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“Adolescents’ brains thrive on multi-faceted, collaborative projects that center on ‘big ideas’ 

with real-world connections that are challenging, relevant, and meaningful to students. 

JP’s Challenge mindset helps students identify challenges to which they could dedicate their 

careers, and helps teachers identify themes for collaborative learning projects that will be 

especially meaningful for their students.”

Phil Jarvis

Career development pioneer 

Jennifer Baytor

Director, Career Management, Western University

“I’ve worked in this role for over 10 years and I’ve never seen this level of enthusiasm over 

something like this. It works at all different stages. It provides context for conversations.”

Purpose Matters 
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Beyond Job Titles

When you were growing up, did you think you would end up where you are today? I 

sure didn’t.  When I was growing up, I wanted to be an NBA basketball player. 

This may or may not surprise you, but it didn’t happen!

Growing up, were you ever asked, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

I took a career test in school, and it told me that I was going to be a Forest Park 

Ranger. Not nearly as exciting or as well-paid as a career in the NBA…needless to say, 

I was pretty disappointed. 

Not much has changed since I was in school. Kids are still asked “What do you want to 

be when you grow up?” The answer is still one job title. And that title is still supposed to 
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set their career path for the rest of their life. 

You probably went through the same process when you were young. Do you 

remember how it felt? The pressure, the anxiety, the uncertainty? 

That’s not how it should be. Young people should see their future as full of 

opportunities. They should see their career as a series of challenges to solve, not a 

single job title to choose. 

So, look beyond job titles—at least for now. Instead, let’s help students prepare 

for a meaningful career based on real-world challenges. 

In this ebook, you will learn about the Challenge mindset, a different way of thinking 

about work that flips the traditional approach and frees students to reimagine their 

place in the world.

Through stories and examples, you’ll learn how to use the Challenge mindset to 

transform fear and anxiety into excitement and purpose. Your students will never 

be the same! Let’s get started.
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There are so many ways for young people to make the world a better place. I am 

excited to see the new world they are going to create. I bet you are too.

Unfortunately, teens don’t see it that way. They are anxious and worried about their 

future. And, for the past ten years, I’ve been trying to find out why.

Here’s what I learned: Students get stuck when we make them pick one job title. 

But when we help them look beyond job titles to find challenges to work on, it 

changes the mindset and helps students achieve exciting breakthroughs.

Let me explain what I mean using the story of Ana and the algae.

When Ana came to me, she was frustrated. Everyone was asking her, “What do you 

want to be when you grow up?” That is a difficult question to answer, because as a 

The Story of Ana and the Algae
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teen, she probably knows only about 20 job titles, and there are more than 20,000! 

Even more confusing, some of the jobs Ana might hold in the future don’t even exist 

yet. 

What Ana needed was to switch her focus to challenges, not job titles.

To do this, I gave her a copy of The Economist magazine and asked her to pick her 

favorite article.

She chose an article titled “Strange Brew.” The article focused on 

a bright-green algae mix that scientists are using to 

clean polluted water. Isn’t that an interesting 

challenge? 

Once Ana chose this challenge, 

she worked backwards to identify 

companies working on it, who works 

there, and what they needed to learn to 

be able to do that.

Through this activity, she discovered 

that most of the people involved in the 

project had studied materials science and 

engineering.  Ana had never heard of this field 

of study before. Neither had I! How embarrassing—

as the career coach, wasn’t I supposed to be the expert?

But that’s the point: The world of work is too diverse and too fast-paced to know 

all 20,000 job titles. What we need to do instead is help young people like Ana find 

the challenges that interest them.

 In this way, we can help students discover what inspires them, take control, and 

prepare for a meaningful career. 
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A Better Way to Choose a Career

Ana now saw her future as being full of opportunities and challenges to solve. 

At SparkPath, we call this the Challenge mindset. The Challenge mindset is an 

approach to career exploration focused on finding challenges to tackle instead of 

job titles to fit into. 

This new approach flips the model of career education. 

And it tackles a big problem. Imagine the millions of students like Ana who 

are anxious and stressed out, leading to more tuition fees, dropping out, 

unemployment, and underemployment. 

The Challenge mindset was transformational for Ana. She is excited for the future 

and knows how to navigate it. The world of work and her interests are likely to 

change over the course of her life, but now she is prepared. Ana is now equipped 

with a mindset to explore and contribute to the ever-

changing world around her.

That mindset will continue to serve her well 

once she joins the workforce. After all, 

she may one day be asked to step up 

to a leadership role—a very different 

challenge than being an engineer. But 

with the Challenge mindset, she will 

be ready for career transitions too. 
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Are We Building Careers in the 

Wrong Direction?
Early in my career, I had a unique perspective on career transitions. I worked as a 

consultant for a company that did leadership simulations. 

In the simulations, some leaders thrived—they made great decisions, motivated 

their employees, and were very successful. Others crashed spectacularly. One 

participant sent an email to his colleague, accusing him of being a “fool.” (Needless 

to say, he ranked poorly in his evaluation!)

What I learned from watching hundreds of leaders is that the ones who were most 

successful weren’t focused on job titles, they were focused on challenges. As their 
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careers changed, they weren’t stuck to their job title label. Instead, they were able to 

adapt and tackle the new challenges in front of them.

That’s when it clicked: We aren’t preparing students to focus on challenges. 

Instead, we pigeonhole students into job titles. This is exactly what happened to 

Stephanie. 

Stephanie is a student in grade 10. Imagine her visiting her counselor in a panic and 

saying, “I have no idea what I want to do!”.

And how do we help her? Well, we start with her favorite class.

Pretty straightforward, right? 

Eventually Stephanie turns 30, and she starts figuring it out.

“What are the challenges I am trying to solve as an accountant?” Maybe she is helping 

her clients to be more fiscally transparent. Or maybe she helps them collect better 

financial data so they make better decisions.

And maybe she loves these challenges, or maybe she hates them.

Imagine her waking up one day, saying, “I’m not happy.” We all know someone who 

this has happened to. Maybe it’s happened to you.

Today, I am asking you. What if we flipped the model?
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Flip the Model

What if we started with challenges first, and then worked our way back?

Kids are smart. Let’s help them explore inspiring challenges, just like Ana did. Then 

they can identify organizations working on this challenge, the people who work 

there, and what they needed to learn and the skills they needed in order to do that. 

Then they can do small tests. For example, Stephanie could have coffee with 

someone working on her challenge, she can do an internship at a company, or 

maybe she can take a class on a related topic. Maybe for the challenge Stephanie 

cares about, drama classes are exactly what she needs. 

Whatever actions she chooses to take, she will be motivated and guided by 

something that inspires her. Starting at the “challenge” end of the process gives her 

a clear goal to work toward and a vision of what her future could look like. 

This challenge-first approach is very different from what’s currently happening with 

students. And unfortunately, this has negative consequences. 
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The Cost of Getting It Wrong

For years, we have been helping students choose careers with an outdated 

approach built for a different era.

Step 1: Take a test. Why? Because everyone loves tests. (Just kidding.) 

Step 2: Get “matched” with a job title. 

You like making people laugh? You can be a clown. You like being tidy? You can be a 

window cleaner.  

This approach lacks depth. What about the students’ values, their experiences, their 

stories?

To prepare youth for a lifetime of growth and change, we need to go deeper. If we 

don’t fix this, we create two types of pain.

First, there is the human pain. Stephanie is suffering because she really thought 

she needed to have it all figured out in high school. When she thinks about the 

future, she feels pressured instead of hopeful. 

The other pain is economic pain: Imagine the cost to our society of having people 

not reach their potential. How many billions is this costing our economy? 

We need to stop this pain. Thankfully, the education system can help. Teachers want 

their students to make a difference. And they know that starting with challenges 

sets up youth for meaning and purpose, not commitment to one path forever.  

John Krumboltz, a pioneer in career theory, said, “Asking teens to pick a job title that 

they have never tried out is like asking them to name a future spouse before allowing 

them to date.”

Maybe we should let them explore a bit first?
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Engaging Adam

You might be wondering, what is a good challenge to solve? Well, you probably 

already know several, but one exciting opportunity is designing the future of 

transportation. 

That’s the challenge that Adam chose. I want to tell you about him because his story 

shows the impact that career education can have inside the classroom, not just 

outside of it. 

Here’s a kid who doesn’t even want to be in class. Smart, but “doesn’t apply himself.” 

Do you know the type?

He’s not listening, so he’s not performing well. Now he is losing confidence, and 

he is starting to feel depressed. Imagine what it’s like for Adam’s parents. They are 

worried, they really want to help, but they aren’t sure how. 

What we have to remember is Adam doesn’t know why he’s in school. But here’s the 

promising part: When Adam started exploring all the problems and opportunities 

that exist in the world, he understood a message that changed his life: The world 

needs you. 
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There are so many broken things to fix, and we need Adam to fix them. 

When he chose “design the future of transportation,” he started to understand WHY 

he was in school: “I am here to learn something important that will help me work on a 

challenge I care about.”

Now Adam is more engaged in class, and he’s performing better. Here he picks 

up a skilled trade that can connect his biggest strengths to a meaningful problem. 

He sees the bigger picture. Imagine the relief his parents are feeling. 

When education and work challenges are connected, students like Adam show 

up to class in a completely different way. 

This transformation that Adam experienced is possible for every student. I believe 

that every student can make a unique contribution. This belief is why I do what I do. 
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Connecting Youth to Challenges
My belief in students’ potential to contribute drove me to want to help. A few years 

ago, I started asking students, “What problem do you want to solve?”

Unfortunately, they had no idea what to say. We haven’t taught them to think about 

careers in this way. Yet. But I thought the hack for this was simple: All we needed to 

do was show them problems they could work on.

So I researched books, blogs, experts, futurists. I created a simple tool to make 

this idea come alive, and it’s called the Challenge Cards. Would you rather redesign 

the health care system or increase sustainable energy? 

The students begin by sorting the cards into challenges they are not interested in, 

interested in, or very interested in. 

This is the Challenge mindset in action. My mission is for this mindset to be taught 

in every school. For that to happen, I need your help. 
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So Many Ways to Help

Let’s explore one challenge together: Engineer better medicine.  

There are advances in genetics research that could help us improve millions of lives.

Who works on this? 

Sure, there are scientists with white lab coats. But equally as important is the project 

manager keeping everyone on track, the human resources person hiring the team, 

the finance lead creating the budget, the person buying the research equipment, 

the person who cleans the lab. There’s also the graphic designer who created the 

new logo. 

In the real world, it takes an interdisciplinary approach to solve a problem. There are 

many different skill sets that can contribute. 

This idea, of focusing on the challenge, is a message that is just as relevant to 

adults as it is to young children. There is no age limit (at either end) for exploring 

challenges to solve. 

Educators will find this approach particularly useful for kids, since they will work in a 

reality much different than our own. 
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The Future of Work
We’re facing a future that’s unpredictable, with massive changes coming. 

Technology and artificial intelligence are disrupting the world of work at an 

unprecedented pace.

In this context, career education today is no longer about certainty: choosing an 

occupation. It’s about exploration, purpose, and impact. And that’s what students 

want: to make a difference. 

So let’s help them find an exciting cause they can contribute to. 

Eleanor Roosevelt said, “When you cease to make a contribution, you begin to die.” 

At SparkPath, we want every student to discover the contribution they have to 

make. We want every student to feel alive, engaged, and excited for the future. 

When students discover the Challenge mindset, they learn a message that can 

change their life: The world needs you. 
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After impacting more than 10,000 students, we have seen how the Challenge 

mindset broadens horizons and transforms possibilities.

And we want every student to experience this transformation. Our mission is that 

every student creates a path to meaningful work and takes ownership of their 

future.

Visit mysparkpath.com to join our movement today. Let’s send our youth on a 

mission of purpose and impact so they can lead incredible lives. 

Challenge mindset
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I hope you’ve enjoyed this ebook as much as I loved writing it for you. 

I am grateful that you took the time to read it, and I can’t wait to hear about the 

impact it will have on your students. 

I invite you to share your feedback and experiences with me at jp@mysparkpath.com.

 

If you’d rather say hello on social media, you can find us on Twitter

@mysparkpath, Instagram @mysparkpath or at Facebook.com/ Sparkpath. 

To listen to the TEDx talk version of this e-book please visit

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=38AcJB983TQ 

Thanks again, and I wish you all the best, 

JP Michel 

Founder, SparkPath 

Thank you so much!
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J.P. Michel is the creator of the Challenge mindset and the Founder of SparkPath. He 

has partnered with hundreds of school districts and postsecondary institutions to 

reimagine career exploration for the future of work. As an industrial-organizational 

psychology consultant, he worked with hundreds of leaders from some of the 

world’s largest organizations. The insights from these leaders and organizations 

helped shape the Challenge Cards, of which there are 20,000 copies being used in 

schools all over the world. 

J.P. Michel has a psychology degree from the University of Ottawa, a masters degree 

in industrial-organizational psychology from the University of Manchester and is 

the recipient of the 2017 Outstanding Career Professional award from the Career 

Professionals of Canada. J.P. is a TEDx speaker whose work on careers has been 

featured on the BBC, CBC and Forbes. 
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