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Introduction/Need for Research
A difficult but important task of high school students is identifying a career path (Mei, 2008); however, many schools place greater emphasis on a college bound future (Gray & Herr, 2006).  According to Wilcox (1991), selecting a career path motivates students and increases test scores in addition to preparing students for post-secondary employment or education.  A variety of methods exist for helping students with career selection, including career assessment surveys, career fairs, and career counseling for students (Newell, 2004).  
Metro Nashville Public Schools (MNPS) held a career exploration fair for all 9th graders in the school system.  More than 5,000 freshmen high school students from 18 high schools across Nashville attended the fair, which allowed students to learn about many career opportunities under one roof (Brennan, Daly, Fitzpatrick, & Sweeney, 2004).  More than 100 local businesses exhibited at the career fair to aid in preparing students for selecting career and technical education (CTE) programs of study for the remainder of high school. Throughout the day, students participated in a myriad of activities such as audio engineering, simulating blood draw on mannequins, and handling small animals.  Additionally, students interviewed professionals from different career fields and identified educational and technical skill requirements needed for successful career endeavors.  According to Milman and Whitney (2012), limited research on stakeholder perceptions of career fairs exists.  To provide a valuable career fair experience for all participants, evaluations should be collected from all stakeholders and data should be used to make improvements for future fairs (Milman & Whitney, 2012).
The purpose of this study was to explore teacher and exhibitor perceptions of a ninth grade career exploration fair.  The researchers aimed to determine the degree to which stakeholders valued the career exploration fair and examine the differences between two groups of adult stakeholders – teachers and exhibitors.  The need for research concerning career readiness is evident.  The 2011-2015 National Research Agenda identifies vibrant, resilient communities as a priority research area for the purpose of ensuring “engaged citizens who ensure high quality educational and career development opportunities for youth” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 10).  Further, two additional research priorities identify career readiness of learners as key outcomes. 
Theoretical Framework
This study was grounded in Super’s (1957) career development theory.  According to Super (1957), as students grow, mature, and experience life, they form their own self-concepts.  Super’s rainbow model of career development demonstrates that one’s career maturity develops alongside biographical, psychological, and socioeconomic determinates and is a lifelong process.  Also contributing to career development are developmental stages from childhood to adulthood and environmental factors.  Super (1957) identified the span between 15 and 24 years of age as the exploration stage of life, where persons develop and plan a tentative career goal.  With this in mind, the ninth grade year of high school is a prime opportunity to engage students in career exploration, as many high school freshmen are 15 years of age.
Methodology
Participants in this study were teachers of students (n = 72) and exhibitors (n = 39) who participated in the career exploration fair.  A researcher-developed Likert-type survey (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.76) was employed to assess teacher and exhibitor perceptions of the career fair.  All participants were provided with a link to the online survey and participation was voluntary.  Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data and an independent-samples t-test was used to compare teacher and exhibitor perceptions of the career fair. 
Results/Findings
Participants ranked the pleasure of the career exploration fair on a scale of one to ten, where one was the lowest degree of displeasure and ten was the highest degree of pleasure.  Overall, participants were pleased with each component of the career fair - student engagement (M = 7.86), seriousness of students (M = 7.52), student understanding (M = 5.81), student behavior (M = 7.86), enrichment by student workbooks (M = 7.54), breadth of career representation (M = 8.23), likelihood of participation in future years (M = 9.25), recommendation to colleagues (M = 8.84), communication of information (M = 8.55), and overall positive experience (M = 8.74).  

There was a significant difference between the scores of teachers (M = 77.36, SD = 15.35) and exhibitors (M = 85.51, SD = 9.31); t(109) = 3.01, p = 0.007.  
Conclusions
Engaging stakeholders in a career fair for high school students can provide high quality educational and career development opportunities adolescents.  Considering the statistically significant difference of perceptions between the two stakeholder groups in this study, teacher and exhibitor, the researchers conclude that teachers have higher expectations than exhibitors.  Teachers who participated in the study were also responsible for preparing students to attend and responses may have been impacted by student feedback, rather than personal impression.  Still, the researchers consider the ninth grade career exploration fair a success.
Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
A variety of implications exist for the current study.  Kotrlik and Harrison (1987) identified interest in the work, working conditions, salary, and personal satisfaction as leading factors that influenced career decisions of high school seniors; however, exposing students to career options early could be beneficial.  According to Conroy, Scanlon, & Kelsey (1998), to be effective, career education programs should provide factual information and challenge stereotypical notions.  Additionally, involving businesses from the local community can aid in the effectiveness of a career education program for high school students.

Researchers recommend further exploration of the ninth grade career fair in subsequent years.  It is recommended to conduct pre and post assessments of students related to career awareness as well as collect qualitative data from all stakeholders.  In doing this, the researchers could better understand how student career awareness is impacted through participation in the career exploration fair and could recognize possible differences between adult stakeholder perceptions.
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