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Introduction  

Career decision making is a complicated process navigated throughout the life course. It 

is made even more complicated by the changing labor market and a lack of good information 

on the innumerable options for career-related education and training. Ongoing changes in the 

labor market due to globalization and automation as well as unprecedented changes associated 

with the coronavirus pandemic have caused countless individuals to lose jobs or decide to 

change careers in search of better opportunity (Fouad & Bynner, 2008; Strada, 2020). For youth 

starting out their career, the process of finding a pathway in this context can be a difficult and 

extended transition (Fouad & Bynner, 2008; Arnet, 2000). To manage these transitions, many 

individuals are interested in education and training programs that can help them quickly enter, 

adapt to, or advance in the new workforce landscape (Strada, 2020). Noncredit programs at 

community college are of particular interest to this population, as they provide opportunities 

for individuals to gain valuable nondegree credentials, such as certificates, certifications, and 

licensures, in a relatively short amount of time.  

Over nearly 500,000 non-degree credentials are offered nationally, and with limited 

information on their quality, individuals are left to navigate a sea of education and training 

options on their own (Credential Engine, 2019). Despite the need for this information, 

educational institutions have not been intentionally designed to help individuals make 

decisions about education and careers in the context of these labor market changes (Fouad & 

Bynner, 2008). Little is known about how individuals navigate these options in terms of what 

they value, what influences their choices, and how they approach the process of decision 

making. If institutions are to improve information and supports for career navigation, 
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understanding how individuals make decisions about programs and the careers they lead to is 

foundational.  

Career transitions and their related decisions are complex and multidimensional across 

all stages of life. For both youth seeking to find a pathway and adults returning to education, 

these transitions and decisions are complex. Low-income youth and adults in particular often 

have family responsibilities and financial obligations that can be constraints to their pursuit of 

education (Packard & Babineau, 2009). Choices can be limited by the accessibility of program 

options available in their geographical area and by a lack of information on both the options 

available and their quality. People of color face additional barriers reflecting the ongoing 

legacies of institutional discrimination as well as societal stereotypes and bias impacting career 

exploration, experiences, and anticipated outcomes (Worthington et al., 2005). Women, older 

workers, and people with disabilities also face societal forces of discrimination and bias that 

impact their career decision-making processes.  

To shed light on how potential students navigate community college noncredit 

programs, this paper seeks to provide a framework for examining a few key questions:  

• How do learners, particularly low-income adults of color, make decisions about 

education and careers? How do they come to the decision to enroll in community college 

noncredit programs?  

• How do the institutional structures of community colleges influence the decision 

making of learners, particularly low-income adults of color, to enroll in community 

college noncredit programs? 



3 
 

To this end, the paper examines literature on career decisions, how findings might vary 

in studies across the life course, and how the literature applies to noncredit programs. The 

paper begins with a broad overview of theoretical ideas about career decision making that 

draws on literature from multiple fields. This is followed by a discussion of a framework based 

in pragmatic rationality that is aimed at providing a decision-making roadmap for noncredit 

students. The paper then examines the literature on career transitions focused on stages in the 

life course from youth through adulthood, decision making about educational pathways, and 

what is known specifically about learners in community college noncredit education. The paper 

concludes by examining the implications of its findings for community college noncredit 

education programs and suggesting future directions for research. 

An Overview of Career Decision-Making Perspectives  

Numerous fields have sought to understand career decision making, each offering a 

different perspective to help shed light on the same complex phenomenon. They vary in their 

basic assumptions, including how they define and address social context, the degree to which 

they assume rationality, and what they consider as the timeframe for decisions. First, theoretical 

perspectives vary in their focus on the individual versus social determinants of decision 

making. Some perspectives assume that the individual is the primary locus of decision making, 

whereas others focus on the decision as part of a wider social environment shaping individual 

choices. Second, theoretical perspectives vary on the question of whether decision making is a 

rational process. Some perspectives assume that individuals make decisions based on a linear 

set of rational decisions. Others assume decisions are subject to more subjective, idiosyncratic, 

or synchronistic events and decisions. Finally, the timeframe for examining decision making 
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varies across perspectives. Some perspectives focus on a decision at a particular point in time 

guided by the idea of the “match” or how individuals’ characteristics and preferences align 

with a particular career. Others focus on a longer-term time frame and the set of processes 

leading up to a decision point, sometimes over the course of an entire lifetime (Patton & 

McMahon, 2014; Osipow, 1990). What follows is a brief overview of major theoretical 

perspectives on career decision making and their relative orientation on each of these 

assumptions. 

Traditional economics maintains a focus on the individual and rational choice at a single 

point in time. In the context of this report, this translates to the idea that individuals examine 

information and make rational decisions based on information present at the moment of 

making a decision. In this view, individuals make choices about majors and careers based on 

which will maximize their ability to be successful and attain high earnings (Becker, 1994; 

Stinebrickner & Stinebrickner, 2013; Arcidiacono et al., 2010). Similarly, psychology’s person-

environment fit theory focuses on decision making based on a rational, individualized match 

between personality and work. Here, the emphasis on the individual’s pursuit of financial 

success is replaced by the individuals’ pursuit of personal fulfillment in a career as the rational 

choice driving the decision-making process (Holland, 1985).  

Challenging the focus on rationality in decision making, researchers working in 

behavioral economics and cognitive psychology have pointed out that people face certain cognitive 

limitations to processing information while making decisions (Kahneman, 2011). Three of these 

limitations are key to this discussion: too much information can be overwhelming and lead to 

paralysis; information gathering can be selective and biased; and choices are often framed by 
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institutional structures. Such perspectives challenge traditional rational choice models to 

suggest a model that incorporates idiosyncrasies of decision making.   

Rather than focus on decision making as an occurrence that happens at a single point in 

time, some theories focus on decision making as an ongoing process. Happenstance learning 

theory focuses on learning experiences people encounter through planned exploratory activities 

or unplanned day-to-day activities that lead to the acquisition of skills, knowledge, and beliefs 

over time, and which shape future actions (Krumboltz, 2009). In this view, individuals can seek 

out circumstances or events where they are likely to have chance encounters leading to learning 

and career development that can shape decisions they make in the future. Similarly, occupational 

engagement focuses on processes through which individuals gather information and experiences 

to explore career options and adapt to the ever-changing economy (Krieshok et al., 2009).  

Social cognitive career theory also focuses on decision making as an ongoing iterative 

process. Ideas that are internal to the individual are translated into actions in the world, which 

then lead back to revisions in the individual’s internal ideas (Lent, Brown, and Hackett, 2000; 

Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994). Individuals have a sense of self-efficacy that leads to thoughts 

about expected outcomes and, eventually, to action. Action then provides feedback on 

performance, which informs self-efficacy and outcomes expectations and leads to either a 

revision or confirmation of interests. This model relies largely on the assumption of rational 

decision making by individuals to provide a perspective for understanding the ongoing 

iterative process of decision making.  

A longer-term perspective comes from life course theory, which focuses on the evolution 

of decision making over time. In this view, career decisions are better understood as a series of 
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choices over time rather than as one choice made early in life (Fouad & Bynner, 2008). Life 

course theory in career development focuses on self-concept over a life span, outlining several 

stages of career development that reflect the roles people play, how the roles interrelate, and 

how individuals make decisions at each point (Super, 1980). These models can provide a 

template for how individuals make sense of their career options and conduct exploration of 

these options over the lifespan but they have been limited by the assumptions they make about 

what a “typical” life course is. 

The psychology of working provides a perspective on career decision making in the context 

of the life course by examining three key functions of work (Blustein, 2008). First, it serves a 

need for survival by providing access to resources. Second, it provides for relatedness in terms of 

access to informal and structured interactions and connections with other people and the wider 

world. Third, it provides for self-determination or the ability to engage and be productive with 

autonomy and competence. 

Sociological perspectives differ from other perspectives in their focus on career decision 

making in a social context. Individuals’ expectations about what is possible for them are often 

set by social class and restricted by structural qualities such as economic resources and risk 

tolerance, access to quality information, and experiences of discrimination (Dougherty, 2018). 

Through socialization, parents convey work values and aspirations to children at various stages 

of development, particularly during adolescence (Mortimer et al., 1996; Johnson et al., 2019). 

Further, education provides socializing experiences that prepare students to enter particular 

occupational roles through identity formation processes that sometimes reproduce social 

structures (Bowles & Gintis, 2002; Meyer, 1977; Kaufman & Feldman, 2004; Binder et al., 2016). 
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Decision-making processes can be shaped by social context in several other ways including the 

number of options a person considers, time pressures on the decision, what decision options are 

seen as the default, and the use of shortcuts in decision making (Bruch & Feinberg, 2017; 

Stevens et al., 2018). Ecological models take a wider view, examining multiple levels of influence 

including individual (e.g., interests, needs, values, personality, abilities, self-efficacy, and 

aspirations), group (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, family relationships, role models, social class, 

religion, and sexual orientation), and societal (e.g., acculturation, cultural values, opportunity 

structure, discrimination, schooling, barriers, and labor market) (Fouad & Kantamneni, 2008). 

Among sociological perspectives, pragmatic rationality – also referred to as careership 

theory – offers a perspective on career decision making that incorporates many of the 

multidisciplinary concepts already discussed in this report. It incorporates individual action 

and social-structural influences, rational and nonrational approaches, and life course versus 

point-in-time decisions (Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). Rooted in the 

sociological perspective of Pierre Bourdieu (1984), this perspective recognizes that because 

individuals’ dispositions are created within social structures, individual action is highly 

embedded within one’s position in society. It also recognizes that career decision making occurs 

over time through periods of routine activity that are punctured by various “turning points” 

when individuals choose or are forced to make decisions. Further, this perspective recognizes 

that individuals do not make fully informed, rational decisions. Rather, they make decisions 

based on strongly felt but often unarticulated notions that are often based on partial 

information, related to others including serendipity, and relative to an individual’s position 

within a social environment (Bourdieu 1984).  



8 
 

A Comprehensive Model for Career Decision Making  

Looking across perspectives, an understanding of the career decision-making process 

must shed light on the experiences of a full range of individual and social contexts. Decisions 

about careers are both highly individual and profoundly influenced by society. The institutional 

environment in which an individual is situated, as well as their individual attributes and 

resources, plays an important role in decision making. Both are heavily shaped by social context 

including gender, race, class, age, and disability status. These elements, along with chance, lead 

individuals to certain influences that shape how they weigh various factors when they are faced 

with a particular decision point. At the same time, decision making is both a process that occurs 

over time as well as a moment-in-time occurrence. Models of decision making must move 

beyond those based traditional white, male experiences that assume family is separate, 

decisions are individual, work is central, decision making is rational, and the labor market is 

open (Cook et al., 2002; Worthington et al., 2005).  

Drawing most directly on pragmatic rationality and informed by other perspectives, 

Figure 1 depicts a model of decision making focused on processes around a particular decision. 

Pragmatic rationality moves the focus of theory beyond simple examination of specific skills or 

traits or preferences to examine the wider context in which career decision making occurs. The 

sections that follow describe each key element depicted in the model. 
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Figure 1: A Comprehensive Model for Career Decision Making 
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aspirations can result from experiences with institutional discrimination. At the same time, 

individuals have varying levels of self-efficacy and engagement in the career decision-making 

process (Krieshok et al., 2009; Lent, Brown & Hackett, 1994). How they seek out opportunities 

and information is reflective of both their social environment and their personal dispositions 

(Krieshok et al., 2009; Dougherty, 2018). At the same time, individuals have varying degrees of 

access to financial resources, knowledge of opportunities, social networks, and cultural know-

how (Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). These resources, or forms of capital, 

influence the options they consider as part of their decision making (Bourdieu, 1984). They may 

also have factors in their lives, such as family responsibilities, that can shape and constrain 

decision making.  

Institutional Environment. The institutional environment shapes decision making by 

forming the structures and opportunities for choices in ways that are often rooted in cultural 

assumptions and practices that advantage individuals from traditionally dominant groups 

(Bourdieu, 1984). Institutional policies and practices shape the opportunities available to 

individuals by forming the structures within which individuals consider options and form 

choice sets (Dougherty, 2018; Hardin, 2008; Atkins, 2017). For educational institutions, these 

structures include the types of programs offered, their accessibility, and the guidance available 

relative to these programs (Bailey, Jaggers & Jenkins, 2015). Institutions also have varying levels 

of resources and opportunities available to individuals (Fouad & Bynner, 2008). The programs 

that educational institutions offer and the supports available to students are determined by 

funding and the presence or absence of an institutional commitment to equity that can make 

opportunities more or less accessible to students. Institutions bring with them legacies of 
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discrimination, implicit racism, and ongoing microaggressions that affect both students and 

faculty of color and limit individual options and choices in education and the labor market 

(Quillian et al., 2017; Worthington et al., 2005; McGee, 2020; Minikel-Lacocque, 2013; 

Applebaum, 2019).  

Chance. Decision making about majors and careers can be influenced by chance as 

people find themselves influenced by unexpected events. At the same time, chance is not 

entirely random; in many ways, it is shaped by a person’s social context (Hodkinson, 2008; 

Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). For example, social networks lead to chance encounters, but social 

networks are not randomly distributed and can both expand or limit opportunities 

(Granovetter, 1983). Individual engagement can foster more chance encounters as a person 

seeks out environments that can lead to serendipitous meetings and experiences (Krumboltz, 

2009). 

Influences. Influences can include a variety of inputs, including information, experiences, 

and people. Information includes official occupational sources, websites, and other internet 

resources, as well as informal discussion boards; it can also include college-provided 

informational resources. Experiences include a range of activities including internships, jobs, 

extracurricular activities, and community service. People include those from whom individuals 

seek advice or those they look to as models, including mentors, faculty, friends, parents, and 

other role models (Hallqvist, 2012). Influences can accumulate over time, continually guide an 

individual’s choices, and provide feedback and adjustment to decisions in the short-term (Lent 

et al., 1994; Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). They can affect decision making by 

confirming or reinforcing a decision, contradicting a decision already made, socializing or 
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confirming an identity, or causing dissonance by creating the desire for an identity that cannot 

be obtained (Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). Influences can also include 

negative experiences such as limited labor market opportunities and discrimination that can 

shape individuals’ decisions (Worthington et al., 2005). 

Factors. Individuals make career decisions based on several potential factors. These vary 

by perspective and can be rooted in different levels including the individual, family, and society 

(Fouad & Kantamneni, 2008). Individuals may assess and balance the importance of these 

factors differently by considering some and not others or prioritizing some over others. How 

individuals balance various factors related to their career decision making may vary across 

generations (Kuron et al., 2015). Choices may be more or less certain as individuals assess and 

balance multiple factors. Decisions are fluid and evolving – and at various points in time the 

status of a decision may range between solid and exploratory (Krumbolz, 1992). 

According to multiple perspectives, an individual’s ability is an important factor in 

career decision making. Ability may play a role in matching with career requirements (person-

environment fit), selecting a career (economic-human capital), or driving the concept of self-

efficacy in terms of what individuals believe they are good at (social cognitive career theory) 

(Holland, 1985; Lent et al., 1994; Becker, 1994; Stinebrickner & Stinebrickner, 2013; Arcidiacono 

et al., 2010). Alternately, expected outcomes are often a central motivating factor – particularly 

earnings, but also potential social and personal outcomes (Lent et al., 1994; Becker, 1994; 

Stinebrickner & Stinebrickner, 2013; Arcidiacono et al., 2010). Further, interests or preferences – 

what individuals enjoy doing – are important factors (person-environment fit and economic 

theories), and these interests may be shaped by an individual’s ability to perform a task and its 
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impact on their expected outcomes (Lent et al., 1994; Becker, 1994; Stinebrickner & 

Stinebrickner, 2013; Arcidiacono et al., 2010).  

Decision Point. Decisions occur at turning points, or specific points in time, in response to 

varying motivations (Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). Some are structured by 

institutions (such as declaring a major in a particular year of school), others are forced by 

external events (such as a job layoff), and others are self-initiated based on an individuals’ range 

of interests (Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; Ross, 1988). Optimal circumstances 

for a decision occur when the decision is voluntary and adequate resources and capabilities are 

present (Fouad & Bynner, 2008). But this is often not the case with involuntary turning points, 

such as reentering the labor market after a divorce or layoff. In these circumstances, individuals 

may not have time to gather sufficient information to consider their full range of options or 

have adequate time to prepare or gather supports (Fouad & Bynner, 2008).  

At any decision point, individuals make choices that may be rational or idiosyncratic 

(Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). They may base decisions on the influence of 

their families, peers, and subcultures, as well as their emerging or defined identities. At the 

same time, they also make choices based on instrumental goals including labor market success 

and their perceptions of the costs and benefits of various options. The choice set they consider is 

formed both individually and through their social context, and can be broad or narrow, as they 

explore many options, a few, or even just one.  

Timeframe. Decision points vary depending on the individual and the circumstance. At a 

given moment in time, a person might be about to arrive at a decision point, have just made a 

decision, or be in the midst of making one (Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). How 
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individuals conceive of the horizon for action, or the timeframe for making decisions, varies 

based on their social environment and what they view is possible. They may have periods of 

routine activity when they experience influences that are punctuated by decision points that can 

be influenced for better or for worse by chance events (Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 

1997; Hancock, 2009). The timeframe ultimately impacts their approach to the decision by 

providing the arena within which action can be taken (Hodkinson, 2008; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 

1997). This timeframe varies by individual and their circumstances over a life course. Figure 2 

illustrates a timeframe for decision making.  

Figure 2: An Example Timeframe for Decision Making 
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variance for youth of color and adults of color. As career decision making varies across the life 

course, it is also intertwined with educational decision making, where individuals make choices 

about whether to pursue educational programs that can lead to particular careers. While adults 

may be more likely to have interest in noncredit programs than youth, both may consider these 

programs albeit through different perspectives. 

For youth, the transition period to adulthood has become more extended (Fouad & 

Bynner, 2008; Arnett, 2000). This extended period of “emerging adulthood” means that the 

transition from school to work takes longer and, for many young people, is fraught with 

difficulty. This transition period can be particularly challenging and confusing for youth who 

do not aspire to get a college degree (Rosenbaum et al., 2015). For those who do not directly 

enroll in college after high school, as well as those who do not complete high school, it can be 

difficult to navigate the labor market and find a good career path without several years of 

floundering in the labor market. In general, making the transition to adulthood is difficult for 

students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Rojewski & Kim, 2003; Constantine et al., 

2007; Rosenbaum et al., 2015). 

Experiences during youth can have an important influence on aspirations. Young people 

come to determine what is possible for themselves by observing what is possible in their 

environment. Youth tend to hold high goals for work, including what opportunities and 

rewards are available in the labor market, and over time they adjust and readjust their 

expectations based on the realities of their experiences in the labor market (Johnson, 2001). For 

many youth from disadvantaged backgrounds, it is during the transition period from school to 

work when they are confronted with the reality of their limited opportunities (Johnson, 2002). 
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Aspirations can be important for success, as young people with high aspirations and certainty 

about their goals can have more career success (Vuolo, Staff & Mortimer, 2012). Unfortunately 

for many youth of color and poor youth, developing and maintaining occupational aspirations 

are difficult in the face of multiple structural barriers, e.g., labor market discrimination, low 

expectations by schools, and a lack of job opportunities (Diemer & Blustein, 2007). In addition, 

research has shown that non-college-bound students – who, as a group, are less white and more 

challenged financially – tend to change their occupational aspirations often, while college-

bound students are more likely to have more stable occupational aspirations (Rojweski & Kim, 

2003). Without these established aspirations, marginalized youth may be more likely to be 

influenced by life events and end up changing their course as a result (Atkins, 2017). 

 Family of origin can have a significant influence on the career choices of young people 

(Bates, 2015). Youth turn to their families to guide career decisions more often than to other 

sources of guidance – through exploration, identity development, and aspirations (Whiston & 

Keller, 2004). Families embody and convey cultural outlooks and values– those from more 

collectivist cultures tend to prioritize careers that are consistent with family expectations, 

whereas youth raised in more individualistic cultures tend to prioritize personal interest and 

are more independent in their decision making (Akosah-Twumasi et al., 2018; Constantine et al., 

2007). Cultural influences may promote a greater sense of obligation to family and a desire to 

remain in the same geographic area (Turley, 2009).  

For Black and Latinx youth, the dominant assumptions around decision making miss 

important aspects of their experience. Their observations and experiences with discrimination, 

bias, and limited opportunities are likely to shape how they conceive their goals. For some, the 
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idea that education leads to success may not ring true based on the structural barriers in 

education and the workforce they have observed or directly experienced (Constantine et al., 

2007). For those who seek education, there can be many complications, including pressure to 

disprove negative stereotypes, on-going microaggressions within institutions, stereotype threat 

related to academic performance, or conflict around assimilating with dominant culture 

(Constantine et al.; Steele, 2010; Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008; Ogbu, 2004). Working class 

young adults are more likely than those from higher-SES families to look for economic security 

rather than life satisfaction and purpose in their work (Fouad & Bynner, 2008; Blustein, 2002). 

They seek successful labor market outcomes and weigh relative costs and benefits of different 

pathways (Raffe, 2003). 

Adults bring a different lens to career decision making than young people do. While 

education was once a marker of the transition to adulthood, that is no longer the case as adults 

return to school at various points in the life course (Hostetler et al., 2007). Regardless of changes 

in life course transitions, adults still face more complications associated with their life stage 

because they have more responsibilities as well as more experiences to consider when making 

career decisions. 

Adults are more strongly impacted by external factors in their lives such as family 

obligations and financial responsibilities (Fouad & Bynner, 2008; Hardin, 2008). It is particularly 

important to consider their work transitions in tandem with other transitions and 

responsibilities. Although they might want to pursue a particular career, adults may at times 

have to make compromises and pursue a different career path due to family obligations or a 

lack of time, money, or skills (Packard & Babineau, 2009). Among these, time is a very salient 
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issue, as adults, particularly women, balance multiple roles and obligations. Those who were 

able to navigate the transition back to school perceived fewer barriers and greater social 

supports as well as confidence in managing the responsibilities of being a student (Quimby & 

O‘Brien, 2004). Adults who made the decision to return to school find that supports are 

particularly crucial for coping with and overcoming anxiety about the prospect of schooling 

(Hardin, 2008). Employment instability can also make transitions to further education more 

difficult (Elman & O’Rand, 2007). Given the multiple roles that adults hold, role integration, or 

how these different roles fit together, is an important element (Gross-Spector & Cinamon 2018). 

Adults also have more life experience to draw from when making career decisions. They 

face – either voluntarily or involuntarily – various decision points where they must choose 

whether to leave a career and enter a new one or to continue along and advance in a particular 

career. Though they have more experiences to draw from than young people do in making their 

decisions, they still may need assistance in broadening and exploring ideas about potential 

career options (Owen et al., 2003). Dislocated workers sometimes view their past decisions with 

regret and seek to correct for them by pursuing education or career opportunities that will 

broaden their opportunities (Fouad et al., 2012; Packard & Babineau, 2009). At the same time, 

dislocated workers can be influenced in their decision making by traditional gender norms 

about occupations, as well as by their perceptions that opportunities are limited by their social 

class (Fouad et al., 2012). They may have to grapple with how to reconcile their return to school 

with prior attempts that may not have been successful (Hardin, 2008). Their career decision-

making experiences accumulate as individuals make meaning of their career trajectory over the 

life span (Savickas, 2005).   
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Still, similar to youth, adults’ career decisions are impacted by their family of origin. 

Those with more disadvantage are less likely to successfully transition to pursue additional 

education later in life (Elman & O’Rand, 2007). For adults in career transitions, the decision to 

pursue additional education is related to the amount of support they received at home (McAtee 

& Benshoff, 2006; Worthington et al., 2005). This is especially true for adults of color, who are 

more likely to be affected by their families in their career development (Whiston & Keller, 2004). 

Adults of color contend with stereotypes, bias, and micro-aggressions as they navigate the 

experiences that shape their decision-making process.  

Adults’ varied experiences illustrate that decision making is not always linear. The 

assumption that continuous enrollment is the only possible pathway to successful educational 

attainment is not accurate. The case for such a claim is particularly weak for students whose 

educational opportunities are more limited, as research has demonstrated the potential that 

nontraditional pathways can result in educational attainment for this group (Astone et al., 

2000). Adults can pursue many different potential pathways to achieve the same end, and they 

need institutional systems that allow for and support these multiple pathways. 

Community College Noncredit Programs and Students 

Community college noncredit programs serve diverse needs. These include occupational 

training paid for by individuals, occupational training paid for by employers, personal interest 

pursuits, and pre-college remedial education (D’Amico, Morgan, Robertson & Houchins, 2014). 

As such, these programs have the potential to attract students in various life stages with a 

variety of goals and educational backgrounds (Van Noy, Jacobs, Korey, Bailey & Hughes, 2008). 

Individuals may seek specific occupational skills and credentials with the goal of entering a 
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career or changing to a new career. They typically need particular industry credentials as well 

as the opportunity to continue their education. Incumbent workers may attend noncredit 

programs through their employer with the goal of gaining skills that are immediately applicable 

to their work so they can advance in their current career. They often need the specific skill set, 

industry credentials, and/or continuing education units (CEUs). With these goals and needs in 

mind, community college noncredit programs can either provide individuals with the full set of 

competencies needed for occupational entry or provide individuals with a subset of particular 

skills needed to successfully enter or advance an occupation.  

Given the tight link between noncredit programs and occupational goals, when making 

the decision to enter a noncredit program, individuals are typically choosing a career at the 

same time as they are choosing an educational program. Among noncredit programs that 

prepare individuals to enter a career, there are multiple types of potential pathways for 

individuals to consider based on the characteristics of the occupation. Among middle skills jobs 

often found in noncredit programs, three broad types of occupations with distinct pathways 

exist: lifetime jobs, springboard jobs, and static jobs (Lamback, Gerwin & Restuccia, 2021). 

Lifetime jobs offer careers that are well-paid and have long-term stability. Springboard jobs 

offer the opportunity for career advancement into better paying jobs. Static jobs are not well-

paid and do not lead to well-paid jobs. While other factors influence an individuals’ choice to 

enter a career, these basic occupational characteristics are foundational for individuals to 

understand when choosing to enroll in a noncredit program.  

Along with understanding students’ goals, it is essential to understand the range of 

students’ educational backgrounds, since both factors can drive how students approach the 
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decision-making process about enrolling in a noncredit program. The prior education of 

noncredit students can vary substantially – some have little or no postsecondary education, 

while others have college and graduate degrees. For those without a lot of prior education, 

noncredit programs offer the benefit of accessibility. Noncredit programs typically do not have 

the formal admissions processes or requirements for math and English proficiency that credit-

bearing programs have. By removing these potential barriers to enrollment, noncredit programs 

offer an accessible pathway for those who lack confidence or experience with traditional 

education (Grubb et al., 2003). Noncredit programs and their associated non-degree credentials 

can offer an entry point into a career pathway that allows students to pursue a job while 

continuing to pursue an education aimed at advancing in a career (Education Strategy Group, 

2020).  

On the other hand, there is a concern that low-income students and students of color 

may be funneled into less prestigious and lucrative workforce-oriented educational programs 

(Brint & Karabel, 1989; Advance CTE, 2018). While noncredit programs can lead to well-paying 

jobs, earnings from short-term credentials vary widely, and individuals need more information 

to make informed choices about whether to pursue non-degree credentials relative to other 

options (Carnevale et al., 2020). For students potentially interested in a bachelor’s degree, 

noncredit programs can be a diversion from this goal if those programs do not offer clear entry 

points to further, credit-bearing education (Education Strategy Group, 2020). The same ease of 

access that makes noncredit programs an ideal entry point for some students could make them 

a hindrance that keeps other students from enrolling in degree programs.  
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The needs of students that lack postsecondary education vary across life stages. Due to 

career transitions forced by shifts in the labor market, noncredit programs may become more 

attractive in adulthood than they were during youth. For youth struggling to transition to work, 

however, noncredit programs can offer a potential pathway to better paying jobs and careers. 

As noted above, both educational backgrounds and goals combine to determine potential 

students’ level of interest in noncredit programs. Whether they seek to enter a career, advance 

in a career, or change careers will impact their choices and what they seek in a program.  

Apart from what is broadly known about noncredit students that can be inferred from 

program characteristics, little research exists on actual community college noncredit students. 

Much of this is because limited data are collected on or by noncredit programs in general. 

Recent analyses using administrative records data indicate that students in noncredit 

community college programs tend to be adult learners from lower socioeconomic backgrounds 

(Xu & Ran, 2019). These data indicate that compared to those in for-credit programs, 

community college noncredit students tend to be older (students average age 34 versus age 22 

at for-credit schools), have lower incomes ($49,756 versus $57,096), and are much less likely to 

have a high school diploma (23.1% versus 93%). In addition, student populations at community 

colleges tend to include more African-American, Hispanic, and Asian students (25.5% versus 

22.4% African-American; 15.5% versus 3.8% Hispanic; 4.6% versus 2.1%) and fewer White 

students (49.5% versus 65.6%). The same data reveal that very few noncredit students transition 

into credit programs (2.6%). 
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Career Decision Making in the Context of Noncredit Programs  

The comprehensive model for decision making discussed earlier provides a lens through 

which to examine career decision making in the context of noncredit programs. Each of the key 

elements of the model are discussed below and applied to the context of noncredit programs 

and their students, particularly low-income adults and youth of color.  

 Individual Characteristics. Given the lack of data on students in noncredit programs, basic 

information on students’ background demographics and educational levels is needed, as well as 

information on their outlook and career aspirations. Based on available data, noncredit students 

tend to be older on average and thus are more likely to approach decision making with issues 

and concerns typical of the adult population. They are likely to have more family 

responsibilities to balance, as well as prior educational and work experience, influencing their 

decision making. Those who come from low-income backgrounds may have outlooks rooted 

especially deeply in their family background and prior educational experiences; these may 

shape their sense of what is possible as they make current career decisions. Low-income 

students may feel pressure to finish quickly, so they may compromise more in their career 

choices (Packard & Babineau, 2009). 

 Institutional Environment. How community colleges structure noncredit programs and 

provide information and advising is a central issue in the decision-making process. Noncredit 

programs in many colleges are at the periphery of college structures, operating separately from 

credit programs and often isolated from major institutional reforms, such as guided pathways, 

that are designed to provide more clarity for students. Major questions include whether 

information on programs and their associated careers are available and clear; whether noncredit 
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programs offer advising to help students navigate program choices within noncredit programs 

and in the wider mix of credit-bearing programs at the college; and whether the institutional 

structures for determining which of these programs are offered ensure quality choices. The 

answers to these questions have major equity implications in understanding how community 

college noncredit programs can help reduce versus exacerbate inequity. Adults need supports 

from educational institutions to help with their transitions. These supports should address the 

following: accessibility of the timing of courses and services, academic resources, advisors on 

college processes and procedures, clearer web resources, dedicated and trained advisors, and 

articulated pathways (Hardin, 2008). 

Influences. Potential influences that lead individuals to consider enrolling in community 

college noncredit programs include family, friends, referrals from the workforce system, and 

web searches. Older adults bring ever wider ranges of experiences from prior jobs and 

education to bear on their thinking about future career decisions. Alongside those influences, 

decision making is affected by what individuals have learned about noncredit programs, what 

their expectations are, their understanding of noncredit pathways, and their potential 

educational and economic outcomes. 

Factors. The decision to enroll in a noncredit community college program will ultimately 

result from individuals’ weighing of a variety of factors about both the program and the career 

it leads to as well as how they prioritize these factors. Since noncredit programs are typically 

very tightly linked to careers, the choice to pursue a noncredit program is inherently tied to the 

choice to pursue a career. Noncredit enrollment decisions are further shaped by factors related 

to individuals’ social context including their view of what is possible, the constraints they face, 
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the resources they have to draw on in making career choices, their experiences with 

discrimination, and their life stage. 

Decision Point. Some noncredit learners are forced to make a decision by an external 

event such as a layoff, whereas others may choose to enroll in a noncredit program based on a 

personal decision to change or advance their career. Their choice set will depend on their 

approach to decision making and how much they research and compare available programs.  

Decision Making about Educational Pathways 

While individuals wrestle with the question of whether a career is good for them to 

pursue, they are also often faced with the decision of whether a program and/or credential are 

good for them. Research on decision making about college going provides some important 

insights on decisions focused on programs and credentials. Attempts to discern credential 

quality can provide a guidepost to make sense of this process. 

Common issues in the decision making process about attending college are financial aid, 

academic preparation, and information availability about financial aid and academic 

preparation (Perna, 2006; Dougerty, 2018). Perna (2006) offers a conceptual model for this 

process that combines a human capital perspective focused on weighting the economic costs 

and benefits of college with a status attainment process that focuses on academic preparation 

and aspirations in their organizational context. Dougherty (2018) pushes further on implications 

of college choice to demonstrate the role of choice in creating and legitimating social inequality. 

The focus on academic preparation and aspirations could be defined as individual preference or 

taste and originate from a focus on the individual. Structural issues operate with economic 

resources of financial aid, as well as the knowledge required to successfully complete the 
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college search and application process. Location and geography also play a significant role in 

college choice, particularly for students of color and low-income students, who tend to choose 

educational institutions that are closer to home (Lopez-Turley, 2009). 

For adults considering community college programs, these issues are even more acute 

and focused on particular concerns. Based on a national survey of adults who were considering 

enrolling in college, some priorities and concerns are clear (Hegelskamp, Schleifer & DiStasi, 

2013). The main goal is to get education to advance in the labor market. They have concerns 

about cost, balancing family needs, and basic skills required. They want high-quality 

instructors, job placement, and real-world experience. They get information from their 

immediate social networks, websites, and ads, but would welcome more information from an 

expert they could talk with. They are less compelled by information on official statistics like 

graduation rates and do not initially have concerns about for-profit providers. In addition, 

adults at community colleges can have concerns with the complexity of the application process, 

a lack of understanding about college expectations and career possibilities, as well as challenges 

with financial aid. Adults face a multitude of concerns in the decision to return to school 

including financial, childcare, lack of confidence, need to work, family pressures, role conflicts, 

and challenges juggling responsibilities (Osborne, Marks & Turner, 2004; Mercer & Saunders, 

2004). At the same time, their educational choices are typically constrained by factors, like class 

and race, that shape what individuals consider possible for themselves in terms of education 

(Reay, Davies, David & Ball, 2001).  

Recent findings since the pandemic have highlighted adults’ interests and priorities for 

education. Their interest in programs like community college noncredit workforce programs 
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has increased; over two-thirds who are considering education indicating they would prefer a 

nondegree pathway up from one half in the prior year (Strada, 2020a). Yet only one-third 

indicate they understand well their potential options for pathways, skills, and educational 

programs (Strada, 2020a). They often report they are seeking that these programs are related to 

their work and suited to their personal needs (Strada, 2020b).  

Because noncredit programs are often so focused on preparation for particular 

occupations, by the time a student enrolls in a noncredit program, they have typically made 

their career decision. It is not clear how they come to make those decisions, as well as how they 

come to decide to enroll in the community college noncredit program to prepare for that 

occupation, as opposed to another educational provider. Additionally, it is not clear how 

noncredit students view the educational and career choices they face after their enrollment in a 

noncredit program.  

Conclusion and Future Research 

 Existing literature across multiple fields provides broad ways to examine how adults 

make decisions about community college noncredit programs and offers a general model for 

understanding the key elements of decision making. The experience of deciding on an 

educational program and a career is both highly personal and inherently social. The decision-

making process of many community college noncredit learners is intertwined with their 

experiences as low-income adults of color. Colleges as institutions need to consider ways to 

adapt their structures to support the needs of these students as they seek to navigate these 

programs and find pathways to meaningful careers. This review provides some general insights 

on the assumptions around career decision making that can inform policy and practice: 
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- Recognize the complexity of decision making and the limits to assumptions of rationality. While 

providing information is one potential approach to improving decision making that can 

help students, it may not alone be enough. Students rely on other influences when 

making decisions that have to do with their personal experiences and people they know 

and interact with. These influences may or may not provide accurate information or 

information that students rationally collect and assess before making a decision. Their 

institutional context as well as chance can have a role in shaping their decisions, as 

institutions implicitly shape choices for students based on the programs they offer and 

how they structure these programs. 

- Recognize that decision making is an on-going process that institutions can influence. 

Individuals’ decisions are cumulative, occurring over time and influencing one another. 

Institutions can help share decisions through the information they make available, as 

well as the people who engage with students and the experiences that are available to 

students to engage with. Institutions can help guide students’ decision making by 

providing access to experiences and people that can help inform them. 

- Recognize there is no one size fits all approach to supporting students’ career decision making. 

Individuals vary in their personal approach to decision making in terms of their level of 

engagement and view of career possibilities. Depending on their life stage and resources 

available to them, students will have had varying experiences and certainty on their 

career decisions. In providing advising and support, it is importance to meet students 

where they are at, using a more customized approach to advising. 
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- Recognize that low-income adults of color bring unique experiences to the career decision making 

process. Life experiences are particularly important in the decision making of adults and 

shape how they prioritize different factors in the career decision making process, 

relative to other individuals. Family responsibilities as well as prior educational and 

career experiences are formative. Discrimination, bias, and micro-aggressions in their 

educational and career experiences, as well as differential access to resources can also 

have an impact on how students approach career decision making.  

The existent literature points to these general issues and provides a point of departure 

for research aimed at expanding our understanding of students’ actual experiences navigating 

these choices. Such future research will examine these issues directly with community college 

noncredit students to better understand the elements in the decision-making model. Research 

including surveys and interviews with noncredit students will help provide insights on their 

experiences. Ultimately these data will help identify ways that policy makers and practitioners 

can better address the needs of these learners who for so long have been unseen and 

underserved.  
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