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Career guidance is not easy for most high school students and young adults but for students with special needs it is even more confusing and difficult for everyone involved.  Often the student will not have a clear idea of their strengths and weaknesses. And often the only experience that they have with an occupation other than their parents is through television or what they overhear other students say about a job.   Their parents and teachers are often just as confused about the available jobs as the student, and do not understand the support systems of the adult world for people with disabilities.  Career Clusters is a way of organizing the information about occupations showing how related jobs are alike and what basic skills are needed for each cluster.  Using Career Clusters is a way students can become better informed when making their career decisions.  Career Clusters can help organize information as students look at their interest and what occupation they believe they want to pursue with the skills they have and are capable of acquiring before entering the work force.  This guide is divided into sections based on who needs the information. 

STUDENT

 How do you as a student with special needs use career clusters to help find a job that you can do 40 or more hours per week and enjoy most of the time while considering your disability?  First you need to find your strengths and weaknesses.  This may be hard at first but without knowing what you can and cannot do now, you will never have an idea of what you are capable of doing in the future.  Then you need to find your interest.  This can be done in several ways.  You can ask yourself some questions such as: 1. Do I enjoy being inside or outside?  2. Do I like working with things or people more?  3. Is there something that I would do even if I did not get paid for it?  4. Can you stay on task for 30 minutes or more with out needing to do something else?  5. Do you need to move around a lot?  The answers to these questions and others will help you get ready to start your search for the right job. The next step is to take an interest inventory because you will need more in depth information that an interest inventory will give you.  There are several ways to find interest inventories.  Your school may have one or more that they use and can help you interpret.  Or you can get on the Internet and do a search of free interest inventories that you can take on line.  You need to try several of these over several days or weeks to see if you can see a pattern.  Have a parent, teacher, counselor or other adult look over the results to give you another viewpoint of your interest.  They may see something that you did not. 

By this time you should have a good idea of your strengths and weaknesses and your interest.  Look at the career clusters and find the ones that have jobs that match your strengths, interest and skills.  After you have a good idea of your interests, it is time to look at the Career Clusters to find your interests within a cluster.  You will need to do some research to see if you have some or all of the skills that you will need to perform the jobs or if you can get acquire the skills through education or training.  If you are unsure you can really do the job, then look at related jobs to see if any of them interest you and if you can acquire the skills needed to perform the job.  When you enroll for the next year of school review your career cluster plan and consider what classes you need to take next year to reach your employment goal.   

After you decide on an occupation, then research the Internet and other sources to find out all you can about the jobs.  Again you need to consider what you want and need in a job.  For instance, you may decide you want to stay close to your family.  In your research of your chosen  occupations ther may be few if any within a reasonable driving distance.  You may need to then to re-evaluate your job selection or realize that you may need to move. This ability to see related jobs is one of the good things about Career Clusters; the occupations are arranged in a way that shows the relationship to related jobs. 

When you have found a good match between yourself and an occupation that you can do and meet all of your other requirements, it is time to try the job out.  Ask your counselor if your school have a job shadowing program and if so get involved.  If not then check out all the businesses in your area that have the jobs you are interested in and ask them if you can come and observe or volunteer for a few days.  The companies are usually glad to have you come to their business, but be sure not to disrupt their employees and always thank them for letting you come to their business.  A follow up letter is a good idea to let them see your name one more time.  These visits can be very valuable later when you are ready to apply for a job.   

PARENTS 

Career decisions are hard for parents of students with special needs.  You have often protected and made decisions about your child all of their lives, but now is the time to let them practice decision-making skills for themselves.  During their lifetime, they will spend more time at a job than any other activity other than sleeping, and they have the right to be happy with their job.  Often their decisions are not what you would have chosen for them, but you probably had to change plans a few times in your youth.  Encourage them to know themselves, both their strengths and weakness’.  They have skills that they are good at, but often in school, what they cannot do is what they remember.  You need to encourage them to take interest inventories and then spend time interpreting the inventory with your child.  Remember this is a big decision and your child has the right to make an informed decision.  

When enrollment for school is considered, your student’s interest and what skills they will need to perform their chosen occupation will play a key role in planning their schedule.  This is a good time to review and remind your child of their long-term goals and how the decisions made today will effect obtaining their goals in the future.  

When you review your child’s plans with them, help them see the career cluster plan as an outline that can be changed and modified as they acquire more skills and information necessary to make informed decisions.  When your child reaches high school encourage them to job shadow or volunteer at businesses that have jobs they have expressed an interest in.  Reading about a job and really doing it can be very different and your child needs as much information as they can to make good decisions.

TEACHERS AND COUNSELORS

What career a person will choose is one of the biggest decisions they will make.  For your students with special needs to make informed decisions they must have good information that is repeated often, and in a variety of delivery methods.  Career Clusters can be a major component of this information.  Career exploration in elementary school needs to be varied and broad.  At this time students usually say they want to be a Doctor, movie star or professional athlete. They don’t always see the connection between what they do in school and what adults do at work.  This connection needs to be taught and reinforced often. Direct instruction about this connection may be needed for students with special needs. 

Another good resource is your student’s parents.  Often young children want to have the same occupation as their parents but they don’t have much information about exactly what their parents do.  By having career day where you invite a few of your parents in to discuss what they do in their occupation is a good way to make the jobs real to the students.  Of course the parents need to be prepared.  You might provide an outline of what kind of information the class would need to know.  People who work in the school other than teachers can also be speakers for your career day.  People from the community can also be speakers.  It is also a good idea to have adults with disabilities come in to discuss how they found their occupation and what obstacles they deal with in order to be productive citizens.    

At the middle school age, the students will gain the most from more detailed research and Career Clusters can be a big part of this research.  Most schools have interest inventories that they will give students in middle school and then interpret for the students.  Some of the students will not express an interest in this process unless there are other components to the process.  One possible way students can use the Career Clusters concept is through research.  Students use their interest inventory to write a resource paper comparing and contrasting two or three occupations that fall within the cluster of their instrest.    Do a group project with each group taking a cluster and presenting a presentation on the key skills needed for that cluster and where to acquire those skills.  The goal of school is not only graduation but to produce self-sufficient adults.  Career development is a critical component of what we do in school and the link between what we require the student to do in school and how they will use this information in the world of work should be stressed often.

High school is the most intense time for career guidance. Students have more freedom to make choices that will effect their career options than ever before.  As young people begin to see the end of their educational experience they will either become excited or scared depending on their level of preparation.  If they have been exposed to a wide variety of career information, career activities, know their strengths and weaknesses and have been allowed to make informed decisions about their class schedules  they will be better prepared to enter the workforce. 

Career plans should be reviewed often.  A portfolio can record and store any awards, certificates or related information that should be documented and kept.  A record of community service experiences should also be kept because of requirements on college scholarship applications.   Students should be encouraged to job shadow and volunteer in jobs related to what they have chosen as a future occupation.  Using Career Clusters to fine-tune their choices is less costly at this time than later when they will be paying for more training or college. If students with special needs are taught that they too have options and can become productive citizens this transition can be smooth for them also.

