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As community college educators, we are con-
stantly striving to improve the learning expe-
riences of our students and to model, in a pow-
erful way, the value of learning. In our daily
classroom practice, we are challenged to design
and develop teaching and learning activities
that have meaning, that matter, and that will
move our students to look more deeply at the
world around them. 

In our practice of career education and
counseling, we see students in our classrooms
that are at the growth and development stages
in their careers. Students engage in explorato-
ry activities that may assist them in making
occupational decisions based on self-knowl-
edge and available career information. These
students are grappling with identifying their
occupational personalities – their career-relat-
ed abilities, interests, values and needs, as well
as issues of self-concept and personal identity.
How can we help students see patterns, find
purpose, and consider the possibilities of cer-
tain careers? How can we motivate and inspire
students to stay the course, remain focused,
and know that there are many choices available
to them? How we can let them know that they
are not alone, that others have struggled with
similar issues at various career stages in their
own lives?

A powerful way to introduce career devel-
opment theory and practice – oftentimes com-
plex and multi-faceted – is to provide an oppor-
tunity for students to read articles about indi-
viduals who reflect upon their own personal,
academic, and career growth. These life stories
of people who have devised creative and
resourceful solutions to their life and career
dilemmas can be used to complement career
theories and concepts.

The New York Times is an excellent resource
and provides contemporary articles that stu-
dents can make connections with and enjoy.
Through a variety of features and columns,

including “The Boss” and “Public Lives,” stu-
dents can read life stories and see images of peo-
ple who have struggled with self-identity, occu-
pational preference, and career construction.
The stories and images provide models to help
students begin the assessment phase in the
counseling process. Educators and counselors
can use the results of assessment to help stu-
dents understand life themes and goals. If we
can help students see themselves and their
options more clearly, they can make better deci-
sions as they become more in control of their
lives as workers.

Mark Savickas’ career construction
approach begins with a career-style interview.
In describing this interview, Savickas suggests
that the counselor ask questions about impor-
tant lifestyle issues. Questions concerning role
models, favorite books and magazines, leisure
activities, school subjects, mottos, ambitions,
and decision-making can help provide the
counselor with clues about the student’s life
goals.

Before beginning career-style interviews, we
read several life stories to guide our thinking
and provide models. In “I’m a Coffee Doctor”
which appeared in “The Boss”column, Andrea
Illy, chief executive of a coffee company based
in Trieste, Italy states, “As a child, I dreamed of
being a sports driver or a neurosurgeon. It
might seem a strange combination of desires,
but both share immediacy, something I thrive
on” (C10). To begin our own work on self-
assessment, we asked, “What professions did
you dream about when you were a child? What
makes these professions attractive and appeal-
ing to you? Can you find a photograph of your-
self engaged in the activity you loved the most?
Can you write a reflection or a recollection
around the photo?” In career construction the-
ory, we look for patterns and life themes; this
exercise can help uncover and identify both. A
student-writing sample follows: 
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When I was child, I dreamed of being an
artist. I can recall an art class, I may
have been seven or eight years old, where
our teacher gave us postcards of famous
works from museums.

Our task was to glue the postcards into
our marble notebooks and write the title
of the work and the artist under each
card. I wrote the titles and artists as
beautifully and as carefully as I could –
holding my breath so as not to make a
mistake or to let my pen slip. This little
marble notebook was my prized posses-
sion. It felt as if I had some secret knowl-
edge and a special world all to my own
in my little marble notebook.

The dream of being an artist and of
being surrounded by works of art is still
with me. As I enter a museum or library,
the excitement begins – I hold my breath
again. 

A life story begins to appear – an image, a pur-
pose, and a place come to the surface as we look
more deeply and find meaning by reflecting on
the past and looking toward the future. In “The
Theory and Practice of Career Construction,”
Savickas notes, “Language and stories are con-
struction tools for making meaning” (62). This
is such a rich content area and a wonderful
opportunity to engage students in reading and
writing assignments that make a difference,
have an impact, and cause students to be
thoughtful and reflective. Students make close
connections with one another when they say,
“Listen to My Story.” Mr. Illy also writes, “One
of my more influential role models was an eld-
erly widow I lived with when I was in school in
Switzerland. She had little money, yet meals
were taken formally. Service was always per-
fect. She looked perfect. She taught me that dig-
nity had nothing to do with money” (C10).
Mark Savickas states, “If I can only know one
thing about a person, I want to know whom he
or she admires” (“Spirit in Career” 14). Using
Mr. Illy’s piece as a model, students wrote about
their role models. One student wrote,

Growing up in Brooklyn, I admired one
of my neighbors, named Mrs. M., most
of all. Mrs. M. worked at an elementary
school nearby. Mrs. M. always dressed
so nicely, always smiled, seemed so hap-
py, seemed peaceful, too. One day during
the holidays, Mrs. M. invited me to a big
party in the auditorium of her school. I
was thrilled, and I felt very special and
grown up. There were musical perform-
ances from the children and then two
special guest appearances. One was
Sammy Davis, Jr., and the other was
Robert Kennedy, Jr. I could say I saw
them both and heard them each speak.
Mrs. M. taught me to open my eyes to the
world around me. She taught me that I
could fit in, that I could belong, and that
I could be a part of bigger things.

In “Championing Children for Whom Reading
and Learning Are Difficult,” by Brent Staples,
we learned about Peter W. D. Wright, an edu-
cation lawyer who has a reading disability. As
a child, teachers, peers and school staff
ridiculed Wright. With much support and
encouragement from his parents and reading
specialists, Wright went on to become a suc-
cessful attorney advocating for the rights of
learning-disabled students. His most famous
victory was a landmark Supreme Court case
that extended the rights of learning disabled
children to receive the education they need in
private schools at public expense.

After reading the article, we began a lesson
on the link between private preoccupations and
public occupations. We considered how career
choices might result from some unfinished
business from childhood. Could we identify
personal preoccupations or recall early mem-
ories that might be connected to our explo-
ration of possible career paths? In response to
this question, a student wrote,

I was a young boy growing up in the
Bronx in a close family. I knew some-
thing was wrong. It was a dark and
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rainy night and my oldest brother was
out driving with his friends, and there
had been an accident. We didn’t have
much information. My parents were
devastated. We learned that my broth-
er’s car had gone off the parkway near
the Bronx River. An off-duty New York
City police officer was driving home to
his family when he saw the accident. He
stopped to help. He got my brother to the
hospital in time. He saved my brother’s
life.

The student who wrote this recollection is a
NYC Police Cadet; he looks forward to attend-
ing the Police Academy in the year ahead. The
student who treasured her homemade art book

is considering careers in education, art thera-
py, and museums. The student who admired a
teacher will graduate with a bachelor’s degree
in education and the goal of teaching second-
grade.

Supported by career development theories
that see patterns and purpose in life stories and
recollections, students can identify themes that
help define career possibilities. Through this
approach and working together, my students
uncovered fresh opportunities for considering
their life’s purpose and their life’s work. An
excitement and energy existed among us as we
began to make occupational choices that would
be meaningful to us and that would matter to
others.
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