Mentoring for Early Career Awareness and Exploration
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Many young people leave high school underprepared to enter the labor market or to succeed in college, leaving them unable to compete for well-paying jobs, which increasingly require postsecondary education or training. At the same time, many employers cite an inability to fill open positions due to lack of skilled workers. Inadequate preparation for college and career is greatest among Black, Latino, Native American, and low-income students, contributing to lower levels of postsecondary enrollment and completion, reduced wages, increased unemployment and poverty, and growing income inequality.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Rosen, R., Visher, M., & Beal, K. (2018). Career and Technical Education: Current Policy, Prominent Programs, and Evidence. MDRC.] 


As a result, individuals from historically minoritized groups—as well as women—are underrepresented in many high-paying and high-demand fields, particularly those in science, technology, engineering, and math. Moreover, children and youth from these backgrounds are also less likely to have access to adults in their personal lives who model successful careers and often lack job-related social networks. Lack of descriptive representation can be self-reinforcing, as underrepresented groups are more likely to have negative self-perception of their abilities and fail to pursue challenging academic and career paths.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Stevens, S., Andrade, R., & Page, M. (2016). Motivating Young Native American Students to Pursue STEM Learning Through a Culturally Relevant Science Program. Journal of Science Education and Technology, 25, 947–960. ] 


Career and technical education (CTE) has experienced a resurgence over the last decade to expose students to new career pathways, boost job-relevant skills, and reduce educational inequalities. However, many youth—especially those who are low-income, minoritized, have disabilities, or from rural areas—lack high quality programs due to education funding disparities and limited community resources.[footnoteRef:3] Extending opportunities to youth most at risk of poor educational and employment outcomes necessitates collaboration between schools, youth-serving organizations, and the private sector to better prepare young people for adulthood. This overview and the accompanying logic model and theory of change focus on mentoring programs for elementary and middle school students that include an emphasis on early career awareness and exploration to give young people the information, tools, and support they need to successfully transition to college or career and to reach their full potential. [3:  “Ensuring equity in evolving high school Career and Technical Education policies.” (August 2019). Institute for Research on Poverty. ] 


Connecting Youth Mentoring and Career Exploration
Youth mentoring has long been concerned with helping young people develop the competencies they need to flourish into healthy, productive adults. These include social-emotional, academic, cognitive, and vocational skills, which can develop “when activities that integrate skill-building opportunities and active participation occur in the presence of positive supportive adult-relations.”[footnoteRef:4] Moreover, many of the outcomes associated with youth mentoring—school engagement, academic achievement, goal planning and problem-solving—are critical for youth to successfully navigate postsecondary transitions. It is not surprising, then, that many mentoring organizations incorporate career exposure and development activities in their programming.  [4:  Learner, R., Napolitano, C., Boyd, M., Mueller, M., and Callina, K. (2014). Mentoring and positive youth Development. In D. L. DuBois and M. J. Karcher (Eds.), Handbook of Youth Mentoring, 2nd Edition (pp.17-28). Thousand Oaks: Sage. ] 


While many career preparation programs target older youth and adolescents, career development is a lifelong process that begins in early childhood. Thus, it is critical to begin providing young people with career awareness, exposure, and planning skills early on as they begin to form ideas about themselves, the world, and their place in it.[footnoteRef:5] In their supplement to the Elements of Effective Practice on workplace mentoring, Kupersmidt, Stelter, Garringer and Bourgoin (2019) delineate three distinct career stages: Planning, Development, and Maintenance and Growth. The planning stage is most applicable to children and younger adolescents. Mentoring programs can support young people by incorporating programming that allows them to explore career fields through exposure to different jobs and workplace settings. Here, the “emphasis [is] on connecting the world of work to school and personal interests/ passions (e.g., “sparks”). Mentors focus on building initial interest and passion for a career or job and support understanding the pathways and steps to career goals.”[footnoteRef:6] Youth who lack awareness of different career opportunities and associated educational pathways in late-elementary and middle school are less likely to engage in and less prepared for relevant academic subjects in high school.  [5:  Magnuson, C. S., & Starr, M. F. (2000). How early is too early to begin life career planning? The importance of the elementary school years. Journal of Career Development, 27(2), 89-101.]  [6:  Kupersmidt, J., Stelter, R., Garringer, M. & Mayhew. J.  (2019). Workplace Mentoring. Supplement to the Elements of Effective Practice for Mentoring: MENTOR: National Mentoring Partnership, pp. 107.] 
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Additionally, for fields that require postsecondary education, college planning should occur prior to 8th grade to “develop and sustain” interest in higher education.[footnoteRef:7] Mentors can also help mentees expand their limited prosocial and career-relevant networks both to facilitate job-related opportunities as well as to help them imagine themselves in and identify with a particular career field. Mentoring programs for adolescents may move beyond career exposure and planning to the development phase, providing opportunities for youth to apply new skills through experiential learning and to develop employment-relevant “soft” skills.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Manson, S. M., Martinez, D. F., Buchwald, D. S., Rubio, D. M., & Moss, M. (2015). Vision, Identity, and Career in the Clinical and Translational Sciences: Building upon the Formative Years. Clinical and Translational Science, 8(5), 568–572. ]  [8:  Kupersmidt, Stelter, Garringer, & Mayhew, (2019). Such programs are conceptually distinct from career mentoring for older youth that provide apprenticeships and internships designed to help youth refine skills, reengage older youth in education and employment, and ease the school-to-work transition, as well as those for early career professionals to advance in their field.] 


Finally, the instrumental, goal-orientation of career awareness and exposure may be a way to increase the effectiveness of school-based mentoring programs, which have been associated with weaker relationships, shorter matches, and fewer positive outcomes than community-based relationships.[footnoteRef:9] For example, researchers have suggested that introducing deliberate goals early in a match can act as a “launch pad” or “safety net” for new relationships, allowing matches to persist until closer bonds can develop.[footnoteRef:10] Instrumental mentoring may be particularly relevant for older youth, who may begin to lose interest in more relational mentoring models.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Herrera, C. & Karcher, M. (2014). School-based mentoring. In D. L. DuBois & M. J. Karcher (Eds.), Handbook of youth mentoring (pp. 203-220). SAGE Publications, Inc.; Herrera, C., Grossman, J. B., Kauh, T. J., & McMaken, J. (2011). Mentoring in schools: An impact study of Big Brothers Big Sisters school‐based mentoring. Child Development, 82(1), 346-361. McQuillin, S. D., Lyons, M. D., Clayton, R. J., & Anderson, J. R. (2020). Assessing the impact of school-based mentoring: Common problems and solutions associated with evaluating nonprescriptive youth development programs. Applied Developmental Science, 24(3), 215-229. ]  [10:  McQuillin, S. D., & Lyons, M. D. (2016). Brief instrumental school-based mentoring for middle school students: theory and impact. Advances in School Mental Health Promotion, 9(2), 73-89. ]  [11:  Karcher, M. J., & Nakkula, M. J. (2010). Youth mentoring with a balanced focus, shared purpose, and collaborative interactions. New Directions for Youth Development, 2010(126), 13-32. ] 


Program Characteristics and Practices
Nearly 26% of mentoring programs surveyed in 2016 reported career exposure as a primary program goal.[footnoteRef:12] In practice, mentoring programs that include career exploration take a variety of forms. They can be integrated into a one-on-one mentoring model in which a single mentee is matched with an adult mentor, or they can be group-based, in which multiple mentees with similar interests meet with a single mentor. Group based and blended mentoring programs—particularly site-based programs within schools—are more likely to report career readiness goals than one-to-one mentoring programs. Group-based or a combined group-based and one-on-one mentoring format may be particularly well suited for programs with a career focus, especially for older youth who are often attuned with their peers. A group format that brings together youth with similar interests can also help them better develop a sense of belonging, social and academic integration, and career-related identity.[footnoteRef:13] Most program models that we identified for this review were targeted to young people in third grade and older; however, as noted above, early career awareness and exposure is relevant to younger children as well.[footnoteRef:14] Still, all mentoring programs—whether career-oriented or not—should be aligned with both the developmental and career stages of the mentees they serve.  [12:  Garringer, M., McQuillin, S., & McDaniel, H. (2017). Examining youth mentoring services across America: Findings from the 2016 Mentoring Program Survey. Boston, MA: MENTOR: The National Mentoring Partnership. Retrieved from Mentor_Survey_Report_FINAL_11_15_18_Sm.pdf (mentoring.org)]  [13:  Kupersmidt, J., Stelter, R., Garringer, M., & Bourgoin, J. (2018). STEM Mentoring. Supplement to the Elements of Effective Practice for Mentoring: Research-Informed Recommendations for Youth Mentoring Programs with a Science, Technology, Engineering, or Mathematics Focus. MENTOR: National Mentoring Partnership.]  [14:  Magnuson & Starr (2000); Pulliam, N., & Bartek, S. (2018). College and career readiness in elementary schools. International Electronic Journal of Elementary Education, 10(3), 355-360.] 


There is also a lot of variability in the ways that mentoring programs incorporate career awareness and exploration into programming. Topically, mentoring and other complementary activities can expose young people to a variety of career fields, be geared towards a particular sector (e.g., health care), or focused on broader career clusters. For example, one of the fastest growing mentoring enhancements is the integration of goals related to engaging youth in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) education and careers.[footnoteRef:15] Mentoring programs often provide both formal and informal education experiences to cultivate engagement and interest in careers and related academic subjects. Some programs partner with specific businesses or industries from which they recruit mentors. These mentors provide both mentoring and career-related activities to youth, either on school grounds, at one or more workplaces, or a combination of the two. Other programs utilize more traditional mentors (i.e., not from a specific career field) who incorporate career exposure goals into their mentoring activities, which may then be enhanced by out-of-school field trips. Virtual mentoring can link also subject matter experts with young people in remote communities. [15:  Kupersmidt, Stelter, Garringer, & Bourgoin (2018). ] 


Considerations for Program Implementation
Like all mentoring programs, the format and focus of programs focused on early career awareness and exploration should be informed by school and community resources, the needs and interests of youth, as well as the preferences of their families and other stakeholders. Agency staff need adequate capacity to recruit, screen, monitor, and support mentors and mentees. School-based programs also need to consider the capacity and commitment of school administration and personnel to help identify youth, provide space, and offer oversight of matches while on school grounds. It is helpful to articulate the roles and responsibilities of each partner in a memorandum of understanding (MOU) in advance. In addition to school partners, career-focused programs are unique in their need to cultivate relationships with external partners in the career fields of interest. Here, too, programs should consider formal agreements with businesses if they are to host youth for on-site mentoring or career exposure activities. If programming will occur off school grounds, programs should ensure that there are adequate resources for transportation. This can be a challenge, particularly with younger children and in rural areas.

Mentoring and career-focused activities and mentor training should reflect the developmental needs of participating youth and consider their preexisting personal and socio-environmental characteristics (e.g., academic preparation, previous trauma or discrimination, family support, community violence). Programs need to think carefully about program practices and activities and strive to find a balance between structured goals and a youth-centric approach that gives participating mentees adequate voice and agency in pursuing their interests. Research has shown better outcomes for youth who have expressed interest in related fields,[footnoteRef:16] pointing to the importance of screening and matching youth with appropriate experiences and mentors. Given the target youth population and the limited diversity in many relevant career fields, matches may include large numbers of white mentors and minoritized youth. Therefore, programs should incorporate training on cross-race or cross-cultural relationships as part of their initial and ongoing mentor training.  [16:  Stevens, Andrade, & Page (2016).] 


While the Logic Model and Theory of Change that accompany this overview are a good starting place for new or existing mentoring programs looking to incorporate career elements, programs should adapt them to reflect how program activities will help them meet identified needs, align with agency and community resources, and promote outcomes of interest. More guidance for implementing high-quality mentoring programs can be found in the resources section at the end of this review, especially MENTOR’s Elements of Effective Practices for Mentoring, and the STEM Supplement. Each provides helpful tips for recruitment, screening, mentor training, curriculum/activity guidance, matching and initiation, monitoring and support, and match closure.

Program Outcomes
Rigorous program evaluations of mentoring programs for early career awareness and exploration are limited; many rely on qualitative research with youth about perceived program impact on career-related outcomes. Many studies also investigate a limited number of program effects.[footnoteRef:17] Therefore, although there is empirical research for some of the outcomes discussed below, many are theoretical or based on studies of youth mentoring in general. Program outcomes will vary based on the ages of participants, specific mentoring programs and organizational partners, mentor roles, and the types of activities. As discussed above, programs are encouraged to adapt the Logic Model and Theory of Change to better specify their unique program goals. [17:  Kupersmidt, Stelter, Garringer, & Bourgoin (2018).] 


Not surprisingly, most career-focused mentoring programs have explicit career and education-related goals. These may include expanding mentees’ knowledge base, such as awareness of different types of jobs and industries; familiarity with workplace culture and expectations; understanding career and academic pathways; and improved knowledge and competence in related subjects. Programming may also be focused on improving attitudes towards college and careers, including increased interest and engagement in a specific career field; positive self-perception and sense of belonging in a field of interest; and positive academic and future orientation. Exposure to new ideas may help youth find their “sparks,”—activities, passion, and interests that are important to them, whether or not it ignites a career interest. The presence of a spark has been linked to increased academic and social-emotional skills.[footnoteRef:18] Similarly, many mentoring programs have explicit goals related to increasing mentee’s social-emotional skills and behaviors. These might include building self-efficacy and self-presentation; fostering a growth mindset; improving goal setting and pursuit, problem-solving, and critical thinking skills; promoting communication and teamwork; and developing self-advocacy and help seeking behavior. These outcomes rest on developing healthy, positive connections to caring adults with shared interests and, for group-based programs, connections to peers with shared interests. Relationships with mentors can also increase youth’s social and career-related networks and expand their social capital. [18:  Ben-Eliyahu, A., Rhodes, J.E., & Scales, P.C. (2014). The interest-driven pursuits of 15-year-olds: “Sparks” and their association with caring relationships and developmental outcomes. Applied Developmental Science, 2014, 18, 76-89. Benson, P. L., & Scales, P. C. (2011). Thriving and sparks. In R. J. R. Levesque (Ed.), Encyclopedia of adolescence (pp. 2963–2976). New York: Springer. ] 


Despite limited empirical research, there is reason to believe that well-implemented programs with a career focus would have outcomes similar to other one-on-one or group-based school mentoring programs, especially those that are instrumental or goal-oriented. In fact, a recent meta-analysis found that mentoring programs that incorporate targeted skill-building that match the needs of youth were more effective than traditional relational approaches.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Christensen, K. M., Hagler, M. A., Stams, G. J., Raposa, E. B., Burton, S., & Rhodes, J. E. (2020). Non-specific versus targeted approaches to youth mentoring: a follow-up meta-analysis. Journal of youth and adolescence, 49(5), 959-972.] 
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High-quality mentoring programs have been linked to academic behaviors and cognitive functioning, including improved school attendance and academic performance in related subjects, as well as increased social and academic engagement. They are also associated with reduced adaptive difficulties and problems, including school misbehavior and discipline (e.g., suspension) and risky behavior (e.g., substance use, truancy). Finally, improvements in knowledge, attitudes, and cognitive, academic, and social-emotional skills are expected to help youth build healthy relationships and facilitate successful transitions—from elementary to middle school, from middle to high school, from high school to postsecondary education or training, and from school to career.
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