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Goals for 
Today’s 
Session

• Share resources and best practices to support 
the design and implementation of essential 
skills activities and career exploration 

• Offer practical strategies to support you in 
preparing students for success in work-based 
learning experiences



Agenda

• Welcome

• Center for the Future of Arizona 

• New K-5 career exploration curriculum

• GPEAK system for developing and assessing 
the Illinois 10 essential employability 
competencies

• New training site with all GPEAK 
curriculum now available for educators 

• Next steps and upcoming events

https://www.arizonafuture.org/
https://gpeak.org/
https://sites.google.com/dcl.niu.edu/gpeak-training-site?usp=sharing


Explore the I-WIN Resource Hub 
and subscribe to the newsletter

Highlight and explore 
innovative models for 
work-based learning

Build connections 
among communities to 
share best practices, 
learnings and resources

Identify needs for state 
policy changes or 
support systems

Engage in conversations 
on creating sustainable, 
high-quality models 
that provide broader 
and more equitable 
access, focusing on 
building social capital 
for historically 
marginalized learners

https://edsystemsniu.org/resources/i-win-resources/
http://eepurl.com/hrSy21


Arizona Pathways to Prosperity 
Career Exploration

Center for the Future of Arizona



Mission
Center for the Future of Arizona brings 

Arizonans together to build a stronger and 
brighter future for our state.



Arizona 

Pathways to 

Prosperity
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Arizona Pathways to Prosperity

Systems of college and career pathways 

that span grades K-14+, enabling students 

to transition smoothly through high 

school, into higher education, and onto 

family-supporting careers particularly in 

H3 sectors like information technology, 

energy, healthcare, and advanced 

manufacturing
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•Career Exploration
• 8th Grade Education Career Action Plans
• K-5 Curriculum
• Middle Grades Curriculum
• Strategic Planning

•Early College Programs of Study
• Dual Credit Pathways
• K-12/Post-Secondary Collaboration
• Externships and content related professional development

•Work-Based Learning
• Virtual Internships
• Hybrid Career Shadows
• Apprenticeships/Youth Apprenticeships

CFA Pathways Key Elements

Center for the Future of Arizona Arizona Pathways to Prosperity
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Career 

Exploration



Career 
ExplorationStudents
Most young people get little advice about education pathways to 

careers, and career possibilities

Families
Few families understand the future labor market—or even the 

current one

Teachers
Teachers typically have little experience of contemporary high-growth 

industries and know little about labor market

data and shifts in education and workforce
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Career 
Exploration

K-5 Career Exploration 

Curriculum

6-10 Career 

Exploration Curriculum

District/School level career 

exploration program planning 

and supports

Career Exploration Summer 

Camps

8th Grade Education Career 

Action Plans

MyFutureAZ Implementation

Externships for Educators
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The Possible Futures Network

2018–2020
Pilot Years 
2018-2020 Data 
Collection

COVID 19 
Pandemic—Digital 
Resources
GEAR UP Funded

2020

Summer 2021
Possible Futures 
Digitization Project
GEAR UP Funded

2021-2022 Pilot Year 
for New Digital 
Curriculum

2022

2022-2023
K-5 Curriculum 
Development
AZ Dept of Edu - ESSER III

Pilot Year for 
K-5 Curriculum

2023-2024



Career Exploration Student Outcomes

Gain awareness of and 
exposure to a wide array 
of careers

Increase self-awareness 
and begin to form their 
potential occupational 
identity

Develop employability 
skills

Develop foundational 
technical skills as 
appropriate

Be positioned to make 
more informed 
educational choices

Transition to high school 
with an actionable plan 
for next steps

Source: Broadening the Path: Design Principles for Middle Grades CTE



POSSIBLE FUTURES

CURRICULUM MODULES

SKILLS FOR 
SUCCESS

STEM- 
PLORATION

LENSES ON 
THE FUTURE



The 8th Grade 
ECAP
By the end of 8th grade, middle school students should…
∙ Develop an “8th grade ECAP” that includes completing 

a career assessment, identifying possible careers, 
building out a career profile, and creating a 4–6-year 
educational plan.

∙ Gain exposure to and awareness of local and 
national career opportunities and career clusters.

∙ Increase self-awareness and begin to 

incorporate occupational interests into 

self-identity.

∙ Develop awareness and interpersonal connections to 
the world of work through experiences with potential 
employers, professional role models, and mentors.

∙ Develop professional skills as outlined in the 5-8 

Career Literacy Standards.



Bring LIVE Labor Market Information into your classroom using this Arizona-specific Career Exploration tool. 
myfutureaz.com

http://www.myfutureaz.com/
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K-5

Possible 

Futures 

Curriculum



K-5 Curriculum Development 
Project

Phase 1—Advisory Panel

September - December 2022
Convened K-5 educators administrators, 
district and state leaders to determine 
scope and specifications of K-5 
curriculum.

January – August 2023
Partnered with Imagine Education and 
ANSRsource to develop 10 K-5 career 
exploration lessons based on Phase 1 
Scope & Specifications.

Phase 2—Development

Phase 3—Pilot Year

September 2023 – March 2024
Partnered with eight K-5 educators to 
implement all lessons and collect 
educator, student, and family feedback.

April – September 2024

Phase 4—Revise & Update



Elementary Curriculum
Students use the Self, Security, and Society Lenses on 

the Future to…

The Center for the Future of Arizona Arizona Pathways to Prosperity: Career Exploration

Learn more about their interests and strengths.

Explore how they can use those to contribute to 
society. 

Chart a path to future success.

Contact CFA Project Manager, Maya Watts, maya.watts@arizonafuture.org, to learn more!

mailto:maya.watts@arizonafuture.org


GRADES K-2
Using the Self, Security, and Society lenses, students learn about their individual identity, 
set personal goals, develop problem solving skills and explore careers that support their 
community.

ELEMENTARY CURRICULUM 

Lesson Guiding Question Learning 
Targets

Lesson 1 - Self: All About Me 
Book

How do I tell others what I want 
and what I need?

• I can explain to others what I want and what I 
need.

• I can talk about how I feel and the things that are 
important to me.

Lesson 2 - Security: To Infinity 
and Beyond!

How do I set goals, and how 
do I reach them?

• I can make a plan to achieve a goal I set for 
myself.

• I can check if I am following my plan if the plan 
helps me.

Lesson 3 - Security: Back to 
the Drawing Board

How do I make good 
decisions when I am solving 
a problem?

• I can follow steps to make good decisions when I 
am problem solving.

• I can use information I learn to guide my decisions.
• I can learn from my mistakes and change my 

decisions.

Lesson 4 - Society: 
Community Connections and 
You

How do I connect with the people 
and world around me?

• I can explain how working with others helps all of 
us to reach a goal.

• I can use kind words and helpful suggestions to be 
a good teammate.

Lesson 5 - Self: My Place in 
the World

What is my community, and
how do I fit into that 
community?

• I can describe my community and the role(s) I have 
in my community.

• I can explain why it is important to be responsible 
to other people in my community.



Instructional Materials Example from Grades K-2 Lesson 4: Society: Community Connections and You

Elementary Curriculum



ELEMENTARY CURRICULUM 

GRADES 3-5
Using the Self, Security, and Society lenses, students learn more about their interests and strengths, explore how they can use 
those to contribute to society, and chart a path to future career success.

Lesson Guiding Question Learning Targets

Lesson 1: Self—What’s Your North 
Star?

What is the value that 
guides me?

• I can work with a group to brainstorm a list of ideas.
• I can collaborate with others, even when we disagree.
• I can describe my identity and my North Star Value.
• I can relate North Star Values with careers.

Lesson 2: Security—Needs Versus 
Wants

Are there things I would like 
to buy? If I really want 
something, can I afford it?

• I can describe basic survival needs.
• I can distinguish between the needs and wants.
• I can describe the needs that require money for them to be met.
• I can explain how the amount of money
• I have affects my spending choices.

Lesson 3: Security—How Money 
Works

Where does your money 
go?

• I can analyze how income affects my lifestyle and spending choices.
• I can set goals for how much money I need to save for backup funds and 

for luxuries such as vacations.

Lesson 4: Society—Solving 
Community Problems

What are my responsibilities 
to my communities?

• I can recognize problems in our community.
• I can gather relevant information about the problem we are trying to solve.
• I can evaluate the outcomes of decisions.

Lesson 5: Security—Planting Your 
Future

How can careers make a 
difference in the world?

• I can align my personal interests to a potential future career.
• I can describe the importance of personal goals.
• (Fifth grade) I can use data from digital resources to make informed 

choices.



Lesson Plan Example from Grades 3-5 Lesson 1: What is My North Star?

Elementary Curriculum



Student Worksheet Examples from Grades 3-5 Lesson 1: What is My North Star?

Elementary Curriculum



Elementary Possible Futures Curriculum

� Extension of the Middle School Lenses on the Future Unit

� 10 lessons total (5 Grades K-2 lessons & 5 Grades 3-5 lessons)

� Grades 3-5 Lessons are digital and “traditional”

� Instructional materials, slides decks, student worksheets, and differentiation 
strategies included in each lesson

� Align to AZ Career Literacy Standards (and Math & ELA!)

� Arizona Labor Market Data

� 5th Grade Students Connect to My Future Az

� Free Media Playlist with EdgeFactor



GPEAK
Jess Winn, STEAM Educator, Northern Illinois University P-20



What is GPEAK?

• The Greater Peoria Essential Abilities and 
Knowledge (GPEAK) system was 
developed to provide a regional approach 
for assessing and validating essential 
skills needed in the workplace.

• GPEAK measures an individual’s 
demonstration of essential skills needed 
for meaningful employment while 
encouraging learners to reflect on their 
growth and development. 

https://gpeak.org/essential-skills/


Core Components of the System

Performance 
indicators

At the foundation of the GPEAK system are the ten Illinoisʼ Essential 
Employability Competencies which are each broken down into 5 key 
actions and behaviors per competency.

Curricular 
resources

GPEAK participants receive access to case studies, journal activities, 
reflection prompts, workshop ideas and mentor moments to help 
individuals reflect on and develop their essential employability skills.

Assessment 
and Badging 

system

GPEAK participants submit pre- and post-assessments and upload 
evidence to support the attainment of the GPEAK competencies. 
Validators review the information and award competency badges. Once 
an individual earns all ten badges, they will be GPEAK certified.

https://edsystemsniu.org/download/3697/
https://edsystemsniu.org/download/3697/
https://gpeak.org/mp-files/guide-to-competencies-and-performance-indicators-2.pdf/
https://gpeak.org/mp-files/guide-to-competencies-and-performance-indicators-2.pdf/






GPEAK Use Cases

Peoria Regional 
Learning Center 
utilized GPEAK for 
employer mentor skill 
assessments for work 
study program and 
alignment with PaCE

Rockford Public 
Schools developed a 
work study badging 
system to validate 
essential skills earned 
by students who have 
employment in the 
community 

Career Launch 
Chicago youth 
apprenticeship 
program aligned their 
professional 
development trainings 
with the GPEAK 
curriculum



Initiative and 
Self Drive

Xander is an educational support professional, ESP, in an elementary 
school, who is currently studying to become a special education 
teacher. He works with students with varying disabilities in multiple 
classrooms throughout the day. He reports to and receives daily 
updates from one of the school’s special education teachers. He also 
needs to communicate with each of his students’ classroom teacher. 
His duties include monitoring behavior, assisting in physical tasks like 
eating, using the bathroom, riding the bus, moving from one classroom 
to another, and providing instructional support.

Xander is interested in taking on a more active role in his duties. He 
has been learning a lot in his studies and would like to implement a few 
ideas that he has. He will be leaving the school next year for student 
teaching but wants to leave a good impression for future employment 
in the school in which he currently works. 

Next week, the special ed teacher will be at a two-day conference. 
Xander knows that many of the students do not respond well to a 
change in teachers. Xander feels that he could be responsible for the 
days’ activities while the teacher is away. He knows he has great ideas 
and knows the students much better than a substitute would but is 
nervous about taking initiative in this situation.

1) What should Xander do?
2) How could Xander use 

this situation to advance 
his professional goals?

3) What are some questions 
Xander should ask?

4) A certificated sub is 
required by law. How can 
Xander collaborate with 
the sub to initiate some of 
his ideas?

5) How could Xander use 
this experience to begin a 
professional portfolio?



GPEAK 
Training Site

Now available for educators and mentors looking 
to implement components of the GPEAK system, 
the GPEAK Training site includes:

Tools for integration

• Videos, facilitator guides, and outlined 
instructions offer easy to follow guidance to 
integration of GPEAK materials no matter the 
commitment.

Easily accessible content

• Provides an independent guide to exploring all 
of the GPEAK curriculum organized by the 
essential employability competency

Link to site

https://sites.google.com/dcl.niu.edu/gpeak-training-site?usp=sharing


In the Works..

• Creating a video for each competency that can be utilized asynchronously by 
participants

• Facilitating communities of practice and technical assistance sessions on the 
curriculum for high schools interested in utilizing GPEAK 

Interested in utilizing GPEAK? We are always here to thought partner on how you 
might integrate this in your community! Please email hpenczak@niu.edu if you 
would like to discuss this further and we can get a conversation scheduled with 
your team. 

mailto:hpenczak@niu.edu


Discussion and Next Steps



Elm Middle School 

• Career Study Elective Course

• Overview video of course

• College and Career Pathways 
Video

• Course Selection Form (including 
Career Study courses)

Middle School Career Exploration
Skokie Elementary District #69 

• Community Career Nights

Kewanee School District / Neponset 
Grade School

• Career Exploration and 
Development Grant Plan

These models were developed as part of an Illinois 
State Board of Education SY21-22 grant opportunity for 
schools to pilot career exploration and career 
development experiences: link to resources

https://edsystemsniu.org/download/5086/
https://youtu.be/tbc0D9hwmZc
https://youtu.be/LCU7MTzJV54
https://youtu.be/LCU7MTzJV54
https://edsystemsniu.org/download/5089/
https://edsystemsniu.org/download/5089/
https://edsystemsniu.org/download/5100/
http://edsystemsniu.org/download/5339/
http://edsystemsniu.org/download/5339/
https://edsystemsniu.org/career-exploration-and-career-development-experience-pilot/


Questions? 
Thoughts?

What other resources do you use for supporting 
the development of essential skills? 

How do you measure student growth and mastery 
of the essential employability competencies? 

What else would be helpful as a resource, model, 
etc. regarding essential skills and work-based 
learning? 



Upcoming Events
VIP Tours at 
CareerSpark

October 2, 12-3 p.m.

Join I-WIN for an 
in-person site visit to 
CareerSpark, an annual 
interactive career 
exploration event for 
8th grade students in 
the Peoria region

Roundtable 
Discussion: Employer 
Partnerships

October 23, 12 p.m.

Share insights, 
resources, and best 
practices on building 
and strengthening 
employer partnerships 

Cultivating Internal 
Culture and Regional 
Systems for 
Work-Based Learning

November 14, 12 p.m.

Learn how Valley View 
School District is 
deepening their 
support for 
stakeholders while 
increasing CDEs

https://edsystemsniu.org/vip-tours-at-careerspark/
https://edsystemsniu.org/vip-tours-at-careerspark/
https://edsystemsniu.org/roundtable-discussion-employer-partnerships/
https://edsystemsniu.org/roundtable-discussion-employer-partnerships/
https://edsystemsniu.org/roundtable-discussion-employer-partnerships/
https://edsystemsniu.org/cultivating-internal-culture-and-regional-systems-for-work-based-learning/
https://edsystemsniu.org/cultivating-internal-culture-and-regional-systems-for-work-based-learning/
https://edsystemsniu.org/cultivating-internal-culture-and-regional-systems-for-work-based-learning/
https://edsystemsniu.org/cultivating-internal-culture-and-regional-systems-for-work-based-learning/


Thank you!
Heather Penczak, hpenczak@niu.edu

Dania Ibrahim, dibrahim@niu.edu 

mailto:hpenczak@niu.edu
mailto:dibrahim@niu.edu

