Quality Coaching is
Centered on Education-
to-Career Outcomes

Principle 1

® Principle 1: Centered on education-to-career-outcomes

This principle emphasizes guidance and support that help
students choose educational pathways aligned with their
career goals, while providing clear, relevant information about
job opportunities, earnings, and labor market outcomes.

In practice, this approach enables students to make informed
decisions that align their education with meaningful career
outcomes. It is especially critical for students with limited
access to informal guidance, as it advances equity by

providing information and support to students furthest from

opportunity.

Research on this Quality Coaching principle points to a

clear pattern: students benefit from early, proactive, and
personalized career guidance grounded in clear labor market
information, yet implementation remains inconsistent,
especially in direct student support. The strongest impacts
are seen for students with less access to strong social capital

What the Evidence Shows!

Students often misperceive labor
market outcomes, but respond

to clear, tailored information.

Studies show mixed patterns of
misperception: community college
students tend to overestimate earnings
while underestimating employment
rates,> whereas some majors at four-
year institutions (e.g., psychology)
overestimate educational requirements
without inflating salary expectations.?
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and networks.

Major-specific, institution-relevant
labor market information influences
student preferences. \When students
receive outcomes data tied to their
own institution or field of study, many
shift preferences toward higher-return
majors. These effects are even stronger
for undecided students.* Evidence
also demonstrates students from
higher-income or privately educated
backgrounds are more likely to adjust
behaviors in response to LMI linked to
majors.®

Structured early career exploration
builds self-efficacy, agency, and
persistence in the first year of
college. First-year seminars and
career-focused courses consistently
increase students’ career self-
efficacy and confidence in conducting
career research.® Participation also

is associated with stronger major
retention, with students in career
seminars nearly three times more
likely to remain in their major for STEM
majors.’



Spotlighting Effective Practices and Models in the Research

Career-focused first-year seminars are offered at four-year

institutions across a range of disciplines, including both STEM
and non-STEM fields such as the chemical and life sciences
and communications. These seminars integrate career
exploration, self-assessment, and exposure to professional
pathways directly into first-year coursework through
activities such as guest speakers, resume development, and
reflective assignments aligned with real-world applications.
Students report stronger confidence in their academic and
career direction, including gains in career persistence self-
efficacy and clearer understanding of career options tied to
their majors. However, because these courses often are not
required and may involve self-selection, expanding access
across all disciplines is important to ensure that undecided
and underrepresented students can benefit from early career

exposure.®

Integrated state-level LMI platforms are developed by
state higher education agencies and workforce organizations
to connect postsecondary programs with labor market
outcomes, with examples including California’s LaunchBoard,
Virginia's Education Wizard, and Colorado’s Launch My
Career. These tools allow students and advisors to explore
wages, job demand, and return on investment, while also
informing institutional decisions about program design

and alignment with employer needs. The use of platforms
improves transparency for students, supports program
planning and curriculum alignment, enhances advising
conversations, and aids workforce planning by identifying
gaps between labor supply and demand. At the same

time, their impact depends on digital literacy and active
facilitation, as students with limited access to technology or
guidance may struggle to navigate these tools, interpret the
information they provide, and may not fully benefit without
intentional support.®
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Quality Coaching is
Driven by Student
Agency

Principle 2

Principle 1: Centered on education-to-career-outcomes
Principle 2: Driven by student agency

Principle 3: Foundation and universal

Principle 4: Rooted in relationships
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Principle 5: Informed by data and evidence

This principle emphasizes supporting students in identifying
their interests, values, and goals, while providing personalized
guidance that reflects their identities and circumstances and
builds the skills, mindsets, and confidence needed to pursue
their chosen paths.

In practice, this approach positions students as the authors
of their own education-to-career journeys, supported by

a community that strengthens their confidence, mindsets,
and readiness to pursue their goals. It also centers students’

choices that are meaningful and aligned with who they are and
what they value.

Research on this Quality Coaching principle suggests that early,
strengths-based, culturally responsive, and structured career
supports can build student confidence, clarify pathways, and
strengthen connections between education and careers.
However, these benefits are not equally realized, as students
from historically marginalized backgrounds continue to face
systemic barriers.

backgrounds and experiences, helping them make informed

What the Evidence Shows!

High school career supports that center
student backgrounds build confidence
and expand pathways, especially for
young women and rural students. Multi-
week STEM curricula and collaboration
between counselors and science

teachers help students identify strengths,
explore career values, and understand
postsecondary and workforce options
beyond their local context.?
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Strengths-based, interest-aligned
assessments increase career self-
efficacy when paired with coaching.
Career assessments embedded in college-
level career or life-planning courses lead

to gains in decision-making confidence,
exploratory behavior, clarity of career goals,
and satisfaction with career information.

Perceived barriers shape how students
engage with career exploration and
support. Although student experiences with
career exploration vary across backgrounds
and circumstances, research within the
collegiate context frequently examines the

experiences of underserved and historically
marginalized students, particularly

Latina, low-income, first generation, and
undocumented students. Because identity
can shape a student’s perceptions of
barriers when navigating education-to-
career pathways, these students commonly
experience financial, time, and networking
constraints that influence confidence and
career decision-making. They often rely

on faculty and supervisors for trusted
guidance, as traditional networking activities
may not resonate equally across disciplines
or student backgrounds.*



Spotlighting Effective Practices and Models in the Research

Possibilities in Postsecondary Education and Science
(PiPES) is a researcher-designed career exploration
curriculum implemented in rural Appalachian high schools

in Tennessee to increase awareness of STEMM (Science,
Technology, Engineering, Math, and Medical Science) pathways
and postsecondary options. Delivered by high school staff
over a six-hour curriculum, the program integrates career
exploration tools, online assessments, and information on
college affordability. A defining feature of PiPES is its emphasis
on connecting STEMM careers to students’ cultural and
community values, an approach intended to resonate with
the interdependent context of rural Appalachian youth. The
curriculum also helps students identify careers aligned with
their interests and better understand education pathways
and earnings potential. Evaluation of student and staff data
suggest the program is engaging and useful, with students
reporting increased knowledge of career options, college
planning, and future earnings. While students valued the
exposure to new information, they also expressed interest in
deeper learning about specific careers, college pathways, and
life skills.?

Idaho “Build Your Future” Program is a structured, state-
based career and financial readiness initiative developed
by the Idaho 4-H Youth Development Office. It guides high
school students through a series of learning activities that
help them identify their interests, skills, and values, and
connect them to potential careers, college majors, and
postsecondary pathways. Students engage in activities
such as career research, interviews, internships, portfolio
development, and learning about how postsecondary
education affects earnings. The program also includes
financial planning content (e.g., understanding loans,
credit, and investing) and an optional college campus

visit to provide real-world exposure to higher education
environments. Evaluation data show strong gains

across multiple measures of career readiness. Students
demonstrated substantial increases in their ability to identify
career pathways, understand required education and
skills, research salaries and benefits, and recognize funding
options for postsecondary education. Overall, the program
significantly improved students’ knowledge, confidence, and
decision-making skills related to education, careers, and
financial planning.®
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Quality Coaching is
Foundational and
Universal

This principle ensures all students receive education-to-career
guidance early in college and continually throughout their
education without having to go out of their way and leveraging
technology to provide guidance at scale.

In practice, this approach reflects a coordinated, system-wide
commitment to supporting students, including the strategic use
of technology to expand access and advance equity. It requires

a comprehensive ecosystem of support, in which guidance is
intentionally embedded across programs, transitions, and reentry
points — from high school through higher education — ensuring
that students receive consistent, connected, and responsive
support at each stage of their educational journey.

What the Evidence Shows!

Technology expands access but

Embedding career development

Principle 3

® Principle 3: Foundation and universal

.
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Research on this Quality Coaching principle supports embedding
career advising into academic experiences, particularly through
first-year seminars, guided pathways, and the integration of career
services into curriculum. These approaches are most effective
when they are aligned with students’ developmental stages and
supported by coordinated systems that connect academic and
career learning. Early career exposure, industry partnerships, and
integrated supports are important for strengthening students’
career clarity and readiness. However, further large-scale,
longitudinal research is needed to better understand long-term
impacts and effectiveness across disciplinary fields.

Integrated credential and occupational

works best when paired with human
support. Digital advising and artificial
intelligence-enabled platforms increase
engagement, career knowledge, and self-
efficacy, particularly for first-generation
and underrepresented students. At the
same time, these technologies introduce
new challenges. Although Al systems can
provide clear, structured information, they
may miss the personalization, contextual
understanding, and empathy that human
advisors offer.?
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into required college coursework pathways improve outcomes for adult

increases impact. Credit-bearing first- learners. When community colleges
year and general education courses that embed stackable credentials, occupational
integrate reflection, identity exploration, instruction, and proactive career counseling
and structured advising improve career directly into coursework rather than treating
confidence and decision-making among them as add-ons, adult learners are more
undergraduate students.® Optional or likely to complete programs and transition
noncredit formats may limit reach and into in-demand careers.®
sustainability as well as faculty and advisor

coordination, which is essential to prevent

career development from becoming siloed

across departments.*



Integration of career services into
academic structures improves student
career outcomes. Embedding career
services staff into academic structures —
such as courses, advising, and curricular
modules — consistently improves students’
career readiness, confidence, and ability to
articulate employer-valued skills.® Evidence
shows that repeated and early exposure

Early, ecosystem-based exposure in

high school improves transitions. Career
academies, Career and Technical pathways,
and dual enrollment programs create
structured, coherent career preparation

for high school students. When educators,
employers, and community partners
coordinate, students experience clearer
bridges to postsecondary education and the

students align academic planning with
workforce outcomes. Within guided pathway
models, holistic, relationship-centered
advising supports goal setting, exploration,
and long-term planning, advancing a “career
everywhere” approach.®

Cross-sector partnerships enable
systems-level change. Sustainable impact

through credit-bearing courses, embedded workforce.®
modules, and ongoing touchpoints helps
students develop transferable skills and
internalize career preparation as part of their

academic experience, rather than a one-time

Guided pathways that integrate career
touchpoints across the college journey
improve career planning. Career maps,

requires coordination among faculty,
advisors, employers, alumni, and community
stakeholders. Aligned systems across K-12,
postsecondary, and workforce sectors
strengthen long-term student success.”

activity.’ meta-majors, and proactive advising help

Spotlighting Effective Practices and Models in the Research

Guided Pathways is a comprehensive higher education
reform model predominantly implemented at community
colleges across multiple states to redesign the student
experience by clarifying program pathways and aligning
academic and career planning. A defining feature of this
approach is the integration of structured advising systems,
including trained advisors who use career assessments

and students’ goals to guide academic planning, along with
institutional use of meta-majors, program maps, and tiered
advising supported by dedicated advising staff. The model
embeds career exploration and goal setting from onboarding
through completion, ensuring students remain on track
toward credential attainment while connecting learning to
long-term career outcomes” The Ohio Community College
System implemented a Guided Pathways framework across
23 institutions to strengthen connections between academic
programs and career outcomes. Its approach embeds career
exploration throughout the student journey, using tools

such as labor market data systems, degree planners, and
experiential learning opportunities such as internships and
co-ops. This model improves career readiness and academic
engagement, particularly for adult learners, by supporting
more informed program selection, stronger alignment

with workforce needs, and increased access to career
development resources.”
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National Academy Foundation career academies

are structured, career-themed learning communities
implemented across multiple states that integrate rigorous
academics with career-focused coursework, work-based
learning, and industry partnerships. A defining feature of this
model is the collaboration between teachers, career-focused
staff, and industry partners who co-develop curriculum,
provide mentoring, and support students through internships
and career exploration experiences. Students engage in
project-based learning, earn industry certifications, and
participate in structured experiences such as job shadowing
and networking events. These academies improve career
awareness, technical skills, and postsecondary preparation,
with success dependent on strong curricular coherence,
employer engagement, and integrated student supports.”

The Thompson Scholars Program (TS) at the University
of Nebraska system is a comprehensive college transition
and support model that combines structured advising,
mentorship, and career development activities for low-
income and first-generation students. A defining feature

of the program is the role of dedicated staff who provide
consistent, relationship-centered advising, career guidance,
and developmental support throughout students’ first two
years. Students participate in career-focused activities such
as resume workshops, mock interviews, and career fairs,
alongside academic and social programming that reinforces
their development. TS significantly increases students’ major
and career self-efficacy, helping them build confidence,
clarify their goals, and make informed decisions about their
academic and career pathways."
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Quality Coaching
is Rooted in
Relationships

Principle 4

® Principle 4: Rooted in relationships

This principle emphasizes grounding education-to-career
coaching in trusted relationships with faculty, staff, and
coaches, while intentionally connecting students to networks,
resources, and services that support their goals. It centers
engagement with students’ communities of support,
including family, peers, and mentors, as critical to confidence,
persistence, and long-term success.

In practice, this approach positions a broader community
of support around students, where strong relationships
turn advising into real opportunities by connecting them
to networks, resources, and services within and beyond the

What the Evidence Shows!

institution. As a result, students build confidence, expand
their social capital, and are better equipped to navigate their
education and career pathways successfully.

Research on this Quality Coaching principle suggests that
sustained, relationship-based career coaching improves
students’ confidence, readiness, and academic outcomes,
especially when it is personalized, identity-informed, and
embedded within comprehensive support systems. Evidence
highlights the importance of consistent relationships, tailored
programming, faculty engagement, and integrated services in
driving student success.

Consistent, sustained relationships
improve outcomes. Frequent, one-on-
one interactions with advisors, coaches,
or mentors are associated with stronger
academic persistence, greater credit
accumulation, and increased career
confidence. Evidence shows that both the
frequency and duration of engagement
matter, particularly when paired with
ongoing academic monitoring and timely
support for students who are struggling,
leading to better retention in wraparound
services and support programs.?
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Shared identities and personalized
relationships build trust. Research
highlights the importance of shared
backgrounds and identities — especially

for students of color and first-generation
students — in fostering trust, validation, and
a sense of belonging. These relationships
also expand access to professional networks
and information that students may not
otherwise reach.®

Engaging faculty, staff, and near-peers
strengthens career advising. Studies
point to the value of decentralizing career
guidance by equipping faculty, staff, and
near-peer mentors to support students’
career development. Students often report
more frequent contact with faculty advisors
and greater confidence in their guidance,
with regular engagement increasing
students’ clarity and confidence about
post-graduation labor market options.*



Integrated and comprehensive supports
drive success. Programs that intentionally
integrate career guidance with academic
advising, tutoring, financial aid, and other
support services — often through dedicated
staff and coordinated teams — demonstrate
positive impacts on academic progress,
degree attainment, and career clarity for
students. Coordinated supports allow
programs to respond more effectively to

students’ multiple and intersecting needs.®

Targeted, intensive, career-focused
programs improve career readiness
and earnings potential for historically
underserved students. Evidence is
particularly strong for low-income, first-
generation students and students with
disabilities, for whom these programs are

structured mentoring and personalized
guidance. For students with visual
impairments, vocational rehabilitation

and informed college-to-coaching
relationships help students navigate
accommodations, clarify career goals, and
connect to employment opportunities.®

associated with improved employment
outcomes. These effects often are driven
by sustained, trust-based relationships with
staff, faculty, and employers that provide

Spotlighting Effective Practices and Models in the Research

The Year Up program and its college-based Professional
Training Corps are workforce development models
implemented across multiple states that combine technical
training, career coaching, internships, and employer
connections to support young adults’ transition to college and
careers. A defining feature of these programs is the presence
of dedicated staff who provide structured coaching, monitor
student progress, and coordinate academic, professional,
and internship experiences in collaboration with college
faculty and employer partners. This model reflects a case
management approach, in which staff deliver individualized,
ongoing support, track participant outcomes, and intervene
as needed to address professional and personal barriers to
success. The program integrates classroom learning with
real-world work experiences and sustained mentorship,
helping students build both technical and professional skills.
Rigorous evaluation findings indicate positive impacts on
participants’ earnings outcomes, the largest reported to date
for workforce programs tested using a randomized controlled
trial design.’
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iMentor is a school-based mentoring model implemented in
New York City that pairs high school students with mentors
to build long-term, relationship-centered support for
postsecondary and career readiness. A defining feature of
iMentor is its structured, technology-supported mentoring
relationships, which are facilitated by program staff who
coordinate mentor matching, curriculum, and ongoing
engagement over multiple years. The program emphasizes
consistent mentor-student interaction, career exploration,
and goal setting, helping students navigate postsecondary
planning with guidance from a trusted adult. iMentor has
been shown to improve mentoring access, career exploration
skills, and postsecondary aspirations, while also increasing
resilience and critical thinking skills.®
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Quality Coaching is
Informed by Data and
Evidence

Principle 5

® Principle 5: Informed by data and evidence

Quality Coaching emphasizes leveraging data to provide
personalized and timely support, embedding evidence-based
practices into programming, and measuring outcomes while
continually improving through research and evaluation.

In practice, this approach promotes the continuous
evaluation of ongoing programs and practices that support
student communities. By systematically incorporating
diverse metrics and student feedback, it facilitates the
improvement of programming, the validation of existing
practices, the documentation of promising innovations, and
the development of an evidence base to support scalability.

In the evidence review, principle five was treated as a cross-
cutting dimension. Because it centers on the evaluation of
impact and outcomes and the development of an evidence
base, this line of work is not examined in isolation; rather, it is
integrated across the other four guiding principles and their
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associated categories. The other four principles, by contrast,
focus on what is done in practice, including program design,
delivery, and the cultivation of relationships.

Across the four principles, the research consistently
demonstrates that early, proactive, and personalized career
guidance — particularly when embedded within academic
experiences and grounded in strong relationships — can
improve students’ confidence, clarity, and readiness for career
pathways. These approaches are most effective when they are
developmentally aligned, culturally responsive, and connected
to clear labor market information and industry engagement.
Evidence also indicates that the greatest benefits accrue

to students with more limited access to social capital and
networks.



Opportunities to Strengthen and Extend the Evidence Base!

Extending insights on long-term outcomes. Existing
research demonstrates that engagement with labor market
information helps students understand labor market trends,
career pathways, and the relationship between education and
employment outcomes, supporting more informed academic
and career decision-making. Evidence also demonstrates
meaningful short-term gains, such as increased confidence
and self-efficacy in career competencies related to
exploration, navigation, and choice. Building on these strong
early outcomes, there is an opportunity to examine further
how these interventions translate into longer-term impacts,
including persistence, degree completion, career trajectories,
earnings, job satisfaction, and broader economic mobility after
college. Continued research also can deepen understanding
of how engagement with workforce data supports diverse
student populations and how it most effectively helps
students connect their majors to viable and meaningful
career pathways.

Refining effective delivery approaches and strengthening
understanding of program design. A growing body of
practice offers a range of promising approaches across
advising formats (e.g., one-on-one advising, group seminars,
and digital tools), coaching models, and content. Continued
research can help further clarify which combinations,
frequencies, and components are most effective,
strengthening the impact of already valuable interventions
and creating an opportunity to understand better which
approaches work best for different students and contexts.
Strengthening this evidence base would help practitioners
tailor supports more precisely, improve student outcomes,
and ensure resources are used in the most impactful way.

Expanding insights across diverse populations and
contexts. There is a key opportunity to understand better
how variations in coaching interventions support different

student populations and how cultural, geographic, and
institutional contexts can inform more responsive and effective
implementation.

Broadening the evidence across disciplines and career
pathways. While much of the existing research has focused
on STEM and technical fields, expanding the evidence base
to include the arts, humanities, and social sciences will help
ensure that all students benefit from tailored and relevant
career development supports.

Advancing systems-level learning and scalable

solutions. Promising work is already underway across K-12,
postsecondary, and workforce systems, demonstrating the
potential of coordinated approaches to support student
success. Continued research can illuminate further how these
efforts drive outcomes and how comprehensive models can
be scaled effectively, sustainably, and cost-efficiently, ensuring
they can be maintained and adapted across diverse contexts
over time. There also is merit in documenting and elevating
effective practices through case studies and applied research,
enabling institutions and systems to learn from one another
and adapt proven approaches across contexts.

Clarifying coaching’s unique contribution. Coaching often

is embedded within broader student support models that

also include advising, workshops, and digital tools. While these
bundled approaches show strong promise, further research
can help isolate and better understand coaching’s independent
impact. Deepening this evidence would help institutions

design more effective support models, make more informed
investment decisions, and ensure coaching is deployed in ways
that maximize student success and long-term outcomes.

'A group of national experts developed the five Principles for Quality Education-to-Career Guidance, which guided this systematic literature review.

The review examined U.S.-based peer-reviewed and high-quality grey literature published between 2016 and 2025, including studies, policy briefs,
and reports focused on high school and higher education populations. Sources were selected using replicable inclusion criteria to ensure relevance

to education-to-career coaching and guidance practices.
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