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Introduction

A magjor turning point in adolescents' livesinvolvesthe career choicethat they makewhilein high
school. Frequently, itisviewed by family and community asamere start to workpl ace readiness;
however, thisdecision playsamajor rolein establishing youth in acareer path that opensaswell as
closesopportunities.

Occupationsplay alarge part in peopl€e' sidentity and everyday redlity. The occupationd rolesthat
people perform determinethe nature of their daily activity and socia context. Furthermore, they
spill over into salf evaluation of successand perceptionsof their quality of life.

Giventhevast differencesinthesocia and economic context of college-bound versuswork-bound

adol escents, questions can be posed to determine thefactorsthat influence youth and young adults
sdlection of specific careers/occupationsand how these choicesrelateto their future plansto obtain
employment? Critical to exploring these questionsistherolethat context playsin the decision-making
process. What arethe contextual factorsthat facilitate or inhibit career choice and adaptivetrangtionto the
work world?
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Methodology

Thegod of the study wasto understand the nature
and nuancesthat operateinyoung adults' lives
during their career choi ce decision-making process,
and the key factorsthat comeinto play in making an
adaptivetransitionto theworld of work. Qualitative
methodol ogy guided theresearch design and data
anaysis. Thefocusgroup processwas selected as
the preferred research tool becausethe study was
seeking to uncover the perceptionsthat young adults
have about their career choiceand ultimate
workplacetransfer. Thefocusgroup processisa
non-directive meansby which participants provide
information without being directed to answer specific
questions (Krueger, 1994). A samplewas chosen of
high school seniors, college seniors, and young
working adultswhowereemployedintypica
settingsfor non-college bound workers. These
young adultswere asked to provide potentialy
detailed narrativesof their career choicedecision-
making processand transition related experiences.

The participantsof the study’ stwelvefocusgroups
wereindividuasfromaneeven county rura areain
Centra Pennsylvania. Of thesegroups, sevenwere
conducted with 98 high school seniors, threewere
with 50 graduating college seniorsand two with 22
employed young adults. Input wascollected froma
total of 172 individua swho participated inthefocus
groups. Thepurposeful selection of theseven high
school groups, whichranged from 10to 17
participants, was based upon the size of the school’s
enrollments, type of school curriculum, andthe
mediumincomeof thedigricts familieswhich Table
1 details. Theselection of thethree collegegroups
that ranged from 14 to 22 participants was based
uponthelr locationin theareaand type of mgors
offered. Thetwo employed young adult groupsthat
ranged from 10 to 12 participantswere based upon
thetype employment and location withinthearea.
Thehigh school groups memberswere 44 percent
maleand 55 percent femal ewhilethecollege
groups memberswere42 percent maleand 58

percent female. Theworking young adultsgroups
memberswho ranged in agefrom 25to 35 yearsold
were 59 percent maleand 41 percent female. The
groups racial and ethnic composition was 98
percent Caucasian, 1 percent Black and 1 percent
Higpanic. Thisracia and ethnic samplerepresents
the cohort of adol escentsand young adultsthat
resdeinthearea

Thegroups' interviewswere conducted using open-
ended structured protocol sthat lasted about an hour
inlength. Theinterviewswererecorded, transcribed
into awritten format, and coded, and theemerging
themeswereidentified and summarized. Thisreport
section rel atesthe opinionsand themesthat emerged
duringthestudy. Theseemergingthemesare
reported inthefollowing findingssections.

FINDING 1

YOUNG ADULTS, THROUGH THE
INTERACTION WITH THE CONTEXT OF
FAMILY, SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY,
LEARN ABOUT AND EXPLORE CAREERS
THAT ULTIMATELY LEAD TO CAREER

CHOICE.

Young adultsare embedded in acontext that formsa
web of interdependencethat shapestheir
interpretations of experiencesand expectations
(Bluestein & Noumair, 1996). The context of the
school and community’scultureplayed acriticd role
in shaping theyouth’soccupational choices. The
increasingly strong cultura norm of goingto college
influenced many of the participating adol escents
(Hektner, 1995). The economic and social
circumstances of the broader community colored
and influenced the youth’s perception of appropriate
career choices. Youthin communitiesof more
affluence appeared to have morefamily and school
support in career exploration. Theseyouth identified
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awider range of career optionsand weremore
likely to be collegebound astheir first career step.

The study’ syoung participants expressed arange of
methodsthat they had employed to explorevarious
career choices. Thedatasuggeststhat the
contextua fabric of agnificant othersplaysakey
roleintheexploration of various occupationsand
theyouth’sultimate choice. Not surprisingly, the
study found that families, parenta and extended,
werethemost influentid in shaping thechoice
processand inyouths' learning about various career
options(Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara&
Pasrorelli, 2001; Laverty, 2002). Family members
provideva uablelearning experiencesthroughtheir
ownrolemodels, aswell asby supporting activities
that assist the young personinexploring acareer
choiceof interest (Reschke & Knierim, 1987). A
parent’soccupation providesfirst hand experiencein
assistingtheyoungindividud inrefiningther
understanding of what aspecific occupation
involves. Reflectiveof the high school groups, the
collegegroupsreported learning about their career
choicefrom family members, and choosing tofollow
intheir parentsfootsteps. “1 comefromafamily of
teachers.” “Both of my parentsareteachers. When
coming to collegel tried something el se, but found
that | wanted to beateacher and I’ m very happy
withthat.” When asked who influenced career
choicesoneyoung manreplied, “my Dad and some
my uncle causemy Dad workson big Caterpillar
transmissions. Wewould work together and, you
know, | learned alot from him, how to do anything
and everything. Thisiswhy I’'maCAD magjor. I'm
followinginmy Dad'sfootsteps.” Family members
also encouraged and supported theseyoung adults
effortsto explore career optionsby supporting their
effortsto experience or learn more about various
career interests. Parents, morefrequently mothers
than fathers, had great impact by assisting theyoung
person to sort out what weretheir strengthsand
how theserelated to occupations. Overadl, parents
arethekey to assisting young adultsto learn about
and ultimately makeacareer choice.

Following parentsand family, theindividuas
perceived aptitudes, abilities, skills, and personality
match to an occupational choicewasfoundto bethe
second mogt influentia factor inlearning about
potentia career options. The participating young
personstalked about “ being good aspecific school
subject,” “having specific skills,” or “recognizing that
they liked doing atask” whichinfluenced their career
choice. Oncethese specific quditieswereidentified,
they then began to explore and match these personal
qualitiesto occupationa options. Theindividua’s
self-efficacy and expectationsfor behavior outcome
play akey rolein career choice and can predict the
range of occupationsthat will be consdered (Lent,
Hackett & Brown, 1996).

Actua working experienceranked thirdinassisting
youth in selecting afutureoccupation. The
experience of working part-timewhilein high school
or college offersopportunitiesto explore career
options (Braverman, Young, King, Paterson &
Weisskirch, 2002; Powlette & Young, 1996). The
importance of part-timework to youth’svocationa
choicewasevident in the responses of the
participants. Anoverwhelming 98% of the
participantswere currently working or inthe past
few months had worked at apart-timejob. The
youth strongly voiced that these experiences
contributed greatly to their current career choice, by
providing them the opportunity to learn about what
they liked or didiked about thetype of employment
inwhichthey wereengaged. For some, this
experience provided astrong motivator to pursue
educational opportunitiesthat would open the door
to other types of employment. For others, the
experiencesreinforced their desireto enter an
identified occupation. Part-timework wasacritical
mechanism of career explorationfor thestudy’s
participants. It also benefited them by teaching
critical personal workplace skills, such asmoney
management, respong bility and timemanagement.

Teachersaso play asignificant rolein helping teens
view their school-related coursework and activities
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asrelevant to their futuresand career choice.
Teachersreinforceinyoung peoplean academic
aptitude, tieaspecific subject to future careers, and
arestrong rolemodel sfor teaching or subject
related career choices. For someyoung adults,
teachers opened the door to considering
occupationsthey had not considered before as
career choices. Teacherscan havelongand lasting
impact upon ayoung person’soccupational choice.

A few participating youth spoke of learning froma
required career or career graduation project. Of
thesefew individuals, they reported that the project
did help them to determinewhat they would or
would not like about aspecific career. These
projects appeared to provide moreinformation
about careers, but appeared not to be significantly
influentia inassisting young personsinfindizinga
career choice.

Themost sgnificant career learning mechanismfor
theyoung college adultswas provided through their
involvementininternships. All of thegroups
reported thisasapowerful tool that assistedthemin

refining and focusing their career choice. Internships

not only gavetheyoung adult ataste of theredity of
an actua occupation, but also assisted themin
recognizing the aspectsof ajob that were
rewarding. “| started out as biology major and what

changed my mind was| had aninternshipworkingin

alaband| redly didn't enjoy it. | decided thelab
wasn't for me, and | wanted to work with people,
but | aso dowell inscienceso | combined thetwo

and now I’'mapsychology mgor and checked it out

by doing alot of volunteer work with kids. |
decided | want to work in elementary schoolswith
kids”

Thirty-five percent of the study’s high school and
college graduating young adultsconfirmed that
parentsand family memberswerethekey intheir
learning about occupations. Closely followingwas
33% who reported that their own personal skills,
gptitudes, and academic efficacy weresignificantin
their learning about which careerswould be
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atainablefor them. Part-timeor volunteer work
experience contributed to 15% of thegroup’'s
future occupationa choices. Teachersand school
projectsplayed alesssignificant rolewith 10%
learning from teachersand 7% from school career
projects. [Refer to Chart 1].

Chart 1
Where Youth Learn About Careers
(N=102)
Perception of
Personal School Career
Skills, Projects
Aptitudes, 7%
Likes/Dislikes J—
33%
Parents &
Family
Teachers art-time 35%
10% WOI’k,
Volunteer
Work

15%

The context that young adultsgrow upinhasa
great impact upon their sdlf identity and their
ultimate career choice. Thesignificant components
of family, school, and community al comeinto play
inprovidinginput into the adol escent’sperception
of sdif, their behavior development, their
educationd efficacy, and vocationd interests.
Through interaction with eementsin one’ scontext,
onelearnsabout various occupationsand judges
their capability to master those needed skillsto be
successful (Betz & Hackett, 1997; Lent, Hackett
& Brown, 1996). Integration of self and socia
context offerstheindividual the opportunity togain
asenseof control over their career development
(Chen, 1997).

IMPLICATION: Thekey tochangingyouth
and young adults' perceptionsof careerswill be
mechanismsthat assist parents, schools, and
community stakeholdersto providelearning
experiencesthat communicatethe positive
opportunities|ocal employment can offer.
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FINDING 2
YOUNG ADULTS CAREER CHOICES ARE
MOSTLY INFLUENCED BY SIGNIFICANT
INDIVIDUALSWHO PLAY KEY ROLESIN
THEIR FAMILY OR ACADEMIC
CONTEXTS.

Occupational explorationand choiceisgresatly
influenced by the context inwhich theadolescent is
embedded (Minor, Vermeirlen & Coy, 1998). As
theindividua grappleswiththeultimate career path
decision, centra figuresinthe context havegreat
influence. Thosethat were seen ashaving themost
influencewere parents, teachersand extended family
members.

Parentsinfluencenot only their adolescent’s
educational activities, but a so their occupationa
pursuitsthrough their interaction concerning
scholastic aspirations, academic attainments, and
the appropriateness of occupational choices.
(Olson, 1996; Lent, Hackett & Brown, 1996).
Parentswere described as providing influence
predominately through advice and support, and
thereby exerting influenceover theyouth’'s
perception of specific careersappropriateness.
Thus parentswith strong academic efficacy for
their child would discourage cons deration of
occupationd pursuitsrelying heavily on manua
labor (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara&
Pastorelli, 2001). Parents, aswell asschool and
community, providefeedback about the
appropriatenessof acareer choiceinvolvinga
collegeeducation. When parentsand community
perceive careersrequiring higher education as
desirous, significant socid and cultural supportis
provided to select those careers. The higher the
family’ssocioeconomic status, the stronger
parental support will bein promoting careersthat
involve college experience (M adsen, Brosnahan,
Vadez, Donohue, McAllister & Braverman, 2002;
Bandura, Barbarandlli, Caprara& Pastordlli,
2001).

Parents, whileat the sametime exerting influence,
appear to provide asafety net that permitsthe
young person to explorevariouswork options.
Through providing specific experiencesand advice
based upon their ownwork choices, their
aptitudes, and the abilities of the adol escent,
parentsinfluencethe career decision process. For
individuaswhotrangtion directly from high school
towork, parents, morefrequently fathers, facilitate
direct entry into aspecific occupation (Blustein &
Noumair, 1996). Atthesametime, parentsoften
assist their childrenin balancing aspirationsand
redity. Theinfluentia rolethat parentsplay inthe
career decision making processissignificant and
critical totheyouth’sfinal career choice.

The college senior groupsremember their family
asthegreat influencer intheir career choices.
Family members, especidly parents, were
influentia through providing rolemodel sof various
occupationa choices. Many of theyoung adults
reported that their parents, or an extended family
member, influenced their career choice by helping
them experiencetheredlity of ajob, or teaching
them skillsusedintheworkplace.

Teachersweredso viewed asbeing significantly
influentia inthe career choice process (Madsen,
Brosnahan, Vadez, Donohue, McAllister &
Braverman, 2002). Teachersexerted influence
through several avenues, such asreinforcing ayoung
person’ s aptitudefor aspecific subject or skill, or by
making specific subjectsstimulating and rewarding
tolearn. Educationa experiencesthat engaged and
reinforced theyoung person’saptitudeto achieve
wereviewed askey inmany studentsfuture
occupational choices.

For the college groups, teacherswereidentified
asthemost significant influencersintheir career
choices. Teacherswereviewed asbeingrole
modelsand guidesthat influenced these young adults
inmaking acommitment to acareer choice.
Teachersassi sted the gpplied college’ sseniorsby
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hel ping themidentify acareer that “ usesboth hands
andhead.” Throughinteractionwith teachers, these
young adultslearned vocationa skills, suchas
welding or construction, which matched their already
existing skillsand aptitudes. “I liked doing welding
andwasgood at it. So| just took the next logical
step and cameto College.”

Other family memberswerea so viewed asbeing
influentia inyoung person’sdecison making
process. Thesepersonswere seen asproviding
guidance, practical experienceand encouragement.
Frequently they weredescribed asassistingin
teaching skillscritical toawork experience, or
providing arolemodel of what the occupation
involved.

Themost frequently reported influencer for the
participating high school groupswasfamily members
(58%), but thisinfluencer decreased for the college
groupsto 34%. Followingwereteacherswhothe
high school groupsreported at 21% whilethe
collegegroupsviewed teachers influenceasfar
moresignificant at 48%. Theyoungadultsown
perceptions of acareer match of their persona
aptitudestotheir beliefsof what an occupation
involved wasinfluentia to 13% of the high school
group participants, and 7% of thecollege
participants. [Refer to Chart 2]

Chart 2
Influence Over Career Choice

College Senior Group

own (N:27)
Extended Choice
Family [ Other
15% Influences
11%
Parents ]

19%

Teachers
48%

(N=68)
Personal
Guidance Choice
Councelor 13% Employer
1% 6%
Teachers
Family 21%
58%
School
Projects

1%

All of themostinfluentia eementsintheyoung
person’soccupational choice processinvolved
individualsintheir context. It appearsthat those
who currently play akey roleintheyouth’slifehave
themost influencein their making career decisions.

IMPLICATION: Inchanging youth and young
adults' perceptionsabout career opportunities,
parentsand other significant adultswho havegreat
influence upontheir occupationa choicedecison
processwill need to engage.

FINDING 3
YOUNG ADULTS RECOGNIZE THAT
BARRIERS DO EXIST TO IMPLEMENTING
THEIR FUTURE CAREER CHOICE AND
SEEK WAYS TO OVERCOME THESE
OBSTACLES.

Thechoicesthat youngindividualsmakeinthe
trangition from school to work havelong-term
implications. Theredlity of the challengesthat
barriersinterject into the decision-making process
colorsthesedecisions. Asagroup, al of theyouth
voiced that having “themoney,” or thefinancia
means, to attend additional schooling or trainingwas
thenumber onebarrier they perceived to achieving
their occupationd goals(Lent, Brown, Talleyrand,
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McPartland, Davis, Chopra, Alexander, Suthakaran,
& Chai, 2002). The participating high school youth
talked about the necessity of scholarshipsand
obtaining them askey to their higher educationa
godls. For some, financia concernsappearedto
function asaconstraint intheir occupation choice
decison-making process(Blustein, Phillips, Jobin-
Davis, Finkelberg, & Roarke, 1997). Vocational
studentswere the most concerned about the
financia meansto attend additional vocational
training or to obtain certification. Applied college
seniorswere concerned about repaying loansand
fulfilling scholarship requirementsthat bound themto
be employedin Pennsylvaniafor aspecifictime
period. Overdl, dl of theyouth and young adults
reported that having thefinanciad meansto further
one'seducation wasthe major barrier that they
facedinachieving career godls.

Followingfinancia concernsfor the higher education
bound youth, issuesrelated to college acceptance
and successful completion wereparamount. All of
the high school college-bound youth, vocational and
baccal aureate were concerned about acceptance.
Thestudentsinthe highest medianincomehigh
school who were 100% college bound, perceived
“choosing theright college’ asamgor areaof
concern. After acceptanceissues, commitment to
college completion wasanother concernfor many of
the high school students. They voiced their own
reservationsabout their ability to“ stay focused,”
“remain committed,” or “to stay motivated” through
the educationa processof collegeor additiona
technicd training. Theindividuasvoicingthese
concernsfeared lacking the personal self-
determination to remain focused upontasks. They
a so recognized the chalenge of balancing many
demandsto be successful in completing additional
educstion.

Thestudentsinthe highest medianincomehigh
school group who were 100% college bound,
viewed the competition to obtain “thejobs of their
choice” after college graduation asanother barrier to
their occupational choice success. Vocationa

student groups al so voiced concern about job
competition for employment asamajor barrier that
only thequality of their work and certification could
assisttoremediate. Thesestudentswere awarethat
their ageand lack of employment history may bea
barrier to them being employed inthe positionsthat
they would desire. However, thevocationa high
school studentsvoiced clear career strategiesfor
obtaining future employment that they perceived
wouldlead to“Good payingjobs.” Incontrast, the
other high school studentswerenot concerned
about future employment asanissuetotheir career
choicesuccess. Themagjority of graduating

baccal aureate seniorshad noneor limited
employment seeking strategiesin place. Finding
employment appeared to be something they thought
would just happen upontheir graduation, even
though they voiced knowledge of thetight job
market inmany of the career fieldsthat were
prepared to enter. They werestill thinking about the
“ideal job dtuation” and aspiringtofindit. “1 think,
likeyou have anideaof what the perfectjobisin
your head, exactly what you want to do inyour
mind.” Theonemagor difference between the
applied college graduates and the academic college
graduatesisthat thetechnical school graduateswere
morefocused and activein seeking employment
through awider range of employment strategies.
Severa of theacademic college seniorswere
seeking to avoid the current competitive job market
by going onto graduate school. Their concerns
werefocused upon being accepted inagraduate
school. These studentshad taken actionto apply
and were seeking acceptancein graduate programs.
However, themgority of the soon to be academic
collegegraduateswerenot or limitedly pursuing
futureemployment.

For the study’ s participantsthe mgjor barrier (30%)
wasthe meansto pay for collegeor higher
educational training, followed by 28% reporting that
collegeacceptancewasabarrier tofulfilling their
career gods. Atotal of 73% of theidentified
barrierswererelated to higher education
completion. Thisperceptionisreinforced by the

THE ATTRACTION & RETENTION OF YOUNG ADULTS IN THE HEARTLAND 12



Turning Points

young industry employed adultswho reported that
38% of them upon high school graduation had
planned to pursuejobsthat required higher
educational training. Themajority never completed
the academic program. However, afew were
collegegraduatesworking in manufacturing. [Refer
to Chart 3].

Chart3
Barriersto Career Success

(N=60)
Competition Relationships Lack of Skills
for Future 5% 7%
Employment Paying for
15% College

Staying 30%

Focused in
College
15%

College
Acceptance/
Completion
28%

Thebarriersthat young adultsfaceinthetransition
from school towork arereditiesthat influencethe
outcomeof individual’scareer paths. Many
persona, familia and community factorscomeinto
play asdeterminantsin the achievement of one's
preferred work lifechoice.

IMPLICATION: Findingwaystoassist youthand
young adultsinresolving thebarrierstoimplementing
their career godswould assistinincreasingthe
number and quality of those seeking employment in
thearea

FINDING 4

COLLEGE-BOUND AND WORK-BOUND
YOUNG ADULTS ARE INFLUENCED BY
VASTLY DIFFERENT SOCIAL AND
ECONOMIC CONTEXTUAL FACTORS IN
THEIR PURSUIT OF MARKEDLY
DIFFERENT OCCUPATIONAL PATHS
WHILE TRANSITIONING FROM SCHOOL

TO WORK.

The movement from high school to theworld of
work representsacritical developmental transition
during |l ate adolescent (Vondracek, 1994; Super,
Savicks & Super, 1996). Thecareer choicethat
adolescentsmakeisadecision that isinfluenced not
only by their devel opment but a so by the contextin
whichthey live. A vast array of contextua factors
interact withtheindividual’scharacteristicsto
facilitate or inhibit thetrangition process.

Beginning early in high school, youth makedecisons
that haveimpact upon their future career choice. At
thistime, coarse choi ces put youth on pathsthat |ead
to college preparation or to work entry upon
graduation. For thework-bound youth, learning
technical and workplaceskillsarecritical totheir
futureemployment. For the college bound group,
achieving an academic background that makesthem
competitivein the college acceptance processis
viewed asthecritical next stepinacareer path.
Thesegroupsof youth exist sdeby sideinhigh
schoal, but frequently are not viewed asbeing
uniguein the processto make an adaptive school -
to-work trangition (Marshall & Tucker, 1992).
However, these different groupsof youth facethe
trangtionto theworkplacein different timeframes,
with different tasksto master, and with different
expectationsfor the career opportunitiesavailableto
them.

Youth who are college bound have career
trgjectoriesthat arefuture oriented. Thefirst stepto
achieveacareer choiceistiedto college
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participation. The collegebound youth most
typicdly isaffected by socioeconomicfamilia
factors. Thesefamilid factorscommunicatethe
importance of academic achievement, andthe

devel opment of socid and self management skills
required to succeed in college and careersthat

require college degrees (Bandura, Barbarandlli,
Caprara& Patorelli, 2001). Thecommitmenttoa
career requiring acollege educationisacommitment
toaninvestment of timeand effort. Thus, for the
collegebound youth thefocusislesson aspecific
career choicebut more on achieving thefirst step
whichiscollegeacceptance and participation. The
ultimatejob that the educational processisfocused
uponisviewed asbeinginthefuture, and in many
cases, not grounded intheredlity of actua working
conditions. Thehigh school collegebound seniors
were most concerned about college acceptance.
“Oncein collegeyou can dwayschangeyour career
choice. Right now what isimportant isgetting
accepted.” The study’ sgraduating college seniors
were morefocused upon graduation than on entering
theworkplace upon graduation. Finding ajob
appeared to beviewed asatask unrelated to
graduation and few had redistic plansto locate
employment. “I have sent out someresumes, but I’ ||
wait and seeif any offersaremade. Getting your
resumeout thereiswhat you haveto do. Theoffers
will come”

Thework-bound youth, high school and applied
college, were morerealistic about the actual jobsto
whichtheir trainingwasleading. They had
experience-based expectationsthat were devel oped
through part-timework, internshipsand direct
contact with individual sworking in the occupation.
Thework-bound youth were actively looking for
employment prior to graduation, whether it washigh
school or vocationa college. Theseyouthheld
realistic expectationsof the context of specificwork
sites. They selected specific occupationsbased on
thejobitsalf and skillsrequired to performinit.
Many of thestudy’syouth talked about liking to
“work withtheir handsand heads.” Frequently, the
occupationsthat they had chosen offered them an

opportunity to useskillsthat they had devel oped.
The occupationa choice had driventheir skills
development, whichinturnreinforced their
employability. Thetrangtion for thework-bound
youthismoredirect and dependent upon their
employment.

Thispopulation of youth istheworkforcethat will
remainintheloca areafrequently being asssted by
family membersto becomeemployed. The
contextual fabric of family and other sgnificant
individuasprovideresourcesthat influencethe
work-bound youthintheir career choiceand assist
them by providing advice upon promising job leads
and support whilefinding employment (Blugtein,
Phillips, Jobin-Davis, Finkelberg & Roarke, 1997).
Astheyouth moveinto theworkforce, their role
quickly shiftsfrom adol escent to adult which binds
them more quickly to adult expectations. The
study’syoung adults groupstalked about the
necessity to becomeemployed and remain
employed asdirect result of theneed to provide
financidly for themselvesor their family. These
groupswere most interested in becoming employed
ina“good paying” job that waslocated closeto
their home. They aregrounded inthe areabecause
of their tiestofamily and plantoremaininthearea
most likely employed inan occupation that provides
themost financia returnfor their efforts.

Theyoung adult working groupsreported that the
maj ority of them had began looking for work inthe
areadirectly out of high school. Some had attended
avocationda high school. Themaority reported that
they had held aseriesof jobsprior totheir
employment at themanufacturing facility wherethey
currently worked. Only onereported to haveleft
theareaand returned because of therural culture
andfamily. They viewed their current positionsas
being the*best” inthe areadueto thewage, benefits
andworking environment.

All of theseyoung adultswereworking second shift
dueto thetenure of other employees. Themgjority
had obtained employment at their current position
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through family or friends. However, noneof them
wanted their childrentofollow intheir foot steps.
They wereadll encouraging their childrento seek
careersin other occupationsthat they perceived had
more benefitsto offer. Evenwithafew college
graduatesworking with them, asagroup they
viewed college graduation asthe step to abetter job
andlifefor their children. They saw that
manufacturing asashrinking occupationinthearea,
while servicejobs appeared to beincreasing.

For each of thegroupsof adolescents, family,
education, and occupational choiceframetheir
transition process. However, the different pathsthat
each youth takesto workplace employment are
markedly different. Recognizingthedifferenceis
critical to providing each with appropriate career
devel opment experiences.

IMPLICATION: Sincethetransitionfrom school
towork ismarkedly different for college-bound and
work-bound youth, providing exposureto awide
range of occupational experienceinthehigh school
yearsisessential to assisting youthto makea
redistic career choice. Themorethe experience
involvesactud interactionintheworkplace, the
moreyouth learn about thereality of what an
occupationinvolvesand how their persond skills
and aptitudeswould match aspecificjob.

FINDING 5
THE CAREER CHOICE THAT YOUNG
ADULTS MAKE 1S EMBEDDED IN THEIR
ACADEMIC EFFICACY, PERCEPTIONS OF
THE “IDEAL JOB,” THEIR CAREER
MATURITY, AND THE CONTEXT OF FAMILY
AND COMMUNITY. THEIR HIGH SCHOOL
CAREER CHOICE ISA PIVOTAL
DEVELOPMENTAL TASK THAT DEFINES
THEIR FUTURE EMPLOYMENT AND LIFE

TRAJECTORY.

The path from school towork isgreetly influenced by
the occupational choiceonemakesin highschool. The
high school career choicethat ayoung adult makes
playsapivotal roleintheir transition to adulthood
(Felsman & Bluestein, 1999; Bandura, Barbarandlli,
Caprara& Pastordlli, 2001). Oftenitisthechoices
that are madein high school that set theindividual ona
trgjectory that leadsto specific typesof adulthood
employment.

Occupational choiceisnot amere matching process,
rather it isachoice madein acontext of many
influencing factorsthat encompassestheindividud’s
beliefsabout themsal vesand their socio-contextual
environment (Brown, 1999). For example, students
enrolledinvocationd training programsin high schools
salf select to pursueaspecific vocation. If a
vocational training program providesarichand
reinforcing experience, theyoung adult will most likely
perceive being successful inthat vocationa choice.
Building on thischoicewould lead to employment
upon graduation or additiond training.

Adolescentsal so usetheir academic successin
specific subjectsto determinetheir future career
choice. For example, if oneperceivespositiveand
successful accomplishmentsin scientificand
technology coursework, the choice of career will
most likely beinthisoccupationa cluster. Cultural
gender rolesalso exert influencein future career
choice (Betz & Schifano, 2000; Betz & Hackett,
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1997; Blugtein, Pauling, DeMania& Faye, 1994).
Socially oriented occupations, such asteaching or
patient care, are morefrequently chosen by females
whilebusinessmanagement or marketing are
selected more by males (Nagle & Bohovich, 2000).

Asanindividua movesthroughthedecision

process, the perceptionsthat are held about what is
an“ided job” act asafilter for job appropriateness
and influencethe choice process (Rhea& Bohovick,
2000). For alarge number of thestudy’s
participating high school and collegeseniors, the
“idedl job” concept focused strongly onhavingajob
that they “would enjoy or find motivating.” “One
you canwake up every morning and say | likegoing
towork and thisiswhat | want to do, not onewhere
you haveto wake up and say, another day at work,

| don'twanttogo.” Theseyoungadultswere
interested in employment that wasinteresting and
simulating. “It would haveto beinteresting. Makeit
not just anine-to-fivel haveto go towork, but
makeit so youwant togotowork.” The
perception that work “ should be stimul ating and
rewarding” would be applied to various occupations
asafiltering consderationin the decison-making
process. If ajobwould appear to not match this
ideal then that occupation would most likely be
devalued and nolonger hold high preferenceinthe
choice process. However, for thework-bound
youth and working young adultsthemgjor criteria
for the“ideal job” wasthelevel of salary, benefits
and retirement provided by theemployer. They
wereinterested in awage and benefit packagethat
was competitivewith nationa standards. Sincein
most areacountiesat least oneemployer ispaying at
thisrate, these becomethe magnet empl oyment
opportunities. Thework-bound and working young
adultsa so secondarily judged the“ideal job” based
upon security of employment. The“ideal job” paid
anationally competitiverateand wasrelative secure
initsemployment.

Adolescentsencounter the devel opmental task of
career decison-making whichinvolvesthemin
crysalizing, pecifyingandimplementingan

occupational choice (Super, Savickas& Super,
1996). Through exploration of employment
opportunities, individua seventudly completethe
task of specifying an occupationa choice. Oncethis
choice hasbeen made, it then requiresthat the
individua implementsapersondly defined* plan of
action” toelther gain additional educationor training
that leadsto future employment or to identify and
seek employment. Asadolescentsnear theend of
their high schoal training, thecultura expectationis
for themto focus upon occupationa entry and
employment.

The study’ shigh school studentsin different school
settingsvaried widdly intheir career decison-
making maturity. Studentsof five of theseven high
school groupsverbalized specific career choicesthat
they had made and were pursuing. Intwo of the
schools, the majority of the studentshad madeno
career choicesand wasunsure about their futurein
termsof college participation or employment.
Totaly 37% of the participating high school
adolescentswere undecided about their future
occupational choice. Sincethemgjority of these
individua swereintwo high schools, it woul d appear
that cultural community factorswereinfluentid in
delaying the career choice process. Thesame
contextual factorsthat support career decison
making areinfluentia incareer indecison. The
cultural and socid milieu of family and community
arethe primary agents of the devel opment of career
choice maturity (Patton & Creed, 2001; Phillips&
Blustein, 1994). The undecided youth appeared to
find the career decision processto either be
conflictual or irrdlevant totheir stage of
development. “Wehavelotsof timeto decide, just
because we haven’t made up our mindsyet, doesn’t
meanwenever will. 1t ‘shardto decidewhat you
wanttodo.” Theindecisiveyouth did not perceive
that their lack of decision-makingwouldinany way
createabarrier to future career achievement
success. Thealso perceived that it wasnot theirsor
their familiesroleto assi st with thisdecision-making
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processbut placed theresponsibility intheschool’s
ream. Thiswould seemtoindicatethat these
familieswerenot highly involved or weretakinga
passiverolein asssting their adolescent to makea
decisonandimplement aplan of actionto achievea
desired career choice. However, withinthese
groupsafew individuashad madeacareer choice
and taken actionsto pursuetheir gods.

Inthe high school groupsmost of theyoung adults
had made career choicesand werein the process of
putting these plansinto action. Participantsof the
highest medium income group expressed that they all
were college bound with somealready having
received acceptance responses. Except for thetwo
undecided high school groupsand thetechnical
vocationa high school groups, dmost al of the
groups participantswere planning to attend some
form of additional career educationa schoolingwith
themaj ority planning to attend college. Fewer of the
studentsenrolledin thevocationa high school
programswere planning to attend any form of higher
educational training. Themgjority of these students
wereplanningto movedirectly intofull time
employment.

Another influentia reinforcement to pursuinga
vocationa choiceistheexperiencesthat are
provided by significant othersintheyoung person’s
context, especially parents(Young, 1994; Kracke,
1997). Parentsprovide support networksthat assist
youthto exploretheir personal and future
occupationd interests (Madsen, Brosnahan, Va dez,
Donohue, McAllister & Braverman, 2002). Parents
also provide opportunitiesto learn specific skillsthat
mayy be usedin career options (Blustein, Phillips,
John-Davis, Finkelberg & Roarke, 1997). By
ganing real world experience, usingtheskills
involved inavocation, young adult areassisted in
gaugingindividud skill level and gptitudefor afuture
working environment. All of theseexperiences
providetheyoung adult with abroader
understanding of their own aptitudesand their
application to achosen occupational choice.

The careersthat the high school studentsreported to
be planning to pursuewere predominately inthefield
of education and health care (education 17% and
health care 13%). Thesetwo career options
comprised 30% of thetotal participating population.
[Refer to Chart 4].

Chart4
Stated Career Choice
First Semester Senior Year

(N=72)

Engineering
1%

Education
Undecided 17%

29%

Healthcare
Agriculture 13%

3%

Arts
9%
0 Science Culinary Arts
4% 6% 8% 6%

Of the high school vocationa school participants,
health care (15%) and culinary arts (15%) followed
by manufacturing and construction (11%), werethe
occupationsthat the mg ority of the studentswere
planning to enter, either directly upon graduation
from high school or after attending additionad training
for certification. Thesethree occupationscomprised
52% of the vocational high school students' career
choices. [Refer to Chart 5].

Chart5
High School Vocational School Participants

(N=26)

Undecided
8%

Culinary Arts
15%

Other
24%

Healthcare
15%

Manufacturing
11%
Cosmetology

8% )
Legal Construction

8% 11%
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All of thehigher educationingtitutions groupswere
made up of seniorspreparing to graduatefrom
colleges. Of thisgrouping, education (33%) wasthe
most frequent career choicefollowed by human
resource careers (19%) such as state public services
or businesshuman resourceservices. Inthese
groups, 22% of the participantswere planning to
remaininthehigher educationa systemto pursue
graduate degreesrather than seek employment. The
choiceto further one' seducation wasbeing
influenced by thetight job market. It wasthebelief
of theseyoung adultsthat additiona education
would assist themin obtaining employment. [Refer
to Chart 6].

Chart 6
Higher Learning Career Choices

R(;li)nl]i:r:es Business (N=36)
19% 17%
Geology
Healthcare 3%
6%
Education
Graduate 33%

School
22%

Applied College Participants

(N=14)
Business
14%

Human
Resources
14%
Health
14%

Manufacturing
58%

Thegraduating advanced applied educationa
ingtitution participantswere predominately planning
to seek employment in manufacturing (58%). These
studentshad all participated in someform of
internship which had assisted theminrefining their
expectationsof what futureemployment inindustry

would be like and the competitiveness of today’sjob
market. Theseindividualsexpressed grave concern
about thetight |abor market and their ability to
obtain employment. They wereforemost interested
in*gettingajob” and werethinking it would be
difficult to obtain one. They wereasowillingto“go
wherethejob would pay themost.” Thelevel of
pay and the ability to usethe skillsthat they had
obtained werethe most important criteriafor
employment acceptance.

Themaority of the study’ sadolescentshad madea
career choice and was seeking waysto put in place
aplantoachievether goas. Intwo of thehigh
schools, themgority of the studentswere undecided
about their future. Theseyouth appeared to be out
of stepintheir devel opment progressto definean
occupational choice. It appeared that the context of
family and community wasnot exerting expectations
upon theseyouth to be engaging future adult rolesin
aproactiveway. Sincecareer choiceisadevelop-
mental task that al young adultsface, it would
appear that theseyouth and their familiescould
benefit from aninterventionto assist themin prepar-
ing for thefuturetransition to theworld of work.

IMPLICATION: Assstingyoungadultsingaining
information about variousoccupations, required
occupational skill sets, future employment opportu-
nities, and thetransportability of workplace skillsis
critical to expanding the consideration of awide
range of employment choices.

THE ATTRACTION & RETENTION OF YOUNG ADULTS IN THE HEARTLAND 18




Turning Points

FINDING 6
PERCEPTIONS OF AN OCCUPATION
EITHER ENHANCES OR ELIMINATESIT
FOR CONSIDERATION AS A POTENTIAL
CAREER CHOICE.

The participating young adultsboth high school and
collegevoiced aconsistent perception of thefour
major industry clustersof theareawhichare
Healthcare, Education, Manufacturing, and L umber
and Wood Products Production. All of the
participants perceived that the Hedlthcare and
Education sectorswould offer good paying
employment with future career advancement
opportunities. Themajority wereawarethat the
Hedlthcareindustry wascurrently experiencing a
shortage which has created empl oyment demand.
Themagjority of the participantshad negative
perceptionsof manufacturing, and lumbering and
wood production sectors. Thevocational student
groupingsweremore positiveinther perceptionsof
manufacturing. However, even withinthesegroups
therewere negative perceptionsof these
occupations. Thisnegative perception of the
manufacturing andlumber productsindustrieswas
verbdized by theyoung adultsemployedinthe
manufacturing sector. Theseadultsvaluedtheir
current employment but did not want their own
childrento pursueemployment in manufacturing.
They saw it asdeclininginitsability to offer secure
and thriving employment opportunities.

Hedlthcarewasviewed asawell paying, high
demand occupational choice. Thenegativesvoiced
about health care asacareer choicewerethat it was
a“high pressurejob” and some occupations
required extensvehigher educationa training.
Severd of the participantshad chosento pursuea
career inthehealth careindustry. Theserangefrom
dental assistant to doctor dependent upon the
individual’ spast and current school attainment and
career choice experiences.

Education was seen asapotential career by severa
participants. Overall educationwasviewed asa
positive career choice. Thelesspositivecomments
offered by thoseinterested in more* handson”
occupations, focused upon the desireto leavethe
school setting and to seek other forms of
experiences.

Themgority of theyouth participantswereaware
that manufacturing was an employment opportunity
avallableinthearea. Many talked about the
experiencesthat family and friendshave had
workinginthissector. Overdl manufacturingwas
perceived asoffering monotonous, labor intensive,
dead end working opportunities. Themajority of
youth, except for the vocational student groupings,
talked about not wanting to be engaged in thistype
of work. “I seemyself doing something bigger.”
“We seethose jobs as something peoplewho can’t
read and aren’t educated do.” The most frequently
negative descriptor used wasthat itis”lotsof hard
work.” Manufacturing employment fromtheir
perspectivefocused uponworking long hours
engaged in monotonous, labor intensivework. They
viewed today’semployment world asoffering

many more challenging, lessstrenuous, occupationda
opportunities.

In contrast, some of the vocational high school and
college studentswere cons dering occupationsthat
support manufacturing. Asagroup, they were
awareof thevarioustypesof manufacturing
operatinginthearea. They wereinterestedin
employment opportunitiesthat offer competitive
wagesand advancement opportunitiesinrelationship
to other areas of the state and northeast states. The
mgj ority of the high school and collegetechnical
young adultswere knowledgeable of various
industrieswage and benefitsthat wereavailable
withindifferent partsof the state, northeast and
nationally. Thesefigureswere used asagaugeto
measurelocal industry employment opportunities.
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Thelumbering and wood products manufacturing
industry wasthe least known and wasthe most
severely stereotyped by al groups. They spoke
about it asbeing manualy labor intensveand
extremely hard physical work. They did not
perceivethisindustry asadesirable occupational
choice. They stereotyped it asbeingan
occupational choiceof studentswith limited skillsnot
onedesirablefor the generdly population of
students. In contrast, thevocational student
groupings had individualswho were preparing to
enter construction occupationsthat saw this segment
of theindustry asapositive career choice. These
individual sspokefrequently about their desireto be
abletouse“their handsaswell astheir brains’ ina
job. Several of these young persons had parentsor
relativeswho were employed in thewood
constructionindustry. Theseadultsappearedto
have provided opportunitiesfor themtolearn more
about thereality of thejob and taught them skillsthat
contributed totheir interest.

The perception of theindustriesappearsto betied
to different school contexts. Inschoolswith astrong
emphasi supon college preparation the students
more negatively stereotyped the manufacturing and
thelumber industries. They hadlittleunderstanding
of what the actua working conditionsof the
industriesvariousjobswould entail, and werethe
least interested in learning more about these
occupations. They had amorein-depth knowledge
of thevariousoccupationsinthe hedth careand
education clustersand viewed thesemore positively.
Inthe high college bound schools, theyouth were
aspiringto careersthat required at least four years of
college preparation and saw the clusters of
manufacturing and lumber productsaseither not
requiring collegeleve skillsor asundesirablein
termsof thekind of work that was performed. The
most positive perspective of the occupationsthat
support manufacturing and lumber product
production wasevident in thetechnical high schools
and applied college preparation programs.

IMPLICATION: Fortheyouth, perceptionsof an
industry cluster framethe career choice processand
influencethelr ultimate decision process. Changing
industry perceptionsmay increasethedesirability of
these occupationsas career choices.
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FINDING 7

THE OUT MIGRATION OF YOUNG ADULTS
FROM CENTRAL PENNSYLVANIA APPEARS
TO BE A FUNCTION OF ITS RURALNESS
THAT OFFERS LIMITED EMPLOYMENT
OPPORTUNITIES AND CULTURAL

DIVERSITY.

Centra Pennsylvaniaisbest described asarura area
which conjures up stereotypical imagesof trees,
mountainsand farms. Itslack of high population
dengity and limited cultura and speciaized
employment opportunitiescreatesfor itissuesthat are
typica of rura areas. For young adultswho are
making career choicesthe natureof thearea
possessesdilemmasthat aretied tothearea srura
socia and economic context.

Youthgrowingupinarura areafacechalengesin
their ability to explorediverse occupationa choices
when many arenot availableintheir communities.
Adolescentsaspireto what they know and can
imagine. Inrura areasexposureto awiderange of
diverse occupations can belimited which tendsto
influence career choices(Haller & Virkler, 1993). As
rural youth facethetransition to adulthood and future
employment, they move through adecision process
that weighsdternativesthat involve career, future
education, and resdential choice. Their decisons
reflect consideration of their own abilitiesand
opportunitiesavailableloca ly and within national |abor
markets. Rura adolescents, morefrequently than
urban and suburban youth, experiencethe conflictua
dilemmaof believingthat bothliving closetofamily
and going away fromtheir rurd areaareimportantin
their livesfuture success (Hektner, 1995).

Theout migration of youthfromrura areasisa
phenomenon that appearsto be driven by economic
opportunity. Neither school sizenor curricular offered
appear to haveadirect or indirect effect upon adoles-
cents tendenciestoleavehome. Rather the primary
determinants appear to be structural aspectsof the

school and community (such asisolation, intellectua
levelsand ruraness) coupled withtheindividud’ straits
and aspirations (Haller & Monk, 1992). For many
thefirst stepinthe migration processiscollegeor
advanceeducationd training. Generally, youthwith
thehigher skillsaretheyouthwho aremorelikely to
leaveand relocatein urban or out of statelocations
(Garasky, 1999; Fox, 1993).

Reflective of thisphenomenon, amost twothirds
(64%) of the participating youth and young adults
voiced that they weregoing to beleaving Central
Pennsylvania, or not return after college graduation.
Overdl, theseyoung individua ssaw alimitedjob
market inthe areaasthe maor reason for not remain-
ingor returning. Themgjority of theseindividuas
were planning to seek employment on the East Coast
(85%). Thejob market of other east coast states
especidly thecitieswasviewed asproviding more
employment opportunities. These states appear to be
high-attractor statesthat draw moreyoung adultsfrom
out-of -state than | ow-attractor states of which Penn-
gylvaniaisidentified asbeing (Perry, 2001). Another
positive aspect of seeking employment on the East
Coast wasthat it would permit maintaining closefamily
connections. A smaller number were planning to seek
employment in the south and west.

Theyouth who planned to stay were motivated to do
so because of family and the cultureof therurd area.
Sometalked about |eaving to work for awhilethen
returning to establisn families. Theconnectionto
family appeared to beastrong motivator for all groups
but for those planning to leave better employment
opportunitiesweretheover riding factor.

Once again the nature of the school population played
aninfluencingrole. For thevocationa student group-
ingsthedecisionto go or stay wasamost evenly split
leaning morefavorably towardsgoing. Finding
employment with agood wage and advancement was
themajor motivationfor leaving thearea. None of the
highincome college bound group expressedinterestin
coming back to Central Pennsylvaniaafter graduation.
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Themajority of theother college bound participants
werea so not considering stayinginthearea. The
avallability of employment wasthemgjor reason for
their decisonto not return.

Individuasinall of thegroupswho were planningto
leavewereinfluenced by the perception that they
could not find employment inthe area, or if employ-
ment was availablethewage wasnot comparableto
that of other areas. The perception of thelack of
employment opportunities appeared to bethe mgjor
motivator to leaving or not returning to the area.

Almost dl (88%) of the college graduateswere
planning to leavethe areaand Pennsylvania. These
individua sreported severa factorsthat were motivat-
ingthisdecision. All of them perceived that areahad
only limited employment opportunities. For the
technical college graduates, low pay wasamgor
motivator for leaving. “Inthisareathesdary thatis
offeredisnot what afour year bachel or degree
deserves. Nearly everybody wantsto pay you
peanuts and work you twelve-hour daysso I’ m, show
mewherethemoney isand | will gothere.” For
many of the academic college seniorsleaving Pennsyl-
vaniawasanecessity to gaining employment dueto
theover supply of accredited graduatesintheir field.

“I don’t think that Central Pennsylvaniahasthekind of
jobsorincomethat I'mlooking for in socia work.
Theagenciesinthisareajust don't offer theemploy-
ment opportunitiesthat alarger areadoes.” “1 think
for education mgjorsespecialy in Centra Pennsylva
niait'snot practical to stay inthearea. It'svery hard
tofind ajob and you might commit yourself tobeinga
permanent sub, so I’m moving anywherel get ajob.”
Jobsinthecitiesand other stateson the East Coast
wereviewed asmoreattainable and in somesituations
paid ahigher starting salary. Overal thecollege
graduateswereleaving dueto their perception that
gainful employment wasnot availablein Central
Pennsylvania, or, if available, it did not pay awagethat
they perceived their skillswarranted.

Of thosefew (12%) who wereplanning to stay, all
weregraduating from thetechnical college. Noneof

theacademic college graduatesreported planning to
stay in Central Pennsylvania. Thereasonsthetechni-
ca collegegraduatescited for staying were primarily
toremain closetofamily andlower costsof livingin
theareain contrast to the more metropolitan aress.

Themgority of theyoung working adult groupswho
ranged in agefrom 25 to 35 reported that they were
planning to stay inthe areaaslong asthey remained
employed at the current manufacturing facility where
they worked. They viewed thisasbeingthe* best
employer” intheareabecause of wages paid, benefits
and working environment. Themajor reason that
would motivatethem to leaveto go to another state
wherethey could obtain comparabl e employment was
thestressof lay-off. They reported being “rooted” in
theareaby “family, owing ahomeand having to pay
bills” Theseindividuasweretorn betweenbeing able
to providefor their familiesand uprooting themto
moveaway fromfamily and friends. Asagroup, they
were concerned about thelack of “good” manufactur-
ingjobsavailableinthearea. Their perception of the
shrinking manufacturing basewasviewed asathreat
tothemsalvesandtotheir children’sfutureasstable
employment.

Eventhoughthedecisontoleaveor stay in Central
Pennsylvaniaiscomplex, thedisturbing factisthat
thoseyouth with more educationa training and more
likely higher skillsaremorelikely toleavethisrura
area. Reflectiveof other rural areas, in economies
wherethe perceptionisthat thearea seconomy and
employment opportunitiesareshrinking thereisa
higher out migration rate of skilled youth (Garasky,
1999). Criticd toreversingthistrendistorecognize
therolethat the perception of anincreasing lack of
employment opportunitiesin an areahasuponthe
individud’sultimate decision. Decreasing out migration
of young adultsby changing beliefsabout thevitaity of
thearea’scommunitiesand itseconomy woul d appear
to bemoreviablethan by focusng uponraisingthe
ared seducationd level or expandingitsinfrastructure
(Galston & Baehler, 1995).
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IMPLICATION: Decreasingtheout migration of
anareasyoung adultswill bedirectly tied to chang-
ing their beliefsabout the areaand the employment
opportunitiesthat they perceiveavailabletothem.

Discussion and Implications

Thetransition from high school to theworld of work is
acritica developmenta trangtion for young adults.

The career choicemadeat thisturning pointinlife
shapestheindividud’sfuture. Thethemesthat have
beenidentified inthisstudy provideavivid perspective
of thehow rurd adolescentsand young adultsview
their futuresand career choicedternatives.

Thefindingsprovide support for the pivotal causa role
that context through family and community play in
influencing adolescent and young adults career
trgectories. Family and community influenceshavea
direct and indirect effect upon adol escentsperceived
career choices. Direct influenceswereevidentinthe
key rolesthat family played in assisting adolescentsin
learning about career options, intheteaching technical
skillsthat lead to career choices, and inproviding
connectionsfor employment. Indirect influencewas
evident in parental expectationsand aspirationsthat
aremediated through academi c expectations,
appropriateness of career optionsand exposureto
employment opportunities. Asyoung adultsmove
away fromdirect parenta daily supervision, the
influence of otherssuch ascollegeteachersor
employershasamoredirect andindirect influence
upon their continued vocationa involvement. Direct
effect isexerted through the feedback that theyoung
adult receivesfromsgnificantindividuasintheir career
preparation or working environment. Indirect effectis
exerted through theindividua’ s perception of the
match of their capabilitiesto avocationa choice's
competencies. If oneviewsthemsalvessuccessful in
mastering avocation’stechnica competenciesthey will
continueinacareer path, but if oneisnot successful
they will exploreother vocationswith different
competencies.

Thecontext of family and community arekey factors
that have great impact upon the ultimate career choice
that adolescentsmake. Their roleisboth direct and
indirect in shaping theyoung adults perceptions of
what are appropriate and acceptable vocational
choices. Familiesact onthelir beliefsabout what will
bethe outcomes of various career choice courses of
action. For their childrenthey hold beliefsthat are
based upon their own experiences, their perceptions
of their child’sacademic and aptitude efficacy, and
their certainty that acourse of action canbe
implemented. Thesefactorsmotivatefamiliesto act
and react to specific vocational optionswhether the
choicerequiresfurther educationa training or direct
workforceentry. Family and community createa
cultural and socioeconomic milieu that hasgrest
influence upon adolescents’ career choicesand
ultimateemployment.

Thestudy’sfinding of groupsof senior high school
adolescentswho were exhibiting indecisvenessintheir
career decision-making process appearsto suggest
that theforeclosure of career choice may rest heavily
upon the context inwhichindividualsdevel op.
Familiesthat arenot highly involved or takeapassive
rolein assisting their adol escent to makeacareer
decisonandimplement aplan of actionto achievea
desired career god, provide acontext of uncertainty
and the appearance of nonsupport. Whenthis
parental stanceistypica of themgjority of families
withinacommunity, it createsacultural acceptance of
perceived appropriate parental expectationsand
behaviors. The embeddednessof theseattitudesresult
in creating acontext that isaccepted by the
community, but isnonproductivefor their youth’'s
devel opment and future vocational aspirations.

Vocationd aspirationsareafunction of anindividua’s
assessmentsof compatibility with an occupation and
theredlity of their ability to successfully master a
vocationa skill. Asadolescentsmovecloser tothe
time of implementation of acareer choice, themore
seriousthe commitment becomesand themore
realistic their aspirationsbecome (Gottfredson, 1996).
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At thisstage, theredlity of choice becomes
tempered by their perception of accessible
employment opportunities, and by thebarriers
to beovercometo succeed. Theyoung adults
inthestudy were at the stageintheir career
choice processwhereredity wasbeginning to
play akey roleinther future planning and
eventua employment opportunities. Thehigh
school adolescentshad to choosethelr future
vocation and implement plansto elther attend
collegeor find employment. Thegraduating
college seniorswerefacing thecritical step of
finding employment inachosenvocation, while
theworking young adultswere considering the
likelihood of their current employment lastinga
working lifetime. Each of thesegroupswas
facing mgjor decision milestonesinther career
development process. Making acareer
decisonisonly part of theoperation of a
decisonal process. Implementing adecision
and gtickingtoit, especidly intheface of
difficulty, isthechalengeto obtaining vocationa
success. All of thegroupsidentified barriersthat
they perceived needed to be overcometo
achievevocationa success. Theredlity of
overcoming barrierswasthemost evidentinthe
high school groups, especidly thevocational
school students, and intheworking young adult
groups. Thecollegegraduating groupswere
lessfocused upon the challengesthat they faced
infinding employment intheir chosenvocation,
andwerelesswilling to compromiseinadjusting
their aspirationsto accommodateto externa
redity. Thesefindingswould suggest that
learning to identify and address obstaclesin
one'scareer development processiscritical to
purposeful adaptation and employment
satisfaction (Blugtein, Phillips, Jobin-Davis,
Finkelberg & Roarke, 1997).

Thetrangtionfrom school towork isonethat
mogt individuals makeeither after high school or
collegepreparation. How successful this
trangitionisperceived to beby theindividual,

influencestheir emerging pictureof themselvesand
their satisfaction with employment. Adolescentsin
high school self select to college-bound or work-
bound trajectories. These pathslead to different
vocational outcomes. Recognizing and valuing that
each career path engagesdifferent contextual and
sdf efficacy perceptions, createsthe environment to
provide appropriateinformation and support for
adaptivetrangtions. Thefindingsof thestudy
illustrated that individua swho arework-bound are
focused and realistic about their career choices.
Providing support for these young adultsto makean
adaptivetrangition towork can behighly productive
indeveloping askilled, well trained workforcethat
will remainintheareato support thelocal economy
and community. Theyoung adultswho werecollege
bound most typically had not madeafirm commit-
ment to specific occupation. The college experience
postponestheredlity of the commitment to aspecific
job’sexpectations, ultimately postponing thisadap-
tation until after collegegraduation. Itiscritical for
high school’ sto recogni ze that studentsdo have
different career pathsthat need different typesof
career development support.

Thestudy’sfindingsprovideevidencethat theyoung
adultsinthe study selected careersthat reflected the
magjor industry clustersinthearea. Thetwo mgor
employment sectorsof education and hedlth care
employ asignificant number of thearea sworkers.
Theseindustry clusterswereviewed asbeing
positive employment opportunitiesbecause of the
nature of thework and potential income. The
prevaence of vocationa opportunitiesandthe
positive perception that youth hold of these careers
would indicatethat they will continueto be career
choicesof large numbersof young adults. However,
theother two major industry clustersinthearea,
manufacturing and wood product production were
not viewed as positive employment opportunities
and wereoveral the career choice of lessthan four
percent of graduating high school and college
seniors. Theone sub-grouping that viewed manu-
facturing asapositive career choice wasthevoca
tional high school studentsand the gpplied college
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graduates. Overall, the study’syouth did not
perceive employment in the manufacturing sector as
desirousdueto the nature of thework and income.
Key toincreasng youth'sinterest inchoosing
manufacturing asacareer, will bechanging their
perception of the nature of work involved in manu-
facturing and thepay scale.

Supportive of areaperceptions, thefindingsof the
present study illustrated that the mg ority of the
youth and young adultsare planning to leave Central
Pennsylvaniaupon graduation. Thisisaconflicted
decision driven by the perception that the areadoes
not offer employment at apay scalecompetitivewith
other areas of the state or the East Coast states.
Thegroupsthat were planning to seek employment
intheareawere the high school work-bound youth
and theworking young adultswho aready were
employed intheareaand most typically obtained
areajobsdirectly out of high school. Many of these
individua swereemployed or seeking employmentin
manufacturingjobs. Thehigher theyoung adult’s
kill level themorelikely they were planning to leave
Centra Pennsylvaniato rel ocatein urban areasor
out of state. Thestrongly verbalized belief of these
groupsisthat theareaofferslimited employment
opportunitiesat anoncompetitive pay scale. Family
and thetiesto theareawerethe major e ementsthat
theyoung adultswould missuponrelocation. These
tiesappeared to bethedriving forceto remainwithin
commuting distancewhen moving out of thearea.

Conclusions

The presented findingsfurther the understanding of
therolethat contextual factorsplay in shaping
adolescent and young adults’ career choices. The
key rolethat family playsin the processwas evident.
Youth learn about career choicesand areinfluenced
most frequently by family members, mainly parents.
Theyouth's perceived occupationd sdif efficacy
givesdirectiontother pursuitsof apreferred choice
of work life. Theyouth’sperceptionsof their ability
tofulfill both the educational and occupational roles
of avocation reinforceachoiceif theexpectationis
positive. For high school adolescents, parent’s
expectationsand aspirations shapetheyouth’s
perceptions of acceptable career choices, while
college students appear to be moreinfluenced by
teacher’sperceptions. Themastery of barriersisa
critical milestoneto achieving career goa sthat
assgsingrounding acareer choiceinredlity.
Whether youth are college-bound or work-bound
their perceptionsof variousoccupationsguidethelr
career selection andinfluencetheir career goals.
The developmental task of career choiceispivota in
assgting youthtotrangtion into adult rolesthat are
productive and satisfying. Critical totheprocess, al
of thekey playerswithin the context need to be
active participants.

For al young adults, career choicesthat are made
shapetheir livesand determinetheir futures. The
career decision-making processthat beginsinyouth
impactsthe course of lifestyletrgectoriesthroughout
thelifespan.

ATTRACTING & RETAINING YOUNG ADULTS TO THE PENNSYLVANIA HEARTLAND 25



Turning Points

Table 1: High School Participants Schools Descriptions

Code School Descriptor Participants

A School Ais in a district that has a median income of 100% College Bound
$46,335. Attendance rate is 94.4% and 77.3% of the
students are college bound. 5% of the students
enrolled are low income.
Enrollment: 613

B School B is in a district that has a median income of 50% College Bound
$37,839. Attendance rate is 94.6% and 87.2% of the 50% Non College
students are college bound. 14% of the students Bound
enrolled are low income.
Enrollment: 606

C School Cis in a district with a median income of 50% College Bound
$31,452. The school has an attendance rate of 89.6% 50% Non College
and 67.8% of the students are college bound. 25.4% of Bound
the students enrolled are low income.
Enrollment: 2002

D School D’s is in a district that has a median income of 50% College Bound
$32,902. Attendance rate is 92.5% and 55.8% of the 50% Non College
students are college bound. 28.7% of the students Bound
enrollment are low income.
Enrollment: 359

E School E is a Vocational Technical school. The median Representation.
income of its feeder districts is $42,924. Attendance of all/most majors
rate is 94% and 17.4% of the students enrollment is low
income.
Enrollment:269

F School F is a Vocational Technical School. The median Representation.
income of its feeder districts is $39,551. Attendance of all/most majors
rate is 89.4% and 38.9% of the students enrolled are
low income.
Enroliment:380

G School G is in a district with a median income of 50% College Bound
$30,936. The school has a 92.6% attendance rate and 50% Non College
38.1% of the students are college bound. 29.3% of the Bound
student's enrolled are low income.
Enrollment: 927

Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2000-2001.
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