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Introduction 
Tertiary institutions in South Africa are experiencing alarming undergraduate drop-out rates.1 The 
first-year university drop-out ranges from 50% to 60%.2 It has been reported that 52% of learners 
made their career selection after Grade 12, while 34% made concrete career decisions during 
registration at high education institutions.3 This shows that many Grade 12 learners have no or little 
idea of what they want to study or aspire to do post-school.3 According to Moodley and Singh,1 one 
in eight learners believe that because of the scarcity of career-related information at the relevant 
time, they did not make the right career choice The high drop-out numbers place an emotional 
strain on learners and parents alike, and such mismatches in turn have an impact on the economy.1 
The need for sound career guidance at high school is therefore becoming increasingly clear, and is 
significantly serving to amplify the role of Life Orientation (LO) teachers. Vanin4 comments that 
career counsellors play a significant role in career selection choices of students, as is evident from 
growing concerns about the introduction and delivery of career counselling in high schools.

Career guidance is premised on the principle that learners who are exposed to career education 
will be properly prepared to make prudent career choices. The goal of career education is to 
improve a person’s capacity to make informed career choices, based on his/her objectives, 
priorities, strengths, and goals.5 Although career expos are a key career engagement initiative for 
high school learners, it has been under-researched especially with learners in underprivileged 
high schools. Most research in this area is focused on college and university students.6,7 
The purpose of the study was to investigate high school learners’ views about the career talks 
they attended, with the aim to determining what benefits they derived from attending a career 
expo talk with the theme: ‘Explore your options’.

Literature review
Since the early 1970s, the concept of career guidance has been widely used, but only recently it has 
been viewed as an inclusive method for managing someone’s career throughout his/her entire 
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lifetime.8 Career guidance and LO services are designed to 
support people of all ages, at any point in their lives, to 
empower them on an educational or vocational level, and in 
respect of their career choices, thereby allowing them to 
accomplish their career goals.9,10 There are three main 
elements in career guidance and LO services, namely: career 
information, career counselling, and career education, all of 
which equip people in terms of their future career choices.11 

In most countries, schools continue to be the primary access 
points for formal career guidance.12 The value of school-
based career education resides in its ability to reach a large 
number of people that are young. In schools, career guidance 
and LO typically concentrate on career information, 
by providing course information, outlining career paths, 
highlighting professions, and supplying information on the 
job market.13 Career education is usually divided into 
two categories in schools, that is in which students get 
knowledge of the working work and classroom exercises 
aimed at developing career management skills. (e.g. work 
experience).14 Lastly, individual career counselling can advise 
groups or individuals in a one-to-one setting, while providing 
clear job choices and advice on making an informed decision.14

In general, career guidance is aimed at helping learners 
make choices based on their desires, passions, and skills, 
keeping in mind both present and future job prospects. 
Learners are motivated to gain a better understanding 
of the working environment by investigating a variety of 
industries, so that they can thereafter take correct actions to 
fulfil their ambitions, goals, and expectations.13 As Holman15 
points out, career guidance facilitates knowledgeable 
decision-making, when choices must be made. It affords 
learners an opportunity to make better choices regarding 
the working environment, and to understand what credentials 
they will require to succeed. 

In 21st-century South Africa, career guidance has been a 
crucial part of the educational process, as many young people 
from technologically deprived rural areas aspire to move 
from an agricultural lifestyle to an urban industrial and 
manufacturing environment.16 In urban economies, there is 
a growing range and quantity of job opportunities, meaning 
that younger people must make practical, educated, career 
decisions about schooling as well as training. Unfortunately, 
in the rural context, in most cases, young people end up 
making these decisions without the assistance of family or 
associated networks.17,18 

Self-understanding is the main purpose of school guidance 
programmes. These guidance programmes help learners to 
learn about, recognise and exploit their aptitudes, interests, 
beliefs, and weaknesses, as result of a better sense of self. This 
improves their logical and strategic thinking, as well as their 
growth and development.19 Learners who know themselves 
are distinguished by their desire to establish more rational 
educational and occupational plans.20 Furthermore, career 
guidance should educate learners on a regular basis about 
jobs and job prospects. This means that schools, backed by 

visits from employers, must instil a love of work in students 
in their early years. A series of studies20,21 have shown the 
important effects which learner involvement in such events 
has on their potential (grown-up) experiences. Young people 
need to be able to gain access to legitimate labour market 
experiences, to obtain practical and accurate information 
about the world of work. This information must not only be 
delivered by employees or executives, but also professionals 
(from apprentices to Chief Executive Officers [CEOs]). Every 
interaction with people in the workforce allows young people 
to get a clearer grasp of how the job market works, how best 
they can adapt their career goals, and how they can relate 
their expectations to immediate schooling decisions. 
Employer involvement in career counselling usually includes 
events such as work or career fairs, network events and talks, 
career shadowing, work experience placements, training, 
and mentoring responsibilities.14 

Career guidance in South African public schools
During the apartheid regime in South Africa (1948–1994), the 
education system for black learners was unpleasant and very 
limited.22 Black youths were constrained in terms of job 
choices, because of the insufficient content they were taught 
in their classes in high school.22 Career guidance was only 
accessible to white learners, who received lessons on job 
advice (every week for half an hour), as per legislation. The 
black learners, by contrast, received no such support.23 
Nicholas et al.24 explain that, for many years in this country, 
teachers’ low preparation in terms of guidance and 
counselling in schools that are black and under-resourced 
has harmed career counselling.

The Higher Education Act 101 of 1997, was implemented 
after the advent of democracy in 1994, to address amongst 
other things, the dissimilarities in career guidance and 
education.25 Secondary school career development activities 
were identified as involving careers and career choices, 
which resort under ‘LO’.26 Life Orientation is defined by the 
National Curriculum Statement (NCS)26 as the study of one’s 
self in relation to everyone else and community. It covers 
self-awareness, environmental awareness, responsible 
citizenship, living a healthy and productive life, social 
involvement, recreation, and physical exercise, as well as 
careers and professional options.

The Department of Basic Education (DBE)27 claims that at the 
completion of Grade 9, learners make career choices when 
approaching grades 10, 11 and 12, by choosing subject fields. 
Learners have a choice of options which will determine their 
further study or work preferences from the end of Grade 12. 
During the foundation, intermediate and senior phases, 
provision is made for the subject Life Skills, as provided in 
the NCS for Grade R–12.27 According to the national DBE,27 
provincial DBEs are responsible for career events which 
should be specifically targeted at Grade 12 learners, outside 
of school hours. Normally, such events comprise career-
related exhibitions or talks which are presented by individuals 
working in a subject area. Other stakeholders like higher 
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education and training universities, the National Youth 
Development Agency (NYDA), the Sector Education and 
Training Authorities (SETAs), non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), private companies and Higher Education South Africa 
(HESA), take responsibility for organising career talks, 
exhibitions and career-related events.23 

Schools in more affluent areas, which utilise the services of 
licenced psychologists, have well-developed career guidance 
procedures in place.28 Studies have found, nevertheless, that 
in numerous schools in less affluent areas, LO teachers lack 
expertise and experience in career guidance.29,30,31 To resolve 
this issue, the DBE’s provincial offices assist guidance and 
LO teachers by upskilling them by means of developing 
learning materials and offering approved training using 
private companies such as the PACE Career Centre.32

Involving business in career guidance 
Bringing the classroom and the workplace together has 
broad public gains, but in practice, it can be difficult.33 Using 
data from the British Cohort Study of 1970, however, 
Kashefpakdel and Percy34 discovered a positive correlation 
between school-sponsored career talks with external 
presenters and the participant’s predicted income when they 
are 26 years old. The study also found that career talks had a 
greater influence when presented to learners aged 14–15 
years, than for those aged 15–16 years. Self-assessed teenagers 
frequently discovered such sessions ‘unhelpful’, ‘helpful’ 
‘very helpful’ – responses which cover the full spectrum, 
without giving clear answers. Additionally, one to three 
career conversations over the course of a year have no 
discernible effect on pay, whereas 15 or more career talks, or 
even more than 30 discussions over the course of a year are 
connected with a higher compensation anticipated by 
projecting a linear relationship.34

In the 21st century, schools are faced with complex demands 
and limited resources to meet those demands, which forces 
schools and governments to look to outside partners to meet 
their needs. Globally, there has been a shift to more inclusive, 
collaborative, and holistic ways of working at the policy 
level. Schools cannot do it by themselves, and hence 
constantly seek community support for building capacity 
and enhancing educational outcomes.35,36 An increasing 
corpus of studies has evaluated and shown the crucial 
connections between youth employment outcomes and 
school-mediated employer engagement.20,37,38,39,40

Experience sharing by individuals at work is a good addition 
towards the forms of guidance services which are already 
offered to learners. Employers’ participation in education is a 
strategic resource which schools can use to enhance learners’ 
understanding of work and professions; give young 
individuals the skills and knowledge which the present-day 
labour market demands; and focus on providing youths with 
the skills and knowledge required for effective school-to-
work changes that stimulate education as well as support 
their achievements.20

Young people who are exposed to the workplace are better 
prepared to make decision about their own education and 
training.21 It helps them focus on the variety of career options 
and routes available to them. Working people have the 
potential to provide youngsters with perspectives and 
interactions that deliver distinct value – something which 
schools cannot duplicate.41,42 Young people are more willing to 
believe information obtained from employers representing a 
variety if occupations if they have first-hand experience with 
them. These encounters offer insights which learners generally 
feel are both reliable and wide-ranging, compared to the 
advice of their parents and friends (usually positive, but 
narrow in reach) or what they might glean from the internet 
or the media (seen as untrustworthy, and an information 
overload). This, at the very least, has the potential to reduce 
inconsistencies between career ambitions, educational options 
as well as competition in the labour market. 

Theoretical framework
Bandura’s43 Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) is 
founded on how personal, behavioural and environmental 
factors interact in influencing a person’s decisions. Rogers 
and Creed’s44 SCCT focuses on the different behavioural 
and environmental factors that influence people’s 
career choices. Those choices may be determined by the 
environment they come from, their personal aspirations, 
their personal capabilities, or their acquired knowledge. 

Interactions with events and environmental factors can 
influence people’s career decisions, altering or reinforcing 
personal choices and, indeed, career choices. Not only 
external influences should be considered, but factors such as 
internal cognitive, behavioural and physical attributes, as 
well as physical qualities are also relevant.45 The accumulation 
of information can assist someone in, or deter them from, 
making decisions about their career. 

According to Schoenfeld et al.,46 the career-based choices 
which people make are highly influenced by their judgement 
of how capable they will be in completing the tasks needed 
in a specific career. People sometimes choose careers that 
align with their abilities, but they might first look up the 
requirements and compare those to the skill sets they already 
possess. Gibbons et al.47 mention that the more people believe 
in their abilities, the more likely they are to choose a career 
which aligns with those abilities. However, those abilities 
should be complemented by an individual’s interests and 
his/her personality. 

The SCCT highlights how support for, or barriers to, an 
occupation can influence career choices. The more barriers a 
career path presents, the less likely it is that it will be a viable 
choice.48 Barriers could include: the cost of studying/fees; 
university entry requirements; the duration of the study; the 
attitude of the community as regards that career; the 
unavailability of career role models, etc. Someone 
who believes s/he can overcome the barriers presented by 
a particular occupation will not let those obstacles affect 
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his/her career choice.47 Those individuals possess a high 
level of resilience (i.e. the capacity to face adversity in life, 
employment, education, yet to do well despite unfavourable 
conditions).49,50 Furthermore, financial support (e.g. bursaries 
and scholarships) sometimes make career choices easier, 
and that might prompt a learner to select a career which 
offers more financial support over the one that does not. 

Methodology
To gain insight into learners’ views of the career talks they 
attended at school, a questionnaire was used. The study applied 
a qualitative approach that adopted a phenomenological 
design, employing the interpretivist paradigm.51 Qualitative 
research enables researchers to deeply explore a subject’s life 
experiences, behaviours and perspectives, and to uncover 
the intricacies of the situation under study.52 Creswell53 states 
that a phenomenological study ‘describes the meaning for 
several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a 
phenomenon’. The emphasis is on explaining a phenomenon 
which the study participants experienced – in this instance, 
attending a career talk. The questionnaire used in this study was 
developed to determine the views and opinions of the learners 
about the first leg of a series of three career talks they were to 
attend. Their views and opinions were to be used when 
preparing the other career talks and were interrogated for 
academic research purposes.

Participants and setting
The career talks were given at a high school in Mamelodi 
township, to the east of the city of Tshwane, in South Africa. 
All Grade 10 learners who had selected STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) subjects, were 
invited to participate. Eleven speakers were invited to speak 
to the learners about their careers, under the theme ‘Explore 
your options’. One speaker, from the field of agriculture, 
participated, even though that subject is not taught at the 
participating school. It nonetheless served to broaden the 
learners’ thinking about that domain. 

The purpose of the event was to bring together a variety of 
experts from STEM-related careers, to address the learners. 
In turn, the learners had an opportunity to interact with the 
presenters and obtain a real understanding of the post-school 
educational and career pathways which are open to them. 
The speakers not only discussed their chosen careers, but also 
their life history (where they grew up, their circumstances 
while growing up, and how they used education as a catalyst 
to change their lives and those of their families). Table 1 
indicates the career fields which the speakers represented, as 
well as the race and gender of each speaker.

The research site was conveniently sampled, because of the 
Community Engagement Project, Tateni: Breaking the Cycle 
of Poverty (T-BCOP), in which the researchers are involved. 
At the end of the career talks, the researchers asked the 
volunteers to complete a paper-based questionnaire. The 

researcher explained the ethics around the research and 
reasons for completing the questionnaires.

Research questions
The questionnaire contained following three questions: 

• What did you learn from the career talks? 
• What was the best thing about the career talks?
• What were the bad things about the career talk? 

These questions served as preconceived themes for this 
study, and were used as an analytical framework.

Data collection and analysis
From a population of 78 learners who attended the career 
talk, a sample of 21 learners volunteered to complete the 
questionnaire. All the participants were studying STEM 
subjects. The sample of learners was deemed sufficient – 
Creswell and Poth51 recommend having 5–25 participants 
for phenomenological studies. The data were analysed 
thematically using Braun and Clarke’s54 six-step process, 
including: data familiarisation through reading and colour-
coding participants’ responses according to similarity; 
generating initial codes where similar responses were 
coded together; sorting codes into broader categories 
through identifying commonalities and differences to 
establish emerging sub-themes, which resulted in themes 
1 and 2 being combined; reflecting and redefining themes in 
discussion with the study’s authors and with reference to 
excerpts; considering their coherence and inter-relationships 
in which the sub-themes were reviewed continually for 
relevance and coherence, before being finalised.  

Ethical considerations 
Ethics clearance was obtained through the University of 
South Africa (clearance number: 2017/02/15/90179617/04/ 
MC). The purpose of the study was clearly explained to the 
participants. Each participant gave individual consent for 
participating in the information and Q&A session. No 
names were recorded, and participants were informed of 
their right to leave the at any time if they so wished.

TABLE 1: Demographics of speakers from different science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics careers.
Field Race Gender

Civil engineering Black person Female
Nanotechnology & water sustainability Black person Male
Emergency health services White person One female and 

one male
Intellectual property law Indian person Female
South African airforce Black person One female and 

one male
Health laboratory services Black person Male
Student admissions and registration White person Female
Network & cyber security Black person Male
National space agency Black person Male
Agricultural research Black person Female
Counselling and career development 
services 

Black person Female
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Findings and discussion
Three themes which emerged from the data on the 
benefits of attending the career talks, related to whether the 
learners felt motivated by the speakers, the information 
they gained on different careers, as well as how to choose a 
career. Each of these aspects is discussed in detail below. 

Motivation
Most participants indicated that they were positively 
motivated by the speakers. One participant said: 

‘… what drives people’s passion and desire for such choices, 
and it deeply motivated [me] to know that from any position 
or background I’m coming from, I can do it!’ (Learner 7, black 
person, gender undisclosed) 

Another stated: 

‘I learnt that in life you must set your eyes on your goals. You 
must [keep] this in mind, if you can dream about it, then you can 
hold it in your hands and pursue your dream. I learnt that you 
must be ambitious and have passion.’ (Learner 13, black person, 
gender undisclosed)  

Given the lack of career role models, many learners in 
disadvantaged communities are faced with difficult issues 
such as dropping out of school, teenage pregnancy, or 
hopelessness which unattended can lead to suicide.22 Many 
abandon their education or stop pursuing a career due to low 
self-efficacy.22 For that reason, role models are important, as 
they can have a substantial influence on learners’ self-efficacy 
which, in turn, can affect their career development. In the 
present study, the speakers served as role models for the 
participants, especially since most were the same race or 
gender, thus facilitating the mirror effect, where learners can 
see themselves as being equally capable of entering the 
presented careers. Gauntlett,55 defines a role model as 
‘someone to look up to and base your character, values and 
aspirations on’. McIntyre et al.56 describe role models as 
‘successful members of one’s own group’. Therefore, it is not 
surprising that the learners felt motivated by African 
speakers who hailed from similar backgrounds to them. The 
learners could thus possibly have identified with the speakers 
and envisaged their own future selves in the speakers. 
Literature shows that the presence of career role models is 
associated with positive outcomes (e.g. increased motivation) 
for minorities in STEM fields,57 and more positive beliefs 
about their future success.58,59 Thus, as reported by Dodge 
and Welderufael,60 participants indicated a need for role 
models to help them find meaningful careers. Role models 
from disadvantaged areas could further assist learners to 
conquer their own histories and whatever negative effects 
they experience in their communities, to improve their self-
efficacy.61 Thus, having role models improves a learner’s 
career self-efficacy. Also, having black role models who 
are in a STEM field is important for encouraging more 
learners into related careers, thereby increasing the under-
representation of blacks in those domains.62

Information on different careers
Most participants shared that they learned about different 
careers during the talks. As articulated by Learner 12, 

‘I learnt that there are a lot of careers in this world.’ (Learner 12, 
black person, gender undisclosed) 

Some participants stated that the information they received 
expanded their existing knowledge of careers. As some 
participants stated: 

‘I learnt that there are different types of civil engineers.’ 
(Learner 14, black person, gender undisclosed), 

‘I   got to know that different types of careers [exist] in agriculture; 
I also learned more information and things on the [medical] field.’ 
(Learner 12, black person, gender undisclosed) 

In addition to broadening their existing knowledge, some 
participants mentioned learning about new careers: 

‘I learned about different careers and their advantages. I learned 
a lot of things I didn’t know about.’ (Learner 15, black person, 
gender undisclosed) 

‘I learnt about career choices that I [didn’t] know [about].’ (Learner 
14, black person, gender undisclosed) 

These findings support the notion that inviting working 
professionals to discuss their careers is beneficial for 
learners, because research shows that the latter are more 
prone to believe the first-hand information they receive 
about varied occupations.20,42 Such encounters provide 
learners with information which they feel is both detailed 
and reliable – more so than the advice obtained from 
parents and friends. This can theoretically reduce the 
misalignment of professional ambitions, academic choices, 
and labour market demand.14 These findings confirm those 
of Dodge and Welderufael,60 that high school learners 
want experienced workers to come to their schools to talk 
to them about different careers. 

This links to the previous finding on the importance of self-
efficacy. Research shows that the more career information 
someone has, the higher his or her career expectations will 
be.63,64 This finding thus confirms that when learners receive 
career information from role models, it increases their 
efficacy with respect to making a career decision.

Choosing a career
Many participants said they learned how to go about 
choosing their careers. 

‘I was also [taught] more on how to choose a career.’ (Learner 2, 
black person, gender undisclosed)   

‘I learned how to choose a career’ (Learner 5, black person, 
gender undisclosed). 

Several participants mentioned learning that the monetary 
aspect of a career was not the most important factor to 
consider: 
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‘I learned that your career is not about the money, but the 
passion.’ (Learner 3, black person, gender undisclosed) 

‘I learnt to choose wisely and make decision[s] that will work to 
my advantage, and not look at the income but the goods it will 
bring.’ (Learner 16, black person, gender undisclosed)  

‘I learned that I should choose my career according to my talent 
and dream.’ (Learner 19, black person, gender undisclosed)

As noted by Edward and Quinter65 and Perrone et al.,66 
learners’ interests provide the main motives or influence for 
their career choice. When choosing careers, most learners 
consider their interests, thus their choice might not always 
be influenced by their circumstances or home background. 
This is important because matching personal interest with a 
career choice often leads to job satisfaction.65 The implication 
is therefore that the study participants were likely to remain 
in the STEM career field, rather than choosing to opt out. 
Therefore, career interests and choices are partly dependent 
on self-efficacy expectations, while learners’ expectations are 
developed if they have access to sources that reinforce their 
self-efficacy expectations.67 

Two themes emerged from the data on the drawbacks of 
attending the career talks. These were time spent at the career 
talks as well as unmet expectations.

Time spent at the career talks
Several learners indicated that the time they spent at the 
career talks was long. 

‘They kept us here for a long time.’ (Learner 1, black person, 
gender undisclosed)  

‘They took so much time, I was starving.’ (Learner 14, black 
person, gender undisclosed) 

‘We came out late.’ (Learner 5, black person, gender undisclosed)  

This finding indicated the need for sufficient breaks during 
the career talks. This ensures that learners remain comfortable 
throughout the event and are able to retain information being 
shared and do not experience information overload.68,69 

Unmet expectations
A few learners indicated that some of the careers they 
expected to learn about were not included in the career talks.

‘Some of the careers we expected to learn about we were not given 
information on.’ (Learner 17, black person, gender undisclosed) 

Similarly, Learner 21 reported that 

‘My career was not included.’ (Learner 21, black person, gender 
undisclosed)

This finding points to the need for learners’ input on the 
careers they would like information on. Obtaining learners 
input is also recommended by Payne and Sumter.70 
Although learners’ input is important, it must be noted that 
organisers of career talks should also provide information 

that may not be easily accessible to learners, for example, 
lesser known careers and new careers, because changes 
such as the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR) requires new set 
of skills.  

Conclusion
This study has demonstrated the importance of role models, 
comprehensive career information, and career interests and 
choices, in the development of career efficacy in STEM 
learners in a high school context. It can thus be concluded 
that events (such as career talks) which are directed at high 
school learners will be beneficial to them. Critically, career 
talks are more effective when conducted with professionals 
in the field sharing their journeys, since that encourages 
learners to select and pursue similar career paths. The 
findings in this study also point to the need for organisers of 
careers talks to ensure enough breaks are included in the 
career talks’ schedule so learners do not suffer from mental 
fatigue as well as gathering input from learners on the 
careers they would like to learn about. However, when 
colleting input from learners, organisers must also include 
lesser-known careers in their schedules to broaden learners’ 
information and knowledge on these careers. 

This study’s findings can be beneficial to the DBE, because it 
indicates the importance of stakeholder relationships 
in enhancing career-related learning and development. 
Additionally, the national DBE and especially the provincial 
DBEs would benefit from creating relationships with local 
and national businesses and organisations for the purpose of 
providing career talks to learners. This would assist the LO 
teachers because they lack experience and skills in career 
guidance. The LO teachers would then play the role of being 
a facilitator of the career talks event in their schools. 
Additionally, the career talks event could be imbedded 
within the LO lessons. 

For businesses and employers, the findings are beneficial 
because they show that organisations can benefit from 
participating in career talks because they play a role in 
shaping the future skills supply for their industries and 
organisation, especially in fields where there are critical skills 
shortages such as the STEM-field. 

limitation of this study was that a small sample was used, 
therefore the findings cannot be generalised. A larger sample 
could be used in future studies, to allow for a more 
comprehensive analysis and programme to be designed 
(with ample breaks, so that learners do not experience 
information overload). Mental fatigue may have been a 
reason for the low number of learners who completed 
the questionnaire on the day. 
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