Research



Influence of Short-Duration Career Exploration Sessions on 
Middle School Students’ Educational and Career Plans


Krystin Bodden, Bekah Nortrup
Graduate Research Assistants
Department of Youth Development and Agricultural Education
Purdue University
221 Agricultural Administration
West Lafayette, IN 47906
Phone: 317-642-7566
Emails: kbodden@purdue.edu, rnortrup@purdue.edu


Levon Esters, Ph.D.
Associate Professor 
Department of Youth Development and Agricultural Education
Purdue University
219 Agricultural Administration
West Lafayette, IN 47906
Phone: 765-494-8423
Email: lesters@purdue.edu
 


Influence of Short-Duration Career Exploration Sessions on 
Middle School Students’ Educational and Career Plans

Introduction
	As the push for an adequate science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) workforce remains, there has been a growing need to increase STEM interest. Additionally, with the era of “scientific agriculture”, the distinction between many science disciplines and agriculture has nearly disappeared (National Research Council, 2009), creating a synchronous goal of teaching science and agriculture. The middle school age serves as an ideal time for students to learn about important issues and opportunities related to the agricultural sciences as they reach a key stage in choosing their educational career path (Flanders & Bell, 2006).
To help address this need, the National 4-H Council has launched initiatives aimed at increasing participant’s exposure to STEM careers (The National 4-H Council, 2010). Studies have found that students’ out-of-school time activities, such as science related camps, competitions, hobbies, and clubs, encourage students to pursue university majors in STEM, and eventually select a career in a STEM related area (Dabney, Tai, Almarode, Miller-Friedmann, Sonnert, Sadler, & Hazari, 2012). 
One program implemented in [state] that addresses career exploration and discovery for middle school students is 4-H Round Up. Programming for youth in extension should be more than simply sharing informational pieces (Smith, Hill, Matranga, & Good, 1995), but rather have students actively involved. 4-H Round Up showcases science and science careers in short-duration, informal sessions that focus on generating interest by hosting activities that are hands-on and provide authentic learning experiences. The purpose of this study was to describe the career and educational plans of students who participated in a short-duration 4-H Round Up session and explore any influence that session may have on these plans.

Methodology
A one-hour educational outreach program was developed that allowed middle school students the opportunity to explore educational and career options within the agricultural and life sciences, specifically animal sciences. The program was implemented to three separate groups of middle school students during a three day conference centered around 4-H youth development, agriculture, and career discovery. The research questions guiding this investigation were: 
1) What are 4-H Round Up participants’ educational plans? 2) What are 4-H Round Up participants’ career plans?, and 3) What is the influence of a single session of 4-H Round Up on participants’ educational and career plans? 
Due to the small amount of time allotted for the session, a post-test only approach was utilized to collect the data. The post-test administered was a modified version of the Virginia Governor’s School for Agriculture Alumni Survey (Cannon, 2005), a previously validated instrument. This instrument was designed to measure the effects of a short duration program on participants’ education and career plans and was composed of short answer and Likert-scale items.

Results
	On average, participants were 13.5 (SD=0.82) years of age, going into the 8th grade for the Fall 2013 semester, and most were from a rural community. Females made up 73.5% of the participants, and males comprised 26.5%. Of the 49 participants who completed the survey, 83.7% were White, 4.1% African American, 4.1% multiracial, and 8.1% unknown or unreported. All but three students were 4-H members, with the average 4-H membership length being 5 years (SD= 2.07), and 87.2% of the participants attending the Round Up for the first time. 
	Participants’ self-reported plans past high school graduation revealed that all 49 participants planned to attend a college or university. After attending the Round Up session, students were asked to report which college major they planned to pursue by reflecting back on their experiences prior to the Round Up session, and then stating their current views on which major they intend to pursue in college. Veterinary medicine and it’s related fields were reported as 34.8% prior to the session, and 29.5% after the session. Animal science increased from 8.7% before the session to 20.5% after the session; general agriculture decreased from 4.3% before to 2.3% after the session; agricultural education remained approximately the same; and non-agriculture related fields such as medical fields and engineering went from 19.5% before the session to 15.9% after the session. Those participants that were undecided in their choice of major, 8.7% before the session, decreased to 6.8% after attending the session. 
Participants were asked to report on a Likert-type scale (ranging from 1= No Influence to 5= Much Influence) what influence the Round Up session had on their choice of college major, their choice of career, their knowledge and perception of agriculture, and their knowledge and perception of animal science careers. Participants reported on average that the session had “some to much” (M= 3.59, SD= 1.11) influence on their choice of college major; “some to much” (m= 3.18, SD= 1.31) influence on their career choice; “some to much” (M= 3.62, SD= 1.21) influence on their knowledge and perception of agriculture; and “some to much” (M=3.70, SD= 1.26) influence on their knowledge and perception of animal science careers. 

 Conclusions
	 The majority of the participants were from rural backgrounds, and every participant reported that they planned to attend college after high school graduation, most selecting a major within the field of agriculture. The short-duration career exploration sessions had only some influence on students’ choice of college major, choice of career, and knowledge and perception about agriculture and animal science careers. Less than 20% of students reported that the session influenced their choice of major; among those who said the session had little influence, statements were made that they already knew what they wanted to do. Despite little influence on choice of major, over 6% of the participants said the session had “some or much influence” on their knowledge and perception of careers in animal science, stating that the session helped them understand more about the jobs, and that the session made them think about their career choices. 

Implications
[bookmark: _GoBack]Based on the results of this study, engaging youth in short-duration programs that involve hands-on activities seems to indicate that the sessions have influence on youth’s interest in and perceptions of agriculture and agriculture related careers. As indicated in previous studies, situations that encourage interest are critical in learning and long-term interest, and exposure to STEM activities during middle school has been linked to higher likelihood of choosing a STEM career (Dabney et. al, 2012). Future research should continue to study how short-duration programs can be designed to influence youth’s educational and career plans to address the need for a science and agricultural science inclined workforce. 
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