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Abstract
Career development is widely recognised as a lifelong process, yet formal career guidance interventions typically begin in adolescence. Increasing international evidence suggests that children begin forming ideas about work, identity and future possibilities during early childhood. However, empirical research exploring early career-related learning (ECRL) within primary education remains limited.
This study explores how young children aged five to nine years engage with career-related thinking and future aspirations in Irish primary schools. Adopting a participatory case study design situated within a naturalistic inquiry framework, the research positions children, teachers, and parents as co-constructors of meaning around career learning. Data were collected from 100 children across three primary schools representing urban, suburban, and rural contexts, alongside surveys and focus groups with parents and teachers.
A multi-method Mosaic Approach was employed, incorporating visual surveys, classroom discussions, online questionnaires, and focus groups. Findings reveal that the overwhelming majority of children were able to articulate career aspirations and often linked these aspirations to their interests and perceived abilities. The analysis identified four interconnected themes: interests and future thinking, gendered career perceptions, durable skills and environmental influences. The findings suggest that career-related learning is already occurring in children’s everyday experiences rather than emerging solely through formal guidance or educational interventions. ECRL therefore represents a developmental and socially mediated process embedded in children’s interactions across home, school, and community contexts.
The study argues for the intentional integration of ECRL within the Irish primary curriculum, particularly in light of ongoing curriculum reform and growing emphasis on wellbeing, agency, and durable skills. Embedding age‑appropriate career learning within primary education may support children’s self‑awareness, broaden aspirations, and challenge early stereotypes.
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Introduction
Career development research increasingly recognises childhood as a formative stage in the development of aspirations and self-concept. Despite this recognition, most educational systems introduce structured career guidance only during adolescence. This study examines early career-related learning among young children in Irish primary schools and considers how early experiences shape future thinking and identity formation.
Objectives
1. Explore how children aged 5–9 understand work and future possibilities.
2. Identify key influences shaping children’s early career thinking.
3. Examine how teachers and parents perceive and support early career learning.
4. Consider opportunities for integrating ECRL within the Irish primary curriculum.
Theoretical Basis
The study draws on developmental career theory, Social Cognitive Career Theory, and Gottfredson’s theory of circumscription and compromise. These perspectives emphasise how career aspirations develop through interactions between individual development and social context.
Methodology
The research adopted a participatory case study methodology within a naturalistic inquiry framework. Data collection included visual surveys and classroom discussions with children alongside online surveys and focus groups with parents and teachers.
Results
Findings demonstrate that young children already engage in complex career-related thinking. While aspirations often reflect interests and perceived abilities, they also reveal the influence of gender stereotypes and environmental messaging.
Conclusions
The findings highlight the importance of recognising early childhood as a critical stage in career development. Integrating ECRL into primary education could support agency, broaden aspirations, and challenge early stereotypes.
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