
 

Career Strategies 
course overview 

 
 
The Career Strategies course teaches students how to make intentional and thoughtful career 
decisions throughout life. The course emphasizes the idea of approaching all career decisions, both 
large and small, with a big-picture view in mind.  
 
Note that by developing an “internal career coach” in students and by focusing on strategy as 
opposed to a specific career decision, the Career Strategies course also encourages people to help 
others in their career explorations, effectively making them informal career coaches for people in 
their social networks.  
 
Some of the topics in Career Strategies include: 

• the difference between a career and a job 

• the importance of always thinking about your career, and not just at transition points 

• that credentials and job history may get you a job, but careers come from promotions, 
which in turn come from performance on the job and personal and professional assets 

• that a living wage provides roughly the income for maximal life satisfaction, and what the 
living wage is and how it changes with geography, age, marital status, and number of 
children  

• that purpose is not what the job gives you, but what you give to the job 

• that most people don’t follow straightforward career paths, and how it’s OK to change paths 
as you gain experience in the workforce   

 

Detailed course description 
 
Twenty lessons comprise the Career Strategies course, which is free to take along with or after 
finishing the CSM Course. Starting in the fall of 2022, Career Strategies will also be offered as a 
stand-alone course for $9. 

• Each lesson main body is concise and written with accessible language and vivid examples, 
and is approximately 600-1000 words long.  

• Each lesson is followed by questions to ensure that students have internalized the 
information.  

• At the end of each lesson, students add to a Career Profile that maps out their career goals, 
employment history, education history, skills, professional network, and career-relevant 
experiences. These questions tie in directly to the lessons, and allow the students to 
personalize the strategies as they are taught, and to look with an appreciative and 
sometimes critical eye to their own assets.  

• Lessons also include links to additional resources that students can peruse at their leisure.  
These resources include both additional information on the lesson topics, as well as highly-
curated, best-of-breed, free external resources, often with guides how to use them.  These 
resources can be zipcode customized to highlight opportunities, sectors, and more.   

Once a lesson is completed, the student can access all previous lessons, including the Career 
Profile and curated list of resources. 
 
Lesson 1 is an introduction to the purpose and mechanics of the course, and helps the student 

start their Career Profile. 
 

https://www.smilabs.org/products/careerstrategies
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Lessons 2 and 3 focus on the distinction between a job and a career. For example, two people may 
have the same job, but one may take it as a job, and the other as a career.  Furthermore, a key 
distinction is made between job-oriented decisions (generally short-term) and career-oriented 
decisions, which have a life-long lens and result in better long-term outcomes. 

 
Lessons 4 through 6 introduce the idea of building personal and professional assets as the key to 

building careers. The course distinguishes between three major types of assets: Knowledge 
assets, including degrees and certificates, academic skills, workplace skills, and general skills;  
social assets, including professional and personal networks; and character assets, including 
persistence, curiosity, compassion, and integrity. Some discussion is given around the point 
that a few of these assets (e.g., degrees and certificates) are useful in obtaining a job, but most 
of the others are most useful in success and promotions within a job.  Another point is that 
each person is responsible for gaining these assets – unlike school, where you are directed to 
learn things, many of these assets only come about through personal initiative.  

 
Lessons 7 through 9 focus on building assets at work. The lessons teach students to think of work 

as a place to improve skills and make connections. Students learn about strategically building 
assets that can transfer between jobs, and therefore unlike many job-specific skills, accumulate 
over your entire career.  Students are also taught how to find a mentor to improve work 
performance and achieve career goals.  It’s emphasized that obtaining these assets is up to 
each person, and being passive is not a winning strategy. 

  
Lessons 10 through 14 focus on building assets through education and training. The course 

surveys the options for training and education, including degree programs, certification 
programs, and apprenticeships. Assuming a career choice, students are given tools to help 
evaluate education programs (cost, location, accreditation, admission requirements, work 
flexibility, transferability of credits, online programs, for- vs non-profit, and more), including how 
to calculate a return on investment.  It’s emphasized that choosing programs isn’t about the 
next job you get, but the career path that it opens, and the notion of career pathways is 
introduced.  Finally, students are encouraged to think about education not as a place solely to 
learn career-specific academic skills and earn a credential, but where they can strengthen their 
math and writing skills, develop leadership skills, enlarge their personal and professional 
networks, and build a life-long habit of excellence.  

 
Lessons 15 through 18 focus on choosing a career. Students are taught how to think of different 

careers in terms of: (a) how earning a living wage will provide near-maximal life satisfaction, 
and how the living wage varies with location, age, marital status and children, (b) finding 
personal fulfillment and happiness, (c) determining whether the careers are realistic given 
conditions of the local labor market.  The student, for example, is cautioned about thinking of 
careers solely in terms of salary maximization, and is directed to the importance of interest, 
autonomy, mastery and purpose. Lastly, it’s pointed out that purpose doesn’t come from the 
job, but rather comes from what you put into the job. 

 
Lesson 19 gives strategies for looking for and applying for jobs.  This is obviously brief for the scale 

of the topic, but the course focuses on the strategic aspects of this, with a fuller discussion and 
numerous links in the resources section.  The course also introduces the notion that a job is 



 

 Career Strategies course overview 

3 

comprised of an occupation and an employer, and that fit with the culture of the specific 
employer is as important as the fit with an occupation. 

 
Lesson 20 is a conclusion that: 

• encourages students to keep the “big picture” (lifelong, career-oriented decision-making) in 
mind 

• indicates the sizeable lifetime returns to small career exploration efforts -- if you spend 80 
hours of effort, each hour will contribute to 1000 hours of better career (your career spans 
about 80,000 hours); and how small steps add up over the long term 

• highlights the importance and value of learning from unsuccessful career decisions (the 
average person has 6 jobs in their first 6 years past education), and that you’ll have “failures” 
along the way, and not to be discouraged as it’s part of the process  

• focuses on general and performance-related skills that are useful in EVERY job 

• details how these strategies allow you to become a resource to others 

• stresses the critical importance of personal initiative 
 


