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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:
¢ |dentify your why.
e Set goals and consider how you will measure
impact.
* Assess your readiness.
¢ |dentify 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

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition



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.

e 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 4 *+

4

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 Futu reM E
appropriate career exploration and pathway Arizona’s 3-Year Plan to Grow
planning. Middle-School Career Exploration

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.

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
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The Path Forward: Arizona’s FutureME Plan, continued

FutureME Core Beliefs

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.

* 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,

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 and accessible high-quality
Educational Foundation. The development of the resources ensure all schools can
plan was further strengthened by the involvement implement career exploration

of practitioners from across the field, including programs for all students.
school counselors, principals, and other education * Key stakeholders are aligned

leaders who brought real-world insight into the arour'1d shared goals and are
plan’s content and design. working together to support all
schools, students, and families

through coordinated
communication, collaboration,
and accountability.

Together, these partners engaged in ongoing
learning, shared promising practices, examined
research, and elevated student voice. This process

reinforced a shared understanding: career
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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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:

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.

igh-Quality Career Exploration

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.
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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.

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.

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.
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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?

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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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?

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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6.The eECAP:
A Cornerstone for Exploration & Planning

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.

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

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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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/

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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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

* |everages simple platforms like MyFutureAz to track growth

What an eECAP Is Not:

Does not lock students into a career choice

* Is not high stakes

* |s 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.

n ab o2

Before Selection Before Opt-Out Before Mindset Fix Before Transition

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
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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

- -
T i

da 4

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?

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
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The Middle School Career Exploration Readiness Index

Middle School Career Exploration Readiness Index
(Aligned to the Arizona State Plan - FutureMe
7 Key Components for Middle School
Career Exploration Implementation)

Directions: Select the number that best reflects your current overall system. Vision: ALL Anizona middie-school
students will have access to high-quality, developmentally appropriate career exploration that sparks cunosity,

broadens possibilities, and empowers students o discover unique future pathways lo SUCCess

Indicator 1 2 3 4
1. Leadership, Vision, & ) Informal and (> Leadership is ) Career () Embedded in
Alignment dependent on supportive but exploration strategy with
Aligned to. individual staff lacks clear aligned to school clear alignment
Student-Cenfered & Inclusie; expectations or district to student
Exposure lo Carcers pathways. and
workforce
L
2. Coordination & Structure | (O Activities are (O informai O Definedteamor | (O Cross-secior
Mr-.'it;s = uncoordinated coordination by ntemmediary structure guides
EducatorCounselor Support one individual supports strategy.
and long-term
growtn
3. Educator Capacity & O Limited educator | O+ Some informal ) Professional ) Educators and
Support awareness or integration by leamning and counselorns are
Alignad fo: preparation interested staff lools support fully equipped
EducatorCounselor Support mplementation and integrate:
Careel
exploration into
instruction and
advising for all
students
4. Student Experiences () Occasional, (O Every () Coordinated, () Conherent
{Developmentally activity-based student gevelopmentally progression that
Appropriate) exposure with has Multiple appropriate builds seif-
Aligned fo: limited refiection activities, bul Expenences awareness,
Exposure fo m" inconssient across grades confidence, and
ACross grades curiosity for al
students
5. Integration into Curriculum | ) Career > some informal | ) Intentional Q) Fully embedded
& Instruction connections are connections o inlegration in instruction
not integrated curmcuium through lessons, using real-worid,
.;.:q-md fo - into academic projects, of units project-based, or
conlent experiential

kaming
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Career Exploration Readiness Index

Indicator 1 2 3 4
. Exposure to a Range of <7} Limited or one- ) Some exposure | O Regular (_} Comprehensive
Careers time exposure through isolated exposure 1o exposlre
activities multiple careers inchuding
Abgned fo:
el and pathways raditonal,
emerging, and
cross-cutting
careers with
real-world
conneclions for
all students
7. Data, Reflection, & ECAP | (O No structured ) Informal Cr Structured O» ECAP s
Implementation reflaction or reflection without reflection and embedded: all
Aiomed fo planning a system ECAP-related students actively
ign . '
Data & Reflection: activities reflect, setgoals,
Developmenially Appropriale and connect
leamning to future
pathways
8. Partnerships & Community | () Minimal external | (O A few informal O Ongoing (r strong regional
Engagement engagement partners partnerships partnerships
_ provide recurming aligned to
Algred fo: ,
Families & C enitios: experiences workforce and
Exposure to Careers community
pricrities
8. Family Engagement ) Families have ) Oecasional Cr Families invited | O Families actively
Alqned lo: litthe awareness communication o participate in support student
Families & Communities about activities events or exploration and
discussions planning

Total Score: /36

Reflection Questions

1. Which areas represent our strongest foundations for building a

SCORE INTREPRETATION

9-16
Getting Started

17-23
Strengthen Current Efforts

24 =30
Build a System

31-36
Sustain and Align

comprehensive career exploration system?

2. What existing resources, partnerships, or initiatives could support
improvement in these areas?

3. What would meaningful progress look like for our students within
the next year?
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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 Reflection
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.

What outcomes matter most to your
schools?

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.

What outcomes matter most to your
community?

What outcomes matter most to students?

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.

*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

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.

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.
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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.

ADDRESS CURRENT GAPS ESTABLISH ABETTER FUTURE

ross fragmented K-12,

* Set a high bar f jality of career pathway's

+ Sustain momentur

periods of transition

* Keep equity at the forefront of all conversations

* Provide employers and sector leaders with a

single point of

* Shift narratives

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.
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Business Engagement Matrix

LEADER PARTNER SUPPORTER

CHAMPION

Ideas for Partnering on the Classroom to Career Journey

AWARENESS

WORKPLACE TOUR
(1.5 - 2 hours)

Host students in a tour of
your workplace and discuss
career options, required
education, a typical day, etc.

CAREER FAIR
{2 - 4 hours)
Staff a booth to share advice
ON PUrsuing a Career in your
business/industry, skills and
knowledge needed, and
carear roles and
responsibilities.

SPEAKER
{4+ hours per semester)
Provide valuable insights,
encouragement and
direction to students in the
classroom as they navigate
career options,

CLASSROOM PROJECT
{5+ hours/semester)
Coach teacher(s) in

developing a real-world,

hands-on learning activity for
the classroom.

O

O

EXPLORATION &

PLANNING

INFORMATIONAL INTERVIEW
(30-60 minutes)
Answer student guestions in
person or via video call about
a professian or industry-
specific topic.

OMLINE
DISCUSSION FORUM
{1-2+ hours)
Answer student questions
about careers , offer advice,
share your experiences and
otherwise support students
virtually.

{3 - 5 hours)
Frovide students with a visit
to industry or business in a
group to interact with
employees to understand the
flow of operations and learn
about various career paths
within that industry.

WORK EXPERIEMCE
{4 - G+ hours)
Frovide age-appropriate
exposure for students to
career =kills and workplace
settings through observation,
simulations and project-based
learning that are age-
appropriate.

O

PREPARATION

RESUME DEVELOPMENT/
MOCK INTERVIEW
{1- 2 hours)
Provide feedback to
students on their resumes
and on their responses to
interview gquestions,

o JOB SHADOW DAY

(3 - 6+ hours)
Provide students a real-
world glimpse into a typical
day within your industry of
interest, allowing them to
obszerve workplace
dynamics, job
responsibilities and

o o essential skills.
INDUSTRY TOUR

INDUSTRY PROJECT
{6 - 12+ hours/semester)
Collaborate with teachers to
integrate authentic industry
tasks into classroom
activities.

SERVICE LEARNING
{12 - 40+ hours/semester)
Support students in
designing and implemeanting
a real-world, hands-on
project.
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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?
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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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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12. 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
e 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)

CAREER EXPLORATION AND INTRODUCTIONTO
EARLY CAREER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION
GRADES 6-8

The Arizona Career Literacy Standards wera created in 2018 and updated and renamed

Carear Exploration and Introduction to Early (eCTE) Career and Technical Education for
Grades 6-8 in July 2024. This update includes the investigation of carear clusters, occupations,
jobs, employability skills, as well, the introduction to high school CTE programs.

Carpar-rplated erms used in this documeant ane defined at the end of this document.
iL.o. oxplaing or clarifies the content and o.g. provides axamplos of the contont that should' be faught
This content will be reviewed and updated as approgdate — the last updale was July 9, 2024,

1.0 INVESTIGATE CAREERS AND CAREER PATHWAYS

11  Destinguesh among occupabons, jobs, caneers, and caneer patiways

12 identify nabonally recognized career clusiers and examples of occupations and jobs for each cluster (e.g
careertech orgicaneer-clustens)

13 Research knowiedge, shills, and abdifies needed for empioyment in each career cluster

14 Ewvaluate personal values, apbitudes, and intenests, and eogpiam how thiy influsnck canees BCrBns

15  identify two or three carser areas of interest using a career interest assessment platform

16 Acqere Bbor markel mfarmabon for jobs of intenest including educabon and skalls requirements, job responsibilibes
and salaries

Evaluate academic studies and course planning fior industry-specific training, cerifications, and secondarnyfpost-
secondary educalion

8 Developacanser plan that includes academac studies and career-related education and frainng

2.0 DEMONSTRATE FINANCIAL LITERACY

21  Describe personal financial Meracy with emphass on financial management, budgeting, and investing

22 Describe business financial Beracy with emphasis on accounting, finance, and conducting business

23 Descires the effect of porsonal values and hestyle speciabons of canbe chotes (Lé., padrtonal hedith, work

CONbEnl, wolk efnaronimsnt, work-lle Dalance, s )

24  Analyze the relationship emong education, financial needs, and job opportunities (i e, educationftraining needed
short- and long-term career goals, availabiity and location of jobs, salaries vs. wages, efc

5 Investigale financial benefits that come with having a joblcareer (Le, e insurance, health inswance, retirement
plans, career development opportunities, college assistance, befier salanies, elc )

3.0 APPLY CRITICAL THINKING AND PROBLEM-SOLVING SKILLS

31  Ghive examples of critical think g Strategeestechinedgues (&9, Seil-EvalEaton, Seil-reflectnn, SSkng Questions
making INEOTMEd CECSONSs., IS o) DMe wWisedy')

32 ldentify the steps in problem-solving (e.g, define the problem; delemmne the cause of the problem; identify, pronitize
and select allemative solulions, and implement a solution)

33 Invesdgate problem-sobing and cibcal-thanking protesses and technsgues 1o meet real-workd challenges: and
PETRONE ] e G

34 Explain how problem-sobing and critical-thinking skills are relaled to academic success (e, making good decisions
creative thinking, managing time and resources, elc )

35 Delermens Uhé mos! effectve personal problism-sabing and cnical thinking model and undersiand how [hes relales 1o
CAfE ODOOILndes

¢ L i ol S

Arrars Dbt of £ o aton CTE Page | 1 of 4

Coreer 0] Techrotld EQutiban PR
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State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration, continued

41

42

43

44
45

icentity coltaborative slolls nieced 1o acharve & common godl (ie., open-mindedness, conflict resclubion, activi
Istening, emotional intelkpence, delegation, understanding a vanety of perspectives, ManaQing pronbes, mesting
expectations, and having & cooperale spirl and mutual respect, ¢lc )

identdy siolls that promode teamwork: (e, leadership, molivalion, problem-soling, reliabildy, efc )

Practice behaviors that faclitate collaboration with peers (e, active kstensng, providing feedback, respecting the
differences of others, taling personal responsibility, efc.)

Compare and contrast tooks and skills used for in-person, hybrid, and virtual collaborative team settings

Empiloy digital and in-persontools and strategses to collaborate with individuals from diverse populations, including
peers, experts, and community members

51

52

53

54

25

586

Differertiate between interpersonal skills and communication skills (e g , Inferpersonal shills include the abilly to

sten, intaract, and buld strong relabionships, wheneas communicabion slalls cover the abilty to transmil and

articulate information.)

kdenify and demonsirate vanous commumecation methods (Le, verbal, nomverbal, witien, visual, eic)

WWWMWMNMMHMIIE tallang io friends vs
adults, giving instructions o sharing a slory, asking fior help or giving information, elc )

Descuss the impact of cultural, generational, and geographical differences on communication (ie., preferences,

msynderstancings, language barmers, etc. )

Use effective cross-cultural communication skills in person and virtually with dverse groups (Le., avold slang, speak

slowly, keep it simple, write instructions, etc )

Practice professanal workplace commumicaton across vanous medems o embrace effectivensss and
professionalem (g, emails, business letters, resurmes, teuds, and sotial mida)

61
62

G4

Explore the types and roles of technology in a vanety of career clusters of interest

Examine how technology advancements have impacted the workpiace (iLe., quicker and more efficient productivity,
job fleibility in what workers can do, changes in how work gets done, efc )

Demonstrate computer technology shills used in the workplace (Le., emails, word processing fo create a report,
presentation software, and spreadehest programs 1o gather data for analyss, &it)

Utilize industny-recognized technology 100ks 1o complete 8 career-retated projed (Le., Microsolt Office, Google,
Canva, Al TinkerCAD, Scratch, efc.)

identify ethical issues in technology (Le., misuse of data, mesinformation, artifical inteligence, elc.)

(4
72
73

74

75

Anrons

Define accountability and ethical Denaviors Bnd Biscuss thelr imponance in the workplace

Explore the influence of personal behaniors and communication siyles onworkplace dynamecs and oulcomes
Idenitify ethical and unethical behawvior in wordgiace scenanos (e, confidentiality, race and ethnicity, employment
dscrimination, etc )

Demonsirate and describe appropriate work habsts fo oblan and retain employment (e, alendance, attitude,
dress, performance, time management, cleankness, etc )

Engage in professonal, posilive, sale, kgal and ethecal bshanior when using technology incheding social media
interactions (ie., digial ciiizenship, commonsense org, be inlernel awesome, el )

Departmend of Educaton
Caerer 450 Technical Educaion «CTE Page|2efs
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| 4
State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration, continued

Career Exploration Teaching Strategies

* Use career conversabon prompls - American School Counselor Assocabion (ASCA] Englsh - Spansh
= Take personalty inventones - bﬂmmm-tnwmmmmmwumnhmmmm

+ Create an Al About Me” collage with images that reflect personalty imventory results
. wummmhwmhm Career Preferences (O Photo Caneer
e B S I =k gl e e

+ Researchcareer interes] assessment platiooms:
« Create a "My Future Career” collage using images that reflect top career selection as determined career inerest
assessments

= Develop anearly ADE Education and Career Action Plan [ECAR)
Identify high school 3and CTE courses and programs that support career or oocupational aneas of inferest

+ Create and examine the benefits of a budget (iLe., manage money wisely, awoid overspending, save money, and meet
financial goals, efc.)

= [nvesigate Arizona cost of living and invable wages

+ InvesBgate financial Meracy lessons

* Encourage students io seek work for pay and save for the futune (Le., chores, babysitting, entry-level worl, eic )

& Chechowith local banis for financial eracy cumculum

+ Investgate high school CTE classes that offer workplace leaming credi

+ Use problem-sohing and critical-thinking processes and techniques to meet real-workd challenges and personal
o

* Apply problem-gohving aind chitical-thinking modets (o find the: best solution to real-workl challenges (e,
Schocisup oro/solvedt eic ]
Engage students in project-based leameng actvibes

+ Practice collaborative sialls (1 €, COMDIOMESE, NeQolalion, Bnd commiunity-Dusting siralegies for CBImyIng out tasks,
assignments, and projects)

+ ldentify roles and responsibiities thal facidate coltaboration ina vanety of setbings (Le., leader, faciltalor, team member,
reconder, eic )

s Evaluabe stucdent Communicalion, collAbOration, and leaoership skilks, and how iy maght bé Futhner devioped in
preparation fof 8 fuluie caléer through involvemient in School, home, work, and exdracurnculan activites

*= Practice professional workplace communicalion Scross vanous medums(i e, emails, busingss lellérs, resumes, lexds,
and social meda) 1o enhance effectiveness and professionalsm

- mmﬂwmw
« Use the professonal skl pre-assessment 1o delerming curment communicabion skills and resourcess 1o improve skils

Anzong of Educaton
e e «CTE Page|defd

Copyright 2026, Arizona Business & Education Coalition
35



State Standards & Teaching Strategies for Career Exploration, continued

+ Develop and demonsirate typing speed and accuracy, and writing professional emails
I clubs (e, Code Robotics, Girts Who Code, efc )

+  [Explone sccountabilty and ethical behavions expected in the workpiace
+ [Explore whal § means o busid a competithne advaniage (Le., academics, passions, professional skills, education level,

expenences, elc)
» Descuss standand entry-bewel hinng screening practioes (appication, references, resume, infenviews, background check,
testing for substance abuse, identfication, elc.)

» Describe inferpersonal ldlls neaded to be successfid in the workplacs (e, verbal and norverbal communication,
cultural and gender awareness, ldndness, compromise, oo )

eCTE DEFINITIONS

Career Literacy, Career education in the areas of Career Awareness (K-5), Career Exploration (6-8), and Career
Preparation (9-12)

Career Exploration Skills, Opporunites for middle 2chodl students 10 Goover work enmvinonments, 1o understand
and apprecigte their sirengths and interesis, and o plan shod- and long-term goats.

Career, An occupation selected based on individual preferences that requires education, training, professional
memberships, and volunbesr work. A caneer is the history of work for a significant period of a persoris e that often has
growth opportunities. )

= Occupation - a specilic type of work or field (e g, lewyer, musician, of contracior)

= Jobs - work done for pay thiat may of may nol relate 10 8 desined Caneer.
Career Clusters, The national career clusters framework is an organizing tool for occupations.
{e-g.. careeriech orgiwhat-we-dolcareer-clusiers)
Career Pathways, A smalier group of jobs within 3 caneer clusier hat uSes samalar sholls.

Teacher — CumcuiLm CoOnMNAlor — assstant printipal — prncipal

Retad Sales associate — cashier — assistan] manager — shone manasger — regional rmsnager
Career and Technical Student Organizations (CTS0), CTS0r's are an integral requirement for high school CTE
programs that encowage excellence in scholarship, bulld characler, promole citizenship, volunteensm, and patrotsm,
endorse cooperation and cooperative alfifudes and provide opporiunities through intermships, camps, and keadership
conferences. The six Anzona CTSOs are DECA, FBLA, FOCLA, FFA, HOSA, and SkdlisUSA
Early Career and Technical Education (¢CTE) K-8, Preparation for high school CTE programs that contain
academic and employability skills
Industry, Busingsses within a samilar Group that manufsctune Qoods of Share & DUSINess foous Of SBivioe.

rizona Departmend of Educataon
Caredd 0] Techatidal Edptalan ECTE Pagejdofd
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Arizona FutureME:
Definition and Components of High Quality Career Exploration

S —
<
+ﬁ+ Key Components

1. Student-Centered & Inclusive
__ Tailored to all students

&
o
___ Promotes access for all learners
u u re 2. Developmentally Appropriate

__ Focuses on exploration, not decision-

Arizona's 3Year Pion to Grow making
Middle-School Career Exploration ___ Builds foundational self-awareness,
confidence and curiosity
. & -l & 3. Integrated into the Curriculum
DEﬁnlng ngh QUﬂllty ___ Connects careers to academic subjects
CHI'E'E'I' Euplnratiun and real-world problems
__ Uses project-based or experiential
Arizona defines high-quality middle learning methods
school career exploration as intentional, 4, Exposure to a Range of Careers
developmentally appropriate activities — Includes activities like career days,
and experiences that help students in ?Duuit speakers, job shadowing, or virtual
grades 6-8: ___Highlights both traditional, emerging
« Understand their interests, and crosscutting career paths
strengths, and values 5. Informed by Data and Reflection
. Expmre awide ra nge of career ___ Uses interest inventories, career

paths and secondary/postsecondary ~ 2-Sessments, and student reflections and

. goals
options — Helps students build early academic
» Connect classroom learning to real-  and career plans (e.g, individual learning
world applications plEng)
» Develop early planning and €. Involves Families and Communities

_ Engages parents/guardians in the

decision-making skill i
8 il exploration process

. Gail‘l EJ{DOSUI'E* tﬂ thE WDHd Gf WDrI“; =i Leverageg |ﬂ,ca| indug[ry End
through direct and indirect community partnerships
experiences 7. Supported by Trained Educators and

* Develop an Early Education Career Counselers

: i ; Staff h to traini tool d
Action Plan that is inforrmed by their R
resources to guide exploration effectively

interests, strengths and values ___Encourage K-12 CTE certification by
career exploration educators
_ Promote K-12 school counselor
certification and training
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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
e Career exploration and eCTE tools
e 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 8t 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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Impact Examples: Three Arizona Schools

ABEC

Tres Rios

Service Academy

Grades K-8
Littleton ESD, Maricopa County

Student Growth & Aspirations

* 92% of students have set

personal and career goals
for their future,

Inspired Educators

s 929 of stalf feel
recognized, supported, and
inspired to grow
professionally.

* 93% expanded their
posgitive influence by
integrating career
exploration.

* 100% trust the leadership
team's commitment to stafi
development.

Family & Community Trust
* 93% of parents are
satisfied with academic
progress.
= 91% of parents say
students feel safe and
welcomed.

Watch the Tres Rios Video:
Students with visions
for their futures

CAREER EXPLORATION
& DEVELOPMENT

An it of the Ansans Beisess & Bdveaton Coaltion

THE DATA

Crane

Middle School

Grades 6-8
Crane ESD, Yuma County

Recognized for Excellence

* Named an Apple
Distinguished School
(2022-2025).

* Two ACED teachers
recognized as Yuma County
Rural Teachers of tha Yaar,

* One was named Arizona
Rural Teacher of the Year
and Mational Runner-Up.

= Principal awarded ASA
Middle School Distinguished
Principal of the Year.

Student Well-Being
* 46% decrease in student
referrals, indicating a
stronger school culture.
* T8% of students reporl
school as a positive place to
learn and grow.

Community Investment
* 386% increase in
partnerships.
* Over $150,000 in
community donations
supporting student learning.

Empowering Schools.

Transforming Futures.

M.C. Cash

Elementary School

Grades K-8
Laveen ESD, Maricopa County

Academic Improvement
s Students have achieved
state average math scores
for the first time.
* Students have nearly
doubled their science
proficiency.

Improved Attendance
* Chronic absentegism among
middle schoolers has
decreased by 12%.

Plans for Post-Secondary
®* The number of students
planning to pursue higher
education has tripled.

Statewide Honors
* Awarded the prestigious
Golden Bell Fromisa
Program Award from the
Arizona School Boards
Association in 2024,

Watch the
M.C. Cash Video:
A school transformed
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Career Exploration Delivery Models

Model Type & Description

Elective Course _
Delivered through a dedicated career exploration class

After-School Program
Offered as clubs or enrichment sessions

Integrated Curriculum
Embedded into corelelective subjects

Pull-Out/Works

Students attend career sessions during school

Grade-Level Advisory

Career topics duning advisory or homeroom

Summer Camp/Intersession .
Shortterm intensive programming focused on exploration

and skill-building

When to Use

Schools with flexible electives

Schools with strong enrichment
culture

Schools without electives

Limited staffing or scheduling

Regular advisory or homeroom
schedules

Schools with summerfintersession
opportunities

Strengths

Depth of engagement, consistency

Flexible, partner access

Contextual, relevant

Scalable, focused

Supports ECAPs, schoolwide

consistency

High impact, hands-on, ideal for
external partnerships
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	From Vision to Practice  A Guide for Developing  Middle Grades Career Exploration Systems That Work
	Acknowledgements
	This is a publication of the Arizona Business & Education Coalition (ABEC). Since ABEC’s founding as a statewide nonprofit organization in 2002, ABEC has been dedicated to bringing together business and education leaders to develop and advocate solutions to grow Arizona’s future. In service to this mission, ABEC has taken a leadership role in advocating for early opportunities for career exploration and pathway planning and providing resources to support educators, school and district leaders in expanding access to this critically important strategy for supporting long-term student success.
	Acknowledging that successful career exploration and pathway planning requires collaborative approaches, we thank the following organizations for their efforts and partnership, which have informed this publication: Center for the Future of Arizona, Pipeline Connects, Arizona Department of Education, Junior Achievement of Arizona, ACTEAz, ESG and Britebound (formerly ASA), and the many Arizona school leaders who have pioneered middle grades career exploration in Arizona.
	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.


	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?
	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.


	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?
	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.
	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 Path Forward: Arizona’s FutureME Plan, continued
	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.
	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
	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.
	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


	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:  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.
	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:  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.
	4)    Student Experiences  Students are engaged in career exploration activities, ranging from initial exposure to more structured and consistent experiences across grade levels.

	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.
	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.

	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.

	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:  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.
	8)    Partnerships & Community Engagement  The school has established relationships with business, industry, postsecondary institutions, and community organizations that support career exploration.
	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.
	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?
	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.


	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.

	Impact Examples: Three Arizona Schools
	Career Exploration Delivery Models

