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How do career courses 
impact students?



Career Courses at UMN - TC

Primarily exploration courses
• Broad-based, and discipline-focused
• Mostly elective 
• Methodology

• Online, in-person, hybrid
• Half and full semester
• One or two-credit
• Active learning strategies employed either 

through in-class or online reflective exercises
http://www.healthcareers.umn.edu/courses/ahs1101/home.html



Core Curricular Components

• Self-assessment
• Major/career research and exploration
• Introduction to campus resources (e.g. 

career services, research, community 
engagement opportunities, etc.) 

• Career planning



Benefits of Career Courses
Both from University of Minnesota and literature 

reviews
• increased retention and gpa - U of MN
• increased job satisfaction
• shortened time to graduation - U of MN
• social skills development
(Folsom & Reardon, 2001)

which leads to a discussion of...



Framework: Social Involvement 

Astin's (1984) social involvement theory
• Greater involvement with peers leads to

o Academic achievement
o Retention
o Graduation (Pascarella & Terenzini 2005)
o Social integration (Kuh, et al, 2007)
o Career outcomes:

 Early career earnings (Hu & Wolniak, 2010)
 Normalizing productive career behavior, getting 

into graduate school,  and locating post-college 
jobs (Ovink & Veazey, 2011)



Framework: Social Capital

• Opportunities to enhance students' involvement 
can increase social networks and build social 
capital.

• Social capital: "Sum of the resources, actual or 
virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by 
possessing a durable network...of mutual 
acquaintance and recognition" (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992)



Benefits of Social Capital

• Social and economic well-being of individuals 
who belong to groups (Coleman, 1988)

• Career success, salary, promotions, career 
satisfaction (Siebert, Kraimer, and Liden, 2001)

• College retention and persistence (Smith, 2007)
• Psychological well-being, including self-esteem 

and satisfaction (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; 
Helliwell & Putnam, 2004) 



Social Involvement
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integration



Research Question

• Grounding idea: students who have increased 
social involvement are likely to develop more 
social networks, thus enhancing their social 
capital

• Controlling for additional factors, does 
participation in career courses enhance 
students' social involvement?



Methods
• Pulled list of first-year students who enrolled in 

career courses
• Used the Student Experience in the Research 

University (SERU) survey to measure students' 
involvement

• Created factors: campus climate, academic 
engagement, sense of belonging, classmate 
interactions, and social involvement

• Used linear regression to predict social 
involvement 



Participants

• Big 10 
Research I 
institution with 
30,000 
undergraduates 
and 20,000 
graduates.

• 1,864 first-year 
students (37% 
of 2010 FY 
class).



Measures
• Career Course Enrollment

– 23 career courses, 666 first-year students enrolled

• Demographic:
– Gender
– race/ethnicity
– social class
– first-generation

• College Experience:
– living in residence halls
– first-year seminars



Measures
Additional Factors:
• Campus climate, sense of belonging, academic 

engagement, classmate interactions
Focal Variable: Social Involvement
• Time spent partying; socializing; attending 

movies, concerts, sports, or other entertainment 
events; participating in physical exercise or 
recreational sports; participating in student 
clubs or organizations



Results
Our results suggest that enrollment in career 

courses is positively associated with social 
involvement:

• Holding other factors constant, taking a career course is 
associated with a .20 increase in students' social 
involvement

• Females reported lower involvement, gpa and ACT were 
also negatively associated with involvement

• Students who lived in residence halls had higher social 
involvement while academic engagement, sense of 
belonging, and classmate were positively associated with 
social involvement



Limitations

• Survey measurement limitations
• Response rates among groups
• Single institutional study
• Quantitative design
• First-year students only; half of survey 

respondents enrolled in career courses



Continued Research
• “Did this this class help with your social 

skills?”
– This class helped me realize that you need to be outgoing 

and assertive. I think that my social skills have improved 
because I had to step out of my comfort zone at times.

– Yes, it did because now I find it easier to approach 
professionals and I have made connections with people 
who I am interested in working with.

– I feel that this class increased my social skills in 
communicating to strangers about my skills, interests, and 
goals.  It also helped me to communicate them in a more 
clear way.



Continued Research

• An informal survey of one section asked 
students: 

• Did this class help you develop social 
skills? 

• Eight of the eight respondents said: “Yes”



Future Research

Focus groups to better determine how 
courses are having impact on social 
involvement

Pre- post-testing of career course 
participants 
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