
Follow this and additional works at DigiNole: FSU's Digital Repository. For more information, please contact lib-support@fsu.edu

2009

Teaching career theories, career
assessments and career information 
Debra S Osborn
This is the accepted manuscript of an article published in the Career Planning and Adult Development Journal.



 

 

 
TEACHING CAREER THEORIES, CAREER 

ASSESSMENTS, AND CAREER INFORMATION 

by Debra S. Osborn 

Career theories provide a framework for effective career counseling 

practice. Career development professionals need to be current in their 

knowledge of established theories and kept abreast of research that 

further defines existing and emerging theories. Two other tools vital to 

the career development practitioner are career assessments and career in- 

formation. The goal of this article is to provide instructors with strategies 

for effectively teaching these three key components of career counseling. 

Introduction 

Teaching career theories is a key component of any master’s career 

development course, and is also a topic that is covered in the Career 

Development Facilitator’s curriculum of the National Career Develop- 

ment Association. Career theories help us to understand how individu-  

als make career decisions, and provide a roadmap for planning career 

interventions. Career assessments can be paired with the career theories 

as a practical application of the theory. For example, the Career Thoughts 

Inventory is a measure of dysfunctional career thinking, a key compo- 

nent within Cognitive Information Processing Theory. The Self-Directed 

Search was born out of Holland’s RIASEC theory, and Minnesota Im- 

portance Questionnaire was developed to prioritize needs defined by the 

Person Environment Correspondence Theory or Theory of Work Adjust- 

ment. Accessing and using career information is a step in most career 

decision making theories. 

Strategies for Teaching Career Theories 

Every graduate level career development textbook includes at least one 

chapter on career development theories. Zunker (2006) divided the theo- 

ries into four groups: Trait-oriented theories (Trait and Factor, Person- 

Environment-Correspondence Counseling, John Holland’s Typology); 

Social Learning and Cognitive Theories (Krumboltz’ Learning Theory 

of Career Counseling, Happenstance Approach, Cognitive Information 

Processing, and Social Cognitive); Developmental Theories (Life-Span, 

Life-Space Approach to Careers, and Circumscription and Compromise); 

and Person-In-Environment Perspective (Career Construction). 



 
 

With so many theories, finding a way to present them in a way that is 

meaningful and helpful in distinguishing their uniqueness can be chal- 

lenging. There are only so many case studies and role-plays that an 

instructor can use before that teaching tool becomes passé. A fantastic 

source for case studies is The career counseling casebook: A resource 

for practitioners, students, and counselor educators, published by the 

National Career Development Association in 2002 (Niles, Goodman & 

Pope). This book provides multiple case studies of varying ages, abilities, 

ethnicities, and so forth, including career assessment results, and then 

provides an analysis and suggested interventions by two different career 

development professionals for each case. Even if not requiring this text 

for students, the instructor can pull many well-developed cases from the 

book, and address career counseling from different theoretical perspec- 

tives as well as having students interpret career assessment results with 

rich case study descriptions to help them put the results in context of a 

larger picture. 

Other strategies for teaching career development theories: 

Create a career theory card sort [see Chart 1], with header cards of 

“Career Theory,” “Case Conceptualization,” “Career Assessment,” and 

“Other Career Interventions.” The remainder cards would be the infor- 

mation for each theory. Students could work individually or in pairs or 

teams to place the cards in the appropriate piles. Breaking down the theo- 

ries into key components can help students distinguish among them. For 

example, students might be asked to analyze their own career develop- 

ment path through the lenses of different career theorists, highlighting the 

key concepts outlined by each theorist. This could be done in the form of 

a career autobiography. 

Chart 1: Career Theories Card Sort 
 

 



 

In addition, the instructor could specify that the students must use a 

career theorist from each camp.Ask students to create a symbol or a 

diagram that presents the theory in a new way. For example, CIP theory 

is known for the Pyramid of Processing Domains and the CASVE Cycle, 

Super’s theory is associated with a rainbow and archway, and Holland’s 

theory is associated with the hexagon. These are each simplistic tools 

that typically cover portions of each theory. Students could be asked to 

create a new diagram that incorporates all the key aspects of the ap- 

proach. For example, here is a diagram a group of my students (Colo- 

rado, Hall, Moore & Treharne, 2009) created to demonstrate Krumboltz’ 
Learning Theory of Career Counseling, Diagram 1: 

Diagram 1: Krumboltz Learning Theory of Career Counseling 
 

 
 

 

In a recent class meeting focusing on career development theories, I 

asked the students who could to bring their laptops to class. The room 

in which we were meeting had Internet access, so after presenting on 

developmental career theories, I asked students to break into groups and 

research each of the theories. I assigned each group a specific question to 

research. Some of the questions included: 

Number of articles published on the theory, or on aspects of the 

theory, and the date of the most recent empirical study 

Children’s career development (as we were focusing on developmental 

theories) 

Longitudinal studies 

Cognitive map, social space, circumscription and compromise (for 

Gottfredson’s theory) 

This activity had the students engaged in exploring and critically evalu- 



 
 

ating the research, and was much more exciting than listening to me lec- 

ture about the research findings for each. Have students create an activity 

that corresponds with an assigned career theory. Creating something new 

out of existing information is a higher-ordered thinking activity (Bloom, 

1956). Here is an example that a group of my students recently created to 

use with K12 students from a Holland perspective, Diagram 2: 

Diagram 2: Activity that corresponds to an assigned career theory 

 

 
 

In teaching Super’s theory, I asked students to bring in colored pencils or 

crayons, and handed out a lined rainbow (distinguishing the roles out- 

lined by Super) for them to complete, as in Diagram 3. They used bright 

colors to indicate happy feelings towards a given role, darker colors for 

negative feelings, and neutral colors for ambivalent feelings. I origi-  

nally had planned for the students to pair up after they completed their 
rainbows to discuss them, but quickly found that students were engaged 

in lively discussion about their rainbows as they completed the project, 

moving desks and themselves around the room to share the pencils. At  

the conclusion of the activity, we discussed how this might be used with 

students in the K20 settings, and what adjustments might be made. In this 

case, the rainbow activity not only reinforced Super’s theory, but also 

became a tool that the students could use in their future practice. Other 

activities such as using cinema, creating a roundtable, and debates can be 

found in Pope and Minor (2000). Making a RIASEC quilt, a virtual ca- 

reer counseling experience, and an expressive arts mural are described in 

Minor and Pope (2005). Career Jeopardy and Career Bingo are discussed 

in Osborn (2008). 



 

Strategies for Teaching Career Assessments 

An Internet search on “career inventory” yielded over 17 million sites, 
while a search on “career test” yielded almost 78 million sites. Whitfield, 

Feller and Wood (2009) reviewed 71 career instruments, while Osborn 

and Zunker (2006) reviewed approximately 40 career-related instruments 

in-depth. Both books included a listing of many more instruments with 

brief descriptions. With this many instruments, it would be impossible to 

cover them all in one career development course or training. 

Diagram 3: Rainbow of Feelings about Career and Life Situation 
 

 

 

 
 

Instead, instructors must make decisions about which tools their students 

are most likely to face in their future employment settings. In some 

programs, students may be required to take a separate course on assess- 

ments, and in that case, the instructors of both classes can collaborate 

to ensure there is no overlap in exposure to assessments, thus increas- 

ing the breadth of exposure to different tools.  In addition to present- 

ing basic information on career assessments, the most straight-forward 

approach to teaching career assessments would be for the students to take 

the assessment(s) themselves and practice interpreting other students’ 
responses. A second common strategy would be requiring students to 

work through a presentation of career assessment results, making inter- 

pretations and suggesting next steps. Other strategies for teaching career 

assessment information include: 

1. Have students create a summary table that combines the results of 

several assessments that they have completed. 

2. Assign students well-known inventories to research in terms of appli- 

cability to different genders, ages and ethnicities. 



 
 

3. Create a mix and match quiz with the names of inventories and their 

purposes. Cut into strips, and distribute to the students. Have them walk 

around the room to find their match. This activity could be adjusted to 

include interpretations of various inventories. For example, you could in- 

clude a high and low score of the same inventory on two different strips 

and then two interpretations. 

4. Ask students to create a pictorial demonstration of the Career Style 

Interview. When we covered Career Construction and the Narrative 

Approach to Career Counseling, I toyed with the idea of yet another 

role-play to demonstrate this non-standardized assessment tool, using 

the questions in the Career Style Interview. What I decided upon was an 

extra credit opportunity and asked students to answer the questions in a 

more creative way, using pictures wherever possible. Many students cre- 

ated an electronic version. Below is an example: 

Diagram 4: Pictorial Demonstration of the Career Style Interview 

 

 
 

Best job, worst job, dog-eat-dog, and career holoscapes are among 

many of the activities described in Minor and Pope (2005), while career 

genograms, plant some seeds and creative movement are among the as- 

sessment teaching strategies in Pope and Minor (2000). Osborn (2008) 

suggested environmental analyses, creating card sorts, and using NCDA 

evaluation tools to critically review assigned instruments. 

Strategies for Teaching Career Information: 

At some point in the career decision-making process, clients must have 

access to information. Career development professionals must be aware 

of the best sources for career information. With the plethora of online 

information available, the instructor for career development courses must 



 

identify which sources are most valid, and also teach students to criti- 

cally evaluate information and websites. One such strategy is to use a 

pre-created web site evaluation form such as the one provided in Osborn 

(2008). Some topics to evaluate might be whether the information is 

clear from bias, whether it includes a “last updated” date, or uses clear 
vocabulary. 

Hoppock (1963) emphasized that counselors should be aware of occu- 

pational information their clientele needs, as well as where to locate the 

best sources of that information, and how to critically evaluate the infor- 

mation. Types of information might include information on occupations, 

job search, decision-making strategies, and employer information, among 

others. In addition, he outlined multiple strategies for using occupational 

information with clients from varying age groups. These can be easily 

adapted for the instructor of career development professionals. Some of 

these adapted strategies include: 

Reflective questioning. 

What information did you use to make a career choice? Students list 

sources that are recorded on a whiteboard or newsprint. As a large group, 

the class should compare each of these for accuracy. 

“You have just been employed as a counselor in a community that is new 

to you. What are the quickest ways for you to learn something about its 

principal occupations and industries?” (Hoppock, 1963, p. 15). 
1. Ask students to list five jobs they think they could currently perform 

well, and five in which their performance would be so low that they 

would be unlikely to be hired. Using occupational information, ask them 

to find at least one piece of evidence for each. 

2. Have students create a picture storybook, PowerPoint presentation or 

web site of an assigned career that visually demonstrates a person per- 

forming various aspects of her or his job. 
3. Library or bookstore tour. Take students on a library or bookstore tour 

to discover the types of career information that are available, includ- 

ing the titles and location of sources. Ask students to choose a library 

or bookstore (or determine a specific library/bookstore to research in 

class to reduce redundancy) to research and report on career information 

found. Libraries could include those in K12 settings, public libraries, uni- 

versity libraries, among others. Using an online bookstore, have students 

explore, evaluate and summarize the ratings and comments associated 

with various career titles. 

4. Design and plan a career library, including both hard copies and online 

sources. You might want to limit the money available for purchases to a 

reasonable amount, such as $1000. 

5. Have students prioritize their lists of resources, and match the list to 

the goals of a career center (e.g., self-awareness, occupational informa- 



 
 

tion, decision making, job search). Students should include a one line 

descriptor of the resource, its cost and where to purchase. 

In class, have students call out their first choice and record these on the 

board, leaving room for votes. After everyone has given a first choice, 

ask for other suggestions. Then ask students to reflect on the titles that 

have been listed and make changes to their own list if desired. Read the 

first title out loud, and ask students to raise their hands if that title is on 

their list, and record the number next the title. Repeat with all the titles. 

With a smaller amount as a limit (e.g., $200), circle the most popular 

choices until that amount is reached. Have students discuss how their 

individual preferences differ from the group preferences. 

6. Have students plan a career day for elementary, middle school or high 

school students, or for an organization. Students should include represen- 

tatives from occupations that represent what is available in the commu- 

nity. 

7. Have students survey local high schools or companies to determine the 

first jobs of high school dropouts and graduates, creating local statistics. 

Other information could include salary, educational level and length of 

time on that first job. 

8. Ask students to work with local schools to determine the occupations, 

industries or companies that are of most interest to their population. 

9. Divide students into partners or small groups and give each either a 

question or a career myth and ask them to find the answer to the ques- 

tion, using information in a creative way. For example, one myth may be 

that majoring in psychology is a waste of time and money, because you 

can’t get a job with that degree – you have to go to graduate school. Pos- 

sible creative sources of information might be a using alumni resources 

to demonstrate what psychology graduates are actually doing, or taking a 

list of employers who are attending a career fair and identifying those 

who list psychology majors as a group whom they would hire. Then have 

the students create a role play where one student would state the myth or 

question, and another would demonstrate the creative use of information. 

Who’s hiring here? 

10. Have students explore which occupations, industries and/or compa- 

nies are the largest employers in the county, and for what type of jobs 

they typically hire. 

11. Using the yellow pages of a telephone directory, have students iden- 

tify the largest classifications of businesses that could serve as potential 

employers. Have them describe how they might alert their clientele to 

this information. 

12. A similar activity would be to have students use a source such as the 

Occupational Outlook Handbook (www.bls.gov/oco) to create a list of 

occupations with the largest or fastest growth. Using this list, determine 

http://www.bls.gov/oco)


 

how many local employers would be hiring for those occupations. 

13. Require students to read the business section of the newspaper for 

one week, including the classifieds job opportunities. Ask them to iden- 

tify present and probable job opportunities, noting salary, industry and 

job requirements. At the end of the week, ask them to evaluate the useful- 

ness of such information to their potential clients and to themselves as 

counselors. 

14. Assign small groups a generic job title such as counselor, accountant, 

manager, or engineer and ask each group member to conduct an informa- 

tional interview of someone in that position, but in different industries. 

They should cover the basic information: job description or duties, edu- 

cational level required, average starting salary, average salary overall, job 

outlook, and so forth. Have students present the results of their compara- 

tive studies as a class project. 

15. Ask students to interview various employment agencies. Potential 

questions might include: services provided by the agency; characteristics 

of the average client (gender, age, background) the types of jobs clients 

are seeking; the types of jobs available; information (content and format) 

that clients most often use; and characteristics of clients who are the easi- 

est and hardest to place. 

Over 40 years have passed since Hoppock wrote his book, Occupational 

Information, and yet so many of the strategies would still be considered 

useful and even innovative. Other strategies that I have used for teaching 

career information include: 

16. Invite students to bring their laptops (if they will have access to an 

Internet connection) on the day/night that career information will be 

covered. Begin the class by having students in small groups brainstorm 

and then research online as many source of career information that they 

can. If they have a computer, they can start a table in a document in 

which they can list the resources (including url if a website), and a brief 

description of what they like about the site. They should leave a column 

for rank ordering. After they have completed their lists and rank orders, 

each group can email their instructor their list, and the instructor can 

show each list, and can even create a master list as each group presents 

their top five. Similarities can be noted, and the instructor can focus 

the discussion on what the students liked most about the sites they are 

recommending. At that point, the instructor can cover other key points 

about the sources that he or she was intending to cover, and then present 

information on any important resource that was missed. For example, I 

want to make sure that I cover the online Occupational Outlook Hand- 

book, the O*NET, and our state Career Information Delivery System. 

This collaborative approach of actively involving the students from the 

beginning of the lecture is guaranteed to make the “lecture” on this often 



 
 

dry topic much more engaging and memorable. 

Name of Resource (including url if appropriate) 

What we like about it 

Cost 

Rank Order 

Career information scavenger hunt. Give students a limited number of 

sites through which they will be searching. In my class, I tell them to stay 

within the Career Resources Page (http://careerresource.coedu.usf.edu/), 

a site I co-created with a fellow faculty member to use in our classes. A 

sample question might include, “From the career information link, find 

the tool you would use to calculate the salary you would need to make as 

a career counselor in San Francisco to maintain the quality of living you 

experience as a career counselor in Tampa.” Following those directions, 

I would have a multiple choice question that has a salary figure associ- 

ated with it. I give my students 10 scavenger hunt questions and a week 

to find the answers. They are then given an open note quiz from which 5 

questions are randomly pulled from the ten. The purpose of this activ- 

ity is not to teach students the right answers, but to encourage learning 

through exploration. 

Given a scenario and one resource (such as the Occupational Outlook 

Handbook, or a career information delivery system), ask students to find 

at least three different ways to provide or use the information provided 

by that resource. For example, a student might use the information to 

create a checklist or rating sheet of interests and skills, to draft a future- 

oriented resume, or to create an occupational comparison table. 

Widgets and wages, round robin career information activity and creating 

career information classroom guidance activities are among the top-  

ics included in the occupational information resources section of Pope 

and Minor (2000). Who wants to be a millionaire?, JOBpardy, and how 

trends and changes affect careers are among the several topics covered 

in Minor and Pope (2005). Osborn (2008) describes using newspapers or 
online sources, creating local databases, completing occupational com- 

parison tables, contributing to a course wiki, and guessing games using 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics for up-to-date information. 

Summary 

Career theories, career assessments and career information are foun- 

dational aspects of career counseling. Indeed, they correspond to three 

central aspects of career choice. Career assessments allow for client 

self-exploration and generation of potential options. Career information 

provides the tools for learning about those options and narrowing them 

down to a manageable number. Career theories provide a framework for 

the process of an individual’s decisions-making and include additional 

aspects for consideration, such as the role of culture or impact of dys- 

http://careerresource.coedu.usf.edu/)


 

functional career thinking in decision making. Each of these topics have 

considerable breadth and depth to them that can be overwhelming to 

students and the instructor. The aim of this article was to provide useful 

strategies for teaching these subjects in creative and interesting ways. 
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