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A Career Pathways Web Portal for Student Success

Introduction

Career development is an important topic for undergraduate education in the food and
agricultural sciences, and career development is key to addressing the shortage of baccalaureate
graduates for the nation’s projected agricultural career opportunities (Goecker et al., 2015). A
number of initiatives, including undergraduate research (Hamilton et al., 2016), major-specific
advising centers (Trivedi et al., 2021), experiential learning and study abroad (Jean-Philippe et
al., 2020), and career preparation courses (Fike, 2019) are aimed at helping agricultural
undergraduates to secure careers in their field. These initiatives underscore the need for academic
departments to help students connect with varied career information and experiences. At North
Carolina State University (NC State), we developed a dynamic Career Pathways web portal to
foster career development among current and potential agricultural undergraduates. Web portals
are highly structured web pages that provide users with organized content about a distinctive
subject. An open format characterizes web portals whereby users see all of their options.
Research has demonstrated that web portals engage users in searching and using concordant
information to a greater extent than wide-open search engines (Edgerly et al., 2014). The web
portal provides agricultural students a convenient place for career exploration and engagement.

How it Works

The Career Pathways web portal highlights varied career opportunities, academic and career
development programs, and helpful publications for obtaining and advancing in food and
agricultural careers (Whorley et al., 2022). The web portal’s content, inclusive of NC State’s
academic, research, and outreach missions, is presented via a career matrix, blog posts,
publications, and programs.

e Career Matrix: We developed an online career matrix to engage students with agricultural
baccalaureate programs and agricultural careers. The online matrix aligns three primary
sources of online information: (a) Holland’s (1997) six occupational themes (Realistic,
Investigating, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional); (b) O*NET occupations
specific to food and agricultural sciences; and (c) academic programs at NC State’s
College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. O*NET (National Center for O*NET
Development, 2022) is a free database that contains occupational information, including
skills, work activities, required credentials, and more for approximately 1,000 jobs in the
United States. Strong Interest Inventory® is an assessment based on Holland’s six
occupational themes, illuminating students’ specific interests for work, leisure, and
learning; personal work preferences (such as working alone or with others); and career
opportunities (Donnay et al. 2005). Undergraduates may complete the Strong Interest
Inventory® to understand themselves and build career management skills. Additionally,
the matrix provides sufficient background information to use successfully without the
formal Strong Interest Inventory®. Students review the themes to understand work
preferences while discovering academic pathways in the College of Agriculture and Life
Sciences and their alignment to various O*NET careers (Whorley et al., 2022).
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e Blog Posts: To inform students about the abundant food and agricultural careers, we
share monthly blog posts. Our blog posts highlight careers of recent Agricultural Science
graduates, career development opportunities, and internship programs. One of our most
popular blog posts is titled “USDA Reports a High Demand in Jobs for Agricultural
Graduates”. Likewise, the next most popular blog post explains the increased agricultural
salaries delineated in the recent National Ag Graduates Salary Survey. Both blog posts
magnify research about favorable employment opportunities for agricultural graduates.

e Publications: The Career Pathways web portal spotlights current publications related to
career exploration and professional development. Currently, the web portal features
professional development tools for Extension professionals.

e Programs: The Career Pathways web portal serves as a platform for new career
development programs in our department. Currently, the web portal presents the Career
Pathways in Agriculture for Community College Students (Career PACCS). Community
college students use the website to apply for the Career PACCS program and explore the
website’s varied career resources. The website provides an important entry-point for
community college students to connect with NC State’s agricultural programs.

Results to Date

To date, the web portal’s content that captures the most views have been blog posts about future
career opportunities, namely the continuing high demand for agricultural careers. This
emphasizes the need for academic departments to showcase resources to help students traverse
college and careers. The web portal provides a feedback tab encouraging users to review each
resource. To date, an article highlighting an Extension professional conducting farmworker
safety and health programs has received the most favorable feedback, underscoring interest in
career information and resources. An important implication of this initiative is that current and
potential students seek and use career information from academic departments.

Future Plans

In the future, we plan to use the Career Pathways web portal to link students with pertinent
career experiences, including internship opportunities. Notably, research has indicated that
agricultural undergraduates perceive relevant career experiences, such as internships, as more
important for their career preparation than their coursework (Feldpausch, 2019). Research is
needed to understand students’ web portal usage and how it can address their career-related
needs. An intended goal for the Career Pathways web portal is to provide agricultural
professionals with career development in the agricultural industry, further strengthening linkages
among agricultural faculty, undergraduates, and employers.

Costs and Resources Needed

The university hosts the web portal using a WordPress® platform. NC State provides
professional development in web portal creation and management. The major cost for this
innovation is a grant-funded graduate student who produces and manages updated content.
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