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Abstract 

 

This paper describes a classroom exercise related to career development that helps 

students explore career paths found in their major. While we primarily focus on the 

Human Resource Management (HRM) major, we provide guidance for adapting the 

exercise to different majors as well as first year business students. First, we summarize 

career development literature focusing on college students. We next provide background 

for the development of the exercise. Our major is required to assess the curriculum as part 

of university-wide curricular assessment, and we will describe how this exercise grew out 

of that assessment. We then describe the exercise and the positive outcomes for students. 

In the Appendices to this paper we provide: a template illustrating how our curriculum 

builds across years which can be adapted to help orient students in the context of their 

major, complete directions for the HRM version of the exercise, and instructor teaching 

notes which include suggestions on how this exercise can be adapted for other majors 

within business schools. The exercise supports our students’ concerns and university’s 

interest in assessment and assists students as they make the transition from student life to 

their professional careers. 
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Careers Roundtable: 

An Exercise for Student Career 

Exploration and Future Development 

 

Career planning is important because individuals generally do not spend their 

careers with one employer. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the median 

number of years that wage and salary workers have been with their current employer was 

4.2 years in January 2018, and 4.1 years in January 2020 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2020). This means that if a typical employee works 45 years, they will have changed 

employers ten or more times in their career.  Instead of a company career, where an 

employee rises through the ranks of one company, increasingly an employee has an 

individual career, where the employee advances in the profession, changing organizations 

many times. As careers become more person-specific than organization-specific, it is 

important that employees engage in career planning for themselves, rather than wait for 

the organization to plan their career for them. For example, Baker (2002) used the Armed 

Services Vocational Aptitude Battery “Career Exploration Program” with a nationally 

representative samples of high school students and found that participation in the 

program increased career exploration knowledge and reduced approach-approach career 

indecision. 

 

When students prepare for their first career job by earning a college degree, the 

foundation or core courses expose students to the various functional areas of business. 

Through their course work, students are doing career exploration. They may find out that 

they were interested in accounting, but after taking a course in marketing, have found a 

career path that is more interesting or better matches their skill set (or both). But as this 

career exploration is limited to what they have learned in their courses, a more structured 

approach to career exploration will benefit students even after they graduate and leave the 

university. Wendlandt and Rochlen (2008) also highlight challenges associated with this 

transition to work for new college graduates. 

 

As noted by Zikic and Hall (2009), career exploration has typically been 

associated with the school-to-work transition, but should be seen as a lifelong pursuit as 

workers deal with a rapidly changing work environment. Based on this approach, this 

paper presents a description of the Careers Roundtable Exercise, in which students search 

for information about career paths, find a related job description in O*NET, locate two 

graduate programs related to the career option, identify a professional association related 

to the career, and suggest a professional certification that supports further career 

development. Although the exercise was designed for Human Resources Management 

students, it can be easily modified for other majors.  While this paper does not include an 

in-depth discussion of career development, we present relevant literature that supports the 

idea of a career exploration exercise appropriate for graduating seniors in business 

schools.  

 

Some authors (Singaravelu et al., 2005) investigate family influences on career 

choice. While the previously cited article has to do with international students, the 

authors suggest that group career decision sessions can be helpful. We took this approach 
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in designing our roundtable exercise. Other authors (Gunkle et al., 2010) indicate that 

career planning is diverse and that individuals need to understand their personal interests. 

This is consistent with the career literature that suggests that individuals need to be self-

directed (Hirschi & Freund, 2014). Lastly, Hirschi et al. (2018) suggest that career 

exploration involves collecting information about career opportunities.  

 

As the exercise in this paper relates to Human Resource Management, we found 

that the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM), the primary professional 

group for HR professionals, had many postings related to career development that 

supplement the scholarly literature. An article by Binney (2018) suggests intentionality is 

related to career development. This includes networking and differentiating your 

competencies. Another article posted on the SHRM webpage (2018), suggests 

certification programs and local professional groups. However, while we were aware of 

sources of information, we wanted to first learn about some of the career issues or 

concerns students had in order to better target our approach. To do so, we discuss how we 

investigated this important area through the formal assessment process of our major.  

University accreditation as well as Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of 

Business (AACSB, n.d.) accreditation is required at many universities, and we have 

found these activities useful. 

 

Assessment in Support of Curricular Change 

 

There is growing interest in degree outcomes in higher education (e.g., Porchea, et 

al., 2010). Assessment of programs increasingly includes considerations of student 

success post-graduation. This assessment is often a function of accreditation requirements 

focused on student achievement going beyond grades earned in particular classes 

(Barclay, et al., 2006; Bozeman, 2020; Espinoza, 2019; Gedye, 2004). Hence, the 

assessment process links to program objectives, and assessment data improves methods 

of instruction as well as course content. The goal of our particular major, Human 

Resources Management (HRM) is: “Emphasis is placed on developing an intensive 

understanding of the concepts and techniques needed to acquire, develop and utilize an 

organization’s human resources resources....”. As students often view classes as stand-

alone experiences, we use a process-oriented approach to try to build connections for the 

students across the curriculum. For example, to better communicate these connections, 

we created a diagram that displays the courses they will take in the HRM major (required 

major and minor courses as well as popular electives), and their connections (see 

Appendix A). In the diagram we classify courses into several themes. The Introduction to 

HRM and the Compensation and Benefits courses focus on organizational routines; the 

Psychology of Creativity, New Venture Creation, and Leadership and Group 

Performance courses deal with organizational change; and the Organizational Behavior, 

Organizational Research Methods, and Motivation and Work Behavior courses link 

organizational routines and organizational change (the Entrepreneurship courses are 

included as they are part of an increasingly popular minor within the Business School). 

By reinforcing course relationships, we believe that students will make stronger 

connections between concepts when applying knowledge as an HRM professional. 

Additionally, to evaluate our success in meeting the goal set for our major, we collect 
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data in a variety of ways. While we make curricular changes based on a range of 

techniques, the exercise described in this paper relates to data we collected through a 

student focus group. Therefore, we will first describe focus groups and the data we 

collected.   

 

Focus Groups 

 

Focus groups are planned discussions to obtain perceptions about a specific issue 

(Krueger, 1994). Generally, we hear about focus groups in the context of marketing 

research; however, focus groups are an increasingly popular assessment tool (Dillon & 

Barclay, 1997).  The focus group allows for more in depth exploration of topics than a 

survey. A focus group moderator has the ability to follow up on comments made by 

participants to gain a better understanding of perceptions. 

 

In our assessment process, the faculty met as a group to identify topics for the 

focus group discussion. In the assessment cycle that led to this exercise, we were 

particularly interested in topics/ideas that could help us retain students in the HRM major. 

Table 1 contains specific questions related to the exercise described in this paper.  

 

These questions were of specific interest to us, as we wanted to know what types 

of events or information led students to our major, we wanted to know if students were 

interested in specialist versus generalist careers, and we wanted to know what 

information they thought they needed for professional career development. The responses 

from the focus group indicated that students, although seniors, were still unclear about 

the variety of career paths in HRM even though our student chapter of the Society for 

Human Resource Management (SHRM) and our introductory course touched on such 

paths. Based on the responses, we developed a Careers Roundtable exercise. The 

complete Careers Roundtable Exercise Assignment is contained in Appendix B and the 

Teaching Note for the exercise is contained in Appendix C.  

 

Table 1 

 

Summary Examples from Focus Group Questions and Responses Related to the Exercise 

 

• What types of information helped you make a decision to major in HRM? 

o Job shadowing 

o Internship 

o HR manager at work 

o Liked the topics and faculty 

 

• What changes do you think could be made in [the introductory course numbers] to 

make the major more attractive and relevant? 

o Salary negotiation skill development  

o Tours 

o HR guests 

o Info to help decide earlier 
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o Knowing what you can do with an HRM career 

 

• Have you decided on a post-graduation path (generalist/specialist)? If so what is 

it? 

o Not sure 

o Not enough info to decide yet 

o Should have guest speakers on each area 

 

• What are your future career goals and how do you think HRM will be beneficial 

to achieving these goals? 

o Want salary info for negotiating 

o Want to know about health and safety as a career option  

o More support for next steps 

o Need to know more about certification and grad programs 

 

Note.  There were additional topics discussed; however, they related class scheduling 

and a wider range of electives. 

 

The Careers Roundtable Exercise 

The exercise assigns specialty HRM areas to students for investigation. We did 

not allow students to select areas, because we wanted representation across all areas in 

each roundtable group. Human resource professionals can become generalists or 

specialists. Our students were clear on a generalist’s career; however, they wanted more 

information on specialist areas. The areas selected for the roundtable were Recruiter, 

Health and Safety Professional, Training & Development Manager, Compensation & 

Benefits Professional, Employee & Labor Relations Specialist, and Human Resource 

Information System Manager.  

 

Once assigned, students were tasked with locating information about that 

particular career path, finding a related job description in O*NET, locating two graduate 

programs related to the career option, identifying a professional association that was 

related to the career, and suggesting a professional certification for that career. This 

exercise reinforces previous class work using O*NET.  

 

On the day of the roundtable, students were placed in groups that provided each 

student with information about the assigned areas. Students presented the information 

about their career area and took questions from the others. At the end of the sharing 

session, students were asked to note on their assignment sheet which area was of most 

interest to them. While this last step is not necessary for a successful exercise, we thought 

it might provide guidance for future elective offerings as well as help the instructor tailor 

specific feedback to the class after the roundtable. Students reported that they appreciated 

learning about post-degree educational opportunities and certifications for each of the 

areas. Another surprise for the students was the breath of professional groups that they 

could join for networking opportunities. Because we have a chapter of SHRM on campus, 

most students know about that group and its local chapters. Some students copied down 
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information on other degrees and groups from those who presented. Students found a 

wide range of certifications available for HRM careers. For example, they located 

certifications in Health and Safety that were not familiar to us. In addition, a high point of 

the exercise was discussing graduate programs that tied into each area. In addition to 

traditional degrees, students also located certificate programs, which are university 

programs that typically consist of five or six courses. In some universities, certificate 

students might transition to a degree program and be able to use the certificate courses as 

part of the degree. Informally, several students continued the career conversation with the 

instructor after class.   

 

Suggestions for Conducting This Exercise with Other Majors 

A complete set of teaching notes is found in Appendix C. While our careers 

roundtable focused on HRM, this assignment can be adapted to other business majors. 

For example, accounting students may pursue graduate training through a Master of 

Accounting or an MBA.  In addition, accounting has a range of professional certifications. 

Marketing students can investigate post-graduate certificate courses for development 

such as a digital marketing analytics option. The information reinforces information the 

students may have received from student organizations and university career centers. The 

process of finding this information also allows students to take more ownership of career 

development. 

 

Conclusion 

 

We developed this exercise in response to data we acquired through our 

assessment process. We believe the exercise speaks to our students’ interests in career 

planning as well as the university’s interest in the assessment process. In addition, it is an 

engaging way of assisting students as they make the transition from undergraduate life to 

professional career. 
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Appendix A 

 

Degree Process Oriented Approach 
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Appendix B 

 

Careers Roundtable Assignment 

 

Format for Bullet Document (remember to put your name at the top as you are handing 

this in during class):  

 

• List the career I assigned and provide a job description with appropriate citations 

for a job within this career area (You should locate at least two sources of 

information for this, O*NET is a good place to start).  

• Find two graduate programs related to this HRM career option.  List the schools 

and provide a link to each. Indicate which one you think is best for career 

development and why. 

• What is the primary professional association for this career? Indicate the link to 

the association in your bullet document. 

• Suggest an HR Certification that is related to the job.  Explain why you chose it 

and provide a link to the certification body. If you believe that there are no 

appropriate certifications write a paragraph explaining why.  

 

In class: 

 

• You will share the information you found and answer questions from the group.  

At the end of sharing you will give me the bullet document. 

 

Note.  The HR Careers used for this assignment were Compensation & Benefits, 

Employee & Labor Relations, Health & Safety, HRIS, and Training & Development. 

Students were put into groups so that all of the areas could be shared within a roundtable.  

Options for an online class are provided in Appendix C: Teaching Note. 
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Appendix C 

 

Teaching Note 

This exercise was developed as a result of focus group of senior Human Resource 

Management students. Students were queried about aspects of career preparation in the 

major as well as career development issues.  This assignment is most appropriate for 

undergraduate business students who are exploring career options within majors.  While 

our exercise focused on the Human Resource Management major, it can easily be adapted 

to other majors such as Accounting, Marketing, Finance, Production and Operations 

Management, and Management Information Systems. In addition, if you are teaching an 

entry level class such as Principles of Management, you could adapt this exercise so each 

student is assigned a different major within business to present.  This type of adaptation 

could lead to more informed decisions by students when selecting a major. Information 

collected could include a typical job, salary ranges, as well as additional education 

required for career progression.   

 

Learning Objectives 

1. Students learn about different specialty areas within HRM as they prepare to 

graduate. 

2. Students learn about different graduate degree or post-bachelor certificates 

available in the different fields. 

3. Students become familiar with the range of professional associations they can join 

after graduation. 

 

Faculty Preparation 

If you are the instructor conducting a careers roundtable, you first need to investigate a 

range of career options for your major.  The Occupational Outlook Handbook 

(https://www.bls.gov/ooh/) and O*NET (https://www.onetonline.org/) are useful 

resources. In addition, many business school majors are associated with professional 

groups that provide information on careers. For example, in HRM, the Society for Human 

Resource Management has a wide range of posts on careers and certifications.  Similarly, 

if your students are majoring in Production and Operations Management, the Association 

for Supply Chain Management has a number of career resources and certifications that 

would help you generate a list of specialty areas.  By examining some of the professional 

groups and jobs groups within your field, you can generate different specialty areas 

within the major.  

 

Once you have a range of career options, you need to assign students to areas several 

weeks before you conduct the roundtable. If you have five areas, each roundtable would 

consist of five students who each present a different option.  We initially conducted this 

in a face-to-face class where students presented and answered questions from their peers. 

Prior to class, each student developed a bullet point document that touched on all items in 

the assignment (see Appendix B). Recently, the assignment has been adapted to an online 

asynchronous format where the roundtable was converted to a forum.   

 

Here is the prompt used to open the forum in Moodle (our online platform): 
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• For your original post, use the career area I assigned you and provide a job 

description for a job in this career area (you must have a link or site from O*NET 

at the minimum).  Find two graduate programs related to this career option. List 

the schools and provide a link for each. 

• For your comment: Review a posting that is not from your area (I recommend that 

you glance through several, especially if your assigned career is not your 

aspirational career).  Post the primary professional association for this 

career.  Provide a link to that association and describe it.  Lastly, indicate if you 

found any evidence (perhaps) on the association site for an HR Certification in 

that field. 

 

In the online modification, the original posting contained slightly less information than 

the in-person bullet document; however, when commenting another a student would have 

to locate the remaining items but for a different career area. You can modify the prompt 

online and have commenters ask questions of the original poster, etc. 

In both options, this assignment was graded in two parts: students earn one quarter of the 

number of points for being present to share.  In addition, we grade the written document 

based on following directions and grammar because it is relatively structured and 

provides a starting point for class discussion. In the online version students earned a 

majority of their points for the original posting and one quarter of the points for the 

comment.   

 


