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1.Using This Guide

Key Takeaways

Use the Guide Flexibly

This guide is intended to support ongoing planning, reflection, and decision making. Teams

may move through it in order or return to sections as needs and priorities evolve.

Ground the Work in Local Context

Effective career exploration systems reflect the unique strengths, goals, partnerships, and

realities of each school and community rather than a one-size-fits-all approach.

Build Toward Sustainable Systems

The long-term goal is to move beyond isolated activities toward coordinated, student-

centered systems that can grow, adapt, and strengthen over time.

This guide is designed to support you in building and

strengthening a coordinated career exploration system

that centers students while respecting the realities

faced by schools and partners. It serves as a guidance

document and reflection tool for moving beyond one-off

programs or siloed opportunities in the middle grades

toward a coordinated, coherent, and sustainable

approach to systemic career exploration

implementation that is built to last.

The guide will help you to:

Identify your why.

Set goals and consider how you will measure

impact.

Assess your readiness.

Identify gaps, needs and resources.

Plan your next steps.

The guide can be used whether you are planning, expanding, or resetting your career

exploration efforts.

The guide identifies conditions for successful implementation of high-quality career

exploration. It is aligned with “FutureME,” Arizona’s 3-year plan for expanding middle school

career exploration (see Section 4).

It spotlights processes, structures, and decision points for effective systemic implementation

of middle grades career exploration.
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Using This Guide, continued

The guide is a “working document” meant to be used by teams, no matter their perceived 

stage of readiness. The guide can be moved through sequentially, engaged with as priorities

dictate, and returned to as a resource as implementation progresses. 

Within each section, it provides opportunities to reflect on the local context. Built-in prompts

and planning spaces invite teams to pause, assess, and make intentional choices that align

with their goals and resources. 

The guide does not prescribe a single model or solution. To be effective, districts and

communities will need to tailor their local context, capacity, and priorities while staying

grounded in the core elements that support high quality career exploration. 

Reflection

Who will make up the team that uses this guide? 

How will we use it to move our efforts forward?

Are there tools or content within it that we need to share beyond our team?
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2.Powerful Whys 

       for Middle Grades Career Exploration

Key Takeaways

Middle School Matters

The middle grades are a critical window for helping

students build awareness, confidence, and connections

between their education and future possibilities.

Career Exploration Increases Relevance

Students are more engaged when learning feels

meaningful, connected to real-world opportunities, 

and reflective of their interests, strengths, and goals.

Strong Systems Benefit Communities

High-quality career exploration strengthens not only

student outcomes, but also the broader education-to-

workforce ecosystem through deeper school, business,

and community partnerships.

Career exploration in middle grades is increasingly recognized by education leaders as a

contributor to student engagement and belonging, academic and skill development, greater

student confidence and a sense of agency, and overall long-term success – in high school and

beyond. 

An analysis of research on middle school career exploration by the national nonprofit

Britebound (formerly American Student Assistance), found that: 

Having career aspirations linked to an educational goal impacts the likelihood that a

student will achieve his or her goals.

Career exploration plays a key role in the process by allowing students to gain knowledge

about their interests and skills as well as the career pathways available.

Research finds that middle school is the most effective time for career guidance programs.

Middle school students are already thinking about their futures and are open to career

exploration. They want information that can help them match their specific skills and

interests with potential careers.

Career education works; career education is associated with positive educational and

employment outcomes. 

The case for middle school career exploration extends beyond the school system. In the

business and community sectors, middle grades career exploration is gaining awareness and 
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Powerful Whys for Middle Grades Career Exploration, continued

support as a critical element in strengthening the education-workforce ecosystem and a

contributor to workforce readiness. 

Additionally, the partnership between education, business and community that underpins the

most successful career exploration efforts strengthens schools and communities through

shared vision and leadership and collaborative effort. 

What Arizona Students Say

They struggle to see the relevance of their

education to real-world careers. 

They want relevant, meaningful learning tied to

future career and education goals. 

They want agency and need tools and support to

shape their own career path. 

They want hands-on experiences beyond traditional

classroom curriculum. 

Reflection

What student, school, workforce, or community needs are driving our interest in career

exploration?

What do we hope will change for students as a result of this work?

How does career exploration align with our broader vision for student success, learner

outcomes, or community priorities?
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3.The Path Forward: Arizona’s FutureME Plan 

Key Takeaways

Arizona Has a Shared Vision

The Arizona FutureME Plan establishes a statewide

commitment to ensuring all middle grades students

have access to high-quality, developmentally

appropriate career exploration and pathway

planning.

If you are planning and moving toward middle grades career exploration opportunities for all

students, you are a leader. 

In 2025, “FutureME,” Arizona’s plan for expanding middle grades career exploration, was

introduced. Grounded in shared principles and informed by research and practice, the Arizona

FutureME Plan emphasizes coordinated systems, cross-sector partnerships, and sets forth a

powerful vision for middle grades career exploration as a critical foundation for long-term

student success. It also defines high-quality career exploration and its components. (See

Addendum for a one-page overview of these.) And it provides a powerful call to action: Every

Arizona middle grade student should have access to high-quality, developmentally appropriate

career exploration and pathway planning to support their success in high school and beyond.

Driving the development of the FutureME plan was shared recognition among education,

workforce, and community leaders that today’s students are navigating an increasingly complex

and rapidly changing world without sufficient guidance or early exposure to career pathways. As 

A publication of the Arizona Business & Education Coalition, copyright 2026

Career Exploration Requires Systems, Not Isolated Programs

FutureME emphasizes coordinated leadership, cross-sector partnerships, and aligned

structures that support sustainable implementation across schools and communities.

Students Need Earlier, More Meaningful Experiences

Research and student voice both reinforce the importance of starting career exploration

earlier through relevant, hands-on experiences that connect learning to future opportunities.

The FutureME Vision
All Arizona middle-school students will have access to high-quality, developmentally

appropriate career exploration that sparks curiosity, broadens possibilities, and empowers

students to discover unique future pathways to success. Through engaging, consistent

experiences, family involvement, and a shared statewide language, students will be prepared

to enter high school with clarity, confidence, and purpose. 
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The Path Forward: Arizona’s FutureME Plan, continued

industries evolve and post-secondary options

expand from two- and four-year degrees to

certifications, apprenticeships and more, many

students struggle to understand how their

education connects to future opportunities or how

to make informed decisions about their next steps.

The plan is the culmination of a year-long

collaborative process that included the Arizona

Department of Education, the Center for the Future

of Arizona, the Arizona Business & Education

Coalition, the Arizona Career & Technical

Education Association of Arizona, and the Arizona

Educational Foundation. The development of the

plan was further strengthened by the involvement

of practitioners from across the field, including

school counselors, principals, and other education

leaders who brought real-world insight into the

plan’s content and design. 

Together, these partners engaged in ongoing

learning, shared promising practices, examined

research, and elevated student voice. This process

reinforced a shared understanding: career

FutureME Core Beliefs

Increased awareness of and

active engagement with multiple

career pathways will enable

students to connect their

education to careers and make

informed decisions about

secondary and postsecondary

education plans. 

Enabling policies, widely

communicated best practices,

and accessible high-quality

resources ensure all schools can

implement career exploration

programs for all students. 

Key stakeholders are aligned

around shared goals and are

working together to support all

schools, students, and families

through coordinated

communication, collaboration,

and accountability. 

exploration must begin earlier, be more intentional, and extend beyond isolated activities or

traditional planning tools. Students made it clear that they need more than occasional

exposure or paper-based exercises; they want meaningful, hands-on experiences,

opportunities to explore their interests, and stronger connections between classroom learning

and real-world careers. 

Today, as part of the Middle School Career Exploration Learning and Impact Network,

convened by Britebound (formerly American Student Assistance) and the Education Strategy

Group, Arizona stands as one of five states with a defined plan for systemically expanding

middle grades career exploration. Arizona, Arkansas, Pennsylvania, Kentucky and Washington

all were selected to join the network based on their demonstrated commitment to

strengthening the systems, structures, and partnerships necessary to support high-quality

career exploration in the middle grades. 
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4.High-Quality Career Exploration

      & Conditions for Success

Key Takeaways

High-Quality Career Exploration Is Intentional

Effective middle grades career exploration is thoughtfully designed to help students build

self-awareness, explore possibilities, connect learning to future pathways, and develop

confidence in navigating their future.

Strong Systems Require More Than Student Activities 

Successful implementation depends on the conditions surrounding the work, including

leadership, educator support, coordination, partnerships, family engagement, and

integration into instruction.

Growth Happens Over Time

The conditions outlined in this section represent a long-term vision for high-quality

implementation. Schools and communities are not expected to have every element fully in

place, but to continuously strengthen and align their efforts over time.

High-Quality Career Exploration

Arizona’s “FutureME” plan defines high-quality middle school

career exploration as intentional and developmentally appropriate

activities and experiences that help students in grades 6-8 to

better understand themselves and the opportunities around them

and build their confidence in getting there. 

To do this, high-quality career exploration provides students with

the opportunity to: 

Understand their interest, strengths, and values. 

Explore a wide range of career paths and

secondary/postsecondary options. 

Connect classroom learning to real-world applications. 

Develop early planning and decision-making skills. 

Gain exposure to the world of work through direct and indirect

experiences. 

Develop an eECAP (Early Education Career Action Plan) that

is informed by their interests, strengths and values. 

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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High-Quality Career Exploration & Conditions for Success, continued

Conditions for Success

Delivering this opportunity to students requires that districts and schools be intentionally

moving toward the conditions for successful implementation of high-quality middle school

career exploration. Here we look at what they are and why they matter. (These conditions for

success incorporate the components of high-quality career exploration identified in Arizona’s

FutureME plan.) As you review these conditions, be mindful that the descriptions presented

here represent the optimal state, not where you should be now. You will have the opportunity

in Section 7: Assessing Readiness to identify your own level of readiness in each of these

areas and see what progress toward each looks like. 

1)    Leadership, Vision & Alignment 

School or district leadership has established career exploration as a priority and aligned it with

broader students' success goals, such as engagement and learner outcomes. 

Why it matters: 

Strong leadership ensures that career exploration is not treated as an add-on, but as part of

the core educational experience. Alignment with school and district priorities creates the

conditions for sustained focus, resource allocation, and long-term success. 

2)    Coordination & Structure 

There is a defined structure to guide the work, including a designated coordinator, team, or

intermediary responsible for organizing efforts, aligning partners, and maintaining momentum. 

Why it matters: 

Without coordination, efforts often remain fragmented or dependent on individual champions.

A clear structure supports consistency, reduces duplication, and enables programs to grow in

a manageable and sustainable way. 

  

3)    Educator Capacity & Support 

Educators, counselors, and staff have the awareness, training, and support needed to

integrate career exploration into their work. 

Why it matters: 

Career exploration is most effective when it is embedded across the student experience.

Building educator capacity ensures that students encounter consistent messaging,

meaningful connections, and supportive guidance throughout their day. 

4)    Student Experiences 

Students are engaged in career exploration activities, ranging from initial exposure to more

structured and consistent experiences across grade levels. 
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High-Quality Career Exploration & Conditions for Success, continued

Why it matters: 

Student experiences are the foundation of career exploration. Even informal or early efforts

provide a starting point that can be strengthened and expanded into a more coherent and

impactful progression over time. 

5)    Integration into Curriculum & Instruction 

Career exploration is intentionally connected to classroom learning, helping students

understand how academic content relates to real-world applications and future pathways. 

Why it matters: 

When career exploration is integrated into instruction, it increases relevance, strengthens

engagement, and reinforces the connection between what students are learning and why it

matters. 

What Is the Difference Between

Career Exploration and eCTE?

Career Exploration provides opportunities for middle

school students to discover work environments, to

understand and appreciate their strengths and

interests, and to plan short- and long-term goals for

high school, post-secondary education and training and

beyond.

Early Career and Technical Education (eCTE) refers to

classes and experiences that prepare middle school

students for specific high school CTE programs and

contain academic and employability skills. eCTE

provides a way for students to explore specific career

paths and industries in greater depth.

6)     Exposure to a Range of Careers 

Students are introduced to a broad range of careers, industries, and pathways through

activities such as guest speakers, career exploration tools, projects, or real-world experiences. 

Why it matters: 

Broad exposure expands students’ awareness and helps them consider opportunities they may

not encounter in their immediate environment. It also supports more informed decision-making

as students begin to explore their interests. 
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High-Quality Career Exploration & Conditions for Success, continued

7) Data Reflection & eECAP Implementation 

The school or district uses data, student reflection, and planning tools such as an early ECAP

(eECAP) to guide career exploration efforts and support continuous improvement. 

Why it matters: 

Sustainable systems rely on student reflection and intentional planning. Using data and

student insights helps schools refine their approach, ensure relevance, and support students

in developing meaningful, personalized pathways. 

8)    Partnerships & Community Engagement 

The school has established relationships with business, industry, postsecondary institutions,

and community organizations that support career exploration. 

Why it matters: 

Partnerships bring career exploration to life by connecting students to real-world experiences

and regional opportunities. They also strengthen alignment between education and workforce

needs. 

9)    Family Engagement 

Families are informed, engaged, and supported in helping students explore careers and plan

for their future. 

 

 Why it matters: 

Families play a critical role in shaping student aspirations and decisions. When families are

engaged, career exploration becomes more meaningful, reinforced beyond the classroom, and

better aligned with student goals. 

Reflection

Which conditions for success are currently strongest in our school or community, and which

may need more intentional attention or support?

To what extent are students consistently experiencing meaningful, relevant, and

developmentally appropriate career exploration opportunities across grade levels?

Where do we see opportunities to strengthen alignment among leadership, instruction,

partnerships, family engagement, and student planning to build a more cohesive system?
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5.Building Your System

Key Takeaways

Career Exploration Is a System, not a Standalone Program

Sustainable impact comes from embedding career exploration into the broader student

experience through aligned structures, partnerships, and shared goals rather than relying

on isolated activities or one-time events.

Strong Systems Begin with Alignment

Successful implementation starts with a clear purpose, shared understanding of desired

student outcomes, and intentional coordination among schools, families, business and

industry, and community partners.

Continuous Improvement Is Essential

Effective systems evolve over time through reflection, measurement, feedback, and

adaptation, allowing schools and communities to strengthen practices and expand impact in

meaningful and sustainable ways.
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Building Your System, continued

Building system that can deliver career exploration to all middle grades students begins with

an intention to embed career exploration as a strategy to enhance student success. Your

efforts may be inspired and informed by activities that are currently underway or one-off

student experiences that have been popular, but isolated activities and programs will not

sustain or build meaningful and measurable outcomes for all students. 

Instead, successful efforts to bring career exploration to all middle grades students – whether

in a district or in a school - are grounded in a clear purpose and understanding of the

“powerful whys” by all involved, shared understanding of the student experience, and

agreement among partners about what the work is meant to both deliver and achieve. Before

tools, curriculum, or events are introduced, time is spent listening to schools, students and

families, understanding local assets, and identifying gaps. The Readiness Index in Section 8

will help you identify where you may have gaps. This early groundwork creates alignment and

ensures the system you are developing responds to real needs rather than adding another

layer of disconnected effort. 

From there, effective system-level efforts focus on structure and coordination. Clear roles,

predictable processes, and simple communication systems allow those involved – from

educators to business and community partners - to contribute meaningfully without confusion

or duplication. Schools are supported through ready-to-use resources, implementation plans,

and technical guidance that respect their capacity. Business and community partners are

engaged with purpose, knowing how their involvement fits into the larger system and how it

benefits both students and the region. 

Finally, strong systems are built to evolve. Measurement and reflection are embedded from the

start, not as an afterthought. (See Section 8: Measuring Impact for more.) Data, feedback, and

lived experience are used to refine practices, strengthen partnerships, and inform decisions

about growth or replication. By documenting processes and tools along the way, the program

becomes transferable, allowing other schools and communities to adapt the model while

preserving the core elements that make it effective. 

Reflection

What assets already exist in your district and community? 

What gaps are most urgent to address? 

  

What would success look like in one year? 
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Key Takeaways

Middle School Is the Critical Window

Students begin forming beliefs about themselves, their

abilities, and their future during the middle grades. Early

career exploration and planning help students see

relevance, possibility, and purpose before disengagement

patterns become entrenched.

An eECAP Creates Coherence, Not More Compliance

An eECAP helps connect career exploration, academic

planning, student reflection, family engagement, and

transition planning into a more intentional and student-

centered system rather than a collection of disconnected

activities.

Earlier Planning Leads to Stronger Outcomes

When students begin exploring career pathways earlier and learning how to plan

for their futures, they enter high school better prepared to make informed

decisions, engage in meaningful coursework, and keep a broader range of

postsecondary and career options open.

6.The eECAP: 

       A Cornerstone for Exploration & Planning

Middle school is a critical period in which students begin forming beliefs about their abilities,

interests, and future possibilities. It is also a time when many students begin questioning

whether what they are learning in school feels relevant to their lives and goals. Without

intentional guidance and exposure, students may prematurely rule out careers or

postsecondary options based on limited information, stereotypes, or misconceptions. Early

career exploration and planning help students make meaningful connections between their

education and the opportunities available to them beyond school while ensuring that all

students, not just those with access through family or community networks, receive support in

navigating future pathways.

An Early Education Career Action Plan (eECAP) builds on the foundation of Arizona’s high

school requirement for an Education Career Action Plan (ECAP) by introducing students to the

process of self-exploration, career awareness, and future planning before they enter high

school. While the Arizona Department of Education formally requires ECAP development

beginning in grade 9, the intent of an eECAP is to begin that process earlier in

developmentally appropriate ways. At its core, the ECAP is both a process and a personalized
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The eEcap, continued

 plan that helps students align their interests, strengths, and values with potential education

and career pathways, supported by educators, families, and community partners. 

Within the Arizona FutureME Plan (see Section 3), the eECAP is a central tenet and serves as

a cornerstone strategy for helping students connect career exploration experiences to

intentional planning 

over time. In the middle grades, an eECAP is not about asking students to make early

decisions about their future. Rather, it provides a structured way for students to reflect on who

they are, explore a wide range of possibilities, and begin connecting their learning to future

opportunities in meaningful ways.

Core elements of an effective eECAP includes self-awareness and interest exploration tools;

exposure to careers across multiple industry sectors; balanced information about

postsecondary options including universities, community colleges, Career and Technical

Education pathways, apprenticeships, military service, and direct workforce entry; intentional

connections between classroom learning and real-world careers; age-appropriate goal setting

and reflection activities; and the development of a personalized portfolio or plan that evolves

with students as they transition into high school.

An eECAP also helps transform isolated career exploration activities into a more cohesive and

connected system of support around each student. It can strengthen transitions from middle

school to high school, support more informed course selection, reduce last-minute schedule

changes, and help students keep a broad range of future opportunities open rather than

prematurely limiting their options. Equally important, it provides a common framework for

students, families, educators, and counselors to engage in ongoing conversations about

interests, strengths, aspirations, and next steps.

While an eECAP is not currently a formal requirement in Arizona’s middle grades, there is

growing recognition that earlier career awareness and pathway planning strengthen student

readiness for high school, postsecondary education, and the workforce. As statewide career

exploration efforts continue to evolve, early career planning may play an increasingly

important role in future policy and practice. 

When introduced early and implemented thoughtfully, an eECAP helps students build

confidence, develop agency, and enter high school better prepared to engage in a formal

ECAP process with greater clarity, relevance, and purpose.

Did You Know?
Currently, all students and schools throughout Arizona have access to a FREE middle school

career exploration platform, making implementation of this important tool available to every

student. Visit https://myfutureaz.pipelineaz.com/
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The eECAP, continued

What an eECAP Is:
A developmentally appropriate introduction to career and education planning

Focused on exploration, self-reflection, discovering strengths and widening horizons rather

than narrowing choices

Woven into advisory, core classes, projects, and community activities

Aligned with interests, skills, and emerging aspirations

Leverages simple platforms like MyFutureAz to track growth

What an eECAP Is Not:
Does not lock students into a career choice

Is not high stakes 

Is not overly complex or counselor dependent

Is not separate from classroom learning

Does not decide a student’s future but ensures every student enters high school ready to

shape it

Timing Is Critical
An early ECAP must happen before critical decisions are locked in. These moments shape

long-term trajectories.

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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7.Assessing Readinesss

Key Takeaways

Start from Where You Are

Readiness for systemic implementation of middle grades career exploration is not about

perfection or having every element fully in place. It begins with understanding your current

strengths, gaps, and opportunities for growth.

Growth Happens Incrementally

Strong systems are built over time through intentional planning, coordinated effort, and

continuous improvement rather than through large-scale implementation all at once.

Use the Readiness Index as a Tool for Progress

The Readiness Index is designed to help schools and communities reflect, prioritize next

steps, monitor growth, and strengthen alignment as their career exploration system evolves.

Building your system starts from where you are, not some optimal

future point. Communities enter this work from various places. Some

have individual schools offering strong career-related courses or

activities, but with little coordination across grades. Others have

motivated leadership teams but limited external partnerships. Still

others benefit from active business engagement but lack a shared

structure to guide implementation or measure impact. Understanding

where you are starting helps ensure that early actions are realistic 

and focused, that gaps are identified and addressed, and all efforts are aligned to a longer-term

vision for growth. 

Let us be clear: Readiness is not about being fully prepared. It is dynamic. And it begins with the

intention to identify where you are and where you want to go and having the will to take the steps

over time to get there. That begins with recognizing current assets, identifying gaps, and selecting

the next logical step along the pathway from isolated activities to aligned and sustainable systems.

Many schools begin by organizing existing efforts, then strengthening system-level foundations

through intentional tools, professional learning, and coordinated planning. Over time, these efforts

can expand within systems and ultimately align with regional workforce priorities, high school

programs, and postsecondary pathways. 

As communities move along this continuum, small wins build credibility and trust. Schools begin to

see the relevance for students; partners recognize meaningful opportunities to engage; and

leadership teams gain the confidence to scale the work. Over time, these incremental steps create

the foundation for coordinated, sustainable career exploration systems that support students

across grade levels and align education with regional workforce opportunities. 

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
161616



Assessing Readiness, continued

How Ready Are You?

Readiness for high-quality middle school career exploration is reflected in a set of

foundational conditions for success that indicate whether a school or district is positioned to

begin, strengthen, or scale its efforts. These indicators will help you understand your current

capacity, recognize existing strengths, and identify areas for growth as you move along the

career exploration continuum. The presence of several indicators signals momentum. The

absence of others highlights opportunities for intentional planning and support. 

The Career Exploration Readiness Index on the following pages serves as a tool for you to

assess where you are related to the conditions for success. The tool incorporates the

components of high-quality career exploration identified in Arizona’s FutureME plan. We

recommend reviewing and reassessing your progress using the Index periodically to assess

where you are growing and going, as well as where work may have stalled.

Reflection

Where do you feel strongest in your current work?

Which needs more attention?

Where do you see misalignment?

Does the Career Exploration Readiness Index validate your reflections?
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The Middle School Career Exploration Readiness Index
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Career Exploration Readiness Index
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8.Measuring Impact:

       Start with the End in Mind

Key Takeaways

Measure What Matters

High-quality career exploration is intended to influence 

meaningful student outcomes, not simply increase participation

in activities or completion of planning tools like ECAP or eECAP.

Define Success Early

Schools and partners should identify shared goals and desired outcomes from the

beginning so that implementation, partnerships, and measurement remain aligned and

intentional.

Use Data to Strengthen the Work

Effective measurement combines quantitative and qualitative data to support reflection,

continuous improvement, sustainability, and informed decision making over time.

Implementing systemic, high-quality middle grades career exploration is a strategy for

achieving positive student outcomes. Measuring impact is essential to understanding whether

career exploration efforts are doing more than generating activity. The number of students

consistently engaging in career exploration and or completing an early ECAP is important to

document, but it measures the process and products and not their impact, which can be

profound. 

From the outset, teams and partners should agree on what they are trying to impact. The

following four broad areas* are good starting points: 

 

Student engagement and belonging 

Examples include attendance, discipline, persistence, participation, and sense of purpose. 

 

Academic and skill development 

Examples include course completion, academic confidence, durable/employability skills, and

readiness for high school pathways. 

 

Career awareness and agency 

Examples include knowledge of pathways, confidence in decision making, and alignment

between interests and plans. 

 

System and partnership strength 

Examples include educator buy-in, business participation, and consistency of delivery across

schools. 
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Measuring Impact: Start with the End in Mind, continued

With goals set, specific efforts should

support using data and feedback to inform

decisions, strengthen practice, and

demonstrate value to schools, partners, and

funders. Measurement is not treated as a

compliance exercise, but as a tool for

learning and continuous improvement that

helps the work stay focused on student

outcomes. 

 

Impact is captured through a combination of

quantitative and qualitative measures.

Participation data such as student reach,

educator engagement, and use of career

exploration tools provides insight into scale

and access. Just as important are indicators

of quality, including educator feedback,

student reflections, and examples of how

experiences influence awareness,

confidence, and connection to future

pathways. Together, these measures paint a

more complete picture of how students are

engaging with and benefiting from career

exploration activities. 

 

Equally important is how data is used.

Findings are shared with partners to

reinforce shared ownership, identify

strengths, and surface areas for refinement.

Measurement helps the collaborative adapt

to changing conditions, prioritize resources,

and make informed decisions about

expansion or replication. By embedding

measurement into the work from the

beginning, the project builds credibility,

supports sustainability, and ensures that

impact remains at the center of program

design and growth. 

Reflection

What outcomes matter most to your

schools? 

What outcomes matter most to your

community? 

What outcomes matter most to students? 
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*The four broad outcome areas noted in this section are informed, in part, by a collaborative

three-year data analysis project with the Crane Elementary School District (Yuma, Ariz.). This

effort reinforced the importance of looking beyond participation numbers alone to include

indicators related to engagement, pathway awareness, durable skills, academic readiness,

and system alignment. See Addendum for examples of impact data.
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9.Partnering for Long-Term Success

Career exploration systems do not run on intent, will, and enthusiasm alone. Traditional

resources needed include coordination time, professional development, career exploration

tools and curriculum, and basic data systems. Funding may come from grants, district

allocations, the CTED your district is part of, philanthropy, workforce boards, or braided

funding across partners. Each system’s mixture will be unique – and likely will not be enough

to deliver high quality career exploration to its fullest.

However, partnerships built on shared vision and shared leadership will extend your efforts

and abilities beyond these traditional financial resources and contribute to the depth and

sustainability of your career exploration efforts.

Key Takeaways

Strong Partnerships Expand Capacity

Sustainable career exploration systems are strengthened through shared leadership and

collaboration among schools, intermediaries, business and industry, and community 

partners.

Intermediaries Help Connect the System

Intermediaries play a vital role in coordinating efforts, aligning partners, filling gaps, and

helping communities move from isolated activities to more coherent and sustainable

systems.

Business Engagement Should Go Beyond Funding

The most impactful partnerships are relational and engage business and industry as

collaborators in creating meaningful, real-world experiences that deepen student learning

and strengthen connections between education and workforce opportunities.
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Partnering for Long-Term Success, continued

The Role of Intermediaries

Support from external organizations to address gaps, provide support and build a community

vision for your efforts can strengthen your career exploration efforts. Organizations who serve

this important role are called intermediaries. Think of them as part of the connective tissue

needed to develop and implement your plans for implementation, coordinating partners,

bridging education and industry, or managing logistics when capacity is limited. They can help

move the work from isolated efforts to a coherent system, both within and outside the school

system. 

Intermediaries may take many forms, including a nonprofit organization, chamber of

commerce, education service agency, college, or regional collaborative. What matters is not

the structure or name of the organization, but its ability to be a committed partner in

supporting coordination, alignment, and support, and help you fill gaps and build momentum

to strengthen your efforts. 

Source: “Keys to Scale: How to Grow the Impact of Education-to-Career Pathway Intermediaries,” ESG 

Business and Industry Partners

Business and community partners are often asked to contribute dollars to district and school

programs and initiatives but offered limited opportunities to engage more deeply. While

funding is important to career exploration implementation, transactional relationships with

business will not sustain or grow career exploration work. When business and industry is

invited in as an essential partner in building and sustaining middle grades career exploration,

their support can be sustained and multiplied – and have meaningful impact on the student

experience. 
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Partnering for Long-Term Success, continued

When partners are invited into the work as collaborators contributing their expertise,

perspective, and real-world context they become essential to building experiences that are

relevant, engaging, and connected to the opportunities students will encounter beyond

school. Strong partnerships shift the dynamic from “supporting programs” to co-creating a

system that benefits students, schools, and the broader community.

Effective engagement with business and industry is not one-size-fits-all. It develops over time

and can take many forms depending on a partner’s capacity, interest, and level of readiness.

Some partners may begin by supporting awareness-level experiences that introduce students

to careers and industries, while others may engage more deeply in helping students explore

specific pathways or participate in more immersive, real-world learning opportunities. As trust

builds and relationships strengthen, partners often move toward more sustained involvement,

contributing to experiences that require greater collaboration and shared ownership. At the

highest level of engagement, partners serve as leaders and champions by co-creating

meaningful, real-world learning experiences such as job shadows, industry projects, work-

based learning, and service-learning opportunities that bring relevance and application to

classroom instruction. This progression creates multiple entry points for partners while

allowing schools to intentionally expand opportunities for students across a continuum of

experiences that build awareness, deepen exploration, and support preparation for future

pathways.

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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Business Engagement Matrix
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Ideas for Partnering on the Classroom to Career Journey
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Partnering for Long-Term Success, continued

Reflection

Who in your community is best positioned to lead partnership-building and collaboration to

support career exploration? 

  

What gaps could be supported by intermediaries? 

What gaps could be supported business and industry partners?

What structure or processes would strengthen collaboration among education, business and

intermediaries? 

 

What resources already support this work? What is missing? 

Who could contribute time, funding, or tools? 

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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10.Looking Ahead

Key Takeaways

Start with Purpose

Career exploration is most effective when it is connected to broader student, school, and

community goals and not treated as an isolated initiative or program.

Build Through Partnership

Sustainable systems are built through shared leadership and collaboration among schools,

families, business and industry, community partners, and intermediaries.

Focus on Long-Term Impact

The goal is not simply to provide activities, but to create meaningful experiences and lasting

structures that help students build awareness, confidence, and readiness for future

pathways.

The work of expanding high-quality career exploration in grades 6-8 – the “middle grades” between

elementary and high school - is both an opportunity and a responsibility. As expectations for

schools continue to grow, career exploration offers a practical way to strengthen relevance,

engagement, and student confidence while supporting broader academic and community goals.

The foundations outlined in this guide are designed to help schools and communities move from

isolated efforts toward systems that are intentional, aligned, and responsive to changing student

and workforce needs. 

Sustained success will depend on the ability of schools and partners to remain adaptable. Student

interests, labor markets, and educational priorities will continue to evolve, requiring career

exploration systems that can learn, adjust, and improve over time. Ongoing reflection, data-

informed decision making, and open communication across sectors will be essential to sustaining

momentum and ensuring that experiences remain meaningful for students. 

Equally important is the continued strengthening of partnerships. As trust deepens and roles

become clearer, communities can expand opportunities, reach more students, and explore

innovative approaches to engagement. By investing in shared leadership, intermediary support,

and professional learning, schools and communities can build capacity that extends beyond

individual programs or funding cycles. 

Ultimately, looking ahead means keeping students at the center while building structures that last.

When career exploration is thoughtfully integrated into the middle grades, it becomes a catalyst for

stronger transitions, clearer pathways, and a more connected education to workforce continuum.

This work is not about predicting a single future for students, but about equipping every student

with awareness, skills, and confidence to navigate many possible futures with purpose and agency. 

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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11.Glossary of Terms and Acronyms

Advisory Class 

A regular class period where students can get support and explore topics like careers,

goals, or social skills. 

  

Business or Community Partner 

An organization outside of the school system that collaborates with educators to support

student learning and career exploration. These partners may include employers,

nonprofits, higher education institutions, workforce organizations, local governments, or

community groups. They contribute real world perspective, expertise, and experiences

such as guest speakers, site visits, mentorship, internships, and resources that help

students understand careers, build skills, and see how education connects to

opportunities in their community. 

  

Career and Technical Education (CTE) and eCTE

Prepares students with the academic knowledge, technical skills, and real-world

experiences needed for high demand careers. CTE programs combine classroom learning

with hands-on training and career exploration to help students explore career pathways,

earn industry relevant skills or credentials, and make informed decisions about education

and employment. Similarly, eCTE provides middle grades students opportunities to

explore specific industries or careers.

Career and Technical Education District (CTED) 

In 1990, the Arizona Legislature enacted statutes that allowed the State’s public-school

districts to form Career and Technical Education Districts (CTED’s) for the purpose of

improving career and technical education (CTE). Since then, 14 CTEDs have formed

throughout the State, and 101 school districts have joined a CTED thereby becoming

CTED member districts, leaving only five school districts that offered CTE in fiscal year

2016 not part of a CTED. CTE in Arizona is delivered through one of three models—at

CTED central campuses, at CTED member districts’ satellite campuses, and at school

districts that are not part of a CTED (non-CTED districts). (Source: ACTEAz) 

  

Career Exploration 

A structured process that helps students learn about themselves and the world of work.

Through age-appropriate activities and experiences, students explore their interests,

strengths, and values, learn about a wide range of careers and pathways and begin to

understand how education connects to future opportunities. 

  

Career-Connected Learning 

An approach to education that intentionally links classroom learning with real-world

careers and experiences. It helps students understand how academic skills apply beyond

school by connecting instruction to career pathways, workplace skills, and hands-on

experiences such as projects, mentorship, work-based learning, and career exploration

activities. 

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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Glossary of Terms and Acronyms, continued

Delivery Model 

Refers to the way a program or initiative is organized and implemented in practice. It

describes who delivers the work, how services or learning experiences are provided,

where they take place, and how partners coordinate to ensure consistent, effective

implementation across schools or communities. 

  

Durable Skills 

The core skills that help people succeed in many jobs, industries, and stages of life. They

include abilities such as communication, teamwork, problem solving, adaptability, critical

thinking, and self-management. These skills remain valuable even as specific jobs and

technologies change, helping students and workers learn new roles, navigate challenges,

and grow over time. 

  

Education Career Action Plan (ECAP) and eECAP

A personalized, student-driven plan that helps students identify their interests, strengths,

and goals and connect them to education and career pathways. Required for all Arizona

high school students, the ECAP is developed and updated over time and includes

academic planning, career exploration, postsecondary options, and transition goals. The

ECAP is designed to help students make informed decisions about high school

coursework, postsecondary education, training, and careers. 

Early Education Career Action Plan (eECAP) 

Builds on the foundation of Arizona’s Education Career Action Plan by introducing

students to the process of self-exploration, career awareness, and future planning before

they enter high school. While the Arizona Department of Education requires ECAP

development beginning in grade 9, the intent of an eECAP is to start that thinking earlier

in developmentally appropriate ways.

  

Education Service Agency (ESA) 

A regional organization that helps school districts and schools by providing shared

services, training, and technical support. ESAs help schools work more efficiently and

effectively by offering expertise and resources that individual districts may not have on

their own. In Arizona, each county has a county-based education service agency, often

referred to as a County School Superintendent’s Office or County Education Service

Agency, which works in partnership with local districts and the Arizona Department of

Education to support statewide priorities while responding to local needs. 

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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Glossary of Terms and Acronyms, continued

Exposure vs. Engagement 

Exposure refers to introducing students to careers, industries, or occupations in a broad,

awareness building way. Exposure activities help students learn that careers exist and

understand basic information about them, often through videos, presentations, career

fairs, or guest speakers. Engagement goes deeper and involves active participation in

career exploration experiences. Engagement activities allow students to interact,

practice, reflect, or apply learning through hands-on projects, simulations, job shadowing,

work based learning, or problem-solving activities tied to real world careers. In career

exploration, exposure sparks curiosity, while engagement builds understanding,

relevance, and connection. 

  

FutureME

Arizona’s three-year, statewide framework for middle school career exploration, designed

to align policy, practice, and partnerships around a shared vision. It provides a clear,

coordinated approach to ensuring every middle school student has access to high quality,

developmentally appropriate career exploration experiences that build self-awareness,

connect learning to real world opportunities, and lay the foundation for informed

education and career decisions. 

   

Implementation Team 

A group of administrators, teachers and staff at the school who help plan and lead

systemic career exploration planning and implementation. 

  

Integrated Curriculum 

An approach to teaching that intentionally connects academic content with real world

applications, career exploration, and cross subject learning. It helps students see how

what they are learning in class relates to practical skills, careers, and everyday life by

weaving concepts and experiences together rather than teaching subjects in isolation. 

  

Intermediaries 

Organizations that connect schools, businesses, community partners, and state agencies

to make career exploration and career-connected learning work effectively. They can help

coordinate partners, translate between education and industry, manage logistics, and

provide the capacity needed to turn shared goals into action. Intermediaries may take

many forms, including a nonprofit organization, chamber of commerce, education service

agency, college, or regional collaborative. 
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Glossary of Terms and Acronyms, continued

MyFutureAZ 

A free statewide education and career planning platform that helps students explore

careers, plan their education pathway, and connect learning to future goals. The platform

provides tools for interest exploration, career research, postsecondary planning, and

Education Career Action Plan development, allowing students to understand their options

and make informed decisions about high school, college, training, and careers.

MyFutureAZ is designed to support students, families, educators, and counselors with a

shared, easy to use system that aligns education planning with Arizona’s workforce and

post-secondary priorities. Available at https://myfutureaz.pipelineaz.com/.

  

Pathway 

A roadmap showing how to move through education into a specific field and then

advance within it. Pathways identify necessary educational attainment and how different

jobs connect and progress over time, helping students understand how entry level roles

can lead to advanced positions through education, training, and experience. 

Post-Secondary Education

Education after high school to prepare students for careers. This includes 2- and 4-year

degrees, apprenticeships, certifications, and licensure.

   

Regional Workforce Needs 

The skills, occupations, and talent required to support the current and future economy of

a specific geographic area. These needs are shaped by local industries, employers, labor

market trends, and community priorities, and they help inform education, training, and

career exploration efforts so students are prepared for opportunities available in their

region. 

  

State 48 Skills 

An Arizona-based workforce and talent development initiative led out of Northern Arizona

University, focused on aligning education, employers, and communities around the skills

Arizona needs for its future economy. Proposed State 48 skills are the set of cross

cutting, employer-informed skills identified as essential for success across industries in

Arizona. These skills include durable skills such as communication, collaboration,

problem solving, adaptability, and professionalism, along with foundational technical and

digital skills needed in today’s workforce. 

   

Talent Pipeline 

The ongoing, intentional process of developing a supply of individuals with the skills and

experiences needed by employers in a specific region or industry. It describes how

students and job seekers are identified early, supported through education, training, and

career exploration, and prepared over time to enter and advance in the workforce,

ensuring employers have access to qualified talent now and in the future. 

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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12.Addendum

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition

In this section, you will find:

State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration

       (as of 7/9/2024; check for updates at https://www.azed.gov/cte/ecte-career-exploration)

Future Me At-a-Glance: Definition and Components of High Quality Career Exploration

Additional Planning & Implementation Resources

Examples of Impact

Delivery Models

Reflection

What other questions do you have or resources do you need to move your career exploration

work forward?
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State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration
All Arizona state academic standards are updated periodically. The standards presented here

were last updated on July 9, 2024, and are current as of publication. You are encouraged to

check for updates at https://www.azed.gov/cte/ecte-career-exploration)
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State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration, continued
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State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration, continued
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State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration, continued
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Arizona FutureME: 

Definition and Components of High Quality Career Exploration
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Additional Arizona Resources for Middle Grades Career Exploration

Arizona Department of Education

https://www.azed.gov/cte/ecte-career-exploration

Arizona curricular standards

Career exploration and eCTE tools

Classroom resources

Research

Planning and implementation support is available.

Arizona GEAR UP

https://in.nau.edu/gear-up/discover-guide/

The “Discover Guide” provides middle-grade students with an interactive way to explore how their

interests, passions, abilities, and cultural influences can influence life after high school. As

students investigate these things, they will discover careers that fit their lifestyle and personality—

and how to get there. The Discover Guide also helps students develop an Education and Career

Action Plan (ECAP) by the time they reach the 8th grade. “Discover” guides are also available for

parents and educators, to enable them to support student career exploration. The guides are

available as downloadable pdfs.

Center for the Future of Arizona

https://www.arizonafuture.org/pathways-resources/career-exploration-resources/#

Through its Pathways to Prosperity impact initiative, Center for the Future of Arizona offers free,

research-based, easy-to-use resources for career connected learning, including curriculum lessons

and tools to help middle grades students learn about many different career options. Planning and

implementation support is available. 

Junior Achievement of Arizona

https://www.jaaz.org/programs

Junior Achievement of Arizona offers in-classroom, experiential and virtual programs that support

middle grades career exploration. JA offers curriculum for volunteer- and teacher-led programs

focused on business and economic concepts and financial literacy to help students connect what

they’re learning in school to the real world. Students can put their skills to the test at JA’s student-

sized “towns” – JA BizTown or JA Finance Park - or their mobile on-site simulation, JA Money in

Motion. JA Inspire is an online career exploration program.

MyFutureAZ / Pipeline Connects
https://myfutureaz.pipelineaz.com/

My Future AZ is a no-cost online tool where Arizona K-12 students connect their personal interests

with possible career paths as they move to graduation. For middle grade students, it enables

development early ECAP (eCAP). Planning and implementation support is available.The tools are

offered at no cost to schools by Pipeline Connects, an Arizona nonprofit. 

38



Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition

Impact Examples: Three Arizona Schools
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Career Exploration Delivery Models
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	Building Your System, continued
	Building system that can deliver career exploration to all middle grades students begins with an intention to embed career exploration as a strategy to enhance student success. Your efforts may be inspired and informed by activities that are currently underway or one-off student experiences that have been popular, but isolated activities and programs will not sustain or build meaningful and measurable outcomes for all students.
	Instead, successful efforts to bring career exploration to all middle grades students – whether in a district or in a school - are grounded in a clear purpose and understanding of the “powerful whys” by all involved, shared understanding of the student experience, and agreement among partners about what the work is meant to both deliver and achieve. Before tools, curriculum, or events are introduced, time is spent listening to schools, students and families, understanding local assets, and identifying gaps. The Readiness Index in Section 8 will help you identify where you may have gaps. This early groundwork creates alignment and ensures the system you are developing responds to real needs rather than adding another layer of disconnected effort.
	From there, effective system-level efforts focus on structure and coordination. Clear roles, predictable processes, and simple communication systems allow those involved – from educators to business and community partners - to contribute meaningfully without confusion or duplication. Schools are supported through ready-to-use resources, implementation plans, and technical guidance that respect their capacity. Business and community partners are engaged with purpose, knowing how their involvement fits into the larger system and how it benefits both students and the region.
	Finally, strong systems are built to evolve. Measurement and reflection are embedded from the start, not as an afterthought. (See Section 8: Measuring Impact for more.) Data, feedback, and lived experience are used to refine practices, strengthen partnerships, and inform decisions about growth or replication. By documenting processes and tools along the way, the program becomes transferable, allowing other schools and communities to adapt the model while preserving the core elements that make it effective.

	Reflection
	What assets already exist in your district and community?
	What gaps are most urgent to address?
	What would success look like in one year?

	The eEcap, continued
	plan that helps students align their interests, strengths, and values with potential education and career pathways, supported by educators, families, and community partners.
	Within the Arizona FutureME Plan (see Section 3), the eECAP is a central tenet and serves as a cornerstone strategy for helping students connect career exploration experiences to intentional planning  over time. In the middle grades, an eECAP is not about asking students to make early decisions about their future. Rather, it provides a structured way for students to reflect on who they are, explore a wide range of possibilities, and begin connecting their learning to future opportunities in meaningful ways.
	Core elements of an effective eECAP includes self-awareness and interest exploration tools; exposure to careers across multiple industry sectors; balanced information about postsecondary options including universities, community colleges, Career and Technical Education pathways, apprenticeships, military service, and direct workforce entry; intentional connections between classroom learning and real-world careers; age-appropriate goal setting and reflection activities; and the development of a personalized portfolio or plan that evolves with students as they transition into high school.
	An eECAP also helps transform isolated career exploration activities into a more cohesive and connected system of support around each student. It can strengthen transitions from middle school to high school, support more informed course selection, reduce last-minute schedule changes, and help students keep a broad range of future opportunities open rather than prematurely limiting their options. Equally important, it provides a common framework for students, families, educators, and counselors to engage in ongoing conversations about interests, strengths, aspirations, and next steps.
	While an eECAP is not currently a formal requirement in Arizona’s middle grades, there is growing recognition that earlier career awareness and pathway planning strengthen student readiness for high school, postsecondary education, and the workforce. As statewide career exploration efforts continue to evolve, early career planning may play an increasingly important role in future policy and practice.
	When introduced early and implemented thoughtfully, an eECAP helps students build confidence, develop agency, and enter high school better prepared to engage in a formal ECAP process with greater clarity, relevance, and purpose.
	Did You Know? Currently, all students and schools throughout Arizona have access to a FREE middle school career exploration platform, making implementation of this important tool available to every student. Visit https://myfutureaz.pipelineaz.com/

	The eECAP, continued
	What an eECAP Is:
	A developmentally appropriate introduction to career and education planning
	Focused on exploration, self-reflection, discovering strengths and widening horizons rather than narrowing choices
	Woven into advisory, core classes, projects, and community activities
	Aligned with interests, skills, and emerging aspirations
	Leverages simple platforms like MyFutureAz to track growth

	What an eECAP Is Not:
	Does not lock students into a career choice
	Is not high stakes
	Is not overly complex or counselor dependent
	Is not separate from classroom learning
	Does not decide a student’s future but ensures every student enters high school ready to shape it
	Timing Is Critical An early ECAP must happen before critical decisions are locked in. These moments shape long-term trajectories.
	Key Takeaways
	Start from Where You Are
	Readiness for systemic implementation of middle grades career exploration is not about perfection or having every element fully in place. It begins with understanding your current strengths, gaps, and opportunities for growth.
	Growth Happens Incrementally
	Strong systems are built over time through intentional planning, coordinated effort, and continuous improvement rather than through large-scale implementation all at once.
	Use the Readiness Index as a Tool for Progress
	The Readiness Index is designed to help schools and communities reflect, prioritize next steps, monitor growth, and strengthen alignment as their career exploration system evolves.


	Assessing Readiness, continued
	How Ready Are You?
	Readiness for high-quality middle school career exploration is reflected in a set of foundational conditions for success that indicate whether a school or district is positioned to begin, strengthen, or scale its efforts. These indicators will help you understand your current capacity, recognize existing strengths, and identify areas for growth as you move along the career exploration continuum. The presence of several indicators signals momentum. The absence of others highlights opportunities for intentional planning and support.
	The Career Exploration Readiness Index on the following pages serves as a tool for you to assess where you are related to the conditions for success. The tool incorporates the components of high-quality career exploration identified in Arizona’s FutureME plan. We recommend reviewing and reassessing your progress using the Index periodically to assess where you are growing and going, as well as where work may have stalled.

	Reflection
	Where do you feel strongest in your current work?
	Which needs more attention?
	Where do you see misalignment?
	Does the Career Exploration Readiness Index validate your reflections?

	The Middle School Career Exploration Readiness Index
	Career Exploration Readiness Index
	Measure What Matters
	High-quality career exploration is intended to influence
	meaningful student outcomes, not simply increase participation
	in activities or completion of planning tools like ECAP or eECAP.
	Define Success Early
	Schools and partners should identify shared goals and desired outcomes from the beginning so that implementation, partnerships, and measurement remain aligned and intentional.
	Use Data to Strengthen the Work
	Effective measurement combines quantitative and qualitative data to support reflection, continuous improvement, sustainability, and informed decision making over time.

	Measuring Impact: Start with the End in Mind, continued
	With goals set, specific efforts should support using data and feedback to inform decisions, strengthen practice, and demonstrate value to schools, partners, and funders. Measurement is not treated as a compliance exercise, but as a tool for learning and continuous improvement that helps the work stay focused on student outcomes.
	Impact is captured through a combination of quantitative and qualitative measures. Participation data such as student reach, educator engagement, and use of career exploration tools provides insight into scale and access. Just as important are indicators of quality, including educator feedback, student reflections, and examples of how experiences influence awareness, confidence, and connection to future pathways. Together, these measures paint a more complete picture of how students are engaging with and benefiting from career exploration activities.
	Equally important is how data is used. Findings are shared with partners to reinforce shared ownership, identify strengths, and surface areas for refinement. Measurement helps the collaborative adapt to changing conditions, prioritize resources, and make informed decisions about expansion or replication. By embedding measurement into the work from the beginning, the project builds credibility, supports sustainability, and ensures that impact remains at the center of program design and growth.

	Reflection
	What outcomes matter most to your schools?
	What outcomes matter most to your community?
	What outcomes matter most to students?
	*The four broad outcome areas noted in this section are informed, in part, by a collaborative three-year data analysis project with the Crane Elementary School District (Yuma, Ariz.). This effort reinforced the importance of looking beyond participation numbers alone to include indicators related to engagement, pathway awareness, durable skills, academic readiness, and system alignment. See Addendum for examples of impact data.
	Key Takeaways
	Strong Partnerships Expand Capacity
	Sustainable career exploration systems are strengthened through shared leadership and collaboration among schools, intermediaries, business and industry, and community
	partners.
	Intermediaries Help Connect the System
	Intermediaries play a vital role in coordinating efforts, aligning partners, filling gaps, and helping communities move from isolated activities to more coherent and sustainable systems.
	Business Engagement Should Go Beyond Funding
	The most impactful partnerships are relational and engage business and industry as collaborators in creating meaningful, real-world experiences that deepen student learning and strengthen connections between education and workforce opportunities.


	Partnering for Long-Term Success, continued
	The Role of Intermediaries
	Support from external organizations to address gaps, provide support and build a community vision for your efforts can strengthen your career exploration efforts. Organizations who serve this important role are called intermediaries. Think of them as part of the connective tissue needed to develop and implement your plans for implementation, coordinating partners, bridging education and industry, or managing logistics when capacity is limited. They can help move the work from isolated efforts to a coherent system, both within and outside the school system.
	Intermediaries may take many forms, including a nonprofit organization, chamber of commerce, education service agency, college, or regional collaborative. What matters is not the structure or name of the organization, but its ability to be a committed partner in supporting coordination, alignment, and support, and help you fill gaps and build momentum to strengthen your efforts.
	Source: “Keys to Scale: How to Grow the Impact of Education-to-Career Pathway Intermediaries,” ESG

	Business and Industry Partners
	Business and community partners are often asked to contribute dollars to district and school programs and initiatives but offered limited opportunities to engage more deeply. While funding is important to career exploration implementation, transactional relationships with business will not sustain or grow career exploration work. When business and industry is invited in as an essential partner in building and sustaining middle grades career exploration, their support can be sustained and multiplied – and have meaningful impact on the student experience.

	Partnering for Long-Term Success, continued
	When partners are invited into the work as collaborators contributing their expertise, perspective, and real-world context they become essential to building experiences that are relevant, engaging, and connected to the opportunities students will encounter beyond school. Strong partnerships shift the dynamic from “supporting programs” to co-creating a system that benefits students, schools, and the broader community.
	Effective engagement with business and industry is not one-size-fits-all. It develops over time and can take many forms depending on a partner’s capacity, interest, and level of readiness. Some partners may begin by supporting awareness-level experiences that introduce students to careers and industries, while others may engage more deeply in helping students explore specific pathways or participate in more immersive, real-world learning opportunities. As trust builds and relationships strengthen, partners often move toward more sustained involvement, contributing to experiences that require greater collaboration and shared ownership. At the highest level of engagement, partners serve as leaders and champions by co-creating meaningful, real-world learning experiences such as job shadows, industry projects, work-based learning, and service-learning opportunities that bring relevance and application to classroom instruction. This progression creates multiple entry points for partners while allowing schools to intentionally expand opportunities for students across a continuum of experiences that build awareness, deepen exploration, and support preparation for future pathways.

	Business Engagement Matrix
	Ideas for Partnering on the Classroom to Career Journey

	Partnering for Long-Term Success, continued
	Reflection
	Who in your community is best positioned to lead partnership-building and collaboration to support career exploration?
	What gaps could be supported by intermediaries?
	What gaps could be supported business and industry partners?
	What structure or processes would strengthen collaboration among education, business and intermediaries?
	What resources already support this work? What is missing?
	Who could contribute time, funding, or tools?
	Start with Purpose
	Career exploration is most effective when it is connected to broader student, school, and community goals and not treated as an isolated initiative or program.
	Build Through Partnership
	Sustainable systems are built through shared leadership and collaboration among schools, families, business and industry, community partners, and intermediaries.
	Focus on Long-Term Impact
	The goal is not simply to provide activities, but to create meaningful experiences and lasting structures that help students build awareness, confidence, and readiness for future pathways.


	Glossary of Terms and Acronyms
	Advisory Class  A regular class period where students can get support and explore topics like careers, goals, or social skills.
	Business or Community Partner  An organization outside of the school system that collaborates with educators to support student learning and career exploration. These partners may include employers, nonprofits, higher education institutions, workforce organizations, local governments, or community groups. They contribute real world perspective, expertise, and experiences such as guest speakers, site visits, mentorship, internships, and resources that help students understand careers, build skills, and see how education connects to opportunities in their community.
	Career and Technical Education (CTE) and eCTE Prepares students with the academic knowledge, technical skills, and real-world experiences needed for high demand careers. CTE programs combine classroom learning with hands-on training and career exploration to help students explore career pathways, earn industry relevant skills or credentials, and make informed decisions about education and employment. Similarly, eCTE provides middle grades students opportunities to explore specific industries or careers.
	Career and Technical Education District (CTED)  In 1990, the Arizona Legislature enacted statutes that allowed the State’s public-school districts to form Career and Technical Education Districts (CTED’s) for the purpose of improving career and technical education (CTE). Since then, 14 CTEDs have formed throughout the State, and 101 school districts have joined a CTED thereby becoming CTED member districts, leaving only five school districts that offered CTE in fiscal year 2016 not part of a CTED. CTE in Arizona is delivered through one of three models—at CTED central campuses, at CTED member districts’ satellite campuses, and at school districts that are not part of a CTED (non-CTED districts). (Source: ACTEAz)
	Career Exploration  A structured process that helps students learn about themselves and the world of work. Through age-appropriate activities and experiences, students explore their interests, strengths, and values, learn about a wide range of careers and pathways and begin to understand how education connects to future opportunities.
	Career-Connected Learning  An approach to education that intentionally links classroom learning with real-world careers and experiences. It helps students understand how academic skills apply beyond school by connecting instruction to career pathways, workplace skills, and hands-on experiences such as projects, mentorship, work-based learning, and career exploration activities.

	Glossary of Terms and Acronyms, continued
	Delivery Model  Refers to the way a program or initiative is organized and implemented in practice. It describes who delivers the work, how services or learning experiences are provided, where they take place, and how partners coordinate to ensure consistent, effective implementation across schools or communities.
	Durable Skills  The core skills that help people succeed in many jobs, industries, and stages of life. They include abilities such as communication, teamwork, problem solving, adaptability, critical thinking, and self-management. These skills remain valuable even as specific jobs and technologies change, helping students and workers learn new roles, navigate challenges, and grow over time.
	Education Career Action Plan (ECAP) and eECAP A personalized, student-driven plan that helps students identify their interests, strengths, and goals and connect them to education and career pathways. Required for all Arizona high school students, the ECAP is developed and updated over time and includes academic planning, career exploration, postsecondary options, and transition goals. The ECAP is designed to help students make informed decisions about high school coursework, postsecondary education, training, and careers.
	Early Education Career Action Plan (eECAP)  Builds on the foundation of Arizona’s Education Career Action Plan by introducing students to the process of self-exploration, career awareness, and future planning before they enter high school. While the Arizona Department of Education requires ECAP development beginning in grade 9, the intent of an eECAP is to start that thinking earlier in developmentally appropriate ways.
	Education Service Agency (ESA)  A regional organization that helps school districts and schools by providing shared services, training, and technical support. ESAs help schools work more efficiently and effectively by offering expertise and resources that individual districts may not have on their own. In Arizona, each county has a county-based education service agency, often referred to as a County School Superintendent’s Office or County Education Service Agency, which works in partnership with local districts and the Arizona Department of Education to support statewide priorities while responding to local needs.

	Glossary of Terms and Acronyms, continued
	Exposure vs. Engagement  Exposure refers to introducing students to careers, industries, or occupations in a broad, awareness building way. Exposure activities help students learn that careers exist and understand basic information about them, often through videos, presentations, career fairs, or guest speakers. Engagement goes deeper and involves active participation in career exploration experiences. Engagement activities allow students to interact, practice, reflect, or apply learning through hands-on projects, simulations, job shadowing, work based learning, or problem-solving activities tied to real world careers. In career exploration, exposure sparks curiosity, while engagement builds understanding, relevance, and connection.
	FutureME Arizona’s three-year, statewide framework for middle school career exploration, designed to align policy, practice, and partnerships around a shared vision. It provides a clear, coordinated approach to ensuring every middle school student has access to high quality, developmentally appropriate career exploration experiences that build self-awareness, connect learning to real world opportunities, and lay the foundation for informed education and career decisions.
	Implementation Team  A group of administrators, teachers and staff at the school who help plan and lead systemic career exploration planning and implementation.
	Integrated Curriculum  An approach to teaching that intentionally connects academic content with real world applications, career exploration, and cross subject learning. It helps students see how what they are learning in class relates to practical skills, careers, and everyday life by weaving concepts and experiences together rather than teaching subjects in isolation.
	Intermediaries  Organizations that connect schools, businesses, community partners, and state agencies to make career exploration and career-connected learning work effectively. They can help coordinate partners, translate between education and industry, manage logistics, and provide the capacity needed to turn shared goals into action. Intermediaries may take many forms, including a nonprofit organization, chamber of commerce, education service agency, college, or regional collaborative.

	Glossary of Terms and Acronyms, continued
	MyFutureAZ  A free statewide education and career planning platform that helps students explore careers, plan their education pathway, and connect learning to future goals. The platform provides tools for interest exploration, career research, postsecondary planning, and Education Career Action Plan development, allowing students to understand their options and make informed decisions about high school, college, training, and careers. MyFutureAZ is designed to support students, families, educators, and counselors with a shared, easy to use system that aligns education planning with Arizona’s workforce and post-secondary priorities. Available at https://myfutureaz.pipelineaz.com/.
	Pathway  A roadmap showing how to move through education into a specific field and then advance within it. Pathways identify necessary educational attainment and how different jobs connect and progress over time, helping students understand how entry level roles can lead to advanced positions through education, training, and experience.
	Post-Secondary Education Education after high school to prepare students for careers. This includes 2- and 4-year degrees, apprenticeships, certifications, and licensure.
	Regional Workforce Needs  The skills, occupations, and talent required to support the current and future economy of a specific geographic area. These needs are shaped by local industries, employers, labor market trends, and community priorities, and they help inform education, training, and career exploration efforts so students are prepared for opportunities available in their region.
	State 48 Skills  An Arizona-based workforce and talent development initiative led out of Northern Arizona University, focused on aligning education, employers, and communities around the skills Arizona needs for its future economy. Proposed State 48 skills are the set of cross cutting, employer-informed skills identified as essential for success across industries in Arizona. These skills include durable skills such as communication, collaboration, problem solving, adaptability, and professionalism, along with foundational technical and digital skills needed in today’s workforce.
	Talent Pipeline  The ongoing, intentional process of developing a supply of individuals with the skills and experiences needed by employers in a specific region or industry. It describes how students and job seekers are identified early, supported through education, training, and career exploration, and prepared over time to enter and advance in the workforce, ensuring employers have access to qualified talent now and in the future.

	Addendum
	In this section, you will find:
	State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration
	(as of 7/9/2024; check for updates at https://www.azed.gov/cte/ecte-career-exploration)
	Future Me At-a-Glance: Definition and Components of High Quality Career Exploration
	Additional Planning & Implementation Resources
	Examples of Impact
	Delivery Models
	Reflection
	What other questions do you have or resources do you need to move your career exploration work forward?


	State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration All Arizona state academic standards are updated periodically. The standards presented here were last updated on July 9, 2024, and are current as of publication. You are encouraged to check for updates at https://www.azed.gov/cte/ecte-career-exploration)
	State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration, continued
	State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration, continued
	State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration, continued
	Arizona FutureME:  Definition and Components of High Quality Career Exploration
	Additional Arizona Resources for Middle Grades Career Exploration
	Arizona Department of Education https://www.azed.gov/cte/ecte-career-exploration
	Arizona curricular standards
	Career exploration and eCTE tools
	Classroom resources
	Research
	Planning and implementation support is available.
	Arizona GEAR UP https://in.nau.edu/gear-up/discover-guide/ The “Discover Guide” provides middle-grade students with an interactive way to explore how their interests, passions, abilities, and cultural influences can influence life after high school. As students investigate these things, they will discover careers that fit their lifestyle and personality—and how to get there. The Discover Guide also helps students develop an Education and Career Action Plan (ECAP) by the time they reach the 8th grade. “Discover” guides are also available for parents and educators, to enable them to support student career exploration. The guides are available as downloadable pdfs.
	Center for the Future of Arizona https://www.arizonafuture.org/pathways-resources/career-exploration-resources/# Through its Pathways to Prosperity impact initiative, Center for the Future of Arizona offers free, research-based, easy-to-use resources for career connected learning, including curriculum lessons and tools to help middle grades students learn about many different career options. Planning and implementation support is available.
	Junior Achievement of Arizona https://www.jaaz.org/programs Junior Achievement of Arizona offers in-classroom, experiential and virtual programs that support middle grades career exploration. JA offers curriculum for volunteer- and teacher-led programs focused on business and economic concepts and financial literacy to help students connect what they’re learning in school to the real world. Students can put their skills to the test at JA’s student-sized “towns” – JA BizTown or JA Finance Park - or their mobile on-site simulation, JA Money in Motion. JA Inspire is an online career exploration program.
	MyFutureAZ / Pipeline Connects https://myfutureaz.pipelineaz.com/ My Future AZ is a no-cost online tool where Arizona K-12 students connect their personal interests with possible career paths as they move to graduation. For middle grade students, it enables development early ECAP (eCAP). Planning and implementation support is available.The tools are offered at no cost to schools by Pipeline Connects, an Arizona nonprofit.
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