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Abstract

As the digital economy in the new era places increasing demands on high-quality
technical and skilled talent, reforming and innovating career education for students
in higher vocational colleges has become particularly important. Through ques-
tionnaire surveys and in-depth interviews conducted at 18 higher vocational col-
leges in Guangdong Province, this study analyzes the current problems in career

education, such as insufficient practical application in courses, content discon-
nected from industry needs, and a lack of digital competence among faculty. Based
on these findings, the paper proposes a “three-dimensional integrated” innovative
pathway for digital empowerment: reconstructing the curriculum content system
to be “layered, modular, and dynamic”; innovating teaching methods and means
with “PBL + blended learning”; and upgrading faculty development to be “diverse,
empowering, and integrated.” The aim is to significantly enhance the timeliness
and effectiveness of career education and promote a comprehensive improvement
in the quality of talent cultivation in higher vocational education.
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The digital transformation of education has become a crucial breakthrough for shaping new advantages in China’s
educational development (Guo & Dong, 2024). As a key component of the talent cultivation system in higher vo-
cational colleges, career education directly impacts students’ career development capabilities and employment com-
petitiveness. Currently, the reform of career education is driven by dual forces. On one hand, the digital economy
is profoundly reshaping industrial structures and professional ecosystems, demanding new comprehensive abilities
from the future workforce that go beyond traditional professional skills, such as strong self-awareness, career ex-
ploration, and adaptability to change. The current career planning model in most universities is still based on a static
person-job fit, which can be summarized in four steps: self-awareness, occupational understanding, career decision-
making, and employment guidance (Fang, 2022). Faced with a changing external environment, the traditional career
education model, which primarily focuses on delivering static career information and job-seeking skills, is no longer
sustainable. On the other hand, as “digital natives,” “Z Generation” students have interactive and visual learning
preferences that starkly conflict with one-way, lecture-based classroom models, creating an urgent need to use dig-
ital technology to design more engaging and effective teaching experiences. To this end, this study surveyed 6,112
students and conducted in-depth interviews with 26 students from 18 higher vocational colleges in Guangdong
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Province, aiming to analyze the current challenges in career education and explore innovative pathways for teaching
reform under digital empowerment.

1. The Current Situation and Problems of Career Education in Higher Vocational Colleges
1.1 Curriculum System: Outdated Content and Insufficient Practicality

The research found that current career education courses still exhibit a short-term employment orientation. Although
most higher education institutions have made career education a compulsory course as required by the Ministry of
Education, its positioning is often vague, and its value is underestimated in practice. Most institutions treat career
education merely as an adjunct to employment guidance, characterized by large class sizes, insufficient course hours,
and a lack of personalized guidance (Li, 2025). At the same time, the curriculum lacks practical application. Some
institutions still use a final exam and a single career plan document as the primary assessment methods, lacking
effective links to the real workplace. As one interviewed student stated, “The career plan is just copied from an
online template. It feels like it’s over once it’s written. I hope there are more opportunities for company visits.”

1.2 Teaching Model: Superficial Application of Digital Technology

Although most institutions have introduced digital tools, the phenomenon of technology and teaching being “dis-
connected” is widespread. Data shows that approximately 82% of institutions use basic tools like career assessment
platforms and information portals, but less than 30% utilize advanced technologies like VR and Al. Many digital
resources have been reduced to terminals for students to passively “complete” courses rather than tools for active
exploration and cognition. One student reported, “I don’t want online courses to take up too much time. Often, I
just let it run in the background without really watching.” This indicates that the application of digital technology
has not yet been truly integrated into the teaching process to serve pedagogical goals.

1.3 Faculty: Homogeneous Professional Backgrounds and Lack of Digital Literacy

Currently, career education courses are primarily taught by counselors, who, despite being familiar with student
affairs, generally lack systematic knowledge of career theory and industry experience. Some colleges have begun
to involve professional faculty in teaching career courses, but while these teachers understand the industry, they
often lack knowledge of career education theory and find it difficult to engage deeply. More critically, the digital
literacy of teachers urgently needs to be improved. The survey found that only 35% of teachers have received sys-
tematic training in digital teaching skills. This leads to a situation where some career educators, when using digital
technologies and platforms, are unfamiliar with the primary modes of learning in an online context, do not know
how to guide students in selecting and using information, and lack standardized plans and systematic arrangements
(Chen, Zhang, & Ye, 2019). Faced with emerging technologies, many teachers feel they “don’t know how to use
them or can’t use them well,” which directly constrains the depth and breadth of digital teaching reform.

1.4 Student Needs: Cognitive Divergence and Mismatched Expectations

Students’ needs for career education show distinct characteristics. On one hand, there is a polarization in their career
planning cognition, with 45.83% of students still feeling vague or unclear about their future. On the other hand,
there is a significant mismatch between students’ expectations for teaching models and the current offerings. In the
survey on ideal teaching formats, “industry-university cooperative practical activities” ranked highest (23.47%),
while “traditional classroom lectures” were the least popular (5.23%). Concurrently, students have strong expecta-
tions for personalized digital services, with a “personalized career planning recommendation system” (76.48%)
being the most anticipated digital tool.

2. Innovative Pathways for Reforming Career Education in Higher Vocational Colleges under
Digital Empowerment

In response to the aforementioned problems, and drawing on the reform practices of institutions like Shenzhen
Polytechnic University, this study constructs a “three-dimensional integrated” innovative pathway encompassing
“curriculum content reconstruction, teaching method innovation, and faculty upgrading.”

DOI: 10.26855/er.2025.11.003 903 The Educational Review, USA



Yanling Liu

2.1 Reconstructing the Curriculum Content System to be “Layered, Modular, and Dynamic”

Guided by the theory of providing “comprehensive and lifelong” education for all university students (Zhang, 2017),
a layered and progressive content system should be constructed. A spiraling curriculum path should be designed
based on students’ developmental needs at different grade levels to help them clarify their career goals and phase
their career planning (Wang, Hao, & Jing, 2023).

The first year focuses on “Career Awakening and Academic Planning.” Utilize practical activities like the “Five
‘One’ Career Tasks”—encouraging students to attend one professional lecture, interview one career professional,
read one career-related book, visit one company, and write one career development report—to guide them in under-
standing the workplace, exploring their major, and awakening their career planning awareness.

The second year focuses on “Career Exploration and Competency Building.” Leverage industry big data plat-
forms and activities like “Career Experience Week” to help students broaden their career horizons and build core
competencies by benchmarking against the requirements of their desired positions.

The third year focuses on “Job-Seeking Practice and Development Planning.” Strengthen job-seeking drills
through intelligent tools like Al resume optimization and virtual interview systems to help students smoothly tran-
sition from campus to the workplace, enhancing their career decision-making and job adaptation abilities.

Adopt a “General + Specialization” modular structure. While ensuring the universality of “general modules”
covering core career planning methods, collaborate with various secondary colleges to develop “specialization mod-
ules.” For instance, add content on “technology development roadmaps” for information technology majors and
integrate “business model analysis” cases for business majors, achieving deep integration of career education and
professional education.

Establish a dynamic update mechanism aligned with industry. Keep pace with the development of the digital
economy by systematically incorporating new career maps and core competency requirements from fields like arti-
ficial intelligence and big data, and develop micro-courses such as “Core Competencies for the Digital Workplace.”
Additionally, add a “Career Resilience Cultivation” module to enhance students’ adaptability in uncertain environ-
ments.

2.2 Innovating Teaching Methods and Means by Integrating “PBL + Blended Learning”

To solve the problems of “insufficient practicality” and “technology dominating teaching,” teaching models should
be innovated with “PBL + Blended Learning” at their core.

Reconfigure the roles of online and offline learning. Adhere to the principle of “technology as a tool, practice as
the foundation,” and control the proportion of online learning to a reasonable level (e.g., 20%). The online platform
should handle functions like knowledge pre-study, resource access, and self-assessment. The offline classroom
should focus on interactive inquiry, practical application, and personalized guidance, such as group discussions,
case studies, and role-playing, to ensure a strong “sense of presence” and deep interaction between teachers and
students (Zhu & Liu, 2024).

Innovate the application of Project-Based Learning (PBL). Design a semester-long major project, “My Career
Plan,” or a series of micro-projects like “Industry Research Report” and “Three-Year University Academic Plan.”
Simultaneously, optimize the course evaluation model by moving away from a final grade determined by a single
career plan submission. Instead, base assessment on the completion of process-oriented projects, covering aspects
such as knowledge mastery and career development planning ability, which includes students’ self-awareness, un-
derstanding of the world of work, and future planning (Chen, 2018). Students work in groups under the guidance of
teachers and enterprise mentors, using online resources and offline interviews to complete the entire process from
problem analysis to presentation of results. This “learning by doing” approach effectively enhances their teamwork
and problem-solving skills.

Promote the scenario-based application of digital tools. Integrate digital tools into specific stages of PBL, such
as using online collaboration tools for project management, Al tools to assist with information gathering and brain-
storming, and online presentation platforms for reporting results. This transforms digital tools into “cognitive scaf-
folds” for students to construct knowledge, rather than mere task-completion terminals.

2.3 Upgrading Faculty Development to be “Diverse, Empowering, and Integrated”

Build a “diverse and collaborative” faculty team. Break the “siloed” approach of counselors working alone by
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constructing a “four-in-one” teaching community composed of course lead teachers, faculty with professional back-
grounds, counselors, enterprise mentors, and alumni mentors. Institutions should actively tap into internal resources,
as career advisors, counselors, ideological and political education teachers, professional course teachers, and alumni
can all play crucial guiding roles in students’ career planning (Xu & Li, 2024), leveraging the positive influence of
teachers and alumni. Through mechanisms like collective lesson planning and team-based teaching research, a com-
plementary advantage of multiple perspectives and resources can be achieved.

Implement a “Layered Empowerment” growth mechanism. In response to the varying levels of digital teaching
ability among teachers, design a “Basic-Intermediate-Advanced” three-tiered training system. Through specialized
workshops and teaching seminars on topics like “Al-Assisted Instructional Design” and “Digital Case Development,”
we help teachers transition from “knowing how to use technology” to “excelling at using technology,” thereby
enhancing their digital instructional design and practical skills.

Create a “Competition-Teaching Integration” incentive ecosystem. Encourage teachers to participate in compe-
titions such as the National College Student Career Planning Contest and teaching ability competitions. Use com-
petitions to promote teaching, compelling teachers to deeply integrate digital technology with instructional design.
Furthermore, incorporate innovative achievements in career education into promotion reviews and performance
evaluations to stimulate teachers’ intrinsic motivation for teaching reform. Regularly host a “Digital Career Teach-
ing Innovation Forum” to allow frontline teachers to share successful experiences and lessons learned, fostering an
open, collaborative, and exploratory teaching and research culture.

3. Conclusion

Promoting the digital reform of career education in higher vocational colleges is an inevitable requirement for adapt-
ing to the development of the new era and improving the quality of talent cultivation. Faced with current challenges
such as insufficient course practicality, monolithic teaching models, and inadequate faculty capabilities, higher vo-
cational colleges must adopt systematic reform measures. The “three-dimensional integrated” innovative pathway
proposed in this paper—which coordinates efforts across the three dimensions of curriculum, teaching, and fac-
ulty—emphasizes a student-centered, practice-oriented approach. By deeply integrating digital technology into the
entire teaching process, it aims to overcome the dilemmas of traditional models and provide strong pedagogical
support for cultivating “digital artisans” who can adapt to and lead the future of work.
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