The Key to Life: Helping Young People Find Happiness Beyond School
Not too long ago, I attended a course on pupil wellbeing. Like many sessions of this kind, it kicked off with an icebreaker- brainstorming what we want for our children’s futures. As people shared their thoughts around the table, familiar answers emerged: resilience, good qualifications, independence, and a decent job. Then, one parent’s answer struck a chord with everyone in the room. She simply said, “I just want my son to be happy.”
Her words stayed with me. They reminded me of a story often attributed to John Lennon, though its origins are debated. As recounted by Gordon (2015):
“When I was 5 years old, my mother always told me that happiness was the key to life. When I went to school, they asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. I wrote down ‘happy.’ They told me I didn’t understand the assignment, and I told them they didn’t understand life.”
And isn’t that what we all want? For our young people to grow into happy, fulfilled adults? But how do we support them on this journey?

What Does Happiness Really Mean?
Happiness isn’t about fleeting pleasures or quick fixes. It’s much deeper than that. True happiness comes from meeting our intrinsic needs.  Psychologists Edward Deci and Richard Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory, published in 2000, identified three fundamental needs that underpin happiness:
· Autonomy: Feeling in control of your own decisions.
· Competence: Developing skills and feeling a sense of mastery.
· Relatedness: Building meaningful connections with others.
This suggests that people thrive when these needs are met. 
It could be argued that employment and careers play a vital role in fulfilling these needs. Helping students prepare for meaningful careers, therefore, isn’t just about jobs- it’s about equipping them for happiness.

Why Work Matters for Long-Term Fulfilment
For most of us, work is a significant part of life. It’s not just about earning money (though that’s certainly important); it’s about purpose, growth, and connection. When young people find careers that align with their interests and values, they’re more likely to satisfy those intrinsic needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
This is even more crucial today because the working world is changing. Young people entering the workforce now are likely to work for longer than previous generations. With the state pension age in the UK rising to 67 by the late 2020s and 68 by the 2040s, careers will likely span decades. That’s a long time to be in a job that doesn’t fulfil you.
If we want our children to lead happy lives, we need to equip them with the tools to find careers that bring them satisfaction and purpose. That means starting career education early and making it an integral part of their school experience.

What Schools Can Do: Bridging the Gap
Schools play a huge role in preparing students for life beyond the classroom, but, according to Estyn (2020), careers education can vary a lot. Some schools excel with strong business partnerships and hands-on opportunities, while others barely scratch the surface. For instance, traditional work experience, which research shows boosts long-term career success, isn’t offered everywhere.
Research from the OECD (2020) suggests that schools engaging with employers and providing real-world opportunities give students a real leg up. The challenge, though, is closing the “implementation gap”- where good policies exist but aren’t consistently applied (Hudson, et al., 2019). Take the Curriculum for Wales: it highlights career and work-related experiences (CWRE), but making this vision a reality across the board requires teamwork from schools, local authorities, and policymakers.

How Schools Can Do Better: Strategies That Work
To truly prepare students for fulfilling careers and happy lives, we need to rethink how we approach career education. Here are some proven strategies that can make a real difference:
1. Start Early: Career education shouldn’t wait until students are 15 or older. By engaging younger students in discussions about their interests and aspirations, we can help them see the possibilities early on.
2. Offer Real-World Experiences: Work experience, job shadowing, and volunteering opportunities give students valuable insights into the workplace and help them build the skills they’ll need in the future.
3. Build Strong Partnerships: Schools can’t do this alone. Partnering with local businesses and employers brings authenticity to career education and opens doors for students.
4. Tailor Guidance to Individual Needs: Every student is different. Career advice should consider their unique strengths, interests, and circumstances. For students from disadvantaged backgrounds, this tailored approach is especially important.
(ESTYN, 2020; OECD, 2020; Hughes, et al., 2016)

The Welsh Government has laid a strong foundation for CWRE, but it’s up to schools and communities to bring these ideas to life. Consistency and commitment are key.

Why This Matters: It’s About Life, Not Just Work
Career education isn’t just about jobs- it’s about helping young people find their strengths, align their passions, and lead happier lives. The best education systems, as the OECD (2020) points out, ensure every student has the chance to succeed, regardless of their background. Ultimately, we want more than traditional success for our children- we want them to feel fulfilled, enjoy their work, and build meaningful connections. 
By prioritising happiness, we’re not just preparing them for careers but for a fulfilling and happy life!
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