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​About this paper​
​Project Evident conducted an evidence and opportunity assessment of career exploration in​
​middle and high schools between December 2025 and May 2026, with funding and support​
​from the Walton Family Foundation and Britebound.​

​The assessment brings together evidence and practice knowledge across youth development,​
​career development, education, and workforce research, with insights and context from​
​interviews and roundtables with practitioners, researchers, and state and district leaders. The​
​goal is to take stock of existing evidence and knowledge, understand how career exploration is​
​being defined and delivered, and identify pressing gaps that need to be filled to allow​
​practitioners, funders, and policymakers to deliver meaningful outcomes for middle school and​
​high school learners. The assessment aggregates and builds on existing research and analyses​
​across the field, including Britebound and Education Strategy Group’s​​national scan​​of middle​
​school career exploration, and does not include a state-by-state analysis of career exploration.​

​This White Paper presents the key findings from the assessment and identifies priorities to​
​advance practice, policy, and research related to career exploration in K-12.​​It is supplemented​
​by publications that provide additional analysis and context, including:​

​●​ ​Laying the Groundwork for Effective Career Exploration​​,​​which goes deeper into the​
​conditions that shape practices and youth experiences, and what we heard from field​
​experts around priorities for change.​

​●​ ​What Works in Career Exploration​​, which​​goes deeper​​on the evidence base that informs this​
​white paper, synthesizing research about the components of high-quality exploration and​
​what studies show about outcomes for different practices and program models.​

​This assessment was conducted by Farhana Hossain, Gabriel Rhoads, Greg Keough, Megan​
​Hoffman, and Matt Hillard at Project Evident, and this report was written by Farhana Hossain.​
​Jamie Jutila and Simran Mathews at the Walton Family Foundation and Annie Duong-Turner at​
​Britebound provided critical thought partnership and guidance that shaped this work.​

​About Project Evident​
​Project Evident harnesses the power of data, evidence, and technology to achieve greater​
​impact. We believe that by empowering practitioners to drive their own data and evidence​
​building while also strengthening the surrounding ecosystem, we can increase the number of​
​effective solutions in the social and education sectors and scale them faster, ultimately​
​producing better, faster, cheaper, and more equitable outcomes for students and communities.​
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​Executive Summary​
​Young people face growing uncertainty in navigating today’s education​
​and employment landscape, as technology and other shifts in the labor​
​market reshape future opportunities.​

​More than 26 million middle and high school students are enrolled in U.S. public​
​schools.​​1​ ​Many feel unprepared for the choices schools​​are asking them to make​
​around career pathways and postsecondary options, while they are still developing their​
​sense of who they are, what they want to do, and the kind of life they want to build. In​
​recent national surveys, a little more than half of middle and high school students say​
​they feel prepared for the future, and about 8 in 10 high school students say that they​
​wanted more career exploration opportunities.​​2​ ​The​​challenges run deeper for young​
​people from low-income and marginalized communities, who often have less access to​
​the information, experiences, and networks that shape what feels possible.​​3​

​States, school districts, and community-based organizations are rapidly expanding​
​career-connected learning through investments in career exploration, work-based​
​learning, and other activities for career readiness. This growth reflects both rising​
​demand from young people and growing interest among families in better information​
​and a wider range of education and career pathways, as well as concerns about whether​
​students are prepared for a labor market being reshaped by artificial intelligence (AI).​​4​

​This paper draws together research from youth development, career development,​
​education, and workforce fields, as well as inputs from educators, practitioners,​
​researchers, and state and district leaders, to present a clear picture of what we know​
​about career exploration today. It also identifies the key ingredients for high-quality​
​career exploration based on existing evidence, as well as the practice and research​
​gaps that policymakers, funders, and practitioners should prioritize to move the field​
​toward shared learning and meaningful outcomes for young people.​

​4​ ​Britebound (2026a); PowerSchool (2024)​
​3​ ​Carnevale et al. (2022); Storlie et al. (2019)​
​2​ ​Gallup and Walton Family Foundation (2025); College Board (2024); Bryant (2022)​
​1​ ​National Center for Education Statistics (2024)​
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​Key Findings​

​●​ ​Career exploration should start early in adolescence and build over time to help​
​young people develop both awareness and readiness.​

​Early adolescence is one of the strongest developmental windows for supporting the​
​active formation of career-related identity, as young people begin more deliberately​
​ruling options in or out based on their emerging sense of self and their beliefs about​
​what is possible. As this process accelerates, the research and practice literature​
​reviewed for this assessment suggests that young people want and need repeated,​
​hands-on opportunities to investigate, reflect, connect, and revise their understanding of​
​themselves and their options. For middle and high school students, that means offering​
​opportunities to discover their interests and values, learn about pathways, build durable​
​skills, form relationships, and strengthen their capacity to navigate choices (see figure​
​on the next page).​​5​

​●​ ​Young people who actively engage with the world of work during middle and high​
​school — through real world experiences and relationships with employers and​
​trusted adults — are more likely to achieve positive outcomes later in life.​

​Recent longitudinal analyses of data from the OECD show that specific ways teenagers​
​explore and experience the world of work are associated with better adult outcomes,​
​including employment, earnings, and career satisfaction. In this research, certain​
​experiences show associations with one or more long-term outcomes, including career​
​conversations, workplace visits, and part-time work. Exploration appears to be most​
​effective when embedded in a broader education system and woven into curriculum,​
​advising, employer engagement, and other supports for successful transition.​​6​

​Broader career-connected approaches — including individualized counseling and​
​planning, project-based learning, mentoring, and work experiences — are also connected​
​to gains in student engagement, awareness, and beliefs. The strongest evidence from​
​U.S. research on students’ academic and labor market outcomes comes from​
​structured, multi-component programs like Career Academies and early-college high​
​schools — models that embed exploration within sector- or college-focused pathways,​
​even if exploration is not always their primary focus.​

​6​ ​Covacevich et al. (2021); Mann, Denis, & Percy (2020);​​OECD (2021a, 2021b, 2022)​

​5​ ​Project Evident analysis of literature and field interviews; see​​Evidence Brief​​for more details.​

​Making Career Exploration Count | July 2026 | ⓒ Project Evident​ ​5​

https://projectevident.org/resource/what-works-in-career-exploration/


​Making Career Exploration Count | July 2026 | ⓒ Project Evident​ ​6​



​●​ ​Evidence supports high-quality career exploration as a developmental necessity​
​for adolescents, but critical questions remain about what works for whom and​
​how to design and deliver it at scale.​

​Research on the implementation and effectiveness of career exploration programs and​
​practices in the U.S. is thin, especially in middle school. While evidence points to certain​
​activities and practices as core ingredients for meaningful exploration, there are​
​significant gaps in our understanding of how to bundle, sequence, deliver, and measure​
​career exploration for the students who need it most. We also have very little evidence​
​on how different activities and practices drive changes in students’ perceptions, beliefs,​
​and behaviors, and how those proximal changes connect to economic and social​
​mobility in the long run. In addition, the adoption of technology-based platforms and​
​tools has outpaced evidence of outcomes.​

​●​ ​States, districts, and intermediaries are expanding career exploration across​
​middle and high schools, but students’ experiences vary widely in depth, quality,​
​and coherence, and often do not include what they say helps them the most.​

​Across the country, educators, counselors, youth-serving organizations, intermediaries,​
​employers, and state leaders are working to expand access to career exploration​
​programs and practices. But many students still experience career exploration as a​
​collection of disconnected activities — such as completing an interest assessment,​
​attending career fairs or talks, or creating college and career plans. Access to​
​relationships, skill-building, and experiential learning remains limited across​
​communities, even though young people find them to be the most valuable. A core​
​challenge is that career exploration is not consistently defined in K-12 policy and​
​practice: there is limited consensus on the goals and target outcomes, and on how​
​exploration should connect to academics, career and technical education (CTE), and​
​more intensive pathway-focused programs.​

​A Path Forward​

​States, districts, programs, and intermediaries can make career exploration more​
​meaningful by improving the quality and cohesion of student experiences and by​
​building the evidence needed to scale and sustain effective approaches over time. The​
​evidence and opportunity assessment point to the need for a more youth-centered​
​approach to career exploration in K-12 — one where exploration is:​
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​●​ ​Purposefully woven into a student’s day-to-day learning​​— integrated with core​
​academics and CTE programs during the school day, and coordinated across​
​out-of-school programs, employers, and community partners.​

​●​ ​Grounded in real-world experiences​​— offering young​​people hands-on​
​opportunities to build their awareness, skills, relationships, and agency.​

​●​ ​Continuous and cumulative across middle and high school —​​connecting​
​programs and practices to build on one another with growing depth and​
​complexity, while allowing for iteration and adaptation as students explore.​

​●​ ​Built to reach students who need it the most​​— increasing​​opportunities for​
​students who would not otherwise gain high-quality exploration through their​
​existing personal networks.​

​The next phase of work requires coordinated action among various stakeholders in the​
​field to align investment, policies, practice, and measurement.​

​Policymakers and state leaders​​can pair career exploration​​policy with the infrastructure​
​needed for quality implementation, including staffing, training, partnership coordination, and​
​data systems. They can use their convening power to bring districts, intermediaries,​
​employers, and providers around shared goals, incentives, and accountability measures.​

​Districts, programs, and intermediaries​​can engage​​young people and families as partners,​
​integrate exploration into core instruction, build educator and practitioner capacity to​
​deliver it with coherence across grades, and partner with community organizations and​
​employers to expand access to high-quality exploration for students with the least access.​

​Public and private funders​​can lead efforts to build​​alignment on shared outcomes and​
​measures, invest in well-defined, developmentally aligned exploration strategies alongside​
​the evidence-building needed to test them, support a comprehensive research agenda, and​
​invest in systems-level infrastructure that sustains program-level work over time.​

​Employers​​can prioritize career exploration as a longer-term​​investment in workforce and​
​community development by co-designing sustained partnerships with schools and​
​programs, offering students workplace experiences that include reflection, skill-building,​
​and mentorship, and participating in shared measurement and evidence-building efforts.​
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​Why Career Exploration is Needed in K-12​
​A body of research spanning career development, youth development,​
​education, and workforce fields provides a strong rationale for early and​
​sustained career exploration as a developmental necessity.​

​Young people begin to form their career identities early in life, shaping the choices​
​they make later on.​​What young people choose to explore​​and pursue is shaped by how​
​they see themselves, what they think is possible, and what they have been exposed to.​
​This sense of self evolves as young people make meaning of new experiences, roles,​
​and settings.​​7​

​●​ ​They need support and resources to understand their interests and abilities in​
​relation to the world of work.​

​They gradually narrow the careers they see as possible by early adolescence​​. By age​
​13 or 14, young people have already ruled in or out certain careers, often based on​
​social perceptions of gender, class, and how they see themselves as students, as well​
​as limited exposure to the range of careers and pathways that exist.​​8​ ​Intentional​
​exploration can prompt them to revisit options they set aside too early.​

​●​ ​They need support to expand what they see as possible.​

​Their relationships and communities shape their beliefs and opportunities.​​Family​
​members, trusted adults, and other community networks can strongly influence how​
​young people think about careers, who they meet, and what opportunities they have​
​access to.​​9​ ​But these relationships and networks are​​unevenly distributed, so some​
​young people have far less access than others.​

​●​ ​They need trusted relationships and networks that expand their horizons.​

​Their confidence and the conditions around them shape how deeply they engage in​
​career exploration and whether they keep exploring over time.​​Young people explore​
​more when they feel capable and supported, and have genuine choices and hands-on​
​experiences that build skills and strengthen their confidence to take on new challenges​

​9​ ​Coleman (1988); Chetty et al. (2022); Gallup, Walton Family Foundation, and Jobs for the Future (2025)​
​8​ ​Gottfredson (1981)​
​7​ ​Super (1980); Savickas (2005); Porfeli et al. (2011)​
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​and adapt decisions as they learn. Exploration that grows out of a young person's​
​interests tends to last longer than exploration driven by outside pressure.​​10​

​●​ ​They need hands-on opportunities to build skills, confidence, and adaptability.​

​The environments and systems around young people shape what they can access and​
​act on.​​Socioeconomic status, neighborhood resources,​​school funding, transportation,​
​and access to community and health resources all affect what students are exposed to,​
​the choices that feel feasible, and the pathways they can realistically pursue. These​
​conditions vary widely across communities, creating uneven access to high-quality​
​exploration experiences and limiting the ability of some students to act on emerging​
​interests.​​11​

​●​ ​They need environments and supports that expand access to meaningful​
​exploration, regardless of background or circumstance.​

​11​ ​Brookover (2024); Eshelman & Rottinghaus (2015)​
​10​ ​Lent, Brown, & Hackett (1994); Ryan & Deci (2000); Savickas (2005); Rudolph, Lavigne, & Zacher (2017)​
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​What Evidence Tells Us About​
​Career Exploration Outcomes​
​Evidence on how specific practices contribute to the academic and​
​career outcomes that matter, for which students, and under what​
​conditions, remains limited but is growing.​

​In K-12 policy and practice, “career exploration” is commonly described as a phase that​
​comes after early career awareness and before more intensive preparation, training, and​
​work experiences. It is often equated with light-touch exposure that introduces students​
​to the idea of careers, where typical activities include interest assessments, career fairs,​
​digital exploration of occupations, or employer visits. But evidence suggests that​
​exploration happens to varying degrees across a wider range of career-connected​
​learning, including advising, mentoring, project-based learning, work-based experiences,​
​and CTE programs.​

​For that reason, we reviewed evidence on outcomes across a range of career-connected​
​approaches, examining academic and career measures such as beliefs, awareness,​
​engagement, achievement, skills, and social capital. This chapter summarizes the main​
​takeaways; the​​companion Evidence Brief​​presents a​​more detailed analysis.​

​Evidence from OECD Countries​

​The strongest evidence on the long-term outcomes of career exploration comes from​
​international longitudinal research.​​The Organisation​​for Economic Co-operation and​
​Development (OECD)​​Career Readiness Project​​offers​​some of the clearest available​
​insight into how career exploration in adolescence relates to outcomes later in life,​
​spanning multiple analyses across national longitudinal datasets from eight countries.​
​Across this body of work, the large majority of analyses find significant positive​
​associations between teenage career activities and adult outcomes — a level of​
​consistency that, while not causal, is notable given the diversity of national contexts,​
​study designs, and outcome measures involved. It draws on national longitudinal​
​datasets from several countries, including the United States, to link teenage career​
​activities with adult labor market outcomes.​​12​

​12​ ​Covacevich et al. (2021); Mann, Denis, & Percy (2020); OECD (2021c)​
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​Across several OECD countries, career exploration in the teenage years is positively​
​associated with labor market success and satisfaction.​​By around age 15, young​
​people who discussed their career options with others, attended career talks, visited​
​workplaces, or worked part time were more likely to remain connected to education,​
​training, or employment as adults. They also reported higher wages and greater job​
​satisfaction. Volunteering and internships also show positive associations with some​
​adult outcomes, although findings vary across datasets, student groups, and the type​
​and duration of the experience. Classroom-based reflection activities, application or​
​interview workshops, and short, occupation-focused programs were less consistently​
​associated with long-term outcomes.​​13​

​Exploration appears to be most effective when it is delivered as part of a structured,​
​integrated approach to help students transition from education to employment.​​In​
​countries where young people experience positive outcomes, career exploration is​
​embedded in a systemic approach that integrates education and workforce systems,​
​and woven into curriculum, advising, and employer engagement. It is also treated as a​
​gradual, developmental process with repeated opportunities for students to test and​
​refine their career ideas over time.​​14​

​The OECD research offers one of the strongest available longitudinal views of career​
​exploration outcomes, pointing to the importance of experiential activities, employer​
​engagement, and opportunities for young people to connect school with future work.​
​But the evidence remains limited in several ways: most studies identify associations​
​rather than causal effects; the measures often capture whether an activity happened,​
​not its quality, dosage, timing, or sequence; and the findings vary across countries,​
​student subgroups, and labor-market contexts.​​15​

​The findings are relevant to the United States but generalizability may be limited.​​U.S.​
​students are included in OECD benchmarking data, and they face many of the same​
​challenges seen across OECD countries, including widespread uncertainty about future​
​careers and unequal access to the information, guidance, relationships, and work-based​
​experiences that help make exploration meaningful. At the same time, the U.S. has not​
​yet built the kind of sustained, career-focused longitudinal tracking found in countries​

​15​ ​Covacevich et al. (2021); Mann, Denis, & Percy (2020);​​OECD (2021c)​

​14​ ​OECD (2022); OECD (2023); Mann, Denis, & Percy (2020)​
​13​ ​Covacevich et al. (2021); OECD (2021a, 2021b, 2022); Mann, Denis, & Percy (2020)​
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​such as the United Kingdom or Australia, which follow the same students over time with​
​career questions asked along the way.​​16​

​The next section turns to the U.S.-specific evidence base: what has been tested here,​
​what outcomes have been measured, and where major gaps remain.​

​U.S. Evidence: Middle School​

​There is broad recognition that career exploration should begin before high school,​
​consistent with evidence from developmental research. But evidence on youth​
​outcomes linked to middle school career exploration, and to career-connected learning​
​more broadly, remains nascent. It rests largely on observational and descriptive studies​
​that use small samples and short time horizons, and the evidence is uneven across​
​approaches. In general, these studies associate middle school career-related programs​
​with short-term gains in academic engagement, self-awareness, postsecondary​
​aspirations, and work-relevant skills.​​17​ ​Research connecting​​middle school career​
​exploration to high school or postsecondary outcomes is very limited.​​18​

​Career-relevant instruction — teaching core subjects through a career lens — has the​
​strongest evidence.​​A randomized trial found gains​​in student engagement and how​
​much they valued school, and a longitudinal analysis found gains in math​
​achievement.​​19​

​Career courses, group counseling, and STEM exploration programs are the most​
​studied, and show short-term gains in career self-efficacy, interest clarity, and career​
​awareness.​​Most of these studies are small, and several​​find modest or non-significant​
​effects. The most rigorous test in this group, a multi-site randomized trial of a career-​
​and education-planning course, found no effects on its main outcomes: students’​
​motivation to attend school, study habits, and attendance and behavior.​​20​

​Rigorous evaluations of expanded-learning-time and other multi-component models in​
​middle school are scarce and show mixed effects​​. A​​national evaluation of one​

​20​ ​Turner & Lapan (2005); Gibson & Chase (2002); Ting et al. (2012); Legum & Hoare (2004); Kovach (2018); Chaplin et​
​al. (2010). Career self-efficacy is a student’s confidence in their ability to explore careers and make decisions. Interest​
​clarity is how clear a student feels about the kinds of work, fields, or problems they are most interested in. For a​
​glossary of key career exploration constructs, review the companion​​Evidence Brief​​.​

​19​ ​Orthner et al. (2013); Woolley et al. (2013)​
​18​ ​Hossain, Keough, & Rhoads (2025)​

​17​ ​Orthner et al. (2013); Ting et al. (2012); Legum & Hoare (2004); Kovach (2018); Godbey & Gordon (2019);​
​Britebound (2021); Advance CTE (2018)​

​16​ ​OECD (2024a, 2024b); Mann, Denis, & Percy (2020);​​Covacevich et al. (2021)​
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​expanded-learning-time program, which pairs academic support with hands-on​
​apprenticeships led by community volunteers, found no average effect on academic​
​achievement. A separate study looked at just one of its sites and reported gains in​
​student engagement and in the transition to high school.​​21​

​General mentoring programs improve social-emotional and behavioral outcomes for​
​middle school learners,​​but they do not explicitly​​focus on career exploration.​​Studies​
​consistently show reduced absences and stronger ties to supportive adults, with weaker​
​effects on grades, and results are uneven across programs.​​22​ ​Some evidence suggests​
​mentoring in the middle school years can support a young person's sense of career​
​identity and connect them to adults who support their goals, and that these connections​
​may pay off later in higher rates of college-going.​​23​

​U.S. Evidence: High School​

​Information and awareness activities are common in schools but their outcomes are​
​rarely measured beyond participation.​​Schools use​​interest and aptitude assessments,​
​career fairs, guest speakers, and workplace tours to introduce students to options. The​
​clearest U.S. evidence is for career assessments and computer-based tools, which are​
​associated with short-term, self-reported gains in career awareness and decision​
​confidence. Guest speakers and career talks are associated with better long-term​
​outcomes, but that evidence is international and appears in the OECD section above.​​24​

​Advising, planning, and coaching activities are associated with students’ career​
​awareness and beliefs.​​Individual career and academic​​plans (like ICAPs and ILPs)​
​show emerging links to course-taking, attendance, and college-going behaviors, mainly​
​when students review them with support from an adult. Career counseling and group​
​workshops show short-term gains in career self-efficacy and interest clarity. Career and​
​academic coaching can improve students' self-efficacy and readiness for​
​postsecondary steps, but evidence on academic achievement like grades is limited.​​25​

​Career-focused mentoring may improve career-related activities and networks, but​
​research is limited.​​Mentoring's most reliable effects​​are on supportive relationships​
​and social-emotional outcomes, with smaller gains in career confidence and school​

​25​ ​Solberg et al. (2014); Torre Gibney & Rauner (2021); Whiston et al. (2017); Phillips et al. (2024)​
​24​ ​Garcia et al. (2020); Baker (2002); Kashefpakdel & Percy (2016); OECD (2021a); Covacevich et al. (2021)​
​23​ ​Guryan et al. (2020); Herrera et al. (2023); DuBois et al. (2025); Raposa et al. (2019); Karcher (2020); Bell (2026)​
​22​ ​Raposa et al. (2019); Herrera et al. (2007); Herrera et al. (2023); Guryan et al. (2020); Bernstein et al. (2009)​
​21​ ​Rulf Fountain et al. (2016); Policy Studies Associates (2010)​
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​engagement and little effect on grades.​​26​

​Work-based learning is consistently linked to short-term gains in career awareness​
​and beliefs, with more limited evidence on academic and longer-term outcomes.​​Paid​
​summer jobs have the most rigorous evidence: randomized studies show short-term​
​gains in employment and earnings, reduced legal-system involvement, and in one study​
​improved school attendance and on-time graduation. Internships, pre-apprenticeships,​
​and apprenticeships do not yet have a strong evidence base in the U.S. Internships are​
​associated with gains in work readiness, and high school apprenticeships are​
​associated with positive transitions to postsecondary education and employment.​​27​

​Applied and project-based learning show the strongest evidence for academic​
​engagement and achievement, with career-connected versions less studied.​
​Project-based learning improves academic engagement, persistence, and achievement,​
​though its career-connected forms have rarely been tested on their own. School-based​
​enterprises are associated with short-term gains in career awareness and beliefs.​
​Summer and afterschool STEM programs show similar short-term gains, and selective​
​summer programs for higher-performing students have been shown to improve college​
​enrollment and STEM-degree completion.​​28​

​Structured, multi-faceted programs that work with students for a sustained period of​
​time have the strongest evidence on education and employment outcomes.​​They​
​typically combine coursework with advising, credentials, hands-on learning, and​
​employer engagement. Different models often prioritize different outcomes; for​
​example, CTE pathways, like career academies or CTE-dedicated schools, focus on​
​specific industries and sectors. A strong and growing body of evidence shows that they​
​improve high school completion, employment, and earnings, with mixed results on​
​college enrollment and completion. College-focused models, including early college​
​high schools, show strong evidence on high school completion and on postsecondary​
​enrollment and completion.​​29​

​Evidence for structured programs and whole-school approaches that are more focused​
​on exploration is still emerging.​​There are whole-school​​models (such as​​Big Picture​

​29​ ​Lindsay et al. (2024); Kemple & Willner (2008); Brunner,​​Dougherty, & Ross (2023); Berger et al. (2014); Edmunds et​
​al. (2020); Lauen et al. (2017); Song et al. (2024)​

​28​ ​Saavedra et al. (2021); Condliffe et al. (2017); Cohodes, Ho, & Robles (2024); Stern (1984); Berglund et al. (2026)​

​27​ ​Gelber, Isen, & Kessler (2016); Heller (2022); Modestino & Paulsen (2023); Valentine et al. (2017); Theodos et al.​
​(2023); Theodos et al. (2025); Mindham & Schultz (2020); Kuehn et al. (2023)​

​26​ ​Raposa et al. (2019); Herrera et al. (2023); Merrill et al. (2017); Lass et al. (2025)​
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​Learning​​or​​MicroSociety​​) that integrate exploration into the school day with​
​opportunities for mentorship, applied learning, and work-based experience. Others are​
​structured programs (such as​​Magnolia Project​​, or​​On the Road Collaborative​​) that​
​prioritize specific aspects of exploration, such as self-discovery, social-emotional​
​development, occupational exploration, relationships, or experiential learning to help​
​young people build interests, skills, and future orientation. Some of these programs​
​have developed meaningful, descriptive evidence about their students, including​
​longitudinal tracking of graduates and alumni studies that point to positive effects on​
​school engagement, confidence, and postsecondary participation.​​30​

​Beyond any single career exploration activity, research has identified a chain of​
​near-term outcomes that predict long-term success.​​In the middle grades, these​
​outcomes include academic engagement, self-efficacy, course-taking, and career​
​awareness; in high school, outcomes include ninth-grade on-track status, sustained​
​achievement, and postsecondary planning behaviors. These near-term outcomes​
​predict high school completion, postsecondary enrollment and completion, employment​
​and earnings, and longer-term economic advancement. Career exploration is theorized​
​to support these near-term predictors, and the OECD evidence links teenage exploration​
​to better adult outcomes.​​31​ ​But whether and how specific​​career-related programs or​
​approaches in middle and high school move short-term academic, behavioral, or college​
​and career readiness outcomes remains largely untested.​

​The table on the next page summarizes common practices tied to career exploration by​
​the strength of available evidence in the U.S.​

​31​ ​Covacevich et al. (2021); Mann, Denis, & Percy (2020)​

​30​ ​Arnold & Mihut (2020); Maxwell, Geckeler & González (2019)​
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​Strength of Evidence Across Practices Tied to Career Exploration​

​Strongest​ ​Strong​ ​Emerging / Mixed​ ​Limited​

​Structured,​
​multi-faceted​
​programs for​
​academic and labor​
​market outcomes,​
​including high school​
​completion and​
​higher employment​
​and earnings.​

​Includes:​

​●​ ​CTE-dedicated​
​schools​

​●​ ​Career academies​

​●​ ​Early college high​
​schools​

​●​ ​Mentoring for​
​social-emotional​
​outcomes and​
​relationships​

​●​ ​Project-based​
​learning (PBL) for​
​academic​
​engagement and​
​achievement​

​●​ ​Paid summer jobs​
​for short-term​
​employment and​
​earnings​

​●​ ​Career-relevant​
​instruction for​
​middle-school​
​engagement and​
​achievement​

​●​ ​ICAPs and ILPs,​
​counseling, and​
​coaching for​
​planning behaviors​
​and career beliefs​

​●​ ​Youth​
​apprenticeships for​
​transitions to​
​postsecondary​
​education and​
​employment​

​●​ ​Structured​
​exploration models​
​for engagement,​
​confidence, and​
​postsecondary​
​participation​

​Light-touch​
​information and​
​awareness activities​
​on short-term,​
​self-reported gains in​
​awareness and​
​interest.​

​Includes:​

​●​ ​Interest​
​assessments​

​●​ ​Career fairs​

​●​ ​Guest speakers​

​●​ ​Workplace tours​

​Consideration:​
​Evidence rarely​
​isolates which​
​components drive​
​outcomes. CTE​
​models emphasize​
​pathway progression;​
​early college models​
​emphasize​
​postsecondary​
​outcomes.​

​Consideration:​
​Mentoring and PBL​
​evidence is largely​
​from outside the​
​career exploration​
​context.​

​Consideration:​
​Evidence is largely​
​correlational or​
​descriptive and varies​
​by design and adult​
​support.​

​Consideration:​
​U.S. evidence is​
​limited, although​
​career talks and​
​workplace visits have​
​stronger international​
​evidence.​
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​What Defines High-Quality​
​Career Exploration​
​Effective exploration builds both awareness and readiness: what young​
​people understand about themselves and the world of work, and the​
​skills, relationships, and capacity to act on that understanding.​

​The literature review and field engagement conducted for this assessment point to the​
​following components as core ingredients for meaningful career exploration:​

​1.​ ​Self-discovery​​supports young people in understanding​​their own interests,​
​strengths, values, and goals. The ability to discover oneself creates a basis for​
​evaluating new experiences and determining what is meaningful and possible.​​32​

​2.​ ​Environmental exploration​​introduces young people​​to careers, industries,​
​education and training pathways, and workplaces, which expands the possibilities​
​perceived by students and supports them in evaluating trade-offs.​​33​

​3.​ ​Durable skills​​allow young people to turn their experiences​​into learning. Students​
​need skills like communication, problem solving, reflection, and decision making to​
​ask questions, analyze and compare options, and make sense of what they​
​experience.​​34​

​4.​ ​Relationships and social capital​​enable young people​​to gain greater access to​
​information, guidance, role models, and opportunities through ongoing​
​connections with peers, educators, employers, and community members.​​35​

​5.​ ​Navigation and adaptive planning​​provide young people​​with tools to translate the​
​results of exploration into actual decisions. Students need assistance to​
​understand the criteria for selecting a particular path, compare alternatives, select​
​near-term actions, and revise plans as they learn more or as options change.​​36​

​36​ ​Savickas (2005); Rudolph, Lavigne, & Zacher (2017); Ajzen (1991)​
​35​ ​Coleman (1988); Chetty et al. (2022)​
​34​ ​Lent, Brown, & Hackett (1994); Farrington et al. (2012)​
​33​ ​Gottfredson (1981); Super (1980)​
​32​ ​Super (1980); Holland (1997); Porfeli et al. (2011)​
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​Together, the five components build toward the knowledge, awareness, beliefs, skills,​
​and connections young people need to continue learning and adapting over time.​

​●​ ​Identity, purpose, and belonging​​: Young people have​​a clear sense of their identity​
​and purpose related to their learning and work, and they believe they can​
​accomplish more.​

​●​ ​Agency and self-efficacy:​​They have confidence in​​their ability to investigate​
​options and make decisions in the face of changing conditions.​

​●​ ​An informed view of options​​: They understand the range​​of options available to​
​them and the trade-offs associated with them, and have a sense that more​
​options are open to them than they first believed.​

​●​ ​Access to relationships and networks:​​They have a​​set of relationships and​
​connections that they can draw on for information, guidance, and opportunities.​

​●​ ​Durable skills:​​They have transferable skills, such​​as communication and problem​
​solving, that help them interpret experiences and adapt across settings.​

​●​ ​Adaptability​​: They have the capacity and skills to​​revise plans and respond to new​
​information as interests, opportunities, and conditions change.​

​●​ ​Academic engagement and persistence​​: They see a stronger​​connection between​
​their education, future options, and their goals, which increases motivation.​​37​

​Career exploration can take many forms, such as advising, assessments, mentoring,​
​project-based learning, digital tools, and work experiences, but activities alone do not​
​define effective exploration. Evidence suggests that what matters is whether they help​
​young people investigate, reflect, connect, and revise their understanding of themselves​
​and their options.​

​The five-component framework sets clearer bounds around what high-quality​
​exploration should look like in middle and high school. It gives educators, practitioners,​
​funders, and policymakers a shared reference for designing and assessing exploration,​
​and provides a foundation for the measurement and evidence needed to better​
​establish how best to combine, sequence, and design these components for students in​
​different communities. It is a way to assess whether, across middle and high school,​

​37​ ​The companion​​Evidence Brief​​defines these constructs​​and reviews the evidence for each; see Table 2, Key Career​
​Exploration Outcomes and Evidence, and the outcome categories.​
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​each young person has repeated opportunities to experience all five components in​
​ways that build on one another and align with the decisions they face at each stage, and​
​is not meant to be a checklist of activities in each grade or program.​

​The framework also reflects a shift in how exploration is often defined. Rather than a​
​low-intensity stage of awareness building that precedes more intensive experiential and​
​applied learning, high-quality exploration works as a set of connected components that​
​recur and deepen across middle and high school. Its quality and impact depend on how​
​well exploration connects across schools, community programs, employers, and​
​families.​​38​

​38​ ​Project Evident interviews (2026)​
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​How Students Experience Career​
​Exploration Today​
​States, districts, and intermediaries are expanding career exploration​
​across middle and high schools. But young people’s experiences vary​
​widely in depth, quality, and coherence, and often do not include what​
​they say helps them most.​

​Students have growing access to career-related activities across grades, schools, and​
​communities, but their experiences are highly uneven, and evidence that these activities​
​consistently produce the desired academic, career, and developmental outcomes is​
​nascent. This chapter describes what we heard and found about how middle school and​
​high school students experience career exploration today, what they say they value, and​
​the gaps between their expectations and what is available in practice.​​39​

​Middle School​

​In many districts and states, common practices focus on self-discovery and early​
​exposure.​​Students often take interest or personality​​assessments, set goals, or​
​complete research assignments on careers. They are often introduced to careers​
​through digital career platforms, guest speakers, career days, classroom activities, and​
​occasional field trips, and, in many places, these activities are still siloed into a single​
​class period or elective rather than embedded across subjects and grades. Students​
​may also begin Individual Learning Plans or career and academic plans that carry into​
​high school; where these plans exist, their design and use vary widely, from​
​check-the-box documents to more robust tools revisited with adults.​​40​

​Activities or experiences that help turn exposure into learning are less consistently​
​available.​​Mentoring, skill-building, applied or experiential​​learning, and​
​employer-connected opportunities are far less available than classroom-based​
​activities. Previously published scans of career exploration in middle schools show that​

​40​ ​Britebound and Education Strategy Group (2024); Project Evident interviews​

​39​ ​Findings shared here are based on a review of published research and field scans (like Britebound and Education​
​Strategy Group’s​​national scan​​of middle school career​​exploration), and interviews with selected state and local​
​leaders to contextualize the research. For this assessment, we did not replicate a detailed state-by-state analysis of​
​career exploration programs and policies.​
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​access to hands-on activities like job shadowing, workplace tours, or ongoing​
​mentorship remains limited and uneven, even though young people say that they find​
​these experiences especially valuable.​​41​

​Many states are expanding career exploration in middle grades, but there is wide​
​variation in scale, funding, design, and implementation.​​Common approaches involve​
​funding career coaches or advisors; requiring career and academic plans that follow​
​students from grade to grade; and adopting statewide standards or frameworks for​
​exploration. Maryland, for example, is expanding middle grades career exploration​
​through a statewide career counseling initiative that provides individualized career​
​guidance to students. Delaware has developed state standards for CTE exploration in​
​middle grades and piloted approaches intended to help students build career​
​awareness, identity, and foundational readiness skills.​

​High School​

​In many high schools, students experience career exploration as a menu of related but​
​separate activities, rather than a single, coherent journey.​​CTE courses, dual enrollment​
​opportunities, work-based learning, individual career and academic plans, and college​
​and career advising are commonly offered, but they are not always designed for an​
​integrated experience. Access to internships, apprenticeships, and other work-based​
​learning still varies widely by community, and is shaped by school and district capacity,​
​local labor markets, and employer engagement.​​42​ ​As​​a result, many students are​
​navigating an expanding set of choices without a clear structure for how exploration​
​should continue once they begin making pathway decisions.​​43​

​Multi-component programs, often focused on college and CTE pathways, offer more​
​structured, comprehensive experiences for students who can access them.​
​CTE-dedicated schools, career academies, Linked Learning, P-TECH, and early college​
​high school models often blend career-themed coursework, work-based learning,​
​credentials, and student supports. However, these programs or schools are not yet the​
​default experience for most high school students. Many of these models are organized​

​43​ ​Advance CTE, College in High School Alliance, and Jobs for the Future (2024)​
​42​ ​Project Evident interviews; Canney & Mezera (2020); Britebound and Bellwether Education Partners (2022)​

​41​ ​Britebound and Education Strategy Group (2024); Britebound (2025); Britebound (2026b); Gallup and New​
​Hampshire Learning Initiative (2025); Project Evident interviews​
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​around selecting and progressing in an​
​occupational pathway, while expectations​
​for continued exploration — inside or​
​outside that chosen program — are less​
​clearly defined.​​44​ ​Most rigorous studies of​
​these models focus on graduation,​
​postsecondary enrollment, and earnings;​
​they provide less detail on how students​
​experience ongoing exploration inside and​
​across pathways. Several interviewees for​
​this assessment cautioned that, without​
​explicit structures for revisiting choices,​
​early pathway selection can feel like tracking for some students.​

​In many schools and systems, students’ experiences shift from broad exposure toward​
​pathway selection and participation as they move through high school.​​Early in high​
​school, students may access assessments, advising, online career tools, introductory​
​CTE courses, and exposure to employers through events or visits. In later grades, there​
​are typically more opportunities for hands-on and experiential learning within selected​
​pathways (such as CTE concentrations, internships, apprenticeships, or dual enrollment​
​courses) that can help students test and deepen their interests in a particular direction.​

​Yet national surveys show many students change postsecondary plans late in high​
​school and report uncertainty about costs and pathways, underscoring the need for​
​guidance throughout, not only at the point of selection.​​45​ ​Without consistent access to​
​guidance and reflection that accompany these experiences, the broader work of​
​exploring identity, options, and trade-offs often gives way to course selection, pathway​
​completion, and planning for postsecondary or workforce transitions. This can leave​
​fewer structured opportunities for students to revisit or refine their interests as they​
​learn more.​

​45​ ​Perna (2024)​

​44​ ​Hossain, Keough, & Rhoads (2025); Dougherty (2018); Brunner, Dougherty, & Ross (2023); Hemelt, Lenard, &​
​Paeplow (2019); Warner et al. (2015); Kemple & Willner (2008)​
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​Across Middle and High School​

​Many students experience their career exploration journey as a series of disconnected​
​events.​​A student may complete an interest survey,​​attend a career fair, use a digital​
​platform to learn about industries, and create a plan. However, these activities may not​
​meaningfully foster self-discovery or durable skills if they are not connected or​
​reinforced in ways that inform decision making and learning. Practitioners and​
​administrators interviewed for this assessment referred to this lack of integration or​
​connection among different types of experiences as a core challenge, and raised​
​concerns that many of these tasks are implemented with an eye on compliance​
​requirements as much as quality.​​46​

​Exploration is often not purposefully connected across the transitions students​
​navigate.​​Access to career exploration in middle school​​is not yet widespread, but even​
​where students participate, the insights they gain are not always systematically carried​
​forward into their planning and instruction in high school. As a result, students may lose​
​the benefit of what they have already learned about their interests and options.​​47​ ​Some​
​states are beginning to address the disconnect between middle and high school by​
​creating grade-spanning career planning systems, portfolios, and frameworks. Virginia​
​and Wisconsin, for example, use academic and career planning structures that begin​
​before or during middle school and continue into high school. Some communities also​
​use gateway or bridge programs to support the eighth- to ninth-grade transition, but​
​these models are more commonly focused on high school readiness and on-track​
​support than on connecting career exploration and planning across the transition.​

​In-school services and out-of-school programs often operate as separate parts of the​
​career exploration ecosystem — distinct in their funding, staff training, and​
​accountability expectations — even when they serve the same students.​​48​ ​Schools may​
​provide broad access to exploration through curriculum, classwork, advising, planning,​
​and technology platforms. Out-of-school or community-based programs, including​
​some that operate in school facilities during out-of-school time or through enrichment​
​blocks, can offer more flexible time, hands-on experiences, and relationships with​
​mentors and other adults. Some communities are implementing more integrated​
​approaches — such as dual enrollment linked to local labor needs, summer youth​

​48​ ​Woo et al. (2026); National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2025); Kazis (2016)​
​47​ ​Project Evident interviews​

​46​ ​Project Evident interviews; Education Strategy Group (2024); Canney & Mezera (2020); PowerSchool (2024); Shields​
​et al. (2024)​
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​employment tied to school credit, and district-community college partnerships — but​
​these are still limited in scale.​​49​

​At the same time, schools, nonprofit organizations, and intermediaries have developed​
​structured, multi-faceted models for career exploration in many communities.​​Some of​
​these approaches shape the entire school experience by integrating career-connected​
​learning into instruction, advising, and student supports across grades (such as Big​
​Picture Learning, MicroSociety, or the CAPS Network). Others operate at a single grade​
​level, in one elective or pathway, or in out-of-school settings that extend access beyond​
​the school day, such as afterschool programs, summer learning, and community-based​
​youth programs.​

​Parents and family members are among the most trusted sources of career guidance​
​for young people, but they are not systematically engaged in exploration.​​Districts and​
​schools may send home information about courses, programs, or planning services and​
​host periodic events. Ongoing communication and partnership to help families​
​understand unfamiliar pathways, weigh costs and trade-offs, and support young people​
​in considering a range of options are not widely available.​​50​

​Designing and implementing high-quality career exploration requires investments and​
​coordination of resources for staffing, training, partnerships, measurement, and data​
​systems.​​Practitioners and education leaders interviewed​​for this assessment​
​described gaps across four key areas: embedding exploration in the school day and​
​integrating it with academics; preparing and supporting the educators and practitioners​
​who deliver programs and services; building durable partnerships with employers and​
​community organizations; and aligning funding, accountability, and measures of​
​success with the quality of student experience and outcomes. These conditions vary​
​across districts and schools, creating vastly different learning experiences for​
​students.​​51​

​Technology is playing a larger role, but evidence and implementation are still catching​
​up.​​Digital career platforms and online information​​tools are now common, while​
​AI-enabled advising, virtual reality and other immersive tools are earlier in development​
​and adoption. Practitioners and researchers interviewed for this assessment​

​51​ ​A companion​​Practice Brief​​for this paper describes​​the conditions that shape career exploration quality today.​

​50​ ​Gallup, Walton Family Foundation, and Jobs for the Future (2025); PowerSchool (2024); Britebound (2026a)​

​49​ ​Project Evident interviews; Washington STEM (2018); New Skills Ready Network (2025); Robinson et al. (2025);​
​Woo et al. (2026)​
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​emphasized that digital and AI tools can broaden access and support educators when​
​used intentionally alongside human guidance and hands-on experiences, but raised​
​concerns about relying on them as substitutes for advising, mentoring, or real-world​
​interaction before there is stronger evidence on student experience and outcomes.​

​The table below looks at the components of high-quality exploration introduced earlier,​
​and summarizes how students typically experience it today.​

​Student Experience Against the Components of High-Quality Exploration​

​Typical student experience​ ​Where it often falls short​

​Self-discovery​ ​Interest assessments, goal‑​
​setting exercises, and career​
​research assignments (often​
​one-off)​

​Opportunities are limited for structured,​
​ongoing reflection and reevaluation​
​across grades that build self-knowledge​
​and confidence.​

​Environmental​
​exploration​

​Career days, guest speakers,​
​digital platforms, and field trips​

​Participation is tracked more than the​
​depth of engagement or how students​
​integrate what they see into their​
​understanding of options.​

​Durable skills​ ​Applied and skill-building​
​experiences are more commonly​
​available within CTE and selected​
​pathway programs.​

​Durable skills are infrequently named,​
​developed, or assessed as explicit​
​outcomes of exploration, especially​
​outside of specific pathways.​

​Relationships and​
​social capital​

​Mentoring and employer​
​connections are often unevenly​
​distributed across communities​
​and student groups.​

​Authentic, trusted relationships that​
​expand students’ social capital are​
​infrequently designed as core outcomes​
​of exploration and are seldom tracked​
​systematically, even when contacts or​
​events are recorded.​

​Navigation and​
​adaptive planning​

​Career and academic planning is​
​common across grades but is​
​often treated as a compliance​
​task rather than ongoing​
​guidance and coaching.​

​Planning is frequently framed as​
​choosing and staying on a pathway, with​
​limited structured opportunities to​
​revisit, revise, or test options as​
​students learn and circumstances​
​change.​
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​What Young People Want from Exploration​

​Findings from youth surveys and research, as well as​
​observations from educators, practitioners, and​
​researchers who work with them, indicate gaps​
​between what young people typically experience and​
​what they find most helpful.​​52​

​Deeper self-discovery.​​Young people want to​
​understand what they are good at, what is important to​
​them, and what type of life they wish to live. They want​
​opportunities to try new things, reflect on what they like​
​or do not like, and use resulting insights to guide their​
​next steps.​

​Hands-on experiences.​​Young people say that​
​experiences that allow them to apply and learn skills,​
​solve problems, and think creatively are more engaging​
​than passive learning that is fully classroom-based or​
​technology-based.​

​Authentic connections with adults​​. Young people value​
​career information and guidance from people with relevant experience. They also value​
​dialogue, mentoring relationships, workplace-based interactions with adults, and​
​environments where they feel respected and feel that they belong.​

​Agency in the exploration process.​​Young people want​​adults to listen to their thoughts​
​and desires about future careers, give them autonomy to explore and investigate, and​
​help them make sense of what they are discovering instead of directing every step.​

​Practical guidance through navigation without pressure to commit.​​Young people want​
​clear, practical information about different postsecondary and work pathways, including​
​costs and funding options, and the space to evaluate their options and refine their​
​thinking before narrowing their choices.​

​52​ ​Britebound and Education Strategy Group (2024); Britebound (2025, 2026b); Gallup and Walton Family Foundation​
​(2025); College Board (2024); Advance Vermont (2026); Connections Academy and Pearson (2024); Ali et al. (2025).​
​In a 2026 survey, 63 percent of respondents who had recently completed middle school said they wanted more​
​hands-on opportunities (Britebound, 2026b). In a 2024 survey, three in four high school students said they wanted​
​more skill-building opportunities in high school (College Board, 2024).​
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​Where Are the Key Gaps and Challenges?​
​The assessment surfaced key areas where practice and evidence gaps​
​constrain the quality and scale of K-12 career exploration.​

​Practice / Capacity Gap​ ​Evidence / Measurement Gap​

​Coherence​ ​Students participate in different​
​activities that do not add up to a​
​formative experience across their​
​school years.​

​What is the right combination and​
​sequence of experiences for​
​high-quality exploration across​
​middle and high school?​

​Transitions​ ​Exploration is not connected across​
​transitions from middle to high​
​school, and from high school into​
​postsecondary and the workforce.​

​How do exploration experiences at​
​each stage shape transitions into​
​high school, postsecondary​
​education, and the workforce?​

​Quality​ ​Students may participate in activities​
​without opportunities for​
​self-discovery, reflection,​
​relationships, or skill-building.​

​How do experiences affect growth​
​in awareness, skills, social capital,​
​and other predictors of academic​
​and labor market outcomes?​

​Implementation​ ​Misaligned incentives and capacity​
​constraints limit access to high-​
​quality exploration opportunities.​

​Which staffing models, training,​
​partnerships, costs, and delivery​
​conditions support quality and​
​outcomes at scale?​

​Technology​ ​Digital platforms, AI, virtual reality,​
​and immersive tools are increasingly​
​being adopted without clear guidance​
​on effective use and integration.​

​When and for whom does​
​technology improve access to​
​exploration and outcomes? How​
​can it support self-discovery,​
​relationships, skill-building, and​
​navigation for young people?​

​Equity​ ​Access to deeper exploration, trusted​
​adults, employer networks, and​
​out-of-school opportunities varies​
​across schools and communities.​

​Who benefits most from career​
​exploration, and what does it take to​
​expand those benefits equitably?​
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​A Path Forward:​
​Priorities for Practice and Evidence​
​States, districts, programs, and intermediaries can make career​
​exploration more meaningful by improving the quality and cohesion of​
​student experiences and by building the evidence needed to scale and​
​sustain effective approaches over time.​

​Across the country, educators, counselors, youth-serving organizations, intermediaries,​
​employers, and state leaders are doing meaningful work to help young people learn​
​about the world of work and make informed decisions about their futures.​​53​ ​Moving​
​from promising pockets to a system that works for more young people will require​
​stronger implementation and evidence-building capacity that enables educators,​
​practitioners, funders, and policymakers to learn from what is working and spread​
​effective approaches. Any effort to design or expand career exploration should​
​articulate what it expects students to gain and how its design is meant to produce​
​those gains, drawing on existing evidence about the components of effective​
​exploration.​

​With that foundation, this assessment points to four priorities for a more youth-centered​
​approach, one where career exploration is:​

​Purposefully woven into students’​
​day-to-day learning.​​Career exploration is​
​most meaningful when it is a core part of​
​the school day and academic instruction, so​
​students continuously connect what they​
​are learning in classrooms to their emerging​
​identity and career knowledge. It should​
​also be coordinated across out-of-school​
​programs, employers, and community​
​partners, so the experiences students have​
​in and out of school build on one another.​

​53​ ​Britebound (2025); Cuevas (2025)​
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​Grounded in real-world experiences.​​Young people consistently describe wanting more​
​opportunities for hands-on experiences, deeper self-discovery, engagement with​
​professionals and employers, and support in making decisions for themselves.​​54​ ​These​
​priorities align with what the evidence suggests makes exploration meaningful.​
​Work-based and applied experiences are most valuable when paired with reflection,​
​guidance, and support that help young people learn from those experiences, connect​
​their interests to available options, and develop their own sense of direction.​

​Continuous and cumulative across middle and high school.​​Career exploration should​
​build across grade levels and in-school and out-of-school settings, with experiences that​
​connect over time and deepen in complexity. It should allow for iteration and adaptation,​
​giving students repeated opportunities to revisit and refine their interests as they learn.​

​Built to reach students who need it most.​
​Career exploration should expand what​
​young people see as possible, especially for​
​students with limited access to career​
​information, networks, and out-of-school​
​opportunities. Disparities in opportunities​
​and outcomes may deepen if students​
​cannot access exploration equitably, if​
​schools and programs guide them based on​
​biased perceptions of their strengths or​
​weaknesses, or if students are directed into​
​narrow pathways too quickly, without​
​having an opportunity to explore. Avoiding​
​these risks requires being intentional about​
​how schools and programs design outreach​
​and experiences and how they monitor outcomes.​

​54​ ​Britebound and Education Strategy Group (2024); Britebound (2025, 2026b); Gallup, Walton Family Foundation, and​
​Jobs for the Future (2025); College Board (2024); Advance Vermont (2026); Connections Academy and Pearson​
​(2024); Ali et al. (2025)​
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​Evidence Priorities​

​Alongside stronger practice, the field needs a coordinated set of investments to learn​
​what works, for whom, and under what conditions.​

​Align on outcomes and shared measures.​​The field needs​​clearer consensus on the​
​core outcomes that career exploration should help young people build over time,​
​providing a foundation for shared measures that connect to standardized indicators of​
​academic progress and labor market engagement.​

​Pursue a well-rounded, comprehensive learning agenda.​​Most existing research is​
​descriptive, focused on participation and short-term outcomes, and tied to single​
​programs. Practitioners and policymakers need a wider body of evidence on how​
​different practices and approaches contribute to youth outcomes that predict high​
​school transitions, postsecondary participation, and labor market outcomes.​

​Study implementation and equity as part of effectiveness.​​Practitioners and​
​policymakers also need practical, actionable evidence on how staffing, training,​
​partnerships, program design, and other implementation factors affect student​
​experiences and outcomes.​

​Evaluate the role of technology in​
​supporting students and educators.​
​Adoption of digital, AI-enabled, and​
​immersive tools for exploration outpaces​
​our understanding of whether these​
​technologies support positive outcomes.​
​Young people want hands-on, relational​
​experiences, and practitioners describe​
​technology as most useful when it is part of​
​an intentional strategy to support educators​
​and students. There is an urgent need to​
​better understand when and how​
​technology can strengthen the quality of​
​exploration, support reflection and​
​relationships, and contribute to outcomes.​
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​A Call to Action: What the Field Can Do​
​Coordinated action is needed across funders, policymakers, employers,​
​and practitioners to make career exploration meaningful at scale.​

​This work is already happening in many pockets across the country. What is needed​
​now is stronger cross-sector coordination and sustained investment that aligns policy,​
​practice, and measurement to deliver high-quality career exploration for every young​
​person navigating a rapidly changing world of work.​

​Policymakers and state leaders can:​

​●​ ​Set a clear vision and shared definition for evidence-informed career exploration​​,​
​and use their convening power to align districts, intermediaries, employers, and​
​providers around shared goals and developmentally cohesive experiences.​​55​

​●​ ​Pair expansion of career exploration policies and programs with infrastructure​
​investments​​needed for quality implementation, including​​adequate staffing,​
​dedicated time and training, and resources for partnership management.​

​●​ ​Advance data systems and protocols​​that track implementation,​​the quality of​
​student experiences, and outcomes. To do this, they can:​

​○​ ​Build educator and program practitioner capacity for data collection and use.​

​○​ ​Leverage and connect existing systems — such as Perkins V (the federal CTE​
​law) and postsecondary and workforce reporting — as a foundation for a​
​more comprehensive picture of exploration and its long-term impacts.​

​●​ ​Align accountability mechanisms and incentives with outcomes​​related to​
​high-quality career exploration.​

​55​ ​Britebound and Education Strategy Group have done extensive work on middle school career exploration, including​
​detailed, state-level recommendations that align with the findings of this assessment. See​​Extending the​​Runway: A​
​National Analysis of Middle School Career Exploration​​(2024) and its accompanying model policy set and joint​
​commitment statement, which offer states specific guidance on definitions, governance, and accountability.​
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​Districts, programs, and intermediaries can:​

​●​ ​Engage young people and families as partners​​in designing​​programs, defining​
​quality, and setting target outcomes.​

​●​ ​Integrate exploration into students’ school-day and out-of-school experiences,​​and​
​prioritize coherence of exploration across grade levels.​

​●​ ​Build educator and practitioner capacity​​with training, coaching, practical tools,​
​protected time, and clear roles for supporting exploration.​

​●​ ​Partner with community organizations and employers​​to expand access to applied​
​and experiential learning, networking, and relationship-building, especially for​
​students with the least access to these opportunities.​

​Funders can:​

​●​ ​Lead efforts to build alignment on shared outcomes and measures​​, developed​
​collaboratively with young people, practitioners, employers, and researchers.​

​●​ ​Invest in well-defined, developmentally aligned exploration strategies​​, and support​
​building evidence of outcomes and implementation alongside them.​

​●​ ​Support a comprehensive research agenda that can produce actionable evidence​
​for policy and practice, including rigorous outcome evaluations, longitudinal studies​
​of student trajectories, and implementation and cost-benefit research.​

​●​ ​Invest in systems-level infrastructure that sustains program-level work over time​​,​
​including data systems, practitioner capacity, and partnership coordination.​

​Employers can:​

​●​ ​Prioritize career exploration in middle and high schools as a longer-term​
​investment​​in workforce and community development.​

​●​ ​Co-design partnerships​​with schools and programs for​​sustained engagement.​

​●​ ​Provide workplace experiences that go beyond exposure​​to include reflection,​
​skill-building, and mentorship.​

​●​ ​Participate in shared evidence-building,​​measurement,​​and data-sharing efforts.​
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​1.​ ​Methodology​
​This K-12 career exploration evidence and opportunity assessment was conducted by​
​Project Evident between December 2025 and May 2026, drawing on a review of​
​published research, interviews with people working in the field, and expert roundtables​
​to refine emerging findings.​

​Literature review.​​The team reviewed more than 400​​publications published between​
​2000 and late 2025, spanning developmental psychology, career development theory,​
​youth development research, program evaluations, systematic reviews and​
​meta-analyses, descriptive and qualitative studies, survey research, and existing scans​
​that examine how career exploration is defined, delivered, and measured. In assessing​
​the strength of evidence for different types of interventions and practices, the team​
​focused on outcome evaluations (including experimental, quasi-experimental,​
​descriptive, longitudinal, and pre/post studies). While the review is extensive, it is not​
​exhaustive: states, localities, and providers often conduct their own evaluations and​
​case studies, but it was not feasible to identify and assess these across all states.​

​Field engagement.​​The team interviewed approximately​​50 people across more than 35​
​organizations, including educators, practitioners, researchers, and state and district​
​leaders. The initial list of interviewees was identified by Walton Family Foundation,​
​Britebound, and Project Evident to capture different perspectives; subsequent​
​interviewees were identified with input from the first round of interviewees. Interviews​
​were designed to contextualize findings from the literature review by comparing them​
​with what people are seeing in schools, districts, states, and youth-serving​
​organizations today and to surface gaps and innovations that are not visible in​
​published research. Notes and transcripts were coded thematically. The sample was​
​built through purposive and snowball sampling and is not representative of all​
​perspectives in the field.​

​Expert roundtables.​​The team convened one in-person,​​cross-sector roundtable and one​
​virtual, research-focused roundtable to discuss the components of effective career​
​exploration, to validate the gaps and priorities identified through the assessment, and to​
​prioritize directions for future investments and learning. Participants were primarily​
​people interviewed for this assessment, along with a small number of additional​
​experts. The team also engaged the State Leaders Career Development Network (​​SLN​​),​
​a national community of practice for state leaders in career development, for input.​
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