
How to Decide What to Do After High School: A Guide for Students 
 
Deciding what to do after high school is a major milestone that can shape your future. With 
numerous paths available, it's important to consider your goals, interests, and the opportunities 
each option offers. Here’s an informative guide to help you navigate this important decision. 
 
Understanding Your Options 
After high school, you have several potential paths to consider: 

• College or University 

• Trade or Technical School 

• Entering the Workforce 

• Military Service 

• Taking a Gap Year 
 

Each option has its own set of advantages and can lead to a successful and fulfilling career. 
Let’s explore these paths in more detail. 
 
College or University 
Attending a college or university is a popular choice for many high school graduates. Here’s 
what you need to know: 

• Bachelor’s Degree Programs: These programs typically take four years to complete and 
offer a broad education in various fields. They can lead to careers in business, 
education, science, arts, and more. 

• Associate Degree Programs: Community colleges offer two-year associate degrees that 
can prepare you for entry-level jobs or serve as a stepping stone to a bachelor’s degree. 

• Benefits: A college degree can open doors to higher-paying jobs and offer opportunities 
for personal and professional growth. You’ll also have access to a wide range of 
extracurricular activities and networking opportunities. 
 

Trade or Technical School 
Trade or technical schools provide specialized training for specific careers. Here’s what you 
should consider: 

• Programs Offered: These schools offer programs in fields like healthcare, technology, 
automotive repair, culinary arts, and more. Programs can range from a few months to 
two years. 

• Hands-On Training: Trade schools focus on practical, hands-on training to prepare you 
for a specific job. 

• Benefits: Completing a trade school program can lead to well-paying jobs in high-
demand fields. It’s often a quicker and less expensive route to a career compared to a 
four-year college. 
 

Entering the Workforce 
Some high school graduates choose to enter the workforce immediately. Here are the key 
points to consider: 

• Job Opportunities: Look for entry-level positions that match your skills and interests. 
Industries like retail, hospitality, manufacturing, and administrative support often hire 
high school graduates. 

• Work Experience: Gaining work experience right after high school can help you develop 
valuable skills, build a professional network, and earn a steady income. 



• Benefits: Starting work immediately can be financially advantageous, and you can 
always pursue further education or training while working. 
 

Military Service 
Joining the military is another option that offers unique benefits and opportunities: 

• Branches of Service: The military includes the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, 
Coast Guard, and Space Force. Each branch offers different roles and responsibilities. 

• Training and Education: The military provides training in a variety of fields and offers 
educational benefits, including tuition assistance and the GI Bill, which can help pay for 
college. 

• Benefits: Military service can offer a sense of duty, discipline, and the opportunity to 
travel. It also provides job security, benefits, and a structured career path. 
 

Taking a Gap Year 
Some students opt to take a gap year before deciding on their next steps. Here’s what to think 
about: 

• Activities: During a gap year, you can travel, volunteer, intern, or work. The goal is to 
gain life experience and clarity about your future. 

• Planning: Make a structured plan for your gap year to ensure it’s productive and 
meaningful. Consider what skills or experiences you want to gain. 

• Benefits: A gap year can provide personal growth, a broader perspective, and a clearer 
sense of purpose. It can also enhance your college applications if you choose to pursue 
higher education later. 
 

Making Your Decision 
To make an informed decision about what to do after high school, consider the following steps: 

• Self-Assessment: Reflect on your interests, strengths, and career goals. What are you 
passionate about? What skills do you want to develop? 

• Research: Gather information about each option. Talk to people who have taken different 
paths, visit campuses or training facilities, and explore job markets. 

• Seek Advice: Consult with teachers, counselors, family, and mentors. They can provide 
valuable insights and help you weigh your options. 

• Set Goals: Define your short-term and long-term goals. Consider how each option aligns 
with these goals and what steps you need to take to achieve them. 
 

Deciding what to do after high school is a personal choice that depends on your goals, interests, 
and circumstances. Whether you choose to attend college, enroll in a trade school, join the 
workforce, serve in the military, or take a gap year, each path offers unique opportunities and 
challenges. Take the time to explore your options, seek advice, and make a decision that feels 
right for you. Remember, this decision is the beginning of your journey, and there are many 
ways to achieve success and fulfillment. Good luck! 
 


