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Aims for today 

- Explore the potential for community-
led innovations in career guidance

- Present findings from a recently 
completed project

- Focus on process: how we did it
- Focus on practices: what we 

developed



The project 



Background

• Very little research into career 
guidance in small rural communities

• Very little best practice guidelines for 
rural practice

• Most models and tools we used are 
based on assumptions of large 
communities. 

• So, how can we think about, and 
innovate, rural career guidance 
practice?



Overskrift én linje
Light eller AU Passata Bold

How can career guidance be innovated in small 
rural communities in order to more fully meet the 
needs of young people and their communities? 

Funded by the EU, supported by 
Studievalg Danmark

Places & Career Guidance (SPACIIS)



Defining Career Guidance

• “Career guidance can take a wide range of forms and draws on diverse 
theoretical traditions. But at its heart it is a purposeful learning 
opportunity which supports individuals and groups to consider and 
reconsider work, leisure and learning in the light of new information 
and experiences and to take both individual and collective action as a 
result of this.’ (Hooley et al., 2018, p. 20)

• Includes:  one-to-one advice or guidance, career education provided in 
classroom settings, career programmes (including a planned set of 
activities with clear learning objectives), and other activities such as 
career talks, employer visits and education visits. 
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This project did not focus on NEET young people, it focused on 
young people in upper secondary and lower secondary school. 
But some of the learning is transferrable to community 
innovations generally and to supporting NEET young people



The process



Research circles

• Participatory action research: 
researcher and participants work 
together

• 3 circles: Bornholm, Mors, Southern 
Funen (Ærø and Langeland)

• Up to 10 participants in each circle
• Each group met four times 
• Participants: careers advisers 

(studievalg and UU), teachers, 
regional development interests 
(kommune), and employer 
representatives
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We met four times, with activities in between for all of us

Research Circle 1: Establishing the project, 
exploring participant perspectives

Research Circle 2: Exploring wider community 
perspectives

Research Circle 3: Planning Career Education 
and Guidance innovations 

Research Circle 4: Evaluating innovations and 
closing the circle 

Community conversations & surveys with 
communities and young people

Developing ideas for innovations & 
learning from rural education 

Deliver innovations and evaluations 
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We met four times, with activities in between for all of us

Research Circle 1: Establishing the project, 
exploring participant perspectives

Research Circle 2: Exploring wider community 
perspectives

Research Circle 3: Planning Career Education 
and Guidance innovations 

Research Circle 4: Evaluating innovations and 
closing the circle 

Community conversations & surveys with 
communities and young people

Developing ideas for innovations & 
learning from rural education 

Deliver innovations and evaluations 

Writing up our learning 
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Exactly what each circle looked at, 
and the innovations developed 
differed, according to:
• Needs / experience of the 

community 
• Participant interests and 

resources 

Key learning: ground innovations in 
the places and people. 



The 
Innovations 



Developing innovations

Identifying needs
• What do young people in our 

community need?
• What does our community 

need? 
• What do we know about what 

is needed?
• What do we need to know?



Developing innovations

Identifying resources
• Who are we? 
• What resources do we have?
• What do we currently do that 

we could develop or adapt?
• How could we work together?



Developing innovations

Identifying resources
• Who are we? 
• What resources do we 

have?
• What do we currently do 

that we could develop 
or adapt?

• How could we work 
together?

Identifying needs
• What do young people in 

our community need?
• What des our community 

need? 
• What do we know about 

what is needed?
• What do we need to 

know?



Developing A Plan 

• What is the problem?
• What is the activity ?
• What resources does it 

require? 
• What will happen in the 

activity?
• What impact do you hope it 

will make?
• What wider outcomes do you 

anticipate?



The toolkit

• We have gathered the 
examples of activities into a 
‘toolkit’

• The toolkit also includes some 
general advice for small 
communities who are 
interested in innovating 
guidance practices 





Example: Katherine’s dilemma

• Classroom activity: group guidance
• Discussion of a constructed case study of a 

young person from the community facing 
dilemmas about what pathway to take after 
completing her education.

• Students discuss the case study in small groups
• They discuss the advice they would give. 
• They discuss their own thoughts and feelings 

about their decisions to stay, leave or return. 
• And they discuss their ideas for island 

development. 



Example: ‘My Future’: career learning

• Classroom activity: teacher led  (7th grade and 
9th grade students )

• Students were given a worksheet to complete 
that included questions about both career and 
mobility / place.
• Where would I like to live / take my education in the 

future?
• Why do I want to live in this place? 
• What job(s) do I find exciting and why?
• What would it take for me to stay in this place?
• What would it take for me to move away?
• What do my parents do?
• How do I see my educational pathway?



Example: Bridge Building with parents

• Activity for young people in transition 
programmes (“brobygning”) between 
lower and upper secondary education. 

• Day 1 of the transitions programme a 
task is given to young people to speak 
with a family member about that 
person’s career path

• On the final day, students share their 
learning from the activity with each 
other. 



Example: “Beyond the Usual Geographies”

• Activity connected to annual ‘education 
evening’ in one of the southern funen 
islands

• Extending invitation to education providers 
in the other islands, rather than just from 
the larger city locations. 

• Providing information to students about 
education opportunities in smaller 
communities (like their home community). 



Example: A compass to return 

• Activity focused on the messages 
given to pupils by their upper 
secondary school 

• Rektor provides the message that 
they want pupils to have ‘wings to fly, 
and a compass to return’



General advice for developing innovations

• Reflect on implicit spatialities of practice
• Directly address issues of place and mobility
• Trouble assumptions
• Engage wider stakeholders: employers, parents, others
• Collaborate for community advocacy and innovation 



Key learning 

• Innovations are best developed when:
• They address identified needs
• They build on existing resources and interests

• Small changes can make big differences

• The innovation is not the end of the journey
• The process is the learning 
• The evidence generated can support wider 

changes



Next steps 



Next steps for the project 

• Refine activities in the toolkit
• Gather evidence of more 

innovations
• Gather more evidence of 

impact:
• on young people and
• on communities 

• Expand the focus to explore 
approaches in different 
communities  and different 
client groups



Next steps for you & us

• What do you think about what I have 
presented?

• What do you already do to address place 
in your work with NEETS? 

• How could you innovate your practice to 
include a greater focus on place? 

• Please share your ideas! 



Further reading 

• Information about the project can be found here: 
https://projects.au.dk/spaciis 

• Contact: rosie@rosiealexander.co.uk 

https://projects.au.dk/spaciis
mailto:rosie@rosiealexander.co.uk


The workshop: Building 
your ideas and plans

• In your country groups you have already 
had a lot of discussion

• You have started to make plans for your 
activities in this project (some of you 
might be quite far along). 

• In the next few hours we will review your 
ideas and I will introduce a way of 
thinking about your work to help you 
reflect on your plans, and hopefully 
strengthen them. 



Three stages

• Who you are, your priorities and aims
• Developing plans (theory of change)
• Making a timeline

There will be a lot of post it notes! 
We will take pictures to record your work.
You may not finish all your thinking – that 
is okay, this is a starting point that you can 
build on in the coming months. 



Workshop 1: Who are we, and what are our 
priorities and aims? (20 minutes)
• On your own, write on 3 post it notes (5 minutes): 

• Who are you and what do you do
• What is your no.1 aim for this project – what would you like it to achieve?
• What is your no.1 activity for this project – if you only do one thing, what do you 

think would be most useful? 

• As a group: 
• Each person share what is written on your post-it notes. (try not to get into 

discussion! Just share what you have written). 
• Gather the postit notes into three groups: who we are, our priorities, our aims
• Finish with some discussion about your ideas for aims and activities: are there 

themes? What key areas emerge as priorities?



Workshop 2: What are our plans? (55 
minutes)
• Now you have a set of ideas of 

aims and activities – and a 
sense of priorities

• We will now build a more 
elaborated plan about how to 
take these forward using a 
structured approach: a theory 
of change



Theory of Change

• A theory of change helps you to ‘think through’ an activity from 
what you plan to do to what you hope it will achieve. 

• It helps to identify the ‘theory’ of how you think your activity will 
achieve the impacts you want it to

• It helps to identify assumptions you are making….
• …which can help you refine your plans
• A theory of change also helps with evaluation because you can 

evaluate if the activities are achieving the outcomes in the ways 
you expect. 



Theory of change process

• Inputs: resources
• Activities: what you will do 
• Outputs: what will happen as a result of the activity
• Outcomes: short term changes that will happen (often to your 

target group)
• Impact: sustained or longer term change 



Example (1)

• From Noble (2019) Theory 
of Change in 10 steps



Example (1)

• From Noble (2019) Theory of Change in 10 steps



Example (2)

• Alexander, Hooley and Mellors-
Bourne (2023) Supporting Local 
Students and Graduates 
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Refining your theory: assumptions 

• What assumptions are you making?
• What important contextual factors might complicate the process?
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Assumptions: young people will find the website, they will be motivated to use it, young people have 
the skills to apply for work / study, young people do not face other barriers to work /study
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Your turn….

• Choose an activity and outcome 
• Sketch a theory of change – how you will get to the outcomes
• Choose your next activity and follow the same process.

***Remember: someone has to do these activities! Don’t forget 
your resources and capacity, keep your process realistic***



Workshop part 3: timeline and responsibilities 
(30 minutes) 
• Look at your activities on your theory of change
• What resources do each of these need?
• Who will be responsible? 
• What timeline can you set for each one? 

• Check if there are activities that have to happen before other ones
• Remember holiday periods and busy periods – what is practical?



Before Christmas 
2026

Spring 2027
(Jan-March)

Summer 2027
Apr-Sept (Faroe 
islands)

Winter 2027 (Oct-
Dec)

Spring 2028
(Jan – March) 
Åland meeting)

List the action – 
and who is 
responsible
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