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My son Nico was born on January 22, 2019, at 7:19 a.m. My 

wife Isabelle and I were thrilled, as we had lived through 

three miscarriages in the two years prior to Nico’s birth. The 

immense joy of the moment was followed by the burning desire 

to become the greatest parents that we could be for our child.  

As a leadership consultant and coach for teens, I realized that while 

this goal would be challenging enough while he was still a baby, 

the biggest challenges lay ahead. One day, Isabelle and I will need 

to help Nico prepare for his future and navigate the world of work. 

Having my own child made me reflect on the important role 

parents play in the career discovery process. Despite my years of 

experience as a professional career coach, I realized I needed help to 

prepare for my role as the father of a bright, young career seeker.

So, I decided to tap into the wisdom of the hundreds of thoughtful, 

purposeful parents I met during my career. I interviewed dozens of 

prefaCe   

the day everything 
Changed
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parents who had successfully kept the channels of communication 

open during a time when many kids start to pull away and shut 

down. How did they frame career conversations with their kids? 

How did they keep the dialogue supportive and helpful? 

Conventional advice doesn’t apply 

The advice these parents gave couldn’t have come at a better 

time. We live in a time of change, which requires new tools and 

approaches. Our education system is struggling to prepare people 

for the future of work, and workplace demands are evolving at a 

faster rate than ever.

My research showed me that today, successful parents operate 

differently. Their goals, mindsets, and strategies do not always 

follow conventional advice. I’ve learned that to help teens thrive, 

especially in a fast-changing world, these parents initiate specific 

conversations that have a tremendous impact on how their kids 

prepare to succeed. 

5 conversations can change everything 

While every parent’s experience is unique, I saw patterns emerge 

from my research. Parents who successfully engaged their 

children tended to initiate five key conversations with them. Those 

conversations helped to keep the dialogue between parent and 

child respectful, collaborative, and constructive.    
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In this book, you’ll see how these conversations unfold, and you’ll 

hear from the parents, in their own words, about the challenges 

they face and the ways they have overcome those challenges by 

talking it through with their kids.

Many parents shared that they started the conversation when 

their child was in middle school—or even earlier. Some parents 

talked about revisiting these conversations when their kids were 

in their 20s. Ultimately, there is no age at which a child or young 

adult can’t benefit from the conversations explored in this ebook. 

My son Nico is still several years away from these conversations—

he needs to learn to talk first!—but knowing that I can tap into the 

wisdom of parents who have successfully navigated the difficult but 

critical conversations  I will have with him gives me great comfort. 

I hope this book gives you comfort, too, along with the insights 

and tools you need to talk to your child about their future and 

take them one step closer to an extraordinary career. 

jp Michel 
Founder, SparkPath
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If you’re feeling overwhelmed by the prospect of supporting your 

child as they explore career options, it’s not surprising. Today, 

parents are trying to help their children build meaningful careers 

in the midst of big changes that are redefining the workplace, the 

parenting role, and the education system.

Let’s look at some of these 

changes in more detail.

the changing workplace  

The world of work is changing at an unprecedented rate, and 

improvements in technology are accelerating the pace of this 

change. As we become better at creating artificial intelligence that 

develops learning capability, the pace of change will only increase. 

Besides the impact of technology, new trends include remote 

work, self-employment, and short-term work assignments (also 

referred to as the gig economy). 

As a parent, the whole landscape has 

changed. I felt helpless, not knowing 

what options were available.

parenTing in a  
Time of Change
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While working conditions have become more flexible and less 

predictable, the expectations placed on individual workers 

have risen. Many companies are no longer willing to invest in 

developing their employees’ careers, and because of this, kids 

today will need to own and manage their careers much more than 

in the past. 

In this changing environment, the skills required to succeed are 

evolving. It’s hard to predict which skills will be most important, as 

we are often preparing people for jobs that don’t exist yet. 

Changing parental roles 

The way we parent has changed significantly in the past 50 years, 

and those changes have had big consequences for our children 

and their ability to prepare for the future.

While much of that change has been a good thing, three major 

parenting trends are making it harder for parents to support their 

kids’ career success.

self-esteeM MoveMent 

Praise and confidence-building have become a central part 

of parenting and education in America and beyond. 

Unfortunately, much of these efforts have backfired, as kids are 

being over-protected and are perceived as more fragile, instead 

of more confident. 
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focus on security and safety 

To make sure they are safe, some parents insist on knowing where 

their teens are at all times. Through technology, they can more 

easily monitor their whereabouts and activities. 

In this climate, fear is prioritized over freedom. This trend has had 

an adverse impact on teens by limiting their perceived and actual 

independence. 

GrowtH of an acHieveMent culture 

The expectations for kids to succeed academically have never 

been higher. Many people still believe that the best way to achieve 

career and life success is to first achieve academic success. 

This has resulted in more investment in early childhood education, 

more time spent in school and on homework, and less time 

for part-time jobs. While education is a vital part of career 

preparation, it needs to be balanced by self-directed exploration 

and real-world work experience.

http://mysparkpath.com
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The high school counsellor meets every 

senior—way too many kids. There is not 

enough guidance. It’s very general.”

The Changing 
eduCaTion sysTem

The schools didn’t provide any 

help whatsoever. It became 

more our jobs.

In generations past, parents could rely on the school system to 

help young people prepare for meaningful careers. But today, 

that’s no longer true.

According to Gallup, about 80% 

of students in primary school 

are fully engaged in school. By 

the end of high school, student 

engagement has plummeted to 40% or less. 

Many parents are asking for support 

when it comes to preparing students to 

transition to college,* and they aren’t 

finding the help they are looking for. 

*For the sake of simplicity, this ebook uses the term ‘college’ to refer to all post-secondary education 
options, including college, university, community college, technical or trade school, apprenticeships, 
and specialized bootcamps.
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Through my work with SparkPath, I’ve met some of the most 

incredible teachers and guidance counsellors who committed to 

helping their students succeed. But how many students get to 

benefit from working with these shining stars?

Ideally, our education system would help more teens reach their 

potential. But this is challenging since many schools lack the resources 

needed to adapt to the rapid changes happening in the world. 

Once these students transition to college, many of them struggle. 

Some change majors, while others drop out. Many don’t really 

know why they are in college in the first place. 

The few who do complete their degrees soon realize that the 

value of a college degree is declining. Unfortunately, after 

graduating, many students are either underemployed or 

unemployed, and carrying debt. 

Given these changes, parents cannot leave the success of their 

kids up to chance. They need a different approach to preparing 

their kids to thrive. 

In the next chapter, we’ll look at a new mindset that is helping 

empowering parents and progressive schools address the gaps in 

the system, re-align the way kids think about their career potential, 

and help young people prepare for the new world of work.  

http://mysparkpath.com
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a new paTh forward: 
The Challenge mindseT  

The rapid changes in the world of work and the gaps in the 

traditional school system have made it more important than 

ever for parents to step up and guide their children. But if the old 

ways don’t work, what will?

There is a new approach that is already being used in hundreds 

of schools, and it holds the key to better parent-child career 

conversations. It’s called the challenge mindset. 

The challenge mindset helps young people look beyond job titles 

and focus on challenges, problems, and opportunities to work on. 

When teens choose a challenge they are interested in, it 

changes their mindset and their approach to career exploration. 

Challenges are more interesting and real than job titles, which 

means that young people are more motivated to explore, learn, 

and push themselves. 

http://mysparkpath.com
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The challenge mindset also provides them with a roadmap to 

follow. Once students discover a challenge they care about, 

they work backwards to identify companies working on these 

challenges, the people who work there, their career paths, and the 

educational path that taught them what they needed to learn to 

be able work on the challenge. 

The challenge mindset is also why I am optimistic that kids today 

can create extraordinary careers despite the obstacles they face. 

And when parents start having career conversations with their 

kids early on, those kids have an even stronger head start.

How does the challenge mindset 

impact the way parents support their 

child’s career discovery?

The challenge mindset helps young people 

look beyond job titles and focus on challenges, 

problems, and opportunities to work on. 

http://mysparkpath.com
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Flip the conversation 

Most parents begin the career conversation with their kids by 

asking, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” The answer 

to this question is a job title. 

But will our kids really hold one job title for the rest of their lives?

Having consulted with dozens of the world’s largest organizations, I 

can say that all signals suggest that this is highly unlikely.

Yet well-meaning parents are still starting the career conversation 

with their kids by focusing on the job title. 

Let’s take the example of Roberto, who is in middle school. If 

Roberto is good at math, his parents might suggest that he 

become an accountant. So, 

Roberto looks for colleges 

that teach accounting, 

passes his CPA exam, and 

becomes an accountant. 

It’s only at this point 

that Roberto will start 

to discover the actual 

challenge he is working 

on. Perhaps he helps 
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clients become more fiscally transparent. Or maybe he helps his 

company collect more accurate financial data so they make better 

decisions. 

Perhaps Roberto loves this challenge. Or, perhaps not. We all 

know people who “arrive” in their desired career track and then 

realize it’s not for them. 

The point is that there is no way for Roberto to know this ahead 

of time if his career decisions are based on job titles rather than 

exploring the underlying challenges.

But what if Roberto’s parents had tried a different approach? 

What if they had asked him what challenges he wanted to solve? 

It’s possible he could have discovered a challenge he was truly 

interested in and created a great educational and career path to 

get there. 

By focusing on the challenges that inspire your child rather than 

the job titles they can aspire to, you can flip the conversation and 

empower them to explore their career potential in a new way. 

In the next chapter, we’ll look more closely at how you can 

become an empowering parent.

http://mysparkpath.com
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3 prinCiples of 
empowering parenTs 

In the next few chapters, we’ll look at the conversations that can 

help parents empower their kids to create extraordinary careers. 

But first, let’s look at the underlying communication principles 

that guide those conversations and ensure that they are relevant, 

powerful, and effective. 

In Chapter 1, we explored some of the big changes that were 

making it tougher for parents to help their kids plan their careers.

In this chapter, we’ll look at how these empowering parents are 

addressing those changes and finding new ways to adapt to them.

The parents who were most successful in engaging their kids 

and supporting their career exploration shared three key 

communication traits.

http://mysparkpath.com
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respect 

Empowering parents create strong relationships with their kids 

through respectful communication. When they speak with their 

kids, they acknowledge positive behaviour, ask open-ended 

questions, and demonstrate empathy to build connection. 

independence 

Empowering parents help their teens become independent. 

They know that they have a tremendous influence on their kids’ 

educational and career decisions, and they are mindful about how 

they use it. Rather than imposing their own views and wishes, they 

help teens acquire the skills and experiences they need to learn 

how to make their own decisions. 

Empowering parents recognize that they don’t have all 

the answers, and that their child’s experiences, beliefs, 

and opinions are valuable and relevant.

Empowering parents know that while self-esteem is 

important, grit and resilience are even more important. 

Having the patience to let students takes risk and fail 

is crucial for their long-term development.

http://mysparkpath.com
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Curiosity 

Empowering parents encourage meaningful exploration. Rather 

that rushing their children towards a career decision based on 

a job title, they help them focus on challenges that interest and 

inspire them. They encourage their children to think about who 

they want to become, instead of what.   

in the next chapter, we’l l  look at the first of f ive 

important career conversations every parent 

should have with their child. . .

Empowering parents recognize the value of 

achievements, but they also recognize the benefits of 

free play, exploration, and failure. 

These three principles (respect, independence, and curiosity) help 

parents align their approach to a changing world and create a 

bridge of trust and understanding with their kids. 

In the next few chapters, we will discover how parents put these 

principles into action by holding five critical career conversations 

with their children. These conversations can take place in any 

order and on any timeline. This is not a structured approach; it’s 

a series of conversations and questions designed to help parents 

and their kids get on the same side and feel more prepared to 

navigate career exploration.

http://mysparkpath.com
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Career ConversaTion #1   

“how can 
I help?”

Here’s how a typical parent-child career conversation can go.

Eric’s mom wanted to reach out and help him focus on career 

planning.

“So, Eric, do you know what are doing after high school?” 

“No.” 

This was not the first time Eric and his mom had this conversation. 

Both were already frustrated. 

“Well, you need to make a decision soon. You know the 

admissions deadlines are coming up soon right?” 

“I know, Mom! You are stressing me out.”

“I’m trying to help you, Eric.” 

“Well, I don’t find this helpful at all!” replied Eric, defiantly. 

***
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now, let’s look at a different approach.

Stephanie’s mom caught her daughter between social activities 

on a Saturday afternoon.

“Stephanie, I’d like to talk to you about your plans after high 

school.” 

“Ugh, not again. We’ve already been through this; I don’t know 

what I want to do.” 

“That’s okay. You don’t need to have it all figured out right 

away. This is a process that takes time, and I wanted to talk to 

you about how I can help. Can we talk about it tomorrow night, 

after dinner?”  

“Fine.”

*** read on to see why 

the second approach is 

more effective
the problem: jumping in too fast 

Some parents tend to jump into offering solutions 

instead of asking their kids what kind of help they want. It comes 

from good intentions, but it ends up making kids feel cornered 

and defensive.

Many young people falsely assume that career conversations are 

about having specific answers as soon as possible. They may feel that 

they need to choose a job title, a college, and a major right away.  

http://mysparkpath.com
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This is why they often feel unnecessary pressure during career 

exploration and conversations. Many of them listen to their friends 

say they want to be doctors, engineers, or lawyers, and they 

assume that everyone has figured it all out except them. No 

wonder they aren’t in the mood to have the conversation with 

their parents.  

the “challenge mindset” approach: lay the foundation 

This career conversation is about laying the foundation for 

success. When parents ask “How can I help?”, it gives both teens 

and parents the opportunity to figure some important things out 

before getting started. 

There are many questions that can surface in this conversation. 

Why is the conversation important?  What is everyone’s role? 

What is the ultimate goal? 

It’s important to answer these 

questions now because it gives 

parents the chance to uncover 

some assumptions that might 

need to be changed.

By asking “How can I help?”, parents give students the 

opportunity to voice how they want to be supported. One of the 

Talking about her needs made her calm 

down. She was feeling anxious about her 

decision. I think she thought she needed to 

have it all figured out right away.
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outcomes of this conversation is for teens to buy in to the process 

and to understand what role you will play to help them.

Parents who frame the career conversations in this way are more 

likely to get involvement from their teens and to successfully 

make progress. Before diving in, it pays to make sure teens get to 

express how they want to be helped. This also makes it easier for 

them to understand the process and feel more comfortable. 

Once teens are more comfortable, they have space to share 

more about themselves, including who they are and who they 

want to become. 

TIP: An “I love you” and “I believe in you” goes a long 

way in helping teens who are faced with these potentially 

difficult decisions. 

http://mysparkpath.com
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What this conversation sounds like 
Parents who have this conversation with their kids say things like:

•	 How can i help?

•	 Here are my ideas about the process. what do you think?

•	 i want you to lead this process, but i am here to support you 
along the way. 

•	 i think some of your strengths will help you with certain 
parts of this process. which strength do you think you 
should use at this time?

•	 what do you think will be the most difficult part?

•	 when should we get together to discuss this?

•	 before we start, what concerns do you have?

now let’s look at the next career 

conversation every parent should have 

with their child. . .

http://mysparkpath.com
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Here’s how a typical parent-child career conversation can go.

Mike’s father wanted to be encouraging. “Why don’t you become 

a lawyer, like your brother?” he suggested.

Mike really liked his brother, but he didn’t share all of his interests. 

“I don’t think that’s for me, Dad.” 

“Well, you should think about it. Lawyers make good money. Plus, 

you are really good at arguing.”

“I guess so. I’ll think about it, Dad.”

***

Career ConversaTion #2  

“who Do YoU wanT  
To BecoMe?”

http://mysparkpath.com
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now, let’s look at a different approach.

Instead of suggesting careers, Aaron’s dad decided to find out 

what he thought his greatest strengths were. 

“Aaron, I hear the group project for your history class went well. 

How did you help the group the most?” 

“I don’t know, Dad. Everyone wrote a different part of it, so I 

guess that writing my part was my biggest contribution.”

“It might be, but I bet you did other things that helped. For 

example, what did you say or do the first time the group worked 

together, or when the group faced a problem? What did you say 

or do when the group was preparing for the presentation?”

“Ok, I see what you mean. I’ll have to think about it.”

“Great. The answers to these questions will help us identify your 

biggest strengths, and that will give us ideas about what you may 

enjoy doing in your future.”

***

why is the second 

approach more 

effective? 
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the problem: forgetting differences  

Many parents start the career conversation by listing jobs that 

have been successful choices for other people. On the surface, 

this makes sense: if others have built successful lives around their 

work as lawyers or doctors or engineers, there’s clear proof that 

these are rewarding careers.

But a career can only be truly rewarding if it aligns with a person’s 

strengths and interests. Just because Mike’s brother loves being 

a lawyer doesn’t mean that Mike will, too. And while Mike may 

instinctually know that the law is the wrong fit for him, he may not 

have the vocabulary to articulate the reasons why, which leaves 

him feeling confused and inadequate.

the “challenge mindset” approach: start with who they are 

This career conversation enables parents to help their children 

discover who they are and who they want to become. By 

identifying their strengths, interests, values, and aspirations, teens 

build a stronger inner compass. 

It’s wonderful to watch teens come alive when they discover their 

unique gifts and talents. It’s also important information, because 

what makes them different will help them choose where they can 

have the greatest impact in the world. 
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Great parents help their 

teens come up with their own 

answers to these questions. It 

takes patience, but they resist 

taking the lead so that their 

teen can take more ownership 

of the process.  

Since empowering parents want kids to drive the process, they 

will start by asking them to self-identify their strengths, values, 

and interests. 

My greatest hope is that they feel grounded 

in their process. I want them to be able 

to access their inner voice, so their career 

decisions are an expression of their desires, 

their hopes and their vision.

TIP: Instead of providing critical feedback on the 

strengths and interests your child identifies, it may be 

more useful to let them test their hypothesis about who 

they are on their own. It’s a process that takes time, but 

through a cycle of self-reflection and experience, they 

will learn more about themselves. 
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mysparkpath . com26

 T H E  5  C A R E E R  C O N V E R S A T I O N S

now let’s look at the next career 

conversation every parent should have 

with their child. . .

What this conversation sounds like 

Parents who have this conversation with their kids say things like:

•	 what resources will you use to discover your strengths, 
values, and interests?

•	 tell me more about the values you chose. what does each 
one mean to you?

•	 who do you admire? what do you admire about them?

•	 out of all the strengths you listed, which one do you think 
can become your biggest strength?

•	 which strength do you think you would enjoy using the 
most?
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Here’s how a typical parent-child career conversation can go.

 “So, do you know what you want to be when you grow up?” 

Jude’s Uncle Barry loves to ask this question during the holidays. 

“No, Uncle Barry, I don’t.” Jude isn’t as excited by this question 

as Barry is. She has heard it multiple times before, and she still 

doesn’t have an answer. At this point, this question is causing her 

stress.  

“Maybe you should become a doctor? I’d bet you’d be good  

at that!” 

“Yeah, maybe.” Jude feigns interest in her uncle’s suggestion. She 

finds it hard to understand how she is supposed to pick one job 

for the rest of her life at such a young age. 

***

Career ConversaTion #3  

“whaT challenge Do 
YoU wanT To solve?”
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now, let’s look at a different approach.

Malik’s Aunt Patricia asks a different set of questions. 

“Hey Malik, have I ever asked you what you would like to change 

about the world?” Her question catches his attention because no 

one has ever asked him this before. 

“No. What do you mean, Auntie?” 

“Well it’s a great way to help you know yourself, as well as the 

impact you want to have. So, tell me, what would you like to 

change about the world?”

Taken off guard, Malik didn’t know what to answer. “I don’t know. 

I’ve never thought about that before.”

“That’s fine. Take a couple of days to think about it, and I’ll ask you 

again about it on the weekend. Sound good?” 

“Okay.” 

***

why is the second 

approach more 

effective? 
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the problem: focusing on job titles 

Parents and educators agree: career development based on 

job titles is over. We can no longer pretend that we can match 

students to a job title that they will hold for the rest of their lives. 

Today’s kids are very unlikely to hold one job title for the duration 

of their careers. Instead, they will get to work on several different 

challenges, problems, and opportunities during their lives.

Because of this, keeping the career conversation focused on job 

titles is not very helpful. 

Focus on challenges, not titles

Here’s an example of the dangers of focusing on job titles from 

my own experience. 

In my last year of college, I ran for the position of President of the 

Student Federation. I had a team of 20 volunteers that helped me 

campaign over 6 weeks. Our goal was trying to convince as many 

of the 27,000 undergraduates as possible to vote for me. 

Unfortunately, I lost the election by 6 votes. The loss stung; it was 

a very public defeat and I felt embarrassed. 

Thankfully, I learned a lot from this experience. One of the biggest 

lessons was that I had the wrong mindset: I focused too much 
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on the job title (president) and not enough on the challenge to 

solve (what the students needed). 

One consequence of my “job title mindset” was that my 

campaign platform was not nearly as strong as it should have 

been. The bright young woman who beat me was much more 

thoughtful about what challenges she would tackle and how. 

This is when I first learned that in order to succeed, I needed to 

look beyond job titles to find challenges to solve. 

the challenge mindset approach: discovering challenges 

This career conversation is about teaching teens to look beyond 

job titles, and while it’s a crucial change, it’s one that most teens 

are not prepared for. 

The challenge mindset helps them reframe their thinking by 

choosing and researching challenges that interest them. Once they 

have identified those challenges, they find important clues to the 

type of work and education program they would like to pursue.

Asking teens about the problems they want to solve in the world 

helps them focus on things that are important to them. And that, 

in turn, becomes the starting point for discovering jobs that align 

with those interests and priorities.

 T H E  5  C A R E E R  C O N V E R S A T I O N S
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One of our jobs is to help her explore how 

she sees the world. We are helping her 

connect problems and opportunities into 

information she can use. This also includes 

how she feels about these problems  

and what she wants to do about them.

For example, your child might 

decide that they are inspired 

by the idea of addressing 

climate change by increasing 

sustainable energy. The next 

step would be to search online 

for companies that focus on 

increasing sustainable energy. 

Once they found a few companies that seemed interesting, they 

can visit the Careers page to learn about the types of jobs that 

are offered. They can also use LinkedIn to look up the profiles of 

the people who currently work there and discover what career 

paths they took and what majors they studied. 

As a parent, you can help your child further this exploration by 

connecting them with specific people and resources that can help 

deepen this research. 

What this conversation sounds like 
Parents who have this conversation with their kids say things like:

•	 what challenge would you like to work on?

•	 what problem do you want to solve in the world? 

•	 which companies would you like to work for?

•	 which people’s profiles and career paths interest you the 
most?
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the Challenge Cards 

The challenge mindset has spread quickly among 

parents and schools. Many of the biggest colleges 

now teach the challenge mindset in their career 

classes or at their guidance office. I’ve now taught 

the challenge mindset to hundreds of educators 

and parents, who have in turn taught it to tens of 

thousands of students across North America. 

Many of these empowering educators and parents 

are using the Challenge Cards to help kids flip the 

focus and identify the challenges they want to solve 

instead of the job titles they think they should hold.  

The cards feature a series of important challenges, 

problems, and opportunities that kids can work 

on. By sorting the cards, kids can identify the 

challenges that interest them the most.

Learn more about the Challenge Cards

“Too often, we end up in the wrong career  

because we ask the wrong questions.  JP Michel’s  

Challenge Cards are cleverly designed to fix that.”

adam grant ,  author of Originals  and Give and Take , 
and host of the ted podcast worklife

http://mysparkpath.com
https://mysparkpath.com/collections/all/products/challenge-card-deck
https://mysparkpath.com/collections/all/products/challenge-card-deck
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Here’s how a typical parent-child career conversation can go.

“We’re really hoping that you get into Yale. We just think it would 

be a great fit for you.”

“I know, Mom. You’ve told me. I just don’t know very much about it.”

“Don’t worry about that. Once you get a chance to visit the 

campus, you will want to go there too.”

***

now, let’s look at a different approach.

 “Dad, all my friends have picked their top colleges. I feel like I 

have no idea how to pick mine.”

“I see. Well, first tell me why you are going to college.”

Career ConversaTion #4  

“whaT Do YoU wanT  
To learn?”
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“What? Why am I going? Um… Well, because I should. And it will 

help me get a good job, I think.”

“Let’s talk more about that. The more you know about why you 

are going to college, the easier it will be to both choose 

your major and choose the college you want to go to.”

***

the problem: focusing on college only 

College is a wonderful opportunity for teens to develop 

as human beings, gain knowledge, skills, and experiences, and 

jumpstart their careers. It’s no wonder that parents are often 

singularly focused on ensuring that their kids choose a college 

and successfully apply.

However, getting into college doesn’t guarantee success. Many 

young people get into college only to struggle because the school 

or program they chose isn’t the right fit. They change majors, fail 

classes, or drop out completely, often incurring massive debt. 

When the parent-child conversation is narrowly focused on 

getting into a school or program that the parent has identified as 

“good” because it’s prestigious or because other family members 

went there, it’s unlikely to help the child find the college option 

that’s right for them.

why is the second 

approach more 

effective? 
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the “challenge mindset” approach: linking learning  
with challenges 

This career conversation is about helping teens understand why 

they are going to college: to learn something that will help them 

contribute to a challenge they care about. 

For example, if they want to discover 

how the gut microflora heals diseases, 

they can study biotechnology and 

health sciences. Or, if they want to 

manage the planet’s waste, they 

could study supply chain logistics or 

environmental sciences. 

When students understand why they are in college, everything 

changes. They see the connection between their classes and their 

future, they understand why they need to work hard, and they 

start to create their place in the world. 

Imagine what it feels like when teens go to college with a purpose. 

They get to tell others that what they are learning will help them 

contribute to a challenge they care about. it’s empowering. 

When we ask “What do you want to learn?”, we quickly discover that 

a traditional four-year college degree is not the only option available 

to teens. Apprenticeships, vocational education, bootcamps, and 

At our local kindergarten, they have 

the banners of big colleges. I think 

that is sending the wrong message 

to the kids. It shouldn’t be about 

what college you go to. It’s about 

what you do when you are there.
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now let’s look at the final career 

conversation every parent should have 

with their child. . .

other specialized training programs could also be good options. 

Parents can apply the challenge mindset to conversations about 

all education programs by helping their kids think about how the 

experience will help them solve a challenge they care about. Then, 

they can research how the majors they are interested in will help 

them get closer to their goal. 

What this conversation sounds like 

Parents who have this conversation with their kids say things like:

•	 what majors do you already know about? 

•	 what are the majors that interest you the most so far?

•	 what would be your favorite way to learn about majors you 
haven’t heard about yet?

•	 what are your top 10 majors?

•	 where can you learn more about each major (e.g. program 
description, list of classes, program sequence)?

•	 who can you talk to about the majors that interest you?

•	 How would that major help you work on the challenge you 
are interested in?
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Here’s how a typical parent-child career conversation can go.

“The deadline for college applications is closing soon, Preeti. 

We’ve got to get going on this.”

“I know, but I don’t have time. I have so much homework this week.”

“Well, it’s got to get done! I’m going to start downloading 

application forms from a few colleges and filling them out for you.”

“Fine, whatever you want.” 

***

now, let’s look at a different approach.

“Ana, college applications are due soon. Do you plan to apply?”

“I guess so, but I don’t really know where to start.”

Career ConversaTion #5  

“whaT’s YoUr  
plan?”
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“I know, it’s something you’ve never had to do before, and it might 

seem intimidating. Why don’t we take some time after dinner 

tonight to figure out those first steps?”

“Sure, that sounds good.”

***

the problem: taking over 

Planning for life after high school is a lot of work. It can be the 

biggest project your child has undertaken so far in their lives. That 

can make it feel scary. What makes the process more complicated 

is that planning doesn’t come naturally to most teens. 

As a parent, your instinct may be to keep reminding your child 

to research colleges and programs and fill out applications for 

admissions and funding. But that can stress them out because 

they simply don’t know how to tackle the task or where to begin. 

You may also be tempted to jump in and do the work for 

them. After all, if it doesn’t get done, it could have lifelong 

consequences for them. But there are drawbacks to this approach, 

because it will reinforce your child’s sense of powerlessness today, 

and it could set them up for failure tomorrow.

why is the second 

approach more 

effective? 
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the “challenge mindset” approach: empowering teens to 
build a plan 

This career conversation is about helping teens build a plan 

for researching the colleges and programs that will help them 

prepare to address the challenges they care about most. 

When teens know why they are going to college, they are more 

willing to build their plan for success. This is one of the benefits of 

the challenge mindset. But they still need help to build that plan 

step by step. 

While it’s not always easy 

to define your role in the 

process, the three principles of 

empowering parents, which we covered in Chapter 4, will help you 

find the right balance between giving your child your support and 

respecting their independence.

Ultimately, the parent’s role is to empower them to lead the 

exploration and development of their own plans. Along the 

way, you can provide strategic coaching in the form of powerful 

questions, encouragement, and accountability. While they must 

lead the process, you can help them identify factors they haven’t 

considered, tasks they missed, or deadlines that aren’t aligned.

It’s hard to know how much to do for him. 

Rescuing feels great in the moment, but in 

the long run it won’t be advantageous. It’s 

an extreme exercise in self-management.
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TIP: One powerful tool that teens can create is a large 

“planning calendar” that is posted on a wall. This can 

help everyone keep track of all the to-dos and upcoming 

deadlines. It’s also a good place to identify when and 

where parents and teens should have weekly or monthly 

check-ins to review progress on the plan. 

What this conversation sounds like 

Parents who have this conversation with their kids say things like:

•	 what are the steps required to achieve the goals you have 
set? 

•	 which college admissions roadmap would you like to 
follow?

•	 what timelines have you set for yourself?

•	 what are the admission requirements for the colleges that 
interest you? 

•	 what are the courses you need to take in high school?

•	 what obstacles do you expect you will face? How can you 
overcome them?

•	 who else do you need to contact to help you build your 
plan?
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parTing ThoughTs for 
empowering parenTs

the educational system is changing. technology is changing. 

the workplace is changing. And the pace of change picks up 

speed every day. 

But one thing hasn’t changed. Parents still want—more than 

anything—to see their kids launched successfully into the world. 

And they still have an incredibly important role to play in helping 

their kids achieve that success. 

In fact, that role is more important than ever as the school 

system struggles to keep up with the realities of a fast-evolving 

workplace. 

We are living in a world where job titles come and go, and where 

the jobs that your kids will hold in the future may not even exist 

yet. To re-align the career discovery process with this new reality, 

parents need to flip the conversation using the challenge mindset 

and focus on challenges rather than job titles. 
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This ebook was designed to help you do just that, with principles 

and questions to guide conversations that help your child become 

more confident and purposeful as they explore their career options. 

i urge you to put these principles into action today. Take a 

moment over breakfast, or in the car after school, or during 

dinner, and use the Challenge Method to spark a conversation that 

changes everything: 

How can I help? 

Who do you want to become? 

What challenge do you want to solve? 

What do you want to learn? 

What’s your plan?

want more tools to help you prepare your teen for their future? 

check out the sparkpath program. this three-month online 

course for teens leads them through self-discovery and career 

exploration through one-on-one coaching, structured journaling, 

research projects, and more.

visit the sparkpath program

http://mysparkpath.com
https://mysparkpath.com/pages/parents
https://mysparkpath.com/pages/parents
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thank you So Much! 

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 kids. 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 me on Twitter  

@mysparkpath or at facebook.com/

sparkpath

And if you know other parents who 

would enjoy reading this book, please 

share this link with them:  

mysparkpath.com

Thanks again, and I wish you all  

the best,

jp Michel 
Founder, SparkPath
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sparkpath was founded to help young 

people create extraordinary careers 

by exploring the real-world challenges  

that inspire them. 

by changing mindsets through 

innovative programs, coaching, and 

career tools, sparkpath helps the next 

generation discover their potential 

and prepare to make a real and 

unique contribution to the world.
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