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Introduction

The demand for careers in Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics, and
Medicine (STEMM) fields is on the rise globally. However, there is a shortage of skilled
professionals in these fields, and many countries are struggling to bridge the skills gap.
This shortage could be due to several factors, including a lack of access to quality
education, limited awareness of the diverse career opportunities available in these
fields, and a lack of relevant career advice.

In response to these challenges, many European countries have developed various
initiatives aimed at promoting STEMM careers and providing career advice to students
and job seekers. However, the effectiveness of these initiatives varies widely, and it is
essential to understand the strengths and weaknesses of these efforts.

This report provides an analysis of STEMM careers advice in the partner countries (UK,
Turkey, Italy, Romania and Bulgaria), highlighting the different approaches taken and the
impact of these initiatives. The report also identifies the challenges faced by these
countries in promoting STEMM careers and provides recommendations for improving
STEMM careers advice across Europe.

“This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. This publication

reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any

use which may be made of the information contained therein.”
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Northern Ireland, UK

Introduction:

In the years gone-by in Northern Ireland, against the backdrop of civil unrest, many
would have considered themselves lucky to earn a job on a factory production line after
leaving school. On the face of it, there have been some significant improvements in
closing the gap in unemployment between communities, and the quality of life for all
has, for the most part, improved substantially. Students today are achieving better
results at secondary level. Statistics from the Department of Education show that the
amount of students in 2020-2021 who got at least 3 a-levels ranked A*-C is up to 52.9%.
This is up by a staggering 14.5% from 5 years prior, in 2015/16. With the improvement in
results, there too has been an increase in school leavers going on to higher education,
up 5% to 47.9% in 20/21 - 96% of all school leavers are in school, training or
employment (Department of Education.

It is interesting then, that despite all of these improvements in the development and
education of our next generation, that the Student loans company reported there was
almost a 60% rise in students dropping out of university from the previous academic
year (BBC, 2022). This would suggest that, despite more students having the
qualifications they need to go to university, that more students are entering into courses
that are not right for them. Students are seemingly not being given adequate advice or
guidance in terms of what to do next. That is why we must analyse the state of the
current careers advice in Northern Ireland, and determine what must be done to improve
the guidance we give our students going forward.
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Analysis of the current system

To better understand the reasons why dropout rates have increased so significantly, we
created a google forms questionnaire to disseminate on social media, asking
participants to review their experience with careers advice in Northern Ireland. At the
time of writing the questionnaire had 38 respondents. Let’s look at the multiple-choice
questions:

Question 1 - Was your careers adviser in school also a teacher or were they specifically
a careers adviser?

73.7% had a careers adviser who was also a teacher. This means that they have to
prioritise their teaching responsibilities over their additional work as a careers advisor.

Question 2 - Did you feel as though you got to meet with them frequently enough?

84.2% of respondents voted no, with 15.8% voting yes.

Question 3 - Were you able to book in to see them whenever you needed to?

73.7% voted no, with 26.3% voting yes

Question 4 - Did you feel like you got good advice at the time?

86.8% voted no, with 13.2% voting yes

Question 5 - Did they suggest options they thought would suit you, that you had never
considered?

68.4% voted no, 31.6% voted yes
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From the data we have received so far, it is abundantly clear that former students feel
that the structure (or lack thereof) of their advisory sessions was a major issue. An
overwhelming majority (84.2%) felt that they didn't get to see their advisor enough, with
73.7% reporting that they could not book in to meet with their advisor when they
wanted. A huge 86.8% did not feel that they got good advice at the time from their
advisor, and only 31.6% of former students believed that their advisor suggested
options which they hadn't considered yet.

When these figures are coupled with the fact that 73.7% of respondents had an advisor
who also worked as a teacher, we can begin to see a potential issue. Without
designated careers advisors, teachers have busier schedules, and have to prioritise
their classes. With this in mind, they cannot possibly give guidance that is as
comprehensive as someone whose sole job role is to advise students .

The final two questions were open-ended and respondents were able to answer in their
own words. Let's look at some of the responses.

Question 6 - Let us know what you think about careers advice in your own words

“They didn’t really care what we wanted , they just wanted us to go for the best and hardest education
and career choices so that they could look good as a school. Everyone thought the same.”

“Found the suggestions of the careers advisor very limited. They often just push Medicine, Dentistry
and veterinary degrees onto students with top grades, without offering other options.”

“At school I was deciding between doing art or maths at uni. Careers advisor completely brushed off
the art and suggested doing actuary or accountancy, neither of which I wanted to do. After that she
just waffled on and never came back to consider art.”

“In my opinion, I felt the careers advice facilities at my school were mostly geared for pushing students
towards university regardless of what the suggested course and eventual degree may or may not lead
to. Suggestions of other options like a technical college, work, entrepreneurship or trades were, for the
most part, avoided if not openly discouraged.”
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“School was ultimately aimed at getting students into university any student who felt like going a
different career path was disregarded or discouraged”

“Think that they lead the role of the full meeting and didn’t allow enough time for me to open up and
get comfortable to speak to them about different options”

Of all responses, virtually all of them had nothing positive to say about their careers advice
experience. The only semi positive comment was:

“Occasionally came up with a good plan but most of the time it wasn’t relevant to what I wanted”

It is abundantly clear that former students feel that the standard of career advice is
nowhere near what is required. They frequently refer to the fact that their advisers didn’t
give them a full spectrum of options for when they leave secondary school. Many
suggest that all their advisers were concerned with getting their students into university
in order to boost their statistics as a school. Considering how many advisers also work
as teachers at their school, it appears that there is a conflict of interests at play in many
schools. Respondents frequently spoke about how advisers did not consider options
which weren't as revered as others (for example the Arts) as viable options, and often
didn't even acknowledge them in meetings. This would suggest that many advisors
don’t really want to discuss any other options but the most obvious ones. This was
summarised by one respondent very well in the following section;

“We needed someone who actually helped us see other routes if we didn’t get our original career path.
It was always just go for plan A.”
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Question 7 - If you have any recommendations to how careers advice could be
improved in N.I, let us know

“More time spent with students, more challenging on the initial thoughts of students - should they be
doing this subject? do they know everything it entails? Are they really likely to finish the course?”

“Talk about every avenue of how to get a certain qualification, talk to students about how you can do a
degree/ qualification in X, Y or Z and still go on to do a non-specific career.”

“Have a one to one meeting a few times (maybe 4 or so) to fully help and guide the student to a
direction that would best suit them! In my own opinion when I done this I wasn’t comfortable talking to
them and said anything to get away from them as fast as I could!”

“Probably too much work, but there shouldn’t be one general career advisor per school. It’s impossible
for them to know the ins and outs of all careers or job prospects. Instead pupils should be able to meet
with people who work in the industries that they’re interested in and gain experience from people who
actually know what they’re talking about. Also it would cut out all the intense focus on academia and
pure snobbery too (eg St Columb’s College)”

“I think it’d be better if there was more teachers who are solely careers teachers, as it feels like most of
the teachers who are a careers teacher and teach another subject, treat it like it’s holding them back
from teaching their other subject”

“Students should be made more aware of institutions outside of universities. University is a great
option but there are more options that students are not made aware of or encouraged to go into, E.g
apprenticeships, agriculture colleges, full time work etc.”

“I feel that schools should not push the idea that going to university is a top priority or ultimate goal
upon completion of secondary school, especially pressing that on 16-18 year olds who haven't had as
much of an inclination as to what they wish to do in life or much understanding of what their best
options might be. I felt that schools often seem to base their own reputation on how many of their

8



students go on to this or that university and do not contemplate on the students' future beyond that
point.”

Again, as with the previous question, there is a clear connective tissue between the
answers. Many of the recommendations cite the fact that there needs to be a dedicated
careers adviser, (some even suggested a team) who are involved ahead of time to gain
an understanding with each pupil and become more acquainted with their ideas and
what they are planning to do.

Recommendations:

Based on the data from the Department of Education, the Students loan company and
the survey filled out by former secondary school students, the current careers advice
system is totally flawed. Therefore, the following recommendations should be taken into
consideration:

○ All schools should have their own careers adviser that has no other
teaching obligations. Their sole purpose should be to assist students with
careers advice. Not only does this mean they are not distracted by
teaching duties, it also removes potential biases.

○ If possible, there should be a careers department in each school. In the
case of bigger schools, one person can not adequately get around an
entire year group and give all of them tailored advice. Having a department
would alleviate the workload and offer students more opportunities to
meet up and discuss things.

○ The careers advice process should begin a lot earlier in the students time
in secondary school. A careers fair every once in a while is not sufficient.
Students should be introduced to careers from a young age. Without
bombarding them with too much information too soon, they should at
least be acquainted with them and have some sort of idea what is about
when entering the school aged 11. As students move through the years
they have more and more time devoted to careers planning up until lower
6th (17 years old) when it is finally time to decide. This way students are
aware of what the process is like, what sort of jobs fit their interests and
what to expect when the time comes.

○ A greater emphasis shown on options OUTSIDE of university. Remove the
bias around high education and let students be aware that there is more
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than one way to achieve what they want to achieve. Endorse
apprenticeships, technical colleges, and even taking gap years to
reevaluate if it's required.

Reference list

1. Qualifications and Destinations of Northern Ireland School Leavers 2020-21

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/education/Quali
fications%20and%20Destinations%20of%20Northern%20Ireland%20School%20L
eavers%202020-21.pdf

2. DoE careers education
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/articles/careers-education

3. BBC article on the rise of student drop
outshttps://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-63078822
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Bulgaria

Unfortunately, the education system in Bulgaria has not established a position for a
careers advisor specialist as part of the school staff yet. For the moment, the main
providers of career guidance for high school graduate students are the pedagogical
advisors, counsellors form the non-governmental sector or counsellors form private
companies.

According to a research made by “euro guidance” in 2022, in the period of 2017-2018, a
network of 29 career guidance centres has been funded under the Operational
Programme Human Resources Development (2014 – 2020), that are aiming to provide
information and counselling related to individual education and career planning.  There1

are careers centres operating in universities and higher education institutions, but
nothing has been established in high schools and VET centres. In the current situation, a
student that is still in school education has to seek careers advice from a teacher, the
school psychologist or has to contact a careers guidance centre or a private careers.
guidance provider.

Some private schools in Bulgaria provide their students with a mandatory careers
consultation first, when they are graduating from 10th grade in order for them to choose
the profiling subjects as part of their education in grade 11 and 12. Later on, they would
have scheduled meetings with their careers advisors in order for them to choose a
future university degree.2

In an official report published on Eurydice in September of 2022, on the topic of
“Guidance and counselling in pre-school and school education in Bulgaria” , it was noted3

that if careers counselling is needed, it could be provided either by the team of
psychologists working at the school, or by officially established careers orientation
centres (public or private). In the case of psychological support, the counselling is
implemented as a free service within the school environment on the initiative (signal,
request) of an interested person - parent, teacher, classmates or the young person
themself. The activities of the careers orientation centres at the moment cannot cover

3

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/bg/national-education-systems/bulgaria/bulgaria-bgorientirane-i-konsultirane
-v-preduchilischnoto-i

2 https://zlatarskischool.org/career-counselling/

1 https://www.euroguidance.eu/guidance-system-in-bulgaria
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the whole country evenly in order to ensure equal and quality access to all young people,
especially those with special needs.

The Bulgarian government is planning to establish and provide careers education
specialists - information, training and counselling - at regional careers centres, which, in
partnership with school specialists - pedagogical counsellors and/or psychologists - will
implement school programmes for the career development of young people. This
partnership, together with the involvement of parents and employers as helpers in
making life and career decisions about the educational and professional paths of young
people, will ensure a positive and forward-looking careers guidance - regionally,
nationally and internationally.

Based on our experience throughout the project, working directly with students who are
in their last year in school, it is evident that there is a need for a structured careers
orientation program in schools, that would provide each student with the necessary
support in the selection of their further path to career development. When asked, none
of the students that have participated in this project from Bulgaria, has previously
sought support from the school psychologist or a career centre. None of the students
had been previously introduced to the possibilities for career development in the
STEMM sector. We consider this a weak spot in the educational support in Bulgaria and
would be glad to see results on the previously mentioned plan, which was published in
an official report by the Bulgarian Ministry of Education.

References:
● EuroGuidance, report 2022:

https://www.euroguidance.eu/guidance-system-in-bulgaria
● Zlatarski school, official website:https://zlatarskischool.org/career-counselling/
● Eurydice, European Commission official website

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/bg/national-education-systems/bulgaria/bul
garia-bgorientirane-i-konsultirane-v-preduchilischnoto-i
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TURKEY

The Ministry of National Education (MONE) in Turkey offers guidance services across
different contexts. The education sector has a primary guidance and counselling system
that covers basic, secondary, and vocational education and training schools, as well as
Guidance and Research Centres in different provinces and career planning centres in
tertiary education institutions.

The professionals involved in providing guidance services within the education sector
include guidance practitioners, classroom teachers, and specialists in career guidance
centres. MONE is presently the primary provider of career guidance services in
educational settings. The guidance and psychological counselling service is responsible
for delivering career guidance services in schools.

Secondary Education

Typically, in secondary education, career guidance services are offered at each grade
level, with a primary focus on preparing students for higher education. The 9th grade is
considered an orientation year, where students are introduced to the main fields of study
and their relationship to higher education. Possible careers are examined and evaluated
in the 10th grade, while information about higher education choices and career
preparation is provided in the 11th grade.

Career guidance services in secondary schools are provided by guidance practitioners
and class guidance teachers. To become a guidance practitioner in schools, individuals
must have a bachelor's degree diploma in psychological guidance and counselling,
which can be pursued upon entry to university. Similarly, obtaining a bachelor's degree
diploma and vocational qualification certificate is necessary to become a job and
vocational counsellor.

During the 11th and 12th grades, representatives from different universities are often
invited to schools to introduce their programs, providing valuable assistance directly to
students. It is also the responsibility of universities to develop strategic plans aimed at
promoting the work of career guidance services. Local fairs for secondary school
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students are another resource, allowing them to attend and learn about universities and
their programs directly.

VET Education 

The responsibility for providing vocational and technical education orientation lies with
various individuals, including the assistant principal, class teacher, guidance practitioner,
or others. Students in vocational and technical schools and institutions are guided
towards specific fields or branches in grades 9, 10, and 11 based on the level, type, and
properties of the programs offered.

Career planning is a crucial process in a person's life, as it impacts not only their
profession but also their life journey, character, relationships, and social life. Therefore, it
is essential that all students receive proper guidance to choose the right career path. In
the Turkish education system, the area of career counselling requires further
improvement. Those responsible for this field should stay updated on statistics and all
necessary information on an academic year basis. Students' interests and ambitions
should be observed carefully, and they should be directed towards the right fields, rather
than just following current trends.

In Turkey, students are placed in universities through a nationwide selection exam,
making it difficult for them to change their career paths once they start their university
education. The competition is high, causing significant stress for students who are
unable to achieve their dreams. Therefore, students should receive psychological
support during this preparation process.

Career counsellors should possess good foreign language skills to keep up with the
world in this global era. Additionally, they should be trained in digital skills and other
relevant areas.
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ROMANIA

In the Romanian educational system, there is no specific career advisor for schools,
however, school counsellors and class headteachers take on this responsibility and are
tasked with guiding students towards informed decisions about their high school
choices during their final year of secondary school. The information available to head
teachers and school counsellors comes from online career quizzes and brochures
printed annually for final year secondary and high school students.

Local and county fairs are also held for secondary school students, where high schools
present their offerings for the next school year. Each school provides materials such as
brochures and posters, as well as hands-on activities, which represent their specialty.

Universities hold their own open days where final year high school students are invited
to gain firsthand information about their preferred fields of study from senior students
and teachers.

Although some steps are being taken, the area of career counselling requires significant
improvement. We believe that each school should have a dedicated career counsellor in
addition to the school counsellor. Career counselling should be an ongoing process
beginning in the early years of secondary school/high school rather than only in the final
year.

Career counsellors should hold a degree in psychology as well as mentoring/coaching
courses, as they need to inspire, motivate, and engage students in activities related to
career selection. Career counsellors should also stay up-to-date with the current
workforce market and the trending soft and hard skills that are needed for the most
sought-after jobs in the local area.

Connecting students with HR professionals or individuals working in their preferred field
is also essential. Additionally, career counsellors should be able to train students in
writing a CV, application forms, profiles on job search engines and platforms, and
conducting mock interviews to prepare them for the job application process.
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ITALY

There is a significant disparity in Italy in terms of educational programs and potentially a
cultural divide, resulting in minimal discussion about professions in schools. It seems
as though the topic is almost considered taboo. Even the term "career," as understood in
Anglo-Saxon cultures, does not have a precise equivalent in the Italian language.
Instead, it would be highly beneficial to conceptualise a fresh and positive idea of an
educational and professional journey. This journey should not be viewed as a random
decision but rather as a daily process of personal identity development through learning
and work.

Guidance actions must help people understand their own potential and manage their
educational and professional development path. In many European contexts, Career
Education actions at school already have a long tradition and start from elementary
school (see for example www.wideningthefuture.eu). Teachers provide pupils with
activities aimed at learning and exploring different professions. These activities may
include information tools, software, and teaching materials specifically designed to help
students make independent and rewarding choices regarding their future education and
career paths.

The Ministry of Education's recent National Guidelines for Lifelong Orientation (Prot.
4243 of February 19, 2014) have emphasised the importance of promoting a culture of
work and knowledge of professions at school, starting from elementary school.
Concrete initiatives and proposals have already been implemented in different regions
of Italy to achieve this goal. The Ministry of Education itself has tested the S.Or.Prendo
software (www.sorprendo.it) in about a hundred secondary schools to identify
educational tools that can assist in this specific area. The software enables students to
explore professions, understand their characteristics and differences, and compare
them with their own aspirations and motivations. With this tool, each student can
gradually develop their own educational and professional "career" orientation plan.

Some schools are experimenting with the role of "school guidance referent," a teacher
who coordinates the process and activities that support students and their families in
defining their educational plans and managing important moments of transition, such
as transitions between different school levels and the end of educational paths.
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The “school guidance referent” plays a crucial role in promoting and supporting
students' career and educational developments. Their responsibilities include
developing and implementing the school's orientation plan, consulting with various
stakeholders to address student needs, maintaining accurate student files, assisting
with college and career planning, and coordinating orientation and seminar programs.

They also provide guidance and advice to students on educational and career issues
and conduct follow-up surveys to assess the effectiveness of their services. They
collaborate with teachers and school administrators to evaluate and improve the
school's orientation provisions and contribute to the development of policies that
enhance students' soft and citizenship skills.

Additionally, they liaise with companies, employers, and employment services to create
internships and job placement opportunities for students. They manage the orientation
process and provide support to school staff, including through seminars, workshops,
and shadowing.

Furthermore, they develop and manage orientation programs that target special
categories of students, such as those with special educational needs or foreign pupils.
They also establish and supervise peer counselling and peer tutoring programs that help
students develop their orientation skills.

Sources:
https://www.vivoscuola.it/Schede-informative/Referente-dell-orientamento
https://www.sorprendo.it/news/career-education-lorientamento-deve-partire-dalla-scuol
a/
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The education system in partner countries lacks professionally trained careers
specialists, which may create inequality and quality issues in access to career guidance
for young people, especially those with special needs.

Based on the above discussion, the education system needs to establish a position for
careers advisor specialists as part of the school staff. The government should increase
its funding to ensure that career guidance centres cover the whole country evenly and
provide equal and quality access to all young people, especially those with special
needs. Government should also organise local fairs for secondary school students,
where they can attend and learn about universities and their programs directly.

Commencing the careers advice process at an earlier stage in secondary school is
crucial, as holding occasional careers fairs is not enough. It is imperative that students
are familiarised with potential career paths from an early age, without overwhelming
them with excessive information. Students ought to be introduced to career options
upon entering secondary school at the age of 11, so they are aware of the process, what
kind of jobs match their interests, and what to expect when the time comes. The time
devoted to career planning should increase as students advance through the years, with
the process culminating in lower 6th (at 17 years old), when students must decide on
their next steps.

Moreover, the focus on options beyond university must be amplified, and the bias
towards higher education should be removed. Students must be made aware that there
are various paths to achieving their goals, and apprenticeships, technical colleges, and
even taking gap years to re-evaluate are worthwhile options to consider.

18


