Career awareness and part-time work
examined in lives of high school seniors

A study of career awareness among Northern California high school seniors

Marc T. Braverman
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found that working part-time was linked to a greater likelihood of believing one’s
future career is an important consideration during senior year. Kevin Fontanoz, a
senior at Hogan High School in Vallejo, works as a courtesy clerk at Safeway. He

plans to attend college after graduation.
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career exploration than white stu-
dents. Compared to other groups,
significantly fewer Latino males
had made an occupational deci-
sion. Part-time work during the
students’ senior year did not
appear to hinder school grades
or school engagement. In fact,
working was associated with
generally higher levels of career
awareness, especially regarding
the importance of career planning.
However, part-time work was
associated with increases in
reported stress levels.
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he end of high school constitutes a

major transition in the lives of
adolescents. Whether they plan to
move on to work, college or another
post-high school alternative, it is ben-
eficial for students to make active, in-
formed decisions about their ultimate
career paths. Unfortunately, many
youths approach high school gradua-
tion poorly prepared for this transi-
tion. In this report, the second of two
from our investigation of work transi-
tions of high school seniors in North-
ern California (see p. 48), we examined
students’ career awareness, and the
potential benefits and drawbacks of
part-time work.

We surveyed 1,433 seniors in nine
Northern California high schools dur-
ing spring 1997. Students completed a
17-page questionnaire, containing
multiple scales and item formats, in a
single class period. The questionnaire
inquired about demographic back-
ground factors, an estimate of their
grade point averages (GPA) and cur-
rent work experiences. The students
also completed a multidimensional
scale called the Career Decision Profile
(CDP), which enabled us to examine a
number of facets regarding their
awareness of and priorities for their
future careers.

We use the term career awareness to
refer to adolescents’ reflectiveness
about their future work lives. This
may or may not include a specific ca-
reer decision, in which a student can
identify with certainty the career field
that he or she wants to pursue. How-
ever, our definition does include stu-
dents’ active consideration of the
elements upon which a decision can be
based, such as understanding one’s
own talents and interests or under-
standing the opportunities and re-
quirements of various career fields.
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Fig. 1. Relationship of (A) ethnicity, (B)
annual household income, (C) grade point
average (GPA), and (D) current academic
year work to students’ self-assessed career
awareness characteristics. Listed P values
are based on chi-square statistical tests
crossing each demographic characteristic
(e.g., ethnicity) with each career awareness
variable, expressed dichotomously.

Developmental research suggests
that it is not necessarily desirable or un-
desirable for a young person to have de-
cided on a career choice while still in
high school (Silbereisen et al. 1997). It
may be quite appropriate for one indi-
vidual to decide relatively early and for
another to delay the decision. However,
whatever their current level of commit-
ment to a specific career field, high
school students should be engaged in
an exploration process relating to poten-
tial careers and vocational identities
(Vondracek 1993). This exploration will
enable them to make informed choices,
whether those choices involve higher
education or entry into the workforce.
By examining whether students have
decided on an occupational field, along
with the reasons behind their decision
or lack of decision, we can build a more
complete picture of their vocational de-
velopment at the current time.

Measuring career awareness

We included the CDP (Jones 1989)
as part of the survey materials in or-
der to explore the students’ career de-
cision status. This instrument has six
subscales that measure the students’
self perceptions on the following char-
acteristics:
® “Decidedness” regarding their oc-

cupational choice (2 items).

m Level of comfort regarding that vo-
cational decision status (2 items).

Clear idea of their own interests
and abilities (3 items).

Sufficient knowledge about occupa-
tions (3 items).
m Belief that their career is important
to consider at the present time
(3 items).
m Comfort in making decisions in
general (3 items).



Each item presents a statement to
which students respond on a scale of 1
(strongly disagree) to 8 (strongly
agree), and the individual item scores
are summed to provide a total score
for each subscale. We report here on
only the first five subscales, as we
judged the general decisiveness scale
to have limited relevance for our cur-
rent discussion.

To facilitate our data analysis, we
divided the students’ total scores for
each CDP subscale into two groups:
those who generally tended to agree
with the item statements (average item
score of 5 or higher) and those who
tended to disagree (average item score
lower than 5). This process enabled us
to classify students as generally decided
or undecided on their future occupa-
tions, comfortable or uncomfortable with
that decision status, clear or unclear
about their vocational interests, and so
on. In trying to understand what kinds
of support can be helpful to adoles-
cents in the career exploration process,
we are particularly interested in the to-
tal pattern of students’ responses
across scales; that is, whether they feel
comfortable or worried regarding their
current vocational decision, their as-
sessments of their knowledge about
themselves and the occupational
world, and the degree of importance
they place on career considerations.
These patterns are more informative
than the single question of whether
students are decided or undecided
about their occupational field.

Career awareness levels vary

About two-thirds of high school
seniors reported being decided, to at
least some degree, on their occupa-
tional field (table 1). However, only
slightly more than half reported being
comfortable with their decision status.
Furthermore, slightly less than half felt
they had a clear idea of their interests
and abilities or sufficient information
about occupations. The overwhelming
majority (90.8%) felt that it was impor-
tant to consider their future work at
the present time. There was no signifi-
cant difference between males and fe-
males and comfort level, but

School-based career guidance programs should focus on helping youth to understand
themselves as well as the world of work. The Vacaville High School career center
provides up-to-date resources such as college catalogs and software, scholarship
information, speakers and mentors from the local business community. Clockwise from
front: Students Dustin Clark, Jeff Motta, Carlos Rodriguez and Amanda Dietrich.

significantly more males than females
reported feeling clear about their own
interests and abilities (49.4% versus
42.5%), as well as having adequate
knowledge about occupations to sup-
port a career decision (50.9% versus
42.8%). These data don’t address
whether the boys’ greater confidence
in these areas can be objectively justi-
fied. Significantly more females than
males (93.8% versus 87.6%) reported
that career considerations are impor-
tant for them at the present time.
Ethnicity and gender. Minority
students (black, Asian, Latino and
mixed race) appeared to express
greater needs with regard to support
in career planning than the white stu-
dents in our sample (fig. 1A). While
the great majority of students in all
ethnic groups (between 89% and 93%)
believed that career planning is impor-
tant in their senior year, black, Asian
and Latino students
all expressed less
comfort with their

were about equal in the percentage that
had decided on an occupational field
(between 68% and 73%), Latino youths
were a significant exception at 57.4%.
Further examination revealed a strik-
ing gender difference: While 65.2% of
Latina girls were decided — a figure
that is only slightly lower than the per-
centages for other groups — for Latino
boys the corresponding percentage was
44.8, far below any other ethnicity-gen-
der category. Among the Latino stu-
dents, then, boys and girls differed
from each other by more than 20 per-
centage points, whereas in all other
ethnic groups the difference between
genders was less than 6 points.
Household income. Surprising re-
sults were also found with respect to
self-reported household income. The
students who were most decided and
most comfortable with their decisions
were those with household incomes in

TABLE 1. Students reporting affirmatively (%)
on career awareness characteristics*

current vocational de-
cision status, less clar-

ity about their own
interests and abilities,
and less knowledge
about occupations
than white students.

Gender
Career awareness variable Total Male Female
Decided on occupational field? 67.6 65.3 70.3
Comfortable with current decision status? 54.5 54.9 54.8
Clear idea of own interests and abilities? 46.3 49.4 425
Sufficient knowledge about occupations? 47.7 50.9 42.8
Is career choice important at present time?  90.8 876 93.8

In addition,
whereas most groups

* Percentages for total sample differ slightly from combined gender percentages
because of missing data for several cases,
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the range of $20,000 to $60,000
(fig. 1B). Students in the lowest
income category (less than
$20,000) tended to be less de-
cided on their future occupa-
tions and less comfortable with
their decision status. Further-
more, low-income students re-
ported the lowest levels of
self-clarity but relatively moder-
ate levels of occupational knowl-
edge and career choice
importance. On the other hand,
high-income students — espe-
cially those from households
over $100,000 — reported low
levels of decidedness and low
levels of comfort. While the
high-income students reported
high self-clarity, high occupa-
tional knowledge and moderate
decisiveness, they were the low-
est of all groups, by far, on the
importance they placed on cur-
rent career planning.

These results regarding
household income level are in-

Across the nation, unique partnerships are being
formed to better understand the workforce preparation
needs of young people and guide them into productive
careers. UC’s statewide Mathematics, Engineering and
Science Achievement (MESA) program has become

a model for programs in seven other states and
recently received a grant to expand nationwide.

The MESA Agricultural Initiative is funded by UC and
based at California Polytechnic University, San Luis
Obispo, with the goal of getting precollege students
interested in careers in agriculture. Top, Middle school
students participate in the Junior MESA Soil Science
Contest at Cal Poly; left, Cal Poly senior Tony Marshall
helps a visiting high school student dissect a mouse;
right, Phil Bailey demonstrates chemistry principles.

The low rate of occupational
decisions found among male
Latino students deserves particu-
lar attention. Although, as we
noted, a decision on occupation is
not necessarily a desirable goal
for high school students, the total
pattern of response for these
youth — in which low decided-
ness is accompanied by relatively
low prevalences of comfort level,
perceived self-clarity and occupa-
tional knowledge — suggests
that they need better assistance
than they currently receive in
critical developmental tasks re-
lated to career exploration.

The results also demonstrate
that approaches to career guid-
ance should be sophisticated
enough to address the varying
patterns of need among students.
For example, adolescents who
feel they know their chosen field
require different types of support
than those who are at an earlier
stage in the career planning pro-

triguing. Students in the middle-
income brackets appeared to
have the highest concerns about their
careers, suggesting that a moderate
level of family income might contrib-
ute to some perceived economic pres-
sure that sharpens young people’s
awareness of career preparation is-
sues. On the other hand, high family
income appears to relieve students of
the need to be concerned about this
topic, resulting in lower priority rat-
ings for career considerations.
Grades. As might be expected,
grades were associated with career
preparation (fig. 1C). Students report-
ing GPAs of approximately 3.5 (A’s
and B’s) appeared to be the most
career-aware, with the highest per-
centages of any group on both decid-
edness and comfort level. Students
with GPAs of about 4.0 (usually all
A’s) were fairly close behind, and stu-
dents with GPAs of 3.0 (mostly B's)
and below displayed a fairly linear de-
scending pattern. Students in the high-
est grade category reported the
highest self-clarity. Scores on occupa-

Photos by Bret Harrison.

tional knowledge and general deci-
siveness were statistically about equal
across groups. Career choice impor-
tance was also about equal, except for
students in the lowest grade category
who reported the lowest levels of im-
portance.

Career guidance programs. Based
on the students’ self-perceived needs,
these findings highlight the strong
need for greater support of career ex-
ploration and planning processes for
adolescents, particularly those from
minority populations. These processes
must focus on helping youths under-
stand themselves as well as the work
world. The students’ responses sug-
gest that they would be very receptive
to reliable sources of information, such
as information that can be provided in
school-based career guidance pro-
grams. The fact that the school pro-
grams are underutilized should
prompt educators to reexamine those
programs and the approaches used to
reach and engage students (see p. 48).
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cess. Guidance programs, both

within and outside of school set-
tings, need to ascertain whether they
provide a sufficiently tailored ap-
proach.

Part-time work during high school

The great majority of U.S. adoles-
cents work for pay at some point dur-
ing their high school years (Mortimer
and Johnson 1998). Given the recog-
nized importance of preparing adoles-
cents for the work world, the prospect
of employment during high school is
often viewed as a valuable opportu-
nity. Many adults believe that part-
time work exposes youths to the
real-world necessities involved in get-
ting and keeping a job, helps them
learn the value of punctuality and
other self-organizational skills, and
helps them develop personal interac-
tion skills from relating to coworkers.

However, there are potential costs
involved. Several studies have docu-
mented negative effects on schooling
such as reductions in time spent on
homework and reduced school en-



Youth group programs and activities can
introduce students to a wider range of
opportunities. Jack Crane and Cassandra
Barajas were among a group of high
school students from California who
attended the 4-H National Conference in
Washington, D.C.

gagement, higher daily stress levels,
and increased exposure to alcohol and
drug use in the workplace (Bachman
and Schulenberg 1993; Steinberg et al.
1993). A critical factor in this double-
edged relationship is the number of
hours worked. Students who work
more than 15 to 20 hours per week are
particularly susceptible to becoming
disengaged from school and more in-
volved with problem behaviors. Stu-
dents who work fewer hours per week
generally show fewer difficulties in
balancing school and work. In fact,
Mortimer and Johnson (1998) found
that high school seniors working fewer
than 20 hours per week had higher
grades than their peers who either
worked more than 20 hours or did not
work at all. In sum, then, although the
research literature is generally consis-
tent on the detrimental effects of
heavy part-time workloads, there is
still some disagreement regarding the
overall advisability of working less
than 15 to 20 hours per week.

We asked our student survey re-
spondents a number of questions relat-
ing to their work experience, including
whether they had worked at all in the
current school year, the number of
hours and the type of work. Overall
we examined the effects of part-time
work in terms of school, perceptions of
cost and benefit, and career awareness.

As has been noted in other studies,

we found in our survey that most high
school seniors worked. In the full
sample, 78.5% of the students reported
having worked for pay in a structured
setting at some point in time, and
58.6% reported having done so during
the current academic year. Working
during the current academic year was
not statistically related to either in-
come level or ethnicity, but it was sig-
nificantly related to gender, with more
females (62%) than males (54%) hav-
ing worked (chi-square = 6.73, P <
0.01).

With regard to grades, working stu-
dents did not at all tend to be the low-
est school achievers, as grades were
not statistically related to either “ever
worked” status or current-year work
status. In fact, the highest percentage
of current-year employment (56.9%)
was found among students reporting a
GPA of 3.5 and the lowest percentage
of employment (48.5%) was found
among students reporting GPAs of 2.0
or lower.

However, as noted in previous
studies, a critical factor is not merely
whether students work but how many
hours. Therefore we compared the
GPAs of students in five categories:
not working in current academic year,
or working 1 to 5, 6 to 10, 11 to 15, or
16 or more hours. There was no statis-
tically significant relationship between
the number of hours students worked
each week and their GPAs. In fact,
nonworking students reported a mean
GPA essentially equivalent to those
working 16 hours or more (3.02 versus
3.01, although the middle groups
showed slightly more variability).

We also looked at students’ school
engagement, using a scale with six
items (for example: “I enjoy going
to school”; “I have a hard time caring
about much of the material in my
classes” [scored in reversed direc-
tion]). The range of possible school en-
gagement scores was 0 (low) to 15
(high), and the mean of the overali
sample was 10.70. Once again, this
variable was not statistically related to
work status. Overall, then, we found
absolutely no evidence that students’

part-time work is detrimentai to school
achievement or school engagement.

We next examined whether stu-
dents’ work status might be associated
with differences in career awareness.
Students who worked during the cur-
rent year were compared with those
who did not work on the five career-
awareness variables described previ-
ously (fig. 1D). Slightly higher
percentages were found for working
students on four of the variables,
reaching marginal statistical signifi-
cance with P values between 0.06 and
0.09: occupational decidedness, com-
fort level with current vocational deci-
sion status, self-clarity about interests
and abilities, and sufficient occupa-
tional knowledge. In addition, a
highly significant difference (P <
0.001) was found for students’ belief
that career is important to consider at
the present time: A greater percentage
of the working students responded
that it was important. Overall, these
results suggest that the students who
worked in their senior year were more

The great majority of high school students
work for pay at some time. The study found
that part-time work was not detrimental

to students’ grades or engagement with
school. Stress levels were, however,
correlated with the number of hours
worked. Above, A young person works

at the California State Fair in Sacramento.
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Fig. 2. Relationship of work level to stress
and perceived work benefit. Scale range
for benefit of work: 0 (lowest) to 24
(highest). Scale range for stress level:

5 (lowest) to 38 (highest).

active in exploring career options and
more convinced of its importance.

Finally, we looked at students” per-
ceptions of working. For this purpose
we developed two scales, one with 11
items pertaining to stress at work
(sample items: “Because of my job, I
come to school tired”; “Being a worker
and student is stressful”) and one with
eight items pertaining to the potential
benefits of working (sample items:
“Working has helped me develop my
ability to be on time”; “Working has
helped me feel positive about myself
and my abilities”). Only students who
reported working during the current
academic year answered these ques-
tions. We found two statistically sig-
nificant linear trends (fig. 2). On the
positive side, the perceived benefits of
work increased along with the number
of hours worked (P < 0.05). However,
an even stronger statistical relation-
ship was evident indicating the costs
of working: perceived stress increased
with the number of weekly hours
worked (P < 0.001). In sum, these stu-
dents reported both positive and nega-
tive consequences of an increasing
level of part-time work.

Our findings suggest that part-time
work is generally not detrimental to
other areas of students’ lives. The stu-
dents who worked in their senior year
did not appear to be hindered in their

grades or engagement with school.
They perceived benefits to their work
experiences, and even appeared to be
somewhat more attuned to tasks re-
lated to career development. The one
negative finding associated with part-
time work was that students’ stress
levels increased as well. The level of
stress reported was directly related to
the number of hours worked per
week, suggesting that the students
may have been experiencing some dif-
ficulty in balancing demands of differ-
ent parts of their lives.

A critical question voiced by re-
searchers is whether the negative find-
ings often associated with part-time
work are due to the work experience
itself or to a self-selection process, in
which students who are lagging aca-
demically simply enter the workforce
at an earlier age than their classmates.
Some studies have found that both
processes are operative: students who
work long hours are indeed different
from their peers even before their
work experience, but the work experi-
ence can exacerbate the existing risks
and accelerate the disengagement
from school (Bachman and Schulen-
berg 1993). However, there is also gen-
eral agreement that one cannot make
sweeping statements applying to all
students in this age group. Some stu-
dents thrive with additional work re-
sponsibilities while others find it
difficult to strike a successful balance.
Furthermore, work experiences will be
more valuable for adolescents if some
degree of complexity and autonomy
can be incorporated into the work
tasks (Vondracek 1993).

Need for career preparation

Our study’s results confirm that there
is a clear need for more effective career
preparation programs for young people.
Nationwide over the past several years,
the Cooperative Extension System has
played a leading role in providing infor-
mational outlets to educators and youth
programmers regarding current ap-
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proaches and federal recommendations
for workforce preparation. The topic of
career preparation will undoubtedly oc-
cupy the national spotlight in coming
years, as the complexity and rate of
change in the modern workplace con-
tinue to accelerate.
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Aduvisor, UC Cooperative Extension
(UCCE), Marin County; N.J. King is
Youth and Family Development Specialist,
College of Agricultural and Environmental
Sciences, UC Davis; C.A. Paterson is 4-H
Youth Development Advisor, UCCE
Solano County; and R.S. Weisskirch is As-
sistant Professor, California State Univer-
sity, Monterey Bay. The UC Division of
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