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Although career development is often associated with late childhood/early 

adolescence, there is growing evidence that career development is a 

lifelong process that begins in early childhood. Godttfredson’s (2002) 

theory of career development states that career aspirations originate in the 

preschool years, when children are between 3- and 5-years-old.  During this 

period children progress from a fantasy stance to a realistic stance. By the 

time children are in first grade, many are able to name a specific career 

aspiration and by the time they are 8-years-old, many children express 

relatively stable career plans (Auger, Blackhurst, & Wahl, 2005; Trice, 

1991). 

The current study contributes to the existing career development 

research by investigating the realism of preschool children’s career 

aspirations.   The likelihood of children aspiring to enter the same 

career as one of their parents was also examined.

Participants

The children who participated in this study were part of a larger study 

focused on the relationships among children’s interests, self-concepts, 

and academic achievement.

The current sample included 49 children (30 males) between the ages of 

3,0 and 5,7 (M = 4,5).  Eight additional children participated in the study 

but did not complete all of the tasks because of fatigue and/or 

misunderstanding of questions or scale usage. 

Measures

Career aspirations were measured through an open-ended question: 

“What would you like to be when you grow up?” 

Procedure

Children were recruited from two local childcare centers.

For each child, all of the measures were administered individually in a 

quiet room within the childcare center.

Each testing session began by explaining the nature of the tasks and 

then assuring each child of the confidentiality of his/her responses. Upon 

receiving each child’s verbal assent, the child was asked to draw a 

picture of him/herself.  This established rapport and increased the child’s 

comfort level.  

In addition to the career aspiration question, children also completed 

two self-concept tasks, an academic achievement assessment, and an 

interest inventory. The majority of children completed all of the tasks 

within 25 minutes.

Children were given stickers as a token of appreciation.

Coding

•Children’s aspirations were coded as ‘fantasy’ if no such occupation 

existed (such as a fictional character).

RESULTS

• More than half (55%) of the children in this study were able to provide a 

realistic career aspiration, with the most frequently occurring responses 

being ‘doctor’ and ‘police officer.’

• The likelihood of providing a realistic career aspiration did increase with 

age, with 70% of children older than 4 ½ years old providing a realistic 

aspiration and 67% of children younger than 4 ½ years providing either a 

fantasy aspiration or an uncodable response.  This supports Gottfredson’s

proposal that children will begin to outgrow fantasy career aspirations 

towards the end of the preschool period.

• Boys were more likely than girls to provide a realistic career aspiration.  

Previous research on this gender difference is mixed, with some studies 

finding that boys are more likely than girls to provide realistic career 

aspirations and other studies finding that girls are more likely than boys to 

provide realistic career aspirations.

• Of the 27 children who provided a realistic career aspiration, 6 (22%) 

aspired to enter the same career as one of their parents.

• The current study did examine the relationships between young children’s 

career aspirations and  self-concepts.  No significant findings emerged, 

indicating that during the preschool period, children’s aspirations may not 

be related to their developing awareness of their strengths and weaknesses. 

• Future research should also examine the potential impact of children’s self-

concepts on their career aspirations as well as the impact of their interests 

on career aspirations.   More specifically, the relationships among career 

aspirations, self-concept, and interest should be examined across time, with 

the expectation that significant relationships would emerge over time.
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Although boys were more likely to provide a realistic career than were 

girls, this difference was not significant X2 (2, n = 49) = 2.32, p = .31

Older children (i.e., those older than 4 ½ years old) were more likely to 

provide a realistic career than were younger children (i.e., those younger 

than 4 ½ years old), X2 (2, n = 49) = 5.72, p = ..05

Boys (n = 30) Girls (n = 19)

n % n %

Realistic 19 63 8 42

Astronaut 0 0 1 5

Architect  1 3 0 0

Ballerina Teacher 0 0 1 5

Computer Technician 0 0 1 5

Construction Worker 1 3 0 0

Cowboy 2 7 0 0

Doctor 1 3 2 10

Fireman 1 3 0 0

Garbage Truck Driver 2 7 0 0

Janitor 1 3 0 0

Lacrosse Player 1 3 0 0

Life Guard 0 0 1 5

Police Officer 4 13 0 0

Race Car Driver 1 3 0 0

Retail, Work in 1 3 0 0

Soccer Coach 0 0 1 5

Stay at Home Dad 1 3 0 0

Teacher 2 7 0 0

Veterinarian 0 0 1 5

Fantasy 6 20 7 37

Batman 1 3 0 0

Clown 0 0 1 5

Dora the Explorer 0 0 2 10

Monster 1 3 0 0

Power Ranger 2 7 0 0

Princess 0 0 4 20

Shark 1 3 0 0

Spiderman 1 3 0 0

Don’t Know/Invalid 5 17 4 21

I Don’t Know 5 17 2 10

I Want to be 5 years old 0 0 1 5

I Want to be a Girl 0 0 1 5


