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Texas Students Choose Career Paths In The
Eighth Grade, And That's Creating Anxiety
By SHELLEY KOFLER (/PEOPLE/SHELLEY-KOFLER)

A new Texas law requires public school students to decide a career track in eighth
grade. It’s a sea change with challenges for schools -- and some anxiety for kids.

The KERA radio story.

(http://mediad.publicbroadcasting.net/p/kera/files/styles/x_large/public/201404/FWISD_8th_grader_Dorothy_Isgur_4-18-

14_.JPG)
Under a new law, Fort Worth eighth-grader Dorothy Isgur must choose a career track before entering
high school.
Shelley Kofler KERA News
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Before this school year ends, nearly 400,000 eighth graders in Texas will have chosen
to enroll in one of five specific areas of study adopted by state lawmakers under House
Bill 5. (http://www.hro.house.state.tx.us/pdf/ba83r/hb0005.pdf#navpanes=0)

There’s STEM, which stands for science, technology engineering and math; business
and industry; public service; arts and humanities and a category with mostly advanced
courses called multidisciplinary studies. 

The choice eighth graders are required to make is huge. It will determine which courses
they begin taking when they enter high school this fall. 

It’s like being asked: “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

But for real.

Sabrina Schramm, a 14-year-old in Fort Worth, already knows what she wants to do.

“I would like to either do something in photography or in digital media, having to do
with making movies and stuff,” she said.

But not all of her classmates at the Young Women’s Leadership Academy in Fort Worth
(http://www.fwisd.org/pages/FWISD/Departments_Programs/Departments__A-

K_/Choices/Middle_School_Programs___Schoo/Young_Women_s_Leadership_Acade) are so sure. 

“I have no clue what I want to do but hopefully it will come to me,” said Dorothy Isgur,
an A student who admits that choosing a career path in eighth grade is stressful.

“It’s a lot of pressure," she said. "You don’t want to make a bad decision because once
you’re on a path you should stay on that path."

Helping Dorothy and Sabrina decide where they’ll specialize is their counselor
Bethanie Skipper. She makes sure they know all students get the same basic courses --
and if they want to change their specialty during high school, they can.

Skipper also deals with the anxiety some young teens feel when faced with choosing
from a catalog of courses and charting a path to employment still years away.

“You’re picking a choice, but I’ll tell you right now this doesn’t mean we’re with this to
the very end," Skipper said. "We’re just going to take these classes and if we need to
make a change we go back to the drawing board.” 

More counselors needed with new law

Skipper admits her biggest challenge is in the numbers. She alone helps 285 students.
She tries to meet with each of the eighth graders individually at least once. Then she
holds group meetings, parent nights and sends information to the students’ homes.

State Board of Education Chair Barbara Cargill recently told state lawmakers on the
House Public Education Committee the counselor-to-student ratio statewide is even
higher: 1-to-400. With the eighth-grade mandate, that worries her.

“They (counselors) will meet with a whole class of students,” Cargill told lawmakers.
“So you’ll have one counselor meeting with maybe the English class. How does that
individual student understand the effect of not taking the foreign language class? Will
they understand that somewhere down the road their college requires that?” 

State Board of Education members recently sent a letter to lawmakers urging them to
provide more money in the next state budget to hire additional counselors.

http://www.hro.house.state.tx.us/pdf/ba83r/hb0005.pdf#navpanes=0
http://www.fwisd.org/pages/FWISD/Departments_Programs/Departments__A-K_/Choices/Middle_School_Programs___Schoo/Young_Women_s_Leadership_Acade
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“The increased flexibility in the high school graduation program demands extensive
interaction with school counselors,” they said in the letter dated April 11.

While Fort Worth says it’s scrambling some to make sure parents and students
understand the new process, Deputy Superintendent Michael Sorum says the transition
has been smooth. Fort Worth’s high schools already steer students toward areas of
specialization.

Career paths could reduce dropout rate

Sorum likes the philosophy behind the new career paths because he believes they may
prevent students from dropping out at a crucial time.

“There’s a huge problem with children nationally getting into high school in their
ninth-grade year and failing a lot of their courses,” Sorum said. “I’d much rather launch
them into high school with some direction so that they become some part of a
community with a goal in mind, as opposed to just saying, 'I’m a ninth-grader, welcome
to high school, sink or swim.'”

Fort Worth’s high schools will offer all of the five career specialties known as
endorsements, but not at every school. The Young Women’s Leadership Academy will
offer three.  

Both Sabrina and Dorothy have chosen to focus on digital media studies, which will
lead to diplomas with endorsements in the business and industry track.

For next fall, Dorothy says she just went with what interests her right now, knowing
she may change her mind and direction.

“I might want to choose a way different path like being a lawyer or something like
that,” she said.   

At age 14, she isn’t ready to decide.

Read the letter that requests funding for more counselors

State Board Letter (http://www.scribd.com/doc/219083702/State-Board-Letter)

http://www.scribd.com/doc/219083702/State-Board-Letter
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sbaty •  4 months ago

What idiot came up with this idea? Most kids don't know what they want to
do that early in life. Heck, most of them don't figure it out til they are half way
through college.
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•

Taylor Knight Follis  •  4 months ago sbaty

And that's a good thing? To waste time and money in college? Kids
are babied too much these days; this program will let kids take
classes they may actually enjoy instead of wasting time taking
chemistry or photography or woodshop if they have zero interest in
those subjects.

  4  

•

Hutchins  •  4 months ago

see more

 Taylor Knight Follis

As a college student who has no idea what he wants to do
with his life, and with many friends in the same position, I'm
confident in saying kids have no idea what they want at that
age. Perhaps there is a small number who do, but the majority
don't and policy should concern the majority.

I'm sorry, but just because you don't like chemistry or English
in middle school or high school doesn't mean you won't like it
when you are in college. Doesn't mean you understand all your
choices enough, in a realistic way, to make life paths. Kids
generally just choose things on a superficial level (it's cool. It's
easy. It pays a lot. I saw Breaking Bad and chemistry is now
cool). They don't know if each career path actually fits their
personality. And most of us have a disposition not to take
broad general classes in case we are are undecided and want
to test everything out (if it wasn't for my college's core, I
wouldn't have taken all the classes I did. And even though I
hated being forced to take them at one point, I know

  15  

•

Leah  •  4 months ago Taylor Knight Follis

I fail to see how experimenting with possibilities qualifies as
being babied. In fact, I think pushing yourself out of your
comfort zone, trying new things, and seeing what's out there in
the world beyond your current knowledge/experience is a very
brave, grown up thing to do. I know who I am and where I
want to go next because I didn't stick to just one major or
field. Permission to be confused and time to be uncertain
allowed me to find something better than what I started with
and to become the mature, goal-oriented, self-directed person
that I am now.

  3  

•

Paul Strobl •  4 months ago

I figured out what I wanted to do in my 30's...
  9  

John Cheyney •  4 months ago

I just went through this with my own 8th grade son in Irving ISD. As it turns
out the whole process isn't nearly as dramatic as it was made out to be in
the media. The plans provide some guidance in course selection but
students aren't bound by any choices. The student can always change their
mind. At the end of their high school time they will get 'endorsements' on
their diploma. Each student can get multiple endorsements based on the
classes they take. Our school counselor stated flat out that college
admissions staff don't yet know what to make of this. That means, as
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•

admissions staff don't yet know what to make of this. That means, as
always, solid grades in challenging courses and extracurricular activities will
trump whatever designation the State decides to put on the diploma.

I am afraid the people who really will be the most affected by this are the
counselors, who already have plenty on their plate.

As for what 'idiot' came up with this, it came from the State of Texas
Legislature. Which was elected by us, the citizens of Texas.

  6  

•

Cheyenne  •  4 months ago John Cheyney

So are you saying the citizens of Texas are idiots?
  3  

•

John Cheyney  •  4 months ago Cheyenne

Not at all. However, we can't separate ourselves from our
elected officials. Since we essentially hired them by voting
them in place we bear some responsibility for overseeing their
actions. I would hope that the people who think this is 'idiotic'
aren't just posting that here, but are letting their State
Legislators know their feelings.

  2  

•

Roy Blizzard III •  4 months ago

Maybe instead of being so concerned with adopting the programs that have
failed in Europe they may just teach reading and writing and arithmetic like
they did 50 years ago and like most of the other high achieving countries do.

  5  

•

jwald1  •  4 months ago Roy Blizzard III

Europe is not high achieving?
  1  

•

busto •  4 months ago

As students go about selecting a career I hope they also provide information
about available government assistance certain careers will need, like food
stamps, housing assistance and such (based on 5 year historical trends).
Maybe the schools can do a "scared straight" intervention of people in
certain careers, because in US many professions get paid very little but are
critical, such as health care assistants up to associate professors.

  4  

•

Shivani Ravi •  4 months ago

i think 14 is a bit too young
  3  

m29teacher •  4 months ago

As a young student, I was told I did not have the skills needed to go to
college. I was told by teachers and counselors that I was not smart enough
to go to college. If I would have stayed with their opinions of me, I would not
be a successful teacher for the last 29 years. I knew from the 5th grade that I
wanted to be a teacher. I was crushed each year by those who continued to
say I needed to think of a different career path. They could not keep me
down. I know have 2 college degrees and take continuing education classes.
I am currently contemplating a second masters degree or a PhD. 
Students may not know what they want their career path to be at the eight
grade. Many COLLEGE students change their minds regarding what major
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•

grade. Many COLLEGE students change their minds regarding what major
they wish to finish. We are expecting 14 year olds to make the decision what
they want to do... This is not a good idea. Our students should be exposed
to all areas of study. For those who know, like I did, they should be able to
chose courses that support their choice.

  2  

•

Anthony Escobedo •  4 months ago

This choice is trying to help them develop a plan for their future at an early
age. No matter which endorsement they choose, the basic classes amount
for 80%ish of their coursework. These foundational classes are compulsory
no matter their choice and will be the same as they've always been in the
past. This "change" will minimally affect the top 10 - 20% of kids, but I do
think this will provide a beneficial change for the next 40 - 50% of kids,
allowing them to not just coast through their senior year. Now thoss last few
classes will be purposeful, rather than just time fillers till graduation. I agree
that no 8th grader really knows what career path they are going down....this
choice isnt set in stone that they must follow it...its just a path to focus on so
they aren't aimlessly taking classes.

  2  

•

MOMwithAbrain •  4 months ago

Workforce development brought to the US by Marc Tucker (read his letter to
Hillary Clinton)

  1  

•

sanitywillprevail •  4 months ago

Good Lord! Most thirteen and fourteen year olds are still waiting for normal
body parts to come in! This sets a dangerous precedent for channeling
individuals into pre-determined job slots. History has not been learned from,
we are repeating it right now!

  1  

•

David Veal •  4 months ago

This is a joke, right. No one is this stupid. Next thing Texas will do is limit
each family to one boy.

  1  

•

Jamie Birdwell-Branson •  4 months ago

This is ludicrous. I don't believe kids are "babied" as has been suggested in
the comments below. Kids these days have way more activities and
engagements than any other generation previously. The pressure is so great
to get into college and then once you graduate to get a job immediately,
which is just not possible all the time in this economy. Unfortunately I just
think the whole system is broken, and Texas encouraging 14 year old kids to
pick a career path is just the cherry on top. I still believe in public school and
when I have kids I will make sure that they receive top notch public school
education.

  1  

Jacqualea Cooley •  4 months ago

What is most weird about this whole idea to me is that most people have at
least 3 or 4 "careers" in a lifetime. I see the underlying principle or thinking
behind this, but I do not think it was thought completely through. (Wow, too
many thinks there.) Seems like it could be better to let a majority go with
general studies UNLESS there was an obvious career path such as music,
technology, etc. Asking them to think of it in terms of career choices is a bit
over the top.
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•
over the top.

  1  

•

Frederick Stelter •  4 months ago

Why just public school students?
  1  

•

Walt White  •  4 months ago Frederick Stelter

You understand that private institutions can operate independently,
correct? I'm assuming you also understand that only institutions
receiving federal aid, IE Schools, Hospitals, State Governments, are
the only ones that have to follow those regulations. Again, I'm
assuming :)

  3  

•

Randy •  4 months ago

Nothing new here! We had to do that back in the 60s.
  

•

Karin Friedemann •  4 months ago

It's a good idea. You can always change your mind, but to have a goal is
better than not to have a goal, and ultimately that's less stressful.

  

•

malalibop •  4 months ago

After considering, I think I like the idea behind this, and understand it will
have to be changed a little to work properly.. but the idea is sound.. a child
often does sway towards a given talent or interest early on. Some kids pick
up Hot Wheels and, Playschool screwdrivers and by 12 they're obsessing
over the newest model muscle cars. Why not give the kid a chance at a
CAREER he would enjoy? Not just toss him to the world with the basics and
hope he figures it out. I would have loved this chance. And these kids can
change their minds at any point... Maybe it's not a step in the wrong
direction.

  

•

Individual Patriot •  4 months ago

Why in the ____ can't these morons stop with the crap and just teach kids
the basics in high school and the first year of college and then begin to
develop their careers?
I imagine there will be some of these kids who might know what they want to
do but at 14, most couldn't give a crap about a career......unless the career
was chasing the opposite sex (or same sex), playing football/baseball, etc.
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