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Career and life  
planning in schools
Preparing young people for multiple paths
Across Canada, provinces and territories are implementing strategies to 
ensure that young people are prepared for futures that may no longer 
include one clear career or life path (see Appendix).

In Ontario, the government has committed to developing “an integrated 
strategy to help the province’s current and future workforce adapt to the 
demands of a technology-driven knowledge economy…by bridging the 
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Career education across Canada
Ontario is not unique in its desire for an integrated and comprehensive 
approach to supporting children, young people, and adults as they take 
a potentially non-linear path through life. Across Canada, rapid techno-
logical, economic, and social change has prompted public education 
systems to adapt their models for career and life planning.

Many newly developed programs aim to be comprehensive, focusing not 
just on potential career paths, but also on teaching students to become 
lifelong learners, developing marketable skills for changing provincial 
economies, and providing opportunities to explore their interests and fu-
ture aspirations. Most of these programs also integrate the development 
of life skills. These kinds of integrated frameworks put an emphasis on 
the idea of a career as something that evolves and changes, rather than 
one particular “path.” For example, Saskatchewan’s Career Education 
curriculum functions with the aim of exploring the connections between 
life and work, and developing competencies that help students achieve 
both life and career goals.4

Where provinces differ is in how they offer these programs. Some 
provinces have a single course—which may or may not be mandatory 
for graduation—in which students explore their possible life and/or 
career paths. Other provinces have created an integrated, multi-level 
curriculum that spans many grades. These curricula may have a different 
theme or focus each year, or they might be arranged with a single theme 
explored over a cluster of grades. Provinces also differ in the amount 
of career education students are expected to complete each year. For 
example, in Ontario, career education is to be covered throughout the 
curriculum and in all grades from kindergarten to grade 12,5 including the 
mandatory half-credit course in grade 10. On the other hand, Manitoba 
offers four career education courses from grades 9 to 12, none of which 
are mandatory.6

Though many provinces incorporate well-being in their career education 
frameworks, only Alberta has built its program on a framework of health 
and well-being.7 The goal of Alberta’s Career and Life Management 
(CALM) program is to “enable students to make well-informed, consid-
ered decisions and choices in all aspects of their lives, and to develop 
behaviours and attitudes that contribute to the well-being and respect 
of self and others, now and in the future.”8 To help students achieve 
this goal, CALM focuses on determinants of health and how career and 
career choice fit into one’s overall health and well-being.
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Broadening the definition of “career”
Ontario’s Creating Pathways to Success policy acknowledges that 
today’s students are facing very different challenges than those of the 
previous generation. For this reason, the policy does not define “career,” 
or “career/life” in the traditional sense of a person’s occupation, but in a 
broader way, as the “sum of a person’s experiences in a variety of roles 
throughout life.”9

The ultimate vision of the policy is that every student in Ontario will 
leave secondary school with both a “clear plan for his or her preliminary 
postsecondary destination” and an understanding that this plan needs 
to be adaptable, so that it can be responsive to changes in their own 
goals and interests, as well as changes in the world around them.

The goals of the policy are to:

•	allow students to develop the skills and knowledge necessary to be 
able to make education, career, and life choices;

•	provide students with opportunities for learning in and out of the 
classroom; and

•	to engage parents and the broader community in the development, 
implementation and evaluation of the program.

The policy, which replaces the Choices into Action policy introduced in 
1999,10 envisions an ongoing learning process in four “areas of learning:” 
Knowing Yourself; Exploring Opportunities; Making Decisions and Set-
ting Goals; and Achieving Goals and Making Transitions (see Figure 1).

The four questions in the 
framework:
•	 Who am I? 
•	 What are my opportunities? 
•	 Who do I want to become? 

and 
•	 What is my plan for  

achieving my goals?

are relevant at any age or 
stage of development; only 
context and emphasis change 
as a student progresses 
through school, from Kinder-
garten to Grade 12.

Creating Pathways to Success, 
p. 12

Taking a comprehensive approach
Unlike the Guidance and Career Education curriculum, which includes 
Career Studies and Learning Strategies, the education and career/life 
planning program is not intended to be confined to a single curriculum. 
It was envisioned as a whole-school initiative to be integrated into all 
curricula, and supported by a range of individual and school-wide activi-
ties, as well as engagement with the community. The policy states that, 
“In order for the program to succeed, students, teachers and guidance 
teachers/counsellors, administrators, parents, and community partners 
need to be familiar with the framework.”12
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Figure 1: Education and Career/Life Planning Framework. Adapted from Creating Pathways to Success11
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From kindergarten to grade 6, students are to document their learning in 
an “All About Me” portfolio. The students are supposed to use four inqui-
ry questions—Who am I? What are my opportunities? Who do I want to 
become? What are my goals?—to reflect on what they are learning and 
decide what to include in their portfolios. The portfolios—which can be 
online or paper-based—are meant to contain evidence of their learning 
in a format that is age appropriate (e.g. drawings, self-reflections, hand-
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The data also suggest a connection between the presence of a commit-
tee and the implementation of other parts of the policy (see Figure 3).

In the elementary schools with advisory committees:

•	66% report that all K-6 students had “All About Me” portfolios, com-
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Guidance counsellors and career/life planning
Students in elementary and secondary school are expected to review 
their portfolios with staff (and parents, if possible), at least twice a year. 
These reviews are intended to provide students with personalized, 
one-on-one support from school staff to help students understand more 
about their own learning, their interests, the transitions they are making, 
and their career plans. In secondary schools, guidance counsellors are 
to play a key role in developing and implementing the Creating Path-
ways program.19 During grades 11 and 12, semi-annual reviews of IPPs 
are intended to provide an opportunity for students to receive direct 
guidance from school personnel on crucial course selections and post-
secondary planning.20

Guidance counsellors in secondary school
Data from the 2016–17 survey confirm that in the majority (80%) of 
secondary schools, the guidance counsellor is the primary staff member 
responsible for supporting students in creating and reviewing Individual 
Pathways Plans. In the secondary schools that report having an Educa-
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Guidance counsellors in elementary schools
One of the purposes of the education and career/life planning strategy 
is to support students as they make transitions - from grade to grade, 
from elementary to secondary school, and from secondary school to 
their post-secondary destinations.

There is evidence that the transition from elementary to secondary 
school is particularly challenging for many students.22 To support this 
transition, the Creating Pathways policy envisions a shift in students’ 
portfolios as they move from grade 6 to grade 7. Students are supposed 
to summarize and transfer what they’ve learned from their “All About 
Me” portfolios into the Individual Pathways Plans they will keep from 
grade 7 to grade 12. The policy requires school boards to ensure that 
processes and supports are available to support students as they make 
this shift, from what can be either a paper-based or online portfolio to 
a strictly web-based one, and from a plan that is focused on self-knowl-
edge to one that is more focused on future plans.

Creating Pathways does not specifically identify guidance counsellors 
as supports for IPPs in grades 7 and 8, or for students making these 
transitions. But in the 2016–17 Ontario School Survey, a number of prin-
cipals commented that the lack of guidance staff has contributed to the 
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Opportunities for exploring career paths during 
secondary school
One of the objectives of Creating Pathways to Success is to give stu-
dents opportunities to explore different life and career interests through 
practical experiences.25 Firsthand exposure to different post-secondary 
destinations and careers is also meant to foster a mindset of adaptability 
and change.26

On this year’s survey, the vast majority of secondary schools (98%) report 
having cooperative education, which allows students to gain work experi-
ence and participate in job shadowing while receiving course credit.27

Guidance counsellors appear to have an impact here as well. The  
results suggest a relationship between having at least one full-time  
guidance counsellor and having more opportunities to explore careers 
(see Figure 5).
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Conclusion and recommendations
Ontario has a range of policies focused on ensuring that students have 
the capacity, experience, supports, and skills they need to manage 
transitions, make plans and understand possible career paths. Creat-
ing Pathways to Success, the Specialist High Skills Major, 21st Century 
Learning, the Ministry of Children and Youth Services’ Stepping Up 
framework, and the work of the Highly Skilled Workforce Expert Panel30 
all provide a range of strategies, directions and programs to support 
students, teachers and the education system.

Ontario is also planning to introduce a new well-being strategy31 to 
promote “a positive sense of self, spirit and belonging that we feel when 
our cognitive, emotional, social and physical needs are being met.” The 
goals of the well-being strategy are similar to the goals of the Creat-
ing Pathways strategy, with its aim that students become “confident, 
independent, and effective education and career/life planners through-
out their lives.” The challenge of these multiple strategies/initiatives is in 
their lack of coherence and overlapping goals. They create the percep-
tion that schools are responsible for implementing an ever-increasing 
roster of individual programs.

People for Education recommends that the province:

1.  Provide a greater level of coherence in its policy and goals for stu-
dents’ overall success and well-being, by:

 > Using the Creating Pathways policy, portfolios, and professional 
development as a key anchor for the Ministry’s larger umbrella 
strategies, such as the upcoming Well-being Strategy, the Re-
newed Math Strategy, and the implementation of recommenda-
tions from Ontario’s Highly Skilled Workforce Expert Panel.

 > Developing consistent language and goals to link the Creating 
Pathways portfolios to the Learning Skills and Work Habits on 
Ontario report cards.

 > Using the Creating Pathways language and goals to build value 
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Research method
Unless cited from other sources, the statistics and quoted material in this 
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