
Listening to Learners:
Insights on California Students’ Career Preparation

M ost learners enroll in higher education seeking economic opportunity, with 82 percent of first-year college students 

saying that obtaining a better job was a very important reason for attending. Still, many Californians leave college 

without the guidance and preparation they need to succeed in the workforce. Rising higher education costs and growing 

concern about the workplace value of college degrees are driving interest in better understanding how and for whom 

higher education promotes economic mobility and how best to support this vital mission. 

This series of briefs explores the experiences of over 5,000 current and recent California college students in three areas: 

career pathways guidance, work-based learning experiences, and early career outcomes. Together, they reveal a mixed 

picture of education-to-career transitions marked by both successes and significant disparities among groups of learners. 

These findings highlight the importance of tracking education-to-career transitions to inform future policies and 

investments aimed at boosting economic mobility for all learners.

SUMMARY

K E Y I N S I G H T S

Career Pathways Guidance

Most learners received career guidance while enrolled, but in many cases not until after their first year 

despite the fact that the first year of college is a critical period for establishing academic momentum and 

making key decisions. Moreover, many learners never received certain types of career information while 

enrolled, with proportions ranging from 21 percent to 58 percent, depending on the specific information. 

Among the variety of information sources, learners most often received career information from faculty 

and staff at their respective colleges, followed by family and friends. The level of support offered to 

learners in planning career goals was uneven, and only one in five learners was fully satisfied with 

available resources and support in this area.

Key Takeaway: Colleges are students’ primary source of career pathways guidance, 
but the level of support across all sources is uneven, often arrives too late (even after 
graduation), and leaves many students less than fully satisfied. 
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To bridge these gaps, future research and efforts should focus on assessing how colleges prepare learners for 

rewarding careers, identifying which learners are being left behind, and ultimately using the findings to guide 

investments and activities. 

Strategies to advance this include the following:

	• Collecting and analyzing qualitative data to add context and reveal insights about how learners understand and 

evaluate their education-to-career pathways

	• Elevating promising practices from colleges excelling in career preparation as models for others to follow

	• Strengthening alignment between educational programs and workforce needs to boost satisfaction and 

outcomes

These steps will inform college policies and practices to help more Californians complete an education leading to a 

rewarding career.

Work-Based Learning

Participation in internships and other types of work-based learning can be a valuable component of higher 

education, but access to these opportunities is far from universal. Recent graduates who had completed 

internships were more likely than their classmates to hold positive views about their education: that it 

opened up good career opportunities, was worth the cost, had a positive impact on their career success, 

and more. Yet fewer than half of graduates and just one-third of near-graduates (who expect to graduate 

by the end of the following year) participated in internships, and even fewer near-graduates completed 

other types of work-based learning, such as co-ops, apprenticeships, or practicums. Barriers such as 

heavy course loads and difficulty finding opportunities disproportionately affect lower-income and first-

generation college students, limiting access to these valuable experiences.

Key Takeaway: Students report heavy course loads and uncertainty about finding 
opportunities as barriers to participating in work-based learning.

Early Career Outcomes

Recent college graduates’ assessments of their first few years in the workplace are useful early indicators 

of how well their education prepared them for employment. Just 48 percent of recent graduates are highly 

satisfied with their first postcollege job, and only 42 percent are highly satisfied with their career progress 

in general, which may reflect subsequent positions and their trajectory to date.

Key Takeaway: Less than half of recent graduates are highly satisfied with their first 

job or their career progress. 

Summary continued
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Snapshot on California Students’ Career Preparation

received some sort of career guidance 
by the end of their first year.

Career Guidance

Primary Career Information Sources

received guidance on potential earnings in 
careers related to their programs before the 
end of their first year.

Potential Earnings Guidance

66%College faculty & staff

Family & friends 59%

Website/software tool 59%

Satisfaction

learners report feeling very satisfied with 
the career guidance they received. 

C A R E E R  PAT H WAY S  G U I D A N C E
Timely, accessible career guidance is critical for keeping students on track but is often delayed.

Internship Participation Outcomes

Better early career outcomes

Greater satisfaction with their education

A stronger sense of return on their investment  

Top Reported Barriers 
to Participation reported course 

loads were too heavy
were uncertain about how 
to find opportunities 

Work-Based Learning Participation

    of near-graduates participated in work-
based learning, with the most common 
type being an internship (33%).

WO R K- B A S E D  L E A R N I N G
Work-based learning opens doors to stronger career outcomes, but access remains inequitable.

Students with internships report...

...than students who did not intern

E A R LY C A R E E R  O U T C O M E S

Early outcomes highlight the need to align higher education more closely with workforce demands.

of recent graduates are 
highly satisfied with their 
first postcollege job.

of recent graduates are 
highly satisfied with 
their career progress.

Postcollege job 
satisfaction

Career progress 
satisfaction

A little 
satisfied

13%

Somewhat 
satisfied

32%

Not at all 
satisfied

8%

6% 17% 35%

Very 
satisfied

26%

Extremely 
satisfied

22%

26% 16%
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Appendix: Data & Methods
This Listening to Learners series draws on results from the 2023 Strada-College Pulse survey that informs the foundation’s 

State Opportunity Index (SOI). The SOI assesses how colleges in each of the 50 states and the District of Columbia measure 

up in the domains of presenting clear information about employment outcomes, making quality coaching available to 

students, providing access to work-based learning, and establishing close alignment between postsecondary education 

and the jobs in the state that require this education.2 The Strada-College Pulse survey interviewed 5,017 currently enrolled 

students and 2020–2023 graduates in California from June 2023 through August 2023 through a web-based platform. 

Details about the California respondents are presented in the table below.

Unless otherwise stated, the results in these briefs are based on both current students and recent graduates, and responses 

are weighted to match state-level values of race or ethnicity, gender, and financial aid status. All calculations are based 

on unrounded values. Where reported, statistical significance is determined by comparing outcomes for a given group of 

respondents against outcomes for all other responses, such as Black Californians vs. Californians of all other races and 

ethnicities, or Black Californian women vs. Black Californian men and Californians of all other races and ethnicities.

C U R R E N T S T U D E N T S R E C E N T G R A D UAT E S
A L L

F O U R - Y E A R T WO - Y E A R F O U R - Y E A R T WO - Y E A R

Segment of college at which they were sampled

University of California 50% 3% 46% 7% 39%

California State University 32% 2% 32% 7% 25%

California Community Colleges 9% 76% 10% 61% 23%

Other 10% 19% 12% 25% 13%

Race/ethnicity

Latinx 38% 43% 37% 46% 39%

White 26% 20% 26% 25% 25%

Asian 20% 12% 20% 13% 18%

Black 6% 9% 6% 6% 6%

Native American 0% 2% 0% 1% 1%

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 1% 0% 1% 2% 1%

Middle Eastern 1% 1% 1% 0% 1%

Two or more races 5% 5% 5% 1% 5%

Other race 1% 1% 1% 0% 1%

Prefer not to say 3% 7% 4% 5% 4%

C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  O F  C A L I F O R N I A S U RV E Y R E S P O N D E N T S

Continued on page 5
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C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  O F  C A L I F O R N I A S U RV E Y R E S P O N D E N T S

C U R R E N T S T U D E N T S R E C E N T G R A D UAT E S
A L L

F O U R - Y E A R T WO - Y E A R F O U R - Y E A R T WO - Y E A R

Gender

Woman 50% 60% 50% 52% 52%

Man 39% 25% 39% 38% 36%

Nonbinary 3% 4% 3% 1% 3%

Genderqueer or genderfluid 1% 1% 2% 3% 2%

Agender 2% 1% 1% 3% 1%

Unsure 1% 1% 1% 0% 1%

Prefer not to say 4% 8% 4% 3% 5%

Selected combinations of race/ethnicity with gender

Latinx woman 22% 31% 22% 25% 24%

Latinx man 14% 11% 14% 21% 13%

White woman 14% 15% 13% 16% 14%

White man 10% 4% 10% 8% 9%

Asian woman 8% 3% 9% 2% 7%

Asian man 10% 7% 9% 8% 9%

Black woman 4% 7% 3% 5% 4%

Black man 2% 1% 3% 1% 2%

Age group (excluding “prefer not to say”)

Under 25 89% 63% 78% 52% 80%

25–29 7% 14% 15% 13% 11%

30 or older 4% 23% 6% 35% 9%

First-generation college student status

First generation (neither parent has a 
degree) 48% 60% 44% 73% 49%

Continuing generation (at least one parent 
has a degree) 52% 40% 56% 27% 51%

Appendix continued
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C U R R E N T S T U D E N T S R E C E N T G R A D UAT E S
A L L

F O U R - Y E A R T WO - Y E A R F O U R - Y E A R T WO - Y E A R

Socioeconomic background

Upper class 2% 3% 4% 1% 3%

Upper-middle class 18% 13% 18% 16% 17%

Middle class 37% 35% 37% 34% 37%

Working class 25% 24% 24% 26% 24%

Lower class 18% 25% 17% 22% 19%

Field of study

Liberal arts and social sciences 22% 26% 21% 20% 22%

Computer science 12% 6% 11% 0% 10%

Biology 10% 6% 11% 9% 10%

Business and marketing 8% 9% 8% 2% 8%

Accounting and finance 6% 10% 7% 4% 7%

Psychology 6% 5% 6% 3% 6%

Engineering 7% 2% 5% 5% 5%

Education 3% 5% 5% 17% 4%

Nursing 2% 9% 2% 15% 4%

Other or undeclared 24% 22% 23% 25% 23%

Ever employed since graduation

Yes n/a n/a 72% 80% 72%

No n/a n/a 28% 20% 28%

Unweighted count 2,243 1,003 1,696 75 5,017

n/a = Not applicable to current students. 
Note: The level of the current or most recent college attended (four-year or two-year) does not match the college level in the column heading for respondents who 
subsequently enrolled in a college of a different level from the ones they attended at the time they were sampled. These enrollments could be concurrent (overlapping) or 
sequential. Some distributions do not sum to 100 percent due to rounding. For respondents with more than one field of study, the table shows the first one they selected. 
Socioeconomic background was self-reported.
Source: Strada-College Pulse Survey. (2023).
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	▶ While most learners receive career guidance while enrolled, information often comes too late—after students’ 

first year, which is a critical period for establishing academic momentum and making key decisions. 

	▶ College faculty and staff, followed by family and friends, are the most common sources of career information. 

	▶ Four out of five learners receive some support in planning career goals, but the level of support is uneven.

	▶ While the majority of learners are satisfied with the guidance they receive, satisfaction is lower among Native 

American and Black students as well as older learners.

	▶ Colleges should identify the main obstacles to participation in work-based learning specific to their respective 

campuses, then seek to eliminate these obstacles.

Most learners enroll in higher education seeking  

 better economic opportunities, but many leave 

college without the guidance they need to succeed in 

the workforce. To better understand why, this brief, 

one in a series of three (see “About the Listening to 

Learners Briefs”), describes the experiences with career 

pathways guidance of a sample of over 5,000 current 

and recent California college students. Timely, accurate, 

and uniformly accessible guidance is critical to helping 

students stay on track and reach their career goals, yet 

many learners report receiving this support after their 

first year or after they left, which is too late to influence 

key decisions. Delayed or incomplete information can 

lead to misaligned programs, unmet expectations, and 

diminished economic returns. Strengthening career 

pathways guidance is essential to building a more effective 

and equitable higher education system. Colleges, funders, 

and their partners should continue tracking how college 

students receive career guidance to assess progress over 

time and guide future activities and investments.

K E Y TA K E AWAY S

Listening to Learners:
California Students’ Experiences with Career Pathways 
Guidance 

A B O U T T H E  L I S T E N I N G  T O  L E A R N E R S  B R I E F S

This series of briefs explores the experiences of 
California college students in three areas: 

Career Pathways Guidance: Timing, 
sources, and satisfaction with guidance

Work-Based Learning: Participation and 
barriers to access

Early Career Outcomes: Job satisfaction, 
career progress, and demographic 
disparities

A summary highlights key findings and methods 
used. Together, the briefs reveal a mixed picture 
of education-to-career transitions, highlighting 
where more research and investment are needed 
to strengthen equitable pathways to economic 
opportunity.

N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 5
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RecommendationsTiming Sources Level of Support Satisfaction

9

Students Receive Career Information Too Late or Not At All

Most California learners receive career guidance while enrolled, but for many this assistance arrives too 

late to shape critical decisions and maintain momentum toward completion. Sixty-four percent of students 

and graduates report receiving information about which education-to-career pathways might be a good fit 

for their strengths and interests before the end of their first year (figure 1). Fewer students learn about job 

prospects for their programs (55%), potential earnings in careers related to their programs (50%), and career 

outcomes of graduates from their college (35%) in that time frame. While such information may be better 

late than never, receiving it before or during the first year of college enables learners to enroll in competitive 

programs, increases their likelihood of a timely graduation, and helps them avoid additional costs in terms 

of tuition and forgone income.1 This early direction also helps learners stay motivated and persist in their 

programs.2 Alarmingly, many learners never received certain types of career information while enrolled, with 

proportions ranging from 21 percent to 58 percent depending on the specific information.

Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

When students and graduates first learn about four types of information on education-to-career 
pathways

Figure 1: Students often receive specific types of career information after leaving their 
program of study

Education-to-career paths

Job opportunities that 
program could lead to

Before
starting

Potential earnings in 
careers related to program

Career outcomes of students 
from own institution

First
year

After first 
year, before 

leaving Never or 
after leaving 

program

37% 27% 15% 21%

27% 27% 17% 28%

30% 20% 15% 35%

17% 18% 7% 58%

Receiving info before or during 
the first year supports timely and 

affordable completion.
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Satisfaction RecommendationsTiming Sources Level of Support

1 0

Colleges Are the Main Source of Education and Career 
Information

College courses, instructors, and staff are the most commonly cited sources of career information (66%), 

including guidance on education-to-career pathways, relevant job opportunities, and potential earnings 

in related careers (table 1). Family and friends were tied with websites and software tools as the second 

most frequently mentioned information source overall (59% each). Notably, advice from family members 

sometimes steers students to less-than-optimal choices, replicating existing disparities across generations 

(see appendix A). Another source of information is advisors, which presumably refers to college advisors in 

most cases. 

Prevalence of information sources on education-to-career pathways, by topic and information 
source 

Table 1: College courses are the most common source of career information

EDUCATION-TO-CAREER TOPIC

INFORMATION SOURCE

EDUCATION-TO-
CAREER PATHWAYS 

THAT MIGHT BE 
A GOOD FIT

JOB OPPORTUNITIES 
THAT YOUR 

EDUCATION PROGRAM 
COULD LEAD TO

POTENTIAL 
EARNINGS 

IN CAREERS 
RELATED TO 
PROGRAM

ANY OF 
THESE 
THREE 
TOPICS

In a course or from a 
professor, instructor, 
or staff at my college or 
university

44% 46% 37% 66%

Family or friends 44% 37% 33% 59%

A website or software tool 30% 37% 42% 59%

YouTube or social media 30% 30% 29% 49%

Personalized coaching or 
guidance from an advisor

34% 28% 21% 47%

Other adults in my 
community

21% 23% 20% 38%

A work colleague or 
supervisor

20% 20% 16% 34%

None of these sources 3% 3% 3% 7%

Note: Respondents could name multiple sources, so values sum to more than 100 percent.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).
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Satisfaction RecommendationsTiming Sources Level of Support

Continued on page 12

1 1

Perceived level of resources and support in setting education and career goals and developing a 
plan to achieve those goals, among students and graduates 

5%

A great deal

Figure 2: Four out of five learners receive some resources and support in determining goals 
and how to achieve them

Quite a bit

Some

A little bit

None

Note: Values do not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

Most Learners Receive Some Support in Planning Education 
and Career Goals

Four out of five learners receive at least some support in planning their education and career goals–though 

depth of support varies. Half of students and graduates report receiving quite a bit or a great deal of support in 

this respect, and another 30 percent receive some support (figure 2). An additional 16 percent receive a little 

bit of support, and 5 percent receive none.

16%

30%

20%

30%

Breaking down these results reveals meaningful variation across certain groups of learners, as shown in figure 

3. For example, proportionally more Native American (54%) and Black learners (27%) reported receiving a 

great deal of resources and support, while proportionally fewer Asian (16%) and white learners (16%) and 

those of two or more races (14%) did the same. Learners under age 25 were less likely to say they received a 

great deal of resources and support (18%) than older learners. More learners at California Community Colleges 

(28%) and other colleges (26%) received a great deal of resources and support, whereas fewer University of 

California (UC) learners did so (14%).
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Satisfaction RecommendationsTiming Sources Level of Support

Perceived level of resources and support in setting education and career goals and developing a plan 
to achieve those goals, by selected characteristics of students and graduates

Figure 3: Different groups of learners received varying levels of resources and support in goal 
planning

* Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Note: Values do not always sum to 100 percent due to rounding. Socioeconomic background was self-reported.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

Race/Ethnicity

NATIVE HAWAIIAN/PACIFIC ISLANDER

Socioeconomic Background

Age Group

TWO OR MORE RACES

Institution Attended

Level of Support continued

1 2

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA

CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY COLLEGES

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY

OTHER

FOR-PROFIT

NATIVE AMERICAN

BLACK

PRIVATE NONPROFIT FOUR YEAR

LATINX

UPPER CLASS

MIDDLE EASTERN

ASIAN

WHITE

UPPER-MIDDLE CLASS

MIDDLE CLASS

WORKING CLASS

LOWER CLASS

UNDER 25

25-29

Overall

A great deal

30 OR OLDER

Quite a bit Some A little bit None

Listening to Learners: California Students’ Experiences with 
Career Pathways Guidance 

20% 30% 30% 16% 5%

54%* 13%* 18% 9% 6%

27%* 27% 25%* 20% 1%*

21% 32%* 30% 13%* 4%

20% 38% 23% 15% 4%

16%* 29% 33%* 17% 4%

16%* 29% 30% 20%* 6%*

14%* 31% 32% 18% 6%

28%* 30% 26%* 13%* 2%*

26%* 34% 23%* 11%* 6%

20% 31% 32% 13% 4%

19% 32%* 32% 12%* 5%

14%* 27%* 32%* 21%* 6%*

21% 14%* 29% 24% 12%

37%* 32% 18%* 7%* 7%

20% 31% 31% 14%* 4%

15%* 31% 33%* 17% 4%

26%* 27%* 26%* 16% 5%

16%* 28% 28% 22%* 6%*

18%* 31% 31%* 17% 4%

22% 26% 29% 18% 4%

21% 32% 19%* 21% 7%*

17% 30% 44% 9% 1%
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Timing Satisfaction RecommendationsSources Level of Support

1 3

Figure 4: Most learners and recent graduates are satisfied with the resources and support 
they received in planning educational and career choices, but only one in five is very 
satisfied

students report being 
very satisfied with career 

planning support

Only 1 in 5

Listening to Learners: California Students’ Experiences with 
Career Pathways Guidance 

Fewer Learners Are Fully Satisfied with Available Resources 
and Support

Although the majority of students and graduates received some planning support, only one in five reported 

feeling very satisfied with the resources and support available to guide education-to-career pathway 

decisions, and another 39 percent are somewhat satisfied (figure 4). On the other hand, approximately one 

in six students was either very dissatisfied or somewhat dissatisfied about the support and resources they 

received, indicating substantial room for improvement in how colleges deliver this guidance.

Learners’ and recent graduates’ satisfaction with the resources and support they received in 
choosing an education-to-career pathway

12%

39%

4%

Very satisfied 20%

24%

Somewhat satisfied

Neither

Somewhat dissatisfied

Very dissatisfied

Note: Values do not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).
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RecommendationsTiming Sources Level of Support Satisfaction

1 4

Figure 5: Satisfaction with available resources and support is lowest among Native 
American, Black, Asian, and UC students and graduates, among others

Satisfaction with Resources and Support Varies Widely Across 
Groups of Learners

Specific populations of learners are less satisfied than others, raising the question of equitable access to 

education and career guidance. Native American, Asian, and Black learners, nonbinary and agender learners, 

those ages 25 through 29, and those attending or who graduated from UC have lower rates of satisfaction 

compared with all other learners (figure 5).

Proportion of students and recent graduates somewhat or very satisfied with the resources and 
support available to them for choosing their education-to-career pathways

Listening to Learners: California Students’ Experiences with 
Career Pathways Guidance 

* Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

NATIVE AMERICAN 23%*

BLACK 50%*
BLACK WOMEN 50%*

BLACK MEN 48%*

WHITE 61%
WHITE WOMEN 64%*

WHITE MEN 59%

TWO OR MORE RACES 59%

LATINX 61%*
LATINX WOMEN 64%*

LATINX MEN 59%

NATIVE HAWAIIAN/PACIFIC ISLANDER 59%

NONBINARY 37%*
UNSURE 42%*

AGENDER 27%*

MEN 58%

WOMEN 62%*

PREFER NOT TO SAY 62%

CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY COLLEGES 61%*

PRIVATE NONPROFIT FOUR YEAR 63%

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY 60%

OTHER 66%*

UNDER 25 63%

30 OR OLDER 69%*

All respondents: 59%

ASIAN WOMEN 57%
ASIAN MEN 58%

ASIAN 56%*

GENDERQUEER OR GENDERFLUID 51%

MIDDLE EASTERN 51%

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA 55%*

FOR-PROFIT 53%

25-29 54%*

Gender

Age Group

Institution Attended

Race/Ethnicity and Gender

http://www.californiacompetes.org
https://collegefutures.org/


1 5

SatisfactionTiming RecommendationsSources Level of Support

Recommendations for Future Research and Practice

Faculty, staff, and institution and system leaders share the primary responsibility, and enjoy the greatest 

leverage, to ensure that California learners receive the timely and useful guidance they need to successfully 

transition from college to rewarding and meaningful careers. Working with funders, policymakers, employers, 

and mission-aligned community-based organizations, they should redouble their efforts to ensure each 

student can choose a path toward eventual success. In particular, they should make better use of data, focusing 

on the circumstances and experiences of both learners who are dissatisfied with their career guidance and 

those who are satisfied.

Pay Special Attention to Dissatisfied and Underserved Learners 

Even though learners and recent graduates are, by and large, satisfied with the support and guidance they 

receive on their journeys from higher education to employment, certain populations report being left behind. 

These groups of learners merit extra attention, and if future research continues to find that they have less 

favorable outcomes, they should be prioritized for targeted interventions. 

Learn What Works by Examining Experiences of Satisfied and Dissatisfied Learners 

Colleges and their partners should also focus on those learners who are receiving and not receiving timely 

career information and guidance. Identifying and spotlighting colleges that already excel at education-

to-career guidance will give the colleges the credit they are due; inspire other colleges to follow their lead; 

and perhaps reveal specific structures, policies, and practices that lead to success. Through this cycle of 

assessment and improvement, colleges can advance the goal of helping every student achieve economic 

success. 

Leverage Survey Data to Monitor Progress and Guide Future Work, and Seek Deeper 
Understanding with Qualitative Data 

The Strada Education Foundation plans to repeat this survey regularly and with minimal changes over the 

coming years, enabling analysts to monitor progress over time. Colleges, funders, and their partners should 

use these future results to propose, develop, implement, and evaluate promising solutions in delivering career 

information. They should also consider collecting and using qualitative data from and about learners through 

such means as focus groups, interviews, participant observation, open-ended survey items, diary studies, and 

journey mapping. Qualitative research provides valuable context and nuance that surveys cannot and helps 

compensate for the well-documented shortcomings of survey research.7 
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Career advice from family and friends may be well intentioned, but its quality is uneven, which tends to reinforce rather 

than narrow gaps in education-to-career journeys across racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups. Learners from middle-

class and upper-class families—whose parents more often graduated from college, hold professional careers, and have 

networks of other professionals—typically receive more helpful advice from their families about higher education and 

careers.3 These same learners also enjoy an edge in landing highly sought-after jobs, as they tend to participate in social 

organizations and athletic teams where learners share valuable and little-known information about the firms offering 

these positions.4  

Other research shows declining shares of Latinx, Black, and American Indian or Alaska Native learners enrolled in fields of 

study associated with higher average postcollege earnings (science, engineering, math, economics, business, and nursing) 

as college policies restrict entry to these potentially more lucrative majors. When admission to such majors depends on 

navigating pre-major courses, as is often the case, access to accurate and relevant information about selecting courses, 

whether from college staff or other sources, gives these better-informed learners a sizable advantage.5 Even among 

learners of the same socioeconomic background attending the same colleges, differences in precollege experiences may 

strongly influence college and career outcomes. Students from low-income backgrounds who graduated from private high 

schools, for instance, more easily and routinely build connections with elite college faculty and staff than their classmates 

who graduated from public high schools, giving the former group a leg up in competitive job and graduate school 

applications.6 Disparities like these, which originate before learners enter college, perpetuate differences across class and 

race after graduation. Moreover, these gaps in information illustrate the crucial role of colleges in addressing differences in 

access to relevant and accurate education and career guidance.

Appendixes

Appendix A: Career Advice from Family and Friends May Reinforce Inequity
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SURVEY ITEMS AND RESPONSE OPTIONS
RELATED 
ANALYSIS

When have you received (graduates: did you receive) information or guidance to help you 

understand which education to career paths might be a good fit for your strengths and interests?

Now, thinking more specifically about job opportunities, when have you received (graduates: did 

you receive) information about job opportunities that your education program could lead to?

Thinking about the salary you could expect from different careers, when have you received 

(graduates: did you receive) information about potential earnings in different careers related to 

your education program?

	• Before entering my current education program

	• During the first year of my education program

	• After the first year, but before I left my education program

	• After I left my education program

	• Never

When have you received (graduates: did you receive) information about the career outcomes of 

students from your current institution (graduates: your institution)?

	• Before entering my current education program (graduates: my institution)

	• During the first year of my education program (graduates: at my institution)

	• After the first year, but before I left my education program (graduates: my education program at 

my institution)

	• After I left my education program (graduates: my institution)

	• Never (current students only)

Figure 1

The following table presents the survey questions measuring the outcomes in this brief, along with the associated 

response options.8  

Continued on page 18

Appendix B: Survey Items
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SURVEY ITEMS AND RESPONSE OPTIONS
RELATED 
ANALYSIS

How have you learned (graduates: did you learn) about which education to career pathways might 

be a good fit for your strengths and interests?

How have you learned about the job opportunities that your education program could lead to?

How have you learned about potential earnings in careers related to your education program?

	• Personalized coaching or guidance from an advisor

	• A website or software tool

	• YouTube or social media

	• In a course or from a professor, instructor, or staff at my college or university

	• Family or friends

	• Other adults in my community

	• A work colleague or supervisor

	• None of these

Table 1

How much support have you had (graduates: did you have) in setting education and career goals 

and developing a plan to achieve those goals?

	• No support at all

	• A little bit of support

	• Some support

	• Quite a bit of support

	• A great deal of support

Figures 2, 3

Thinking about the resources and support available to you in choosing your education to career 

pathway, how satisfied are you overall?

	• Very dissatisfied

	• Somewhat dissatisfied

	• Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied

	• Somewhat satisfied

	• Very satisfied

Figures 4, 5
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	▶ Students who participate in internships report better early career outcomes, but for a variety of reasons, most do 

not participate in this valuable activity or any other form of work-based learning.

	▶ Recent graduates who had completed internships while enrolled are more likely than their classmates to view 

their education as worthwhile, opening career opportunities and benefiting their career success. 

	▶ Fewer than half of graduates and just one-third of near-graduates participated in internships, and even fewer 

near-graduates completed co-ops, apprenticeships, or practicums. 

	▶ Respondents most often cited a too-heavy course load and not being sure how to find an internship as barriers to 

participation.

	▶ Colleges, funders, and their partners should use these and other data to develop and refine approaches to enable 

all learners to participate in work-based learning. 

Most learners enroll in higher education seeking  

 better economic opportunities, but many 

leave college without the early career-building 

experiences they need to succeed in the workforce. 

To unpack these findings, this brief, one in a series of 

three (see “About the Listening to Learners Briefs”), 

describes the experiences with internships and other 

types of work-based learning of a sample of over 

5,000 current and recent California college students. 

It finds that access to these valuable opportunities 

is far from universal. Fewer than half of graduates 

and near-graduates completed internships, co-ops, 

apprenticeships, or practicums. Colleges, funders, 

and their partners should continue tracking which 

learners do and do not participate in work-based 

learning to assess progress over time and guide 

future activities and investments.

K E Y TA K E AWAY S

Listening to Learners:
California Students’ Experiences with Work-Based 
Learning 

A B O U T T H E  L I S T E N I N G  T O  L E A R N E R S  B R I E F S

This series of briefs explores the experiences of California 
college students in three areas: 

Career Pathways Guidance: Timing, sources, 
and satisfaction with guidance

A summary highlights key findings and methods used. 
Together, the briefs reveal a mixed picture of education-
to-career transitions, highlighting where more research 
and investment are needed to strengthen equitable 
pathways to economic opportunity.

Work-Based Learning: Participation and 
barriers to access

Early Career Outcomes: Job satisfaction, 
career progress, and demographic disparities
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of recent students completed an 
internship, the most common 
form of work-based learning

What is Work-Based Learning?

Work-based learning is an organized educational 

experience related to a specific occupation or career 

pathway that requires participants to perform 

authentic workplace tasks in a real employment 

setting (if feasible, or a realistic simulation 

otherwise). Types of work-based learning vary 

by whether they are full time and their length.1 

This brief discusses the following four types of 

experiences.

Internships and practicums (often called clinicals 

in health care fields) are typically part-time 

engagements that last less than a year. Most 

internships and all practicums are unpaid.2 

Apprenticeships and cooperative work experiences 

(often called co-ops) are full-time engagements. 

Apprenticeships usually last more than a year, and 

co-ops usually last from one to three semesters. All 

apprenticeships and some co-ops are paid.3 

Other types of work-based learning include job 

shadowing, service learning, pre-apprenticeships, 

and mock interviewing.4 Among work-based 

learning formats, internships are the most common 

form and have the strongest evidence base and ease 

of implementation, so they are the major focus of 

this brief.5
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Graduates Who Participated in Internships Fare Better Than 
Those Who Did Not Intern Across a Range of Career Outcomes

Recent graduates who completed internships while in college reported better early career outcomes than 

those who did not, a finding that is consistent with prior research.6 As shown in figure 1, they are significantly 

more likely to say that their education opened up good career opportunities, had a positive impact on career 

success, prepared them to be successful in future education and training opportunities, and prepared them to 

be successful at work. They also are more likely to report that their first job after college required the education 

they completed and that they are satisfied with their progress toward their long-term career goals.

Note: All differences are statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

Recent graduates’ assessments of their education and how it affected their early careers, by 
whether they completed an internship

Figure 1: Graduates who interned reported higher levels of college satisfaction and 
better early career outcomes than those who did not

Job required my education/
credential (yes)

Interned

Did not intern

Positive impact on career success  
(somewhat/very positive)

Satisfied with progress toward long-term 
career goals (somewhat/very/extremely)

Helped me achieve my goals  
(somewhat/strongly agree)

Education worth the cost  
(somewhat/strongly agree)

Opened up good career opportunities 
(somewhat/strongly agree)

Prepared me for future education/ 
training (somewhat/strongly agree)

Prepared me for success at work  
(somewhat/strongly agree)
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Most Learners Do Not Participate in Any Type of Work-Based 
Learning

Despite the benefits of internships, fewer than half of students participate in them or other types of work-based 

learning. Among near-graduates who expect to complete their degrees by the end of the following calendar year, 

only 42 percent participated in any of the four types of work-based learning (figure 2).7  Internships are the most 

common type of work-based learning, with 33 percent of near-graduates having participated, while 9 percent 

completed a practicum, 8 percent completed a co-op, and 8 percent completed an apprenticeship. Some learners 

participated in more than one type of work-based learning. 

As for recent graduates, 44 percent completed an internship. This percentage is also higher than the 33 percent of 

near-graduates who interned, suggesting that some students complete their first internship in their final terms.

Note: Near-graduates are current students who expect to graduate by the end of the following calendar year. Respondents could report multiple types of 
work-based learning, so values for specific types sum to more than the total. Recent graduates were not asked about their experiences with practicums, co-
ops, or apprenticeships.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

Participation in internships, co-ops, apprenticeships, and practicums by near-graduates 

Figure 2: Internships are by far the most common form of work-based learning among 
near-graduates

I N T E R N S H I P

P R A C T I C U M

C O - O P

A P P R E N T I C E S H I P

A N Y T Y P E

33%

9%

42%

8%

8%
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Learners’ Field of Study Shapes Their Work-Based Learning 
Experiences

Participation in specific types of work-based learning, and in work-based learning overall, differs substantially 

by students’ general field of study. As shown in figure 3, near-graduates in engineering are significantly more 

likely to complete internships than their peers in other fields of study, whereas near-graduates in business and 

marketing are significantly less likely to do so. Apprenticeships are most common among engineering students, 

while co-ops are most common among accounting and finance students. Nearly a quarter of near-graduates in 

both nursing and education completed a practicum (24% each). This last finding is not surprising given that these 

programs lead to health care jobs that require clinical experience for licensure and teaching jobs that require 

classroom experience for a credential. Near-graduates in biology complete a practicum at a higher rate (15%) than 

their peers in other fields of study, suggesting possible alignment with a health care career pathway.

Continued on page 25
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Figure 3: Participation in types of work-based learning differs substantially by 
students’ field of study

*Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Note: Near-graduates expect to graduate by the end of the following calendar year. Respondents could report multiple types of work-based learning, so 
values for specific types do not add to values for any type. Respondents were not asked about other types of work-based learning.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

Participation Rates continued

Business and 
marketing 7%

9%
11%

24%*
32%*

Psychology 3%
2%*

3%

33%
35%

Other or 
undeclared 6%

5%*
6%

29%
36%*

Liberal arts and 
social sciences 7%

10%
7%

32%
42%

Education 24%*
2%

15%

32%
46%

Computer 
science 9%

8%
8%

43%
47%

Biology 15%*
9%

10%

36%
48%

Engineering 1%*
2%

20%*

47%*
49%*

Accounting 
and finance 6%

22%*
10%

38%
51%

Nursing 24%*
8%

3%

36%
54%

Total PRACTICUM9%
CO-OP8%
APPRENTICESHIP8%

INTERNSHIP33%
ANY OF THESE42%

https://californiacompetes.org/


RecommendationsCareer Outcomes Participation Rates Barriers to Participation

2 6Listening to Learners: California Students’ Experiences with 
Work-Based Learning

Academic Workload and Uncertainty About Finding Positions 
Are Primary Obstacles to Internship Participation

Most students want to complete an internship, but many are unable to do so for one or more reasons. Across all 

students and graduates, 35 percent completed an internship, 38 percent said they would like to do so but did not, 

and the remaining 27 percent were not interested. That means that among nonparticipants, more than half (59%) 

wanted to participate but were unable to do so. As shown in figure 4, among students and graduates who wanted 

to participate in an internship but did not, the most frequently selected reasons are a too-heavy course load (50%) 

and not being sure how to find an internship (48%). These responses are far more common than the other eight 

choices offered, which included not being selected (28%), a lack of internship opportunities in their field (28%), 

needing to work at their current job (25%), a lack of transportation (24%), and insufficient pay being offered 

(20%). The smaller proportions of respondents who cited insufficient pay or that the internship would have been 

too expensive (7%) may seem surprising given the prevalence of unpaid internships, an arrangement that is 

widely criticized as exclusionary and exploitative.8  On the other hand, since they did not actually intern, and given 

how many respondents said they did not know where to find an internship, these students and graduates may not 

have realized how many internships offer little or no pay.

Note: Respondents could name multiple reasons, so values sum to more than 100 percent.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

Reasons for not participating in internships among students and graduates who wanted to complete 
internships but were unable to do so

Figure 4: Too much schoolwork and uncertainty about how to find positions are the most 
commonly cited reasons for not interning

Lack of child care 3%

50%Course load at school was too heavy

48%Not sure how to find an internship

28%Applied but wasn’t selected

28%Lack of internship opportunities in the field

25%Needed to work at current job

24%Lack of transportation

20%Insufficient pay offered

7%Too expensive

4%Impact on financial aid

https://californiacompetes.org/


RecommendationsCareer Outcomes Participation Rates Barriers to Participation

2 7Listening to Learners: California Students’ Experiences with 
Work-Based Learning

Latinx, Asian, Older, and Lower-Income Students Are More 
Likely to Name Uncertainty About Finding Internships as a 
Reason for Not Participating

As part of any effort to make internships more accessible to a wide range of students, institutions and 

policymakers should better understand which students and graduates did not participate because they were unsure 

how to do so. Addressing the other top reason students did not participate in internships, heavy courseloads, 

is critically important, too. However, it may require significant restructuring, as institutions must integrate 

work-based learning opportunities into programs of study rather than as additional components so as not to risk 

slowing students’ progress toward graduation. On the other hand, providing better information and guidance to 

help students find internships can be a much more straightforward endeavor. Looking more closely at who cited 

uncertainty about finding a position as a reason for not completing an internship reveals large disparities across 

populations, with several historically underserved populations reporting higher rates of uncertainty. Figures 5 

through 7 report the percentage of respondents who selected “Not sure how to find an internship” as a reason for 

not participating, overall and by selected groups of students and graduates.9

*Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Note: Interactions of gender with other covariates were tested but did not yield meaningful patterns. The results are 
available from the author on request.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023). 

Continued on page 28

25%WHITE
26%WHITE WOMEN

Figure 5: Latinx students and recent graduates and those who are older disproportionately 
cite uncertainty about finding internships as a reason for not participating

Race/Ethnicity and Gender
23%

Among all students and graduates, including internship participants, proportion who stated they were unable 
to complete an internship because they were unsure how to find a position, by race, ethnicity, and age group

All students and 
graduates: 25%

14%NATIVE AMERICAN

12%NATIVE HAWAIIAN/PACIFIC ISLANDER

15%MIDDLE EASTERN

26%TWO OR MORE RACES

27%*LATINX
27%LATINX WOMEN
27%LATINX MEN

22%OTHER RACE

34%*30 OR OLDER
16%*25-29

26%UNDER 25
Age Group

22%*ASIAN

21%ASIAN MEN
23%ASIAN WOMEN

24%WHITE MEN

21%BLACK

16%BLACK MEN
24%BLACK WOMEN
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Race and ethnicity. Latinx respondents are more likely to cite uncertainty about finding an internship as a reason 

for not completing one than other groups (27% vs. 23%), and Asian respondents are less likely (22% vs. 26%). No 

other differences by race and ethnicity are statistically significant.

Age. Respondents aged 30 and older are more likely and those aged 25–29 are less likely to report uncertainty as a 

reason for not interning (34% and 16%, respectively). 

Socioeconomic status. Respondents who described their background as working class or lower class are more 

likely to cite uncertainty as a reason for not interning. Conversely, their peers who considered themselves to 

have grown up middle class, upper-middle class, or upper class are less likely to point to uncertainty. Similarly, 

first-generation college students are more likely than continuing-generation students to attribute their 

nonparticipation in internships to uncertainty (30% vs. 21%). 

*Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Note: Continuing-generation respondents have at least one parent with an associate’s or bachelor’s degree; first-generation respondents do not. do not. 
Socioeconomic background was self-reported.  
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

Figure 6: Students and recent graduates with a college graduate parent or who grew up in 
middle- to upper-class households are less likely to say they were uncertain how to find 
internships as a reason for not participating

Among all students and graduates, including internship participants, proportion who state they were unable 
to complete an internship because they were unsure how to find a position, by first-generation college student 
status and self-reported socioeconomic background

21%*

12%*

30%*

20%*

31%*

21%*

30%*

All students and 
graduates: 25%

Barriers to Participation continued

Continued on page 29
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FIRST GENERATION
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Institution sector and field of study. A larger proportion of respondents who attend or attended California Community 

Colleges attributed their lack of internships to uncertainty (30%), whereas a smaller proportion of those who 

attend or attended private nonprofit four-year colleges (12%), for-profit colleges (6%), and other colleges (19%) 

did the same. Respondents with a major in business and marketing are more likely to say that uncertainty was 

a reason for not interning than those with a major in accounting and finance (31% vs. 19%). At first glance, it 

is puzzling to find this disparity between similar fields of study. But given the wide variation in outcomes for 

graduates of specific business-related majors, this difference in finding internships may reflect true differences in 

their education and work experiences.10

All students and 
graduates: 25%

30%*CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY COLLEGES

25%UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA

6%*FOR-PROFIT

19%*OTHER

26%CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY

12%*PRIVATE NONPROFIT FOUR YEAR

Figure 7: Business and marketing majors and those attending California Community 
Colleges are more likely to say they did not complete internships because they are uncertain 
about how to find one

Institution Attended

Among all students and graduates, including internship participants, proportion who state they were unable 
to complete an internship because they were unsure how to find a position, by institution attended and field 
of study

*Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Note: Other colleges include those in other states and those whose segment could not be determined.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

Field of Study

19%*ACCOUNTING AND FINANCE

COMPUTER SCIENCE

ENGINEERING

25%BIOLOGY

25%LIBERAL ARTS AND SCIENCES

26%EDUCATION

27%NURSING

31%*BUSINESS AND MARKETING

31%PSYCHOLOGY

Barriers to Participation continued
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Recommendations for Future Research and Practice

Faculty, staff, and institution and system leaders share the primary responsibility, and enjoy the greatest 

leverage, to ensure that California learners can complete the work-based learning experiences that ease the 

transition from college to rewarding and meaningful careers. Working with funders, policymakers, employers, 

and mission-aligned community-based organizations, they should redouble their efforts to ensure every 

student is able to participate in internships and similar activities regardless of their background or  

financial circumstances.

Identify the Main Obstacles to Participation in Work-Based Learning Specific to the Institution 
and to Key Groups of Learners

This brief outlines the reasons learners statewide did not complete internships, but the major barriers to 

participation in internships and other work-based learning likely vary by institution. They may well differ 

meaningfully by program of study and by demographic group within each institution. Each institution should 

investigate the primary reasons why its students are unable participate.

Seek to Eliminate These Obstacles, Enabling Every Learner to Take Advantage of Work-Based 
Learning Opportunities and Encouraging Them to Do So 

If an overly heavy course load is a primary barrier, for instance, colleges might increase the academic 

credit they award for work-based learning to allow students to take fewer classes. They could promote 

shorter experiences during summer and winter breaks. And they could integrate work-based learning into 

courses and programs so it is not an additional burden. If a large number of students do not know how to 

find internships, institutions should invest more resources in raising awareness and steering students to 

appropriate opportunities. These efforts can begin even before students formally matriculate. It is not hard 

to find examples of colleges actively connecting students to internships.11 To ensure that all students have 

access to work-based learning regardless of financial means, colleges should work to maximize the number of 

experiences that are paid, perhaps using government or foundation support.12 

Leverage Survey Data to Monitor Progress and Guide Future Work, and Seek Deeper 
Understanding with Qualitative Data 

The Strada Education Foundation plans to repeat this survey regularly and with minimal changes over the 

coming years, enabling analysts to monitor progress over time. Colleges, funders, and their partners should 

use these future results to propose, develop, implement, and evaluate promising solutions in facilitating 

work-based learning. They should also consider collecting and using qualitative data from and about learners 

through such means as focus groups, interviews, participant observation, open-ended survey items, diary 

studies, and journey mapping. Qualitative research provides valuable context and nuance that surveys cannot 

and helps compensate for the well-documented shortcomings of survey research.13

3 0Listening to Learners: California Students’ Experiences with 
Work-Based Learning
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Appendix: Survey Items

The following table presents the survey questions measuring the outcomes in this brief, along with the associated 

response options.14  
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SURVEY ITEMS AND RESPONSE OPTIONS
RELATED 
ANALYSIS

Did your first job after completing your education require you to have the courses, certificate, 

certification, or degree you had completed at the time?

No                Yes

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement? 

	• My education helped me achieve my goals.

	• My education was worth the cost. 

	• My education opens up good career opportunities for me.

	• My education prepared me to be successful in future education and training opportunities. 

	• My education prepared me to be successful at work. 

Strongly disagree (not shown in figure) 

Somewhat disagree (not shown in figure) 

Neither agree nor disagree (not shown in figure) 

Somewhat agree 

Strongly agree

For the following questions, please think about the impact your education has had on different 

areas in your life. What impact has it had on your career success?

Very negative impact (not shown in figure) 

Somewhat negative impact (not shown in figure) 

No impact (not shown in figure) 

Somewhat positive impact  

Very positive impact 

How satisfied are you with the progress you are making toward your long-term career goals?

Not at all satisfied (not shown in figure) 

A little satisfied (not shown in figure) 

Somewhat satisfied 

Very satisfied 

Extremely satisfied

Figure 1
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SURVEY ITEMS AND RESPONSE OPTIONS
RELATED 
ANALYSIS

During your education program, have you participated in an internship? (current students)

No                Yes

Did you have an internship while you were enrolled in your educational program? (recent 

graduates)

No                Yes

Have you participated in any of the following non-internship experiences? (current students)

Apprenticeship 

Co-op program 

Practicum 

None of the above

Figures 2, 3

Select each item you consider as a reason for why you were unable to pursue an internship during 

your educational program.

Course load at school was too heavy  

Insufficient pay offered  

Needed to work at current job  

Lack of transportation  

Lack of childcare  

Lack of internship opportunities in my field  

Wasn’t selected for internships that I applied to  

Not sure how to find an internship  

Internship would have been too expensive  

Internship would have negatively impacted my financial aid 

Figures 4-7
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Just under half of recent graduates report being highly satisfied with their first postcollege job, and fewer are highly 

satisfied with their career progress to date, with substantial variation across groups.

Graduates’ rates of career satisfaction vary considerably by their background characteristics, the institutions they 

attended, their fields of study, and their current occupations.

This level of dissatisfaction may signal a need for better alignment between higher education and career 

opportunities.

Colleges should seek out and use sources of longer-term outcomes; support better employment data; and identify, 

pilot, and evaluate promising practices from other colleges that excel at career preparation.

Most learners enroll in higher education seeking 

  better economic opportunities, but many find 

themselves dissatisfied in their first postcollege jobs, a 

possible indication of inadequate career preparation. To 

explore the impact across groups, this brief, one in a series 

of three (see “About the Listening to Learners Briefs”), 

describes the early career outcomes of a sample of 1,239 

recent California college students who were employed 

after graduation. Recent graduates are just getting started 

on careers that will last decades, but their assessments of 

their first few years in the workplace are early indicators of 

how well their education prepared them for employment. 

That fewer than half of graduates say they are very or 

extremely satisfied with their first job and with their 

career progress implies ample room for improvement, and 

varying levels of satisfaction across groups of graduates 

point to inequities in how colleges prepare learners for 

employment. Colleges, funders, and their partners should 

continue tracking early career outcomes to assess progress 

over time and guide future activities and investments.

K E Y TA K E AWAY S

Listening to Learners:
California Graduates’ Early Career Outcomes 

A B O U T T H E  L I S T E N I N G  T O  L E A R N E R S  B R I E F S

This series of briefs explores the experiences of 
California college students in three areas: 

Career Pathways Guidance: Timing, 
sources, and satisfaction with guidance

Work-Based Learning: Participation and 
barriers to access

Early Career Outcomes: Job satisfaction, 
career progress, and demographic 
disparities

A summary highlights key findings and methods 
used. Together, the briefs reveal a mixed picture 
of education-to-career transitions, highlighting 
where more research and investment are needed 
to strengthen equitable pathways to economic 
opportunity.
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Nearly Half of Graduates Report High Satisfaction with Their 
First Job

Overall, 48 percent of recent college graduates are very satisfied (26%) or extremely satisfied (22%) with the 

first job they held after college, with 13 percent a little satisfied and 8 percent not at all satisfied (figure 1). The 

proportion of graduates who are very or extremely satisfied differed considerably by demographics, institution 

attended, field of study, and occupation (figure 2 and 3).

Race, ethnicity, and gender. Proportionally fewer Latinx women are highly satisfied with their first job (39%), 

whereas proportionally more white men (58%) and Black men (65%) are highly satisfied. Additionally, men of all 

races and ethnicities are highly satisfied with their first job (56%) than other graduates, whereas women of all 

races and ethnicities are less satisfied (41%).

Socioeconomic background. As shown in figure 2, respondents who grew up in working-class households are less 

likely to be highly satisfied with their first job (39%), as are first-generation college students (44%). Conversely, 

individuals who grew up upper-middle class and continuing-generation students are more likely than others to 

report high satisfaction (57% and 51%, respectively).

Institution sector and field of study. Graduates of the University of California (UC) are less satisfied with their first 

postcollege job (44%) than other graduates, as are liberal arts and social science majors (42%). California State 

University (CSU) graduates, on the other hand, are more satisfied (53%), as are engineering majors (73%) and 

accounting and finance majors (58%).

Current occupation. Individuals currently employed in computer, engineering, and science occupations are 

significantly more likely to report high satisfaction (62%) than other graduates. At the same time, individuals 

employed in management jobs and in office and administrative support jobs are significantly less likely to report 

high satisfaction (31% and 32%, respectively) than other graduates.

A little 
satisfied

13%

Somewhat 
satisfied

32%

Not at all 
satisfied

8%

Very 
satisfied

26%

Extremely 
satisfied

22%

Note: Results exclude the 28 percent of graduates who have not held a job since graduating. 
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).
Interactions of gender with other covariates were tested but did not yield meaningful patterns. The results are available from the author on request.

Figure 1: Graduates report varying levels of satisfaction with their first postcollege job, with 
most at least somewhat satisfied

Percentage distribution of recent graduates’ satisfaction with their first job after college 

Continued on page 36
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Figure 2: Nearly half of recent graduates are highly satisfied with their first postcollege job

Proportion of recent graduates who are very or extremely satisfied with their first job after college, by race, 
ethnicity, gender, and age group

30 OR OLDER

Race/Ethnicity and Gender

*Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Note: Results exclude the 28 percent of graduates who have not held a job since graduating. Interactions of gender with other 
covariates were tested but did not yield meaningful patterns. The results are available from the author on request.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).
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All graduates: 48%
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40%

59%

49%

56%

49%

50%

56%*

55%

53%

50%*

56%

65%*

46%

52%

57%
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*Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Note: Results exclude the 28 percent of graduates who have not held a job since graduating. Continuing-generation respondents have at least one parent with 
an associate’s or bachelor’s degree; first-generation respondents do not. Other colleges include those in other states and those whose segment could not be 
determined. Socioeconomic background was self-reported.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

51%*

55%

57%

50%

50%

39%

39%

47%

47%

49%

40%

40%

73%

58%

58%

54%

62%*

59%

56%

52%

48%

40%

40%

32%*

31%*

Figure 3: Proportionally more graduates employed in engineering, accounting, and finance 
are highly satisfied with their first postcollege job

Proportion of recent graduates who are very or extremely satisfied with their first job after college, by 
socioeconomic status, institution attended, field of study, and current occupation

UPPER CLASS

MIDDLE CLASS
WORKING CLASS

LOWER CLASS

UPPER-MIDDLE CLASS

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA

50%CALIFORNIA COMMUNITY COLLEGES
49%OTHER

40%FOR-PROFIT

PRIVATE NONPROFIT FOUR YEAR

53%CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY

ACCOUNTING AND FINANCE

COMPUTER SCIENCE

ENGINEERING

BIOLOGY
LIBERAL ARTS AND SCIENCES

EDUCATION

NURSING
BUSINESS AND MARKETING

PSYCHOLOGY

COMPUTER, ENGINEERING, SCIENCE

Field of Study

Current Occupation

Recent Institution

Socioeconomic Background

First-Generation College Student Status
CONTINUING GENERATION

FIRST GENERATION

SERVICE OCCUPATIONS
BUSINESS, FINANCIAL OPERATIONS

COMMUNITY SERVICE, SOCIAL SERVICE, LEGAL, 
ARTS, DESIGN, ENTERTAINMENT, SPORTS, MEDIA

PRODUCTION, TRANSPORTATION, MATERIAL MOVING

EDUCATION, TRAINING, LIBRARY

HEALTH CARE

NATURAL RESOURCES, CONSTRUCTION, MAINTENANCE

OTHER

OFFICE, ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT
MANAGEMENT

SALES

All graduates:  
48%

47%

46%

44%

44%*

42%
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Fewer Than Half of Recent Graduates Are Highly Satisfied with 
Their Career Progress

Overall, 42 percent of recent graduates are very satisfied (16%) or extremely satisfied (26%) with their progress 

toward their long-term career goals, whereas 17 are a little satisfied, and 6 percent are not at all satisfied (figure 

4). Again, satisfaction varies across groups of graduates (figures 5 and 6).

Race, ethnicity, and gender. White men are measurably more satisfied than other recent graduates (55%). Similarly, 

men overall have a higher rate of satisfaction with their career progress (47%) than other graduates, while 

nonbinary graduates have a lower rate of satisfaction (23%). No other differences by race, ethnicity, or gender are 

statistically significant.

Current occupation. Recent graduates employed in office and administrative support roles are the least satisfied 

among all the groups included in figure 4, with only 14 percent expressing high satisfaction with their progress 

toward their long-term career goals. In contrast, 52 percent of those working in business and financial operations 

positions and in computer, engineering, and science positions report high satisfaction with their career progress, 

significantly higher proportions than those in other occupations.

Socioeconomic background. As reported in figure 4, satisfaction with progress on long-term career goals is higher 

among continuing-generation students (47%) and those who grew up in middle-class households (46%). On the 

flip side, satisfaction is appreciably lower among graduates who are first-generation students (36%) and those 

who grew up working class (32%).

Institution sector and field of study. CSU graduates (46%) and engineering majors (60%) have higher rates of 

satisfaction with their career progress. At the same time, UC graduates (38%) and liberal arts and social sciences 

majors (37%) have lower rates of satisfaction.

Continued on page 39

Figure 4: Recent graduates’ satisfaction with their early career progress varies widely, but 
most at least somewhat satisfied

Percentage distribution of recent graduates’ satisfaction with their progress toward their long-term career 
goals

A little 
satisfied

Somewhat 
satisfied

Not at all 
satisfied

Very 
satisfied

Extremely 
satisfied

6% 17% 35% 26% 16%

Note: Results exclude the 28 percent of graduates who have not held a job since graduating. 
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).
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Figure 5: Fewer graduates are highly satisfied with their career progress, though again 
white men rank highest

Proportion of recent graduates who are very or extremely satisfied with their progress toward long-term 
career goals, by race, ethnicity, gender, and age group

*Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Note: Results exclude the 28 percent of graduates who have not held a job since graduating. Interactions of gender with 
other covariates were tested but did not yield meaningful patterns. The results are available from the author on request.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).
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Race/Ethnicity and Gender

NATIVE AMERICAN 43%

MIDDLE EASTERN 44%

TWO OR MORE RACES 45%

OTHER RACE 33%

NATIVE HAWAIIAN/PACIFIC ISLANDER 46%

BLACK 50%

BLACK WOMEN 45%
BLACK MEN 54%

GENDERQUEER OR GENDERFLUID 54%

AGENDER 20%

Gender

Age Group

UNDER 25 44%

25-29 42%

30 OR OLDER 45%

MEN 47%*

NONBINARY 23%*

UNSURE 24%*

Continued on page 40

WHITE 45%
WHITE WOMEN 42%

WHITE MEN 55%*

All graduates: 
42%

ASIAN MEN 46%

WOMEN 40%

LATINX MEN 42%

LATINX 40%
LATINX WOMEN 38%

ASIAN WOMEN 38%
ASIAN 41%
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*Difference between group and all other respondents is statistically significant at p < .05 (two-tailed test).
Note: Results exclude the 28 percent of graduates who have not held a job since graduating. Continuing-generation respondents have at least one parent with 
an associate’s or bachelor’s degree; first-generation respondents do not. Other colleges include those in other states and those whose segment could not be 
determined. Socioeconomic background was self-reported.
Source: Strada-College Pulse survey. (2023).

Figure 6: Graduates’ satisfaction with career progress is highest among engineering majors and 
those employed in business, financial operations, computer, engineering, and science careers

Proportion of recent graduates who are very or extremely satisfied with their progress toward long-term 
career goals, by socioeconomic status, institution attended, field of study, and current occupation

All graduates: 42%
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Recent Institution

Socioeconomic Background

First-Generation College Student Status
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MIDDLE CLASS 46%*
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HEALTH CARE 42%
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OTHER 31%
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NATURAL RESOURCES, CONSTRUCTION, MAINTENANCE 48%

SERVICE OCCUPATIONS 44%

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY 46%*

FOR-PROFIT 19%

NURSING 60%
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ENGINEERING 60%*
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Satisfaction with Career Progress RecommendationsSatisfaction with First Job

Faculty, staff, and institution and system leaders share the primary responsibility, and enjoy the greatest 

leverage, to ensure that California learners successfully transition from college to employment. Working with 

funders, policymakers, employers, and mission-aligned community-based organizations, they should direct 

their efforts toward increasing the proportion of learners who graduate into satisfying jobs and careers.

Seek Out and Use Sources of Longer-term Outcomes, and Support Better Employment Data 

Initial job and career satisfaction are useful early indicators, but colleges and system offices should consider 

medium- and long-term outcomes as well. At present, merely tracking graduates’ earnings is difficult and 

constrained by limited data, but it should become easier in the coming years as the state’s Cradle-to-Career 

Data System and its data tools are fully built out. Additionally, one pending proposal would supplement 

earnings data with occupation, employer location, and hours worked, which would enable researchers to 

better measure variation in career outcomes.1 Another proposal would add earnings from tax records for the 

14 percent of working-age Californians with self-employment income from gig work and other independent 

contracting to present a more complete and accurate picture of compensation and its relationship to 

education.2

Identify, Implement, and Evaluate Promising Practices from Colleges that Excel at Career 
Preparation 

There are already many models that seek to better align programs with workforce needs and improve 

students’ career readiness with the aim of boosting career satisfaction and outcomes.3 Colleges should seek out 

and adopt initiatives that appear to fit their particular needs and constraints, assess how well they work, then 

make adjustments or test out alternatives as needed.

Leverage Survey Data to Monitor Progress and Guide Future Work, and Seek Deeper 
Understanding with Qualitative Data 

The Strada Education Foundation plans to repeat this survey regularly and with minimal changes over the 

coming years, enabling analysts to monitor progress over time. Colleges, funders, and their partners should 

use these future results to identify which groups of students have lower rates of early career satisfaction 

and design policies and programs to improve the college-to-career transition. They should also consider 

collecting and using qualitative data from and about learners through such means as focus groups, interviews, 

participant observation, open-ended survey items, diary studies, and journey mapping. Qualitative research 

provides valuable context and nuance that surveys cannot and helps compensate for the well-documented 

shortcomings of survey research.4

Recommendations for Future Research and Practice
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SURVEY ITEMS AND RESPONSE OPTIONS
RELATED 
ANALYSIS

How satisfied were you with your first job after completing your most recent degree?

Not at all satisfied 

A little satisfied 

Somewhat satisfied 

Very satisfied 

Extremely satisfied

Figures 1-3

How satisfied were you with the progress you are making toward your long-term career goals?

Not at all satisfied 

A little satisfied 

Somewhat satisfied 

Very satisfied 

Extremely satisfied

Figures 4-6

The following table presents the survey questions measuring the outcomes in this brief, along with the associated 

response options.5
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