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Introduction
Across international contexts, education systems are under increasing pressure to prepare young people for futures characterised by uncertainty, rapid technological change, and shifting labour markets. Rising youth anxiety, inequitable access to opportunity, disengagement from schooling, and persistent skills mismatches all point to the limits of current educational approaches. Career education, when grounded in theory and evidence and embedded meaningfully across the K–12 years, offers a powerful response. However, in many systems its potential lies dormant as it remains marginalised, narrowly conceived and inconsistent in implementation. This symposium proposes a coherent, international examination of how career education can be repositioned as, and for, sustainable best practice within K–12 education systems.
Objectives
The symposium has four objectives:
1. To articulate a shared, theory and research-informed understanding of best practice career education across the K–12 continuum.
2. To examine how early and sustained career learning supports equity, agency, and positive future orientation.
3. To explore how career education must evolve in response to uncertainty, digitalisation, and artificial intelligence.
4. To translate theory and international evidence into practical, scalable strategies for schools and systems.

Theoretical Basis
The symposium is grounded in established and contemporary career development theories and research, contemporary labour market research, and social justice-oriented approaches. Career development is conceptualised as a lifelong, contextual, and meaning-making process that shapes young people’s identity, aspiration, hope, and agency. Systems theory is used to frame career education as embedded educational infrastructure rather than a discrete intervention, aligning with evidence that sustained, relational, and developmentally appropriate approaches produce stronger educational, wellbeing, and societal outcomes.
Methodology
The symposium adopts a comparative and integrative methodology. Each paper draws on career theory, empirical research, policy analysis, and practice-based evidence from different national contexts. Methodologies represented include longitudinal research synthesis, qualitative studies with students and educators, system-level policy analysis, and design‑based implementation research.
The Chair will lead a structured synthesis across the three papers to unpack the most effective levers for shifting career education from the margins to the mainstream. This will include critical consideration of initiatives such as the OECD Career Readiness project; assessment of system‑level frameworks including the revised Gatsby Benchmarks in the UK; and articulation of the principles and guardrails needed to ensure high‑quality career education becomes more achievable for schools in the age of artificial intelligence. The chair‑discussant will synthesise implications for international policy, research, and practice, while also drawing clear strategic connections for schools in Aotearoa New Zealand, recognising that the challenges and system‑level questions explored in the symposium are shared by schools and education systems worldwide and have been the focus of recent collaborative international scholarship by the presenters.

Results / Contributions
Collectively, the symposium demonstrates that:
· Career development begins in childhood and must be intentionally cultivated throughout the school years.
· High-quality career education can challenge structural inequities and expand young people’s perceived and actual opportunities.
· Contemporary best practice requires pedagogies that support adaptability, curiosity, and navigation of uncertainty, including technological change and AI.
· Growing international evidence links best practice career education with student wellbeing, engagement, and successful transitions, positioning career education as a core educational capability rather than a peripheral add‑on.
Conclusions
[bookmark: _Hlk227169280]Aligned with the conference subtheme Best Practice – Tupuānuku, the symposium argues that career education must be deliberately cultivated from the ground up and embedded sustainably within education systems as a core component of high-quality K-12 education, supporting young people to develop self-efficacy and navigate complex, uncertain futures.
Content and Target Audience
The symposium is designed for researchers, policymakers, system leaders, career practitioners, school leaders, and educators interested in evidence-based, future‑oriented career education, particularly those engaged in curriculum design, guidance policy, equity initiatives, and career education reform.
The session includes three papers plus synthesis and discussion:
1) Career Learning in Childhood: Theory Informed Practice
Dr Mary McMahon, Honorary Associate Professor, School of Education, University of Queensland. 
Childhood represents the first stage of the lifelong process of career development. Children observe the world around them and take notice of, and imagine themselves in adult roles. Children learn that work is a part of adult life by seeing their parents go to work, observing people at work in contexts such as shops and public transport, viewing television and social media, and through chance events such as visiting a relative in hospital. Such vicarious learning is unintentional and can reinforce stereotypical thinking related to gender and social status about occupations, school subjects, and life roles. Although children are not expected to make career decisions, unintentional career learning can influence their later career decisions. By contrast, intentional career learning can be provided in schools through career education. Intentional career learning can begin at a young age and can stimulate career development, promote career exploration and world of work understanding, and challenge stereotypical thinking. Best practice intentional career learning however, should be informed by career theory. Based on an extensive in-depth review of career theories, ten key theory informed features have been identified that can inform career education. The aims of this presentation are to a) provide a snapshot of relevant career theories, b) introduce and overview the ten career theory informed features, and c) where appropriate, offer examples of how the features can be applied in practice. 


2) Career education, equity and social justice: A critical perspective

Professor Tristram Hooley, University of Derby; Director NICEC.

High‑quality career education can disrupt social reproduction by broadening opportunity awareness, challenging constrained aspirations, and supporting more equitable post‑school pathways. Drawing on critical theory and critical pedagogy, career education is examined as a powerful social justice intervention within K–12 education systems, with a focus on how young people can be supported to recognise and respond to the structural inequalities that shape their lives, learning, and work.
The five signposts for socially just career guidance are introduced as a practical framework for translating critical theory into school‑based practice. This framework illustrates how socially just approaches to career education can be embedded developmentally across schooling and integrated into curriculum, pedagogy, and everyday educational activity. Career education is positioned not simply as preparation for transitions, but as an educational practice concerned with agency, critical consciousness, and the possibility of more equitable futures.


3) Modernising career education for uncertainty and AI-shaped futures
Liv Pennie, Co-Founder, BECOME Education.
For career education to be effective in preparing young people for contemporary careers, it must reflect the realities of uncertainty, technological change, and artificial intelligence, and be positioned as a core educational practice rather than a point‑in‑time decision‑support activity. Drawing on the chaos theory of careers and contemporary international evidence, career education is reframed as a developmental, skills‑based learning process focused on building adaptability, curiosity, agency, and the capacity to navigate complexity over time.
Key pedagogical and evaluative shifts are outlined to move beyond the presence of a decision as an outcome, toward evidence of career management capabilities as the outcome. The implications of artificial intelligence for career education are also considered, with AI positioned as both a contextual force reshaping work and learning and a pedagogical tool that, when embedded deliberately, can strengthen inquiry, engagement, and equity rather than substitute for educational practice. The argument establishes both the imperative, and the value for schools of aligning career education practice with its theoretical and empirical base, not only to better prepare young people for uncertain futures, but to enhance student engagement, curriculum relevance, and outcomes within schooling today.

Symposium Abstract

From the Margins to the Mainstream:
Building Sustainable Best Practice Career Education Across K–12
Across education systems globally, schools are under increasing pressure to prepare young people for futures shaped by uncertainty, rapid technological change, and shifting labour markets. Rising youth anxiety, persistent inequities in opportunity, disengagement, and ongoing skills mismatches point to the limits of current educational approaches. Career education, when grounded in theory and evidence and embedded meaningfully across the K–12 years, offers a powerful response. Yet in many systems this work remains marginalised, narrowly conceived, or treated as an episodic intervention rather than as part of the core educational endeavour.
This symposium brings together internationally recognised scholars and practitioners to explore how career education can be repositioned from the margins to the mainstream as sustainable best practice in K–12. Aligned with the conference subtheme Best Practice – Tupuānuku, the symposium advances the view that this area of learning must be deliberately cultivated over time, grounded in well‑established theory, and designed as an integrated component of high‑quality schooling rather than a point‑in‑time decision‑making activity. Drawing on international theory, research, policy and practice, the symposium examines what effective provision looks like and the outcomes we can expect when it is developmentally informed, equity‑oriented, and responsive to contemporary conditions.
The symposium begins with a theoretical and developmental foundation. The first paper focuses on career learning in childhood, emphasising that career development begins early through children’s meaning‑making about work and adult roles. It highlights how unintentional learning can reinforce stereotypes related to gender, status, and possibility and demonstrates how intentional, theory‑informed learning experiences can be introduced in age‑appropriate ways across the school years. Drawing on an extensive review of career theories, the paper introduces 10 key theory‑informed features to guide best practice from early childhood through adolescence.
The second paper examines equity and social justice. It explores how high‑quality career‑related learning can challenge processes of social reproduction by broadening opportunity awareness, questioning constrained aspirations, and supporting young people to recognise and respond to structural inequalities shaping their lives, learning, and futures. Drawing on critical theory and pedagogy, the paper introduces the five signposts for socially just career guidance as a practical framework for embedding equity‑focused approaches. 
The third paper examines how career education practice in K–12 must evolve to be effective for contemporary careers shaped by uncertainty, technological change, and artificial intelligence. Bringing career theory, international evidence, and labour market data into dialogue, it argues for a shift in focus away from point‑in‑time decisions toward the development of transferable career management capabilities. The paper calls for a reframe of career education as a developmental, skills‑based process that builds adaptability, curiosity, and agency to support young people to make sense of and navigate future opportunities.

Taken together, these contributions offer an integrated perspective on what sustainable best practice can look like across the K–12 years. Through synthesis across developmental, equity‑focused, and systems‑level perspectives, the symposium identifies shared principles and practical levers for positioning career education as core educational infrastructure rather than peripheral provision. 
Drawing on international experience, the session clarifies how theory‑informed approaches can be cultivated over time, embedded across curriculum and pedagogy, and evaluated in ways that prioritise sustainable capability development. The symposium articulates transferable insights for schools and education systems, including clear points of connection for practice and policy in Aotearoa New Zealand, recognising that the challenges addressed are shared globally.
The symposium will be of particular interest to researchers, policymakers, career practitioners and educational leaders seeking theory and evidence‑informed approaches to this critical challenge. Participants will gain a coherent understanding of best practice across the K–12 continuum, alongside clear insights for embedding career learning in ways that support equity, student engagement, wellbeing, and educational outcomes both now and into the future.




