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CHAPTER FOUR

Building a Professional
Network

It is never too early to start building a professional network.
Networking—building relationships with people who can help
you learn about careers, provide guidance, and connect you
with job opportunities—is a crucial skill. At its core, network-
ing is about talking to people. Networking can include asking
questions. It can include stating your interests. It can include
asking for help. The thing about networking is that you never
know when a new contact will offer a meaningful connection
or a new lead or help with developing an idea.

Charles Nyabeze discovered the power of networking at a
young age. In 2020, during his final year of high school, Nya-
beze cofounded a cryptocurrency platform. For a few years
before that, he had been interested in the idea of starting his
own business. He had never really talked about this with any-
one, until one day he started talking with a classmate while
the two were washing their hands in the high school restroom.
Within days the two students had joined with other class-
mates who were involved in creating the crypto platform. Their
project was so successful that it was eventually bought by an-
other company for a large chunk of money. This was a classic
example of how just talking to someone about your ideas can
sometimes lead to new career ventures. That is the essence
of networking. As Nyabeze notes, “You never know, the guy
washing his hands next to you in the washroom could be your
next best friend or future business partner.”?®
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“You never know,

washing his hand
you in the washro There are other benefits to networking.

be your next best By talking to people in different professions,
future business p: you can learn a great deal about the work
—Charles Nyabeze, cof being done in those fields. Networking can

cryptocurrency platfe also help you connect with a mentor—

someone who agrees to guide and assist
your effort to decide on a career or find a job. Hannah Magino,
a high school senior in Maryland, explains, “Relationships are a
fundamental part of life and the basis of networking. It’s crucial to
start building these relationships from a young age. The people
you meet and bond with in high school are the ones you can ask
for advice and help with SAT preparation, referrals for jobs, recom-
mendation letters for scholarships and college, and much more.”?®

Where to Start?
The idea of networking may seem daunting. How should you
begin to make these connections? It starts with talking to peo-
ple you know and asking questions. Consider the network you
already have—your family, friends, and school community. Ask

Networking begins with the
people who are already in
your circle, such as friends,

family, and teachers.




Benefits of School Mentors

A mentor doesn’t need to work in the career you’re pursuing or interested in.
Mentors guide, inspire, and help you navigate your path by sharing valuable
advice and connecting you with resources. Establishing a mentorship rela-
tionship with teachers, coaches, and other school staff can be a great choice
even if you’re not planning to become an educator. They can support your
academic and career goals by offering encouragement, helping with recom-
mendations, and connecting you to relevant opportunities. A 2021 study by
EdWeek Research Center explored the mentor relationship between stu-
dents and middle and high school staff. Researchers used data from teens
across the United States and found that 54 percent of students considered
a teacher a mentor, and 41 percent responded that a school counselor was
their mentor. Additionally, a 2023 study from the National Bureau of Eco-
nomic Research found that those with mentors were 9.4 percent more likely
to attend college. Among this group, according to the study, students from
lower-income families experienced the biggest boost. The study confirmed
that mentoring by school personnel can result in positive steps toward a stu-
dent’s future.

about their jobs, their volunteer experiences, and their commu-
nity involvement. Share any experiences that interest you, and let
them know about your personal passions.

Networking is not merely about collecting contacts or asking
for favors; it’s about building meaningful relationships where both
parties can learn and grow. When you approach networking as an
opportunity to connect and share experiences, you develop skills
that benefit your academic, social, and professional life. Genuine
relationships often lead to authentic opportunities because of the
trust and respect built over time.

Magino highlights how even casual connections in a school
setting can open doors: “For example, the upperclassman who sat
next to you in math may have noticed how good you are at explain-
ing topics they don’t understand,” she writes. “As your friend, they
may recommend you for a job at a tutoring center. They may even
know the boss and be able to put in a good word for you. The jobs
you get can lead you to more fantastic opportunities.”° Real rela-
tionships can result in unexpected career pathways.
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Through Clubs
Students can form these types of relationships by joining organi-
zations and clubs. Doing so allows you to pursue your interests
while also connecting with peers and professionals who have
similar interests. Student organizations and school clubs are a
good place to start.

One such organization is Junior Achievement. Each year, the
organization holds a national competition that requires high school
students to form real businesses, create products or services, and
secure investors. During this process they receive help and advice
from business professionals. The top student businesses are then
chosen to showcase their work at the National Student Leader-
ship Summit in Washington, DC. The summit is attended by busi-
ness leaders and members of Congress. Fifteen student teams
took part in the summit in 2022. The process of creating their
businesses, presenting them to attendees, and talking about their
projects with other students and with business professionals and

SOUTH FLORID,

activity while attending the Student
Leadership Summit in St. Petersburg,
Florida on January 25, 2023.




“It was a great experie
to meet other students

members of Congress leads to many op- from all over the countr
portunities for valuable interaction. “It was and further grow my
a great experience to meet other students network. | could expand

from all over the country and further grow my entrepreneurial idea
my network,” says Rachel, one of the par-
ticipants. “l could expand on my entrepre-

and learn from others’
advice and stories.”!

neurial ideas and learn from others’ advice —Rachel, high school finalist 2
g Junior Achievement National
and stories. Student Leadership Summit

School clubs also offer a place to build competition

relationships with peers and professionals.
At Coronado Middle School in California, students in the Robotics
Club have formed meaningful connections with both groups. Dur-
ing a 2024 visit to the US Navy’s robotics division, students ex-
plored unmanned underwater vehicles (UUVs) and engaged with
navy engineers eager to share their expertise. Robotics mentor
Kevin Ward reflects, “Talking to some of these engineers with the
Navy who showed us the UUVs, they were so excited and so
happy to talk about what they do. They were thrilled to be work-
ing with our kids and to have that connection.”

Ward also highlighted how the club fosters lasting peer re-
lationships. He shared the story of a former team member who
moved to Boston but continues collaborating with the group.
Despite the distance, current and former members of the group
stay in contact, share technical knowledge, and maintain friend-
ships formed through the program. Clubs like this one create
supportive networks that extend beyond the classroom and
even across the country.

Mentors in the Community
Another effective way to develop and expand a network is through
mentorship. Finding a mentor can seem challenging, but students
can find one through family contacts, school programs, and com-
munity organizations. If interested in a specific field, students can
use these contacts to meet someone in that field. At this point,
teens can start a relationship by asking questions about the field,
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