
 

Career Exploration Gallery Walk 

To expose students before high school to different CTE careers, my school holds a Career Exploration Gallery 

Walk for fourth-graders. On the day of the gallery walk, we invite students to dress in colors associated with 

https://www.hawaiipublicschools.org/DOE%20Forms/CTE/RIASEC.pdf


their interests/traits. Those colors match the color codes they’ll see on posters throughout the hallway about 

different careers. Staff wear gear from their colleges and universities. 

 

Students can look at all careers, but we want them to notice if their strengths and traits align with particular 

careers. The event also includes: 

 

Hands-on activities: I partnered with a school counselor at our CTE program to brainstorm hands-on 

activities. Among other things, she has provided mannequin heads for cosmetology; blood pressure cuffs, 

digital thermometers and pulse oximeters for nursing and sports medicine; snap circuits for IT; and firefighter 

uniforms for first-responder academies. 

 

Current CTE students: Current CTE students from our programs visit the school once a year and give the 

elementary school students a chance to interview them about the CTE programs.  

 

Pictogram and photograph banners: We use banners to show what some of the careers look like, what kind 

of additional training or college might be needed and how that often results in more money. Seeing the dollar 

clipart increasing often gets students interested in looking beyond the entry-level aspects of a particular career. 

They can see how much more underwater welding pays than production welding or how much more a 

detective can make compared with a police officer.  

 

In a typical year, the students review the Career Exploration Gallery Walk in their classroom before attending in 

person. It helps them absorb some of the information and identify some of their interests before the excitement 

of the in-person interactions and activities. In 2020–2021, the gallery walk was online, so I added video clips 

about the careers and interviews with current CTE students, and “try-it-yourself” activities to do at home. I 

invite you to use and customize my 2020–2021 virtual gallery for your own school. 

 

In addition to a fun activity students look forward to each year, the gallery walk helps me in my work with 

individual students. When students express interest in particular careers, I use those interests in motivational 

counseling. I can also help the CTE department decide where to expand their programs based on which areas 

are generating the most interest among elementary students.  

 

The fact that 75% of my fourth-graders are now considering at least one CTE program for high school is huge. 

One of the greatest outcomes, however, is the overwhelming positive response from our whole community. 

Parents/guardians, students, staff, local first responders and other professionals have loved this program. The 

support this gives our school and the relationships it strengthens are priceless. 

 

The Career Exploration Gallery Walk is the result of three years of collaboration with my local CTE program, 

Four Cities Compact. I encourage you to contact your CTE program to learn more about the opportunities in 

your district for students to learn real-world skills and how you can use this to make a far-reaching impact. 

 

Rebecca School is a school counselor for Norton City Schools in Norton, Ohio, and the 2020 Ohio Elementary 

School Counselor of the Year. She can be reached at beckyschool1852@hotmail.com. 

 

 

 

 

https://bit.ly/ASCAGalleryWalk
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A Dose of Reality: How to Organize 

a School Reality Fair 

By Diana Virgil 

 

Ever wanted your students to have a dose of reality? You can make this possible with a reality fair. I found that 

hosting a reality fair based on GPA helped my students tremendously. When I was a high school teacher and 

school counselor, my ninth-grade students often had a difficult time understanding the importance of their 

GPA. Many students may not become serious about their studies until their junior or senior year. For me, it was 

important for students to understand the importance of starting off their freshman year with a strong GPA. I first 

learned about the reality fair from my internship supervisor, Heather Norton, at Sumner Hill Junior High School 

in Clinton, Miss. I was so amazed by it that I started to implement it into my own school counseling program the 

following year; with a little twist added. I have offered this fair to my students for many years and have 

presented to various audiences on how to implement their own fair, with ready-to-go materials. Here are 

several tips to help others get started. 

Step 1: What is a Reality Fair?  

One of the biggest things I like to start with is educating others on the purpose of the reality fair. I always begin 

with this little blurb:  

The reality fair is an interactive event that allows students to make a career choice, have a 

starting salary based upon their current cumulative GPA, establish a budget, and pay for basic 

monthly expenses/wants as if they were an adult. Students then take their monthly earnings and 

advance through centers where they choose their housing, car, insurance, etc. Throughout this 

activity, they also balance a checkbook. The objective of this activity is to have them think about 

their future and how their choices now will directly affect the choices they make as adults; both 

financially and academically. At the end of the activity, if they have money left in their account, 

they receive a Payday candy bar. But if they have no money left, they receive a Zero candy bar. 

 



Step 2: The Planning Process: Connect with Community Members 

A crucial aspect of this fair is getting the community involved. You can begin this by confirming your event 

location and date and recruiting community members to volunteer at the event and donate materials. At the 

various booths, such as the bank, car dealership, insurance, etc., at least one volunteer at the table was 

actually in that profession. Parents staffed the checkout table and helped students with the processes 

throughout the fair. We provided training to all volunteers in advance of the event. Businesses and parents 

contributed items such as refreshments, goodie bags, mock checkbooks, and the two types of candy bars. 

When working with volunteers, it is important to obtain their name, business, phone number, email and 

preferred communication style. This helps you to get important information to them in a speedy and efficient 

format. This can also help with parental and community involvement in your school. 

Step 3: The Master Checklist 

The master checklist is a series of items to help you prepare, from 6–12 months in advance to the day of the 

event. I came up with this list after my first solo fair. From there, I have added items each year to help myself 

plan properly. This list also includes all of your logistical items to make a fantastic event.  

Step 4: Fair Day Checklist 

The fair day checklist is composed of items such as having your booths set up, having materials for students, 

and much more. It is the list you usually keep with you throughout the duration of the fair to make sure things 

are running smoothly. 

 

Materials for Students and the event 

These items include: 

• Student material income bracket 

• GPA/Salary form 



• Check register and checkbook 

• Student PowerPoint 

• Empty bags to hold items 

• Clip boards for writing and writing utensils 

 

You will also need plastic bins or empty copy paper boxes to organize student materials by class, calculators, 

tables, tablecloths, banners, and Payday and Zero bars.  

Pre- and Post-Tests 

I am a true data person. Therefore, I collect data before and after the event to determine whether my students 

truly grasped the concept. I love to hold this fair in the fall because we can then track whether students’ grades 

improved the following semester. This also helps us to plan for the following year on how we can improve 

items.  

Putting It All Together 

In Georgia, we use YouScience as a way for students to review careers, graduation plans, etc. This is 

combined with their GPA in helping students to pick a career throughout the fair. We always tell students, 

especially those that may have a lower GPA, that anything is possible. However, knowing where they stand 

now can help them make better choices later in order to obtain scholarships, grants and much more for life 

after high school. While discussing the fair with students, I always tell them that it is in no way saying what the 

future holds for them, but shows how, as responsible adults, they are accountable for many things such as 

rent/mortgage, car insurance, food, electricity, and so much more.  

For more information or a presentation at your next professional learning, contact me at 

dianavirgil7@gmail.com.  

Diana Virgil, Ed.S., LAPC, NCC, NCSC, is a school counselor and regional liaison for the Georgia School 

Counselor Association. She is also a SCUTA ambassador and university liaison. Contact her at 

dianavirgil7@gmail.com. She presented on this topic at the 2019 ASCA annual conference. 

 

Helping Students Succeed: Life Skills in Your 

School Counseling Sessions 

By Vincenzo Capone 
 
When Gus Velasquez describes his life growing up in South Central Los Angeles in the early 1990s, he often 

compares it to “living in a box.” Not a literal box, but rather, he saw his future as predetermined and that he 

would have to follow a path that many close to him had already travelled – a path that led to gang membership 

and prison. Things began to change for Gus in high school, however, when he was introduced to an after-

school career-readiness program where he learned life skills. 

Gus signed up for the program because he heard that any student who enrolled was allowed to leave their final 

class of the day early. But he quickly began to understand its value. The program emphasized the importance 

of developing life skills and how mastering them would help him get and succeed at a job. During the sessions, 

mailto:dianavirgil7@gmail.com
mailto:dianavirgil7@gmail.com


school counselors helped Gus build his confidence and taught him and the other students how to fill out job 

applications, prepare a resume, conduct themselves during an interview, and be respectful.  

At the conclusion of the life skills program, Gus secured an interview for a summer job. The interview would 

take place in a 42-story building only a few miles away, but it felt like a different world for Gus. He initially felt 

out of place, but then he began to focus on the life skills he was taught in the career-readiness program: He 

looked his interviewer in the eye, smiled, shook their hand, and answered all their questions with confidence. 

When he returned to school the next day, Gus’s school counselors showed support by asking him how the 

interview went and encouraged him to follow up with a phone call to show he was interested in the position. 

Gus took their advice and, a week after placing the call, was told that the position was his. This gave Gus more 

confidence than he had ever had and proved to him that he was not destined to live in the box he had 

perceived. 

 
 

Gus Velasquez (right) and family 

By teaching life skills, the school counselors helped Gus build confidence and equipped him to build a 

successful career path. But Gus could just as easily have chosen not to attend that after-school program, like 

so many of his classmates did. To ensure that all students are ready for success when they graduate, schools 

must prioritize teaching life skills, and school counselors are in a unique position to do this.  

School counseling sessions provide a perfect opportunity for students to process their emotions, goals and 

desires and to identify what careers may be of interest to them. Whether they want to be a programmer, 

electrician, or accountant, knowing how to think critically about solutions to problems, work with others on 

accomplishing goals, advocate for themselves in the workplace, and communicate with coworkers will benefit 

them tremendously. These are all skills that are highly sought after by employers, and many are basing their 

hiring decisions more on a candidate’s ability to communicate effectively, think critically, solve problems and 

make good decisions over their ability to do specific job-related functions. This is because teaching the former 

is often too difficult, especially after someone has already begun their career.  

To ensure that students are career-ready, schools must focus on teaching life skills and treat their 

development with the same level of importance as more technical skills. But understanding how to develop 

these skills is a challenge for students, so it is important to turn what can be abstract concepts into concrete 

practices. Fortunately, free resources provide step-by-step guides for school counselors to teach life skills, 

model them for students, and show students the relevance to their everyday lives.  



The job field is changing constantly and rapidly, and this poses a very real challenge for students entering the 

workforce. By ensuring students have the opportunity and ability to develop life skills, school counselors can 

prepare their students for the obstacles they will face in the beginning of, and throughout, their careers. 

Vincenzo Capone is managing director of Overcoming Obstacles, publisher of a free K–12 life skills curriculum. 

He presented on this topic at the 2020 ASCA conference. Contact him at 

vinnycapone@overcomingobstacles.org. 

 

The Military Pathway Opens Doors to 

Academic and Career Success 

By Sgt. Maj. of the Army Michael Grinston 

 

“The nation that will insist on drawing a broad line of demarcation between the fighting man and the thinking 

man is liable to find its fighting done by fools.” 

-Sir William Francis Butler 

Your role as a school counselor includes helping students plan for postsecondary options. Although every 

student’s path is different, the drive to encourage a college education is persistent. Statistics show the majority 

of high school graduates will move on to college, but those who choose the military pathway still have a 

multitude of higher education options available to them. To begin, 100 percent of the 78,000 officers on active 

duty have a college degree, and our enlisted force is the most educated it’s been in our nation’s history. Simply 

put, to think high school students must choose between college and the military isn’t the case. To continue 

building a professional, all-volunteer force, the military pathway must include college. 

Paying for college is a military benefit most people are aware of and soldiers take advantage of the opportunity 

at high rates. Recent data shows about 26 percent of soldiers have taken at least one college class before 

joining the Army. At about two and a half years into their military career, that percentage increases to 42 
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percent. For noncommissioned officers, at about eight years of service, the number climbs to 67 percent. This 

is in large part because soldiers are automatically awarded up to $4,000 in use-or-lose scholarships annually 

for higher education expenses after they complete their first year of enlistment. Soldiers can also use that 

money to obtain credentials to help them be successful in their post-military life. 

As mentioned, all commissioned officers must have a bachelor’s degree. Army ROTC programs support more 

than 15,000 students on scholarship, and award more than $300 million in full-tuition scholarships every year. 

After their commission, officers can also seek post-graduate degrees through fully funded advanced civil 

schooling programs. More than 40 percent of active Army officers currently hold a master’s degree or higher – 

compared to only 13 percent of the United States population.  

Another way the military supports higher education for soldiers and veterans is the GI Bill. There are several 

versions, but the most frequently used is the Post-9/11 GI Bill. This scholarship covers 36 months of tuition and 

fees (typically four years of school); recipients are also entitled to a housing allowance, book and supply 

stipends, and money to help move from a rural area to attend school, when necessary. But the military doesn’t 

just lead to higher education for the service member alone. Since the inception of the Post-9/11 GI Bill, nearly 

1.7 million family members have had their college education paid for as service members transfer their 

education benefits to a child or spouse. 

While the Army’s mission is to deploy, fight, win, and return from our nation’s wars, this cannot be done without 

taking care of our people. Being a part of the military leads to one’s personal growth in many ways. Through 

required training, service members receive continual professional development throughout their career. When 

successful, they quickly move from being a member of a team to leading that team – earning valuable 

experience as the number under their charge grows.  

Much like colleges that have leadership organizations for their best students, so does the military. One club in 

the Army, the Sergeant Audie Murphy Club (SAMC), is an elite organization of select noncommissioned 

officers who have demonstrated outstanding performance and inherent leadership qualities. In the SAMC, 

members receive opportunities to hone their leadership, applying their recognized skills by volunteering in their 

communities. These organizations give soldiers the opportunity to build stronger bonds with other high-

performing soldiers. 

Once a soldier decides to separate, their service in the military continues to benefit them. Department of Labor 

statistics continually show lower rates of unemployment for veterans; Pew research supports that finding – 

concluding that “households headed by veterans have higher incomes and are less likely to be in poverty, on 

average, and is especially the case for veterans in racial or ethnic minority groups and those with less 

education.”   

Success in life is more than money. Veterans can be found at the most senior levels of organizational 

leadership including serving as current and past CEOs for General Motors, Verizon, Johnson & Johnson, 

FedEx, and McDonalds. One remarkable example is Robert Stevens, who decided to forego college initially to 

join the Marine Corps straight out of high school and ultimately became the chief executive of Lockheed Martin 

– currently number 57 on the Fortune 500.  

Opportunities for students to excel after graduation are endless. Each pathway will look different, but it is 

important for counselors to understand that students shouldn’t be presented with the choice of college OR the 

military, when college AND the military has proven time and time again to chart a course for success for 

students and their families – while serving and beyond. 

  



Staying Current on Careers with ASCA  

By Katy O’Grady 

 

In what career paths is demand growing? How can you help your students, no matter their age, explore their 

future options? What do your students need to succeed in the increasingly global job market?  

These questions are the tip of the iceberg when working with your students on career readiness. It’s a crucial 

subject for school counselors at every level, and ASCA offers resources to help you take on this topic. ASCA’s 

video library is available to members and includes 40 titles on career readiness, ranging from careers your 

students should be aware of to aligning academic and career interests, and from building career awareness at 

varying age levels to the transition out of high school. View ASCA career videos 

 

Career Conversation Starters are a free resource from ASCA. These guides help school counselors work 

with students, parents and community members to address the ASCA Mindsets & Behaviors for Student 

Success: K-12 College- and Career-Readiness Standards for Every Student. The Career Conversations 

questions are research based and can be used with individuals and groups of students, parents and 

community members. Several of the versions are available in both English and Spanish.  

Three of ASCA’s position statements specifically address career development: 

• The School Counselor and Career Development presents the school counselor’s specific 

responsibilities in this area and provides links to research and resources.  

https://videos.schoolcounselor.org/category/career
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/Publications-Research/Publications/Free-ASCA-Resources/Toolkits
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/Standards-Positions/Position-Statements/ASCA-Position-Statements/The-School-Counselor-and-Career-Development
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/Publications-Research/Publications/Free-ASCA-Resources/Toolkits


• The School Counselor and Career and Technical Education emphasizes school counselors 

collaborating with other CTE stakeholders and educating students and families about CTE programs to 

help students understand all of their postsecondary options.  

• The School Counselor and Individual Student Planning for Postsecondary Preparation discusses the 

school counselor’s role in assisting students, families and staff with a rigorous and relevant academic 

and career program preparing students to be college- and career-ready. 

 

For a deeper dive into the topic, school counselors may wish to consider ASCA’s Career Development 

Specialist training (earning 5 CEUs). This program equips school counselors with information to collaborate 

with students, families, educational staff and the community to help all students select their postsecondary 

path. Learning objectives include identifying potential career exploration interventions/activities; brainstorming 

and implementing a career program in your school; developing a plan to integrate Career Conversations and 

Starter Questions into everyday practice with individual students, small groups, parents and community 

partners; and extending career initiatives to include STEM professions and activities. Read about the Career 

Development Specialist training 

 

Katy O’Grady is the managing editor of the newsletters ASCA produces for the state school counselor 

associations. She has also written for ASCA School Counselor, most recently about trauma following a mass 

shooting. Contact her at katy@docreative.com  

https://www.schoolcounselor.org/Standards-Positions/Position-Statements/ASCA-Position-Statements/The-School-Counselor-and-Career-and-Technical-Educ
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/Standards-Positions/Position-Statements/ASCA-Position-Statements/The-School-Counselor-and-Individual-Student-Planni
https://schoolcounselor.org/Events-Professional-Development/Professional-Development/ASCA-U-Specialist-Training/Career-Development-Specialist
https://schoolcounselor.org/Events-Professional-Development/Professional-Development/ASCA-U-Specialist-Training/Career-Development-Specialist
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