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Poor 14-19 choices can subsequently 
narrow young people�s career options. 
This brie�ng examines the problem and 
identi�es the information, advice and 
guidance (IAG) strategies that will help 
schools and consortia to enable young 
people to make better choices.

Introduction
A recent review by LSIS (2009) drew attention 
to a series of high pro�le reports pointing out 
shortcomings in the provision of careers advice 
for young people. Collectively, these reports 
provide valuable insights into what can be done 
to further improve careers advice. They highlight 
the importance of:

�Strengthening the school response, 
e.g. improving the choice process; 
building school knowledge of 
opportunities; engaging parents and 
carers; making better use of teaching 
and information resources.

�Strengthening the individual support 
for learners, e.g. helping learners 
in becoming more self-aware; 
providing better information about 
opportunities; supporting them in 
evaluating information and making 
decisions; helping them in planning their 
admissions and applications tactics.

1.

2.

Strengthen the school response
This means:

�implementing the 2008 statutory 
requirement to provide impartial careers 
information, advice and guidance in the 
careers education programme. One of 
the often accidental infringements of this 
principle is �protective channelling�.

 �Protective channelling - Research in 
the UK in the mid-1990s revealed that 
many careers of�cers with the best of 
intentions would engage in �protective 
channelling�, i.e. voluntarily directing ethnic 
minority young people away from �rms 
and schemes where they suspected they 
would be rejected by racist recruiters. The 
situation has moved on but it is still very 
easy to fall into the trap of continuing to 
support stereotyping and segregation in 
covert ways.

�ensuring that staff are knowledgeable 
about the new opportunities at 14-19 
and beyond (e.g. including part-time 
HE) in their own school and in the 
local area - too many young people 
are still ill-informed about the subjects 
necessary for further areas of study.

�ensuring that all young people have 
opportunities to acquire and develop the 
basic skills, e.g. to meet the requirement 
of education and employment providers 
that young people should have a 
GCSE or functional skills quali�cation 
in English and maths, preferably at 
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level 2. The �cafeteria curriculum� does 
not serve some young people well.

�developing and contributing to a 
curriculum offer in the school and local 
area that meets the widest possible 
needs and keeps options open.

�providing guidance that makes a  
difference to young people�s lives, 
especially those from disadvantaged  
backgrounds, e.g. supporting 
young people to choose �dif�cult� 
subjects and places of study that 
were once �not for people like us�.

�taking care not to promote a narrow  
view of opportunities, e.g. giving 
the impression that continuing 
into higher education is the only 
choice open to young people.

Strengthening the individual 
support for learners
Foskett and Hemsley-Brown (1997) noted that 
young people often behave like �consumers� 
in the labour market. They are encouraged to 
choose on the basis of interest and enjoyment 
with insuf�cient emphasis on what they have 
to offer in return. The reality is that they must 
demonstrate their employability - young people 
are the providers and employers are the 
consumers. �X factor�-type shows reinforce  
this myth that you can have instant success 
whereas the stories of successful contestants 
reveal years of dedication and application. 

Foskett and Hemsley-Brown also noted the 
problem of individuals who have unrealistic 
aspirations in relation to �high status� and 
�lottery� jobs where competition for places  
and access to opportunities are more dif�cult. 
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To succeed in these career areas, young people 
need to have a well-planned strategy.  
The �High Fives� message in The Real Game 
series is a powerful way of helping young  
people to understand career tactics.  

The �ve principles are:

 �Follow your heart - Know yourself, believe  
in yourself and pursue your dreams

 �Change is constant - Learn how to adapt  
and bene�t from change. Expect to experience 
many jobs, in different career �elds and with 
different employers, during your working life.

 �Learning is ongoing - Recognise the impor-
tance of investing purposefully in further 
learning throughout your life.

 �Focus on the journey - Pay attention to 
the steps on the way to achieving your goal 
otherwise you may not make it.

 �Access your allies - Surround yourself with 
family, friends, teachers and people you meet 
who want to help you to succeed!

A key dif�culty in improving young people�s 
decision-making is perpetuating the myth 
of the rational decision. Hodkinson (2009) 
argues that young people�s decisions are at 
best �pragmatically rational� and usually show 
a good adaptation to their circumstances. So 
while careers co-ordinators and advisers need 
to continue to encourage young people to 
make well-informed and carefully-considered 
decisions, it is important that they are aware  
of how decisions are really made. 

Source: http://www.realgame.ca/en/principles.html 
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According to Hodkinson:

�Learners are active agents in choosing 
and making their decisions, and their 
dispositions (i.e. the way they view the 
world) affect the decisions they make.

�Learners make �pragmatically rational� 
decisions. Their decision-making has 
an affective component and learners 
cannot always explain how they arrived 
at their decision. However, the idea 
that a wholly rational decision will lead 
to a perfect decision is a myth.

�Learners� decisions are bounded by  
their �horizons for action� - what they  
can choose is limited by their position  
or the social environment they are in and 
the personal resources (dispositions and 
cultural capital) they can draw on.

�Learners� choices are often strongly  
in�uenced by forces outside the person  
such as the actions of education  
policymakers, education providers, local 
communities and members of the family.

These dimensions are overlapping and interact 
with each other; and they can and do change. 
The challenge for schools is how to develop 
a support process that removes constraints, 
e.g. raises aspirations, challenges stereotypes, 
improves the individuals� horizons for action, 
and helps learners to gain access to sources  
of support, including �nancial support, which 
will help them to sustain the choices they  
have made.
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�Happenstance� or chance plays a part in many 
decisions in practice. It is useful to recognise 
the different ways in which �happenstance� 
operates. Happenstance can be pointed out 
to young people themselves and used by IAG 
staff to check on the quality of a young person�s 
decision. Ertelt and Ruppert (2008) identify four 
kinds of �happenstance�.

Satisfying a need or aspiration - research 
and decision-making stops as soon as  
they �nd an option that satis�es them,  
e.g. they choose where to study to be  
with a girlfriend/boyfriend

Taking a small step - they choose an option 
that is closest to what they already know, 
e.g. choosing to study the same subject for 
another year

Taking the �rst option - they identify one 
criterion for comparing options and stop 
looking if it seems OK, e.g. doing the same  
as their friends

Taking the best option - they do structured 
research and choose the best option, all things 
being equal, e.g. comparing which subjects to 
take at A2 and choosing physics over biology 
because they �nd it more interesting.

In the context of the 14-19 reforms, the dangers 
of making decisions in this way are:

�sticking with the familiar, i.e. general 
quali�cations and not looking properly 
at new Diplomas and Apprenticeships

�basing decisions on too narrow a range 
of factors, e.g. evidence suggests 
that girls are not always aware how 
badly paid traditional women�s 
jobs are compared with men�s

taking a short-term view
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