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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the response to a long-standing issue, that of the lack of a solid foundation of valid and germane information on which young people can make one of the most important decision of their life: what college major to pursue and what career path to follow.  The major issue that is established by previous research is lack of exposure to practicing professionals, the reliance on dramatic-arts' portrayals of the profession and the common assumptions that professionals make that everyone, especially their children, know what they do day-to-day.The authors report on a recently completed study that proposed to provide a prototype of an Artificial Intelligent (AI) agent acting as a conversational mentor to inform student candidates for STEM careers in the service and in civilian life.  This was needed due to the shortfalls in STEM professionals to support DoD objectives, as well as bolster civilian technical advances necessary for the defense of the nation.  What the researchers found from discussions with the 16 to 18 year-olds was that it was not detailed knowledge of the STEM professional lifestyles, it was an almost total loss of the major parameters of what made up a fulfilling career.  The adolescents were too taken by the stereotypes of the professions and by "eye-candy" dreams of a fanciful work experience. The paper then outlines the work on the virtual mentor and explains the dichotomy between the data conveyed and the receptivity of the students.  Then the program to ameliorate the missing analytic framework and rectify the gap between that which they should have asked and the questions they really had. Other researchers'' efforts and findings, as well as the local team's insights will b adduced to support the papers thesis that this effort is both vital and of significant for both this issue and is extensible for other projects focusing on the computer/human interface that now are almost certain to follow.  The authors suggest the use of meta-disciplinary approach and outline its value in such situation that call for computer science, behavioral science and system engineering.
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