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The Sujeeth Foundation is dedicated to bridging the gap between higher education and meaningful 

employment for college students. This comprehensive white paper explores the challenges faced by 

graduates, including rising tuition costs, student loan debt, and underemployment, while offering 

practical solutions through our Career Circle Program that empowers students to take ownership of 

their career journey.
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Executive Summary
The Sujeeth Foundation is a non-profit organization committed to bridging the gap between higher 

education and meaningful employment for college students. This white paper, "Unlocking the Value of 

Education," details our mission to empower students through essential resources and our interactive 

Career Circles Program, a six-week program building job search skills.

Higher education is a transformative journey that offers unparalleled opportunities for personal 

growth, career advancement, and a fulfilling life. However, students face significant challenges, 

including rising tuition costs, increasing student loan debt, and the risk of underemployment post-

graduation. With college tuition averaging $27,940 annually for public in-state colleges and student 

loan debt averaging $37,338 per borrower, financial pressures are a critical concern for many students. 

Additionally, nearly half of college graduates find themselves in roles that do not require a college 

degree, leading to widespread underemployment and professional dissatisfaction.

The Sujeeth Foundation recognizes these challenges and aims to equip students with the tools and 

mindset needed to overcome them. Central to our mission is the concept of agency4the belief in 

one's capacity to influence life outcomes through actions and decisions. By acknowledging and 

embracing their agency, students can actively shape their college experiences and future careers.

The Sujeeth Foundation's Career Circle Program embodies this philosophy by providing structured 

mentorship and practical guidance throughout the job application process. This six-week program 

covers self-assessment, research and exploration, resume building, networking, job applications, 

interviews, follow-up, and negotiations.



The Higher Education Landscape: By the 
Numbers

80%
Earnings Increase

Bachelor's degree holders earn 

more than high school 

graduates

$37K
Student Loan Debt

Average debt per borrower

50%
Underemployed

Graduates working in roles not 

requiring their degree

The data paints a complex picture of higher education's value proposition. While a college degree 

significantly boosts earning potential4with bachelor's degree holders earning 80% more than high 

school graduates according to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (2022)4challenges remain 

substantial. With 12 million students enrolled in colleges nationwide (US Census), the educational 

landscape is thriving yet competitive.

Financial Considerations

Financial considerations loom large for today's 

students. Tuition costs have risen 10% over the 

past decade (Forbes Advisor), with the average 

annual cost for public, in-state college now 

reaching $27,940. This financial burden 

translates to significant student loan debt, with 

the typical borrower carrying $37,338 in loans 

and making monthly payments of approximately 

$300 (USA Today).

Career Alignment Challenges

Perhaps most concerning is the 

underemployment challenge4nearly half of 

college graduates work in roles that don't require 

their degree (Pew Research). This misalignment 

contributes to workplace dissatisfaction, with 

Gallup reporting that only one-third of 

employees express genuine enthusiasm about 

their work. These statistics underscore the need 

for strategic approaches to education and 

career development that maximize the return on 

educational investment.



The Earnings Boost: Education's 
Financial Impact

80%
Income Increase

Average earnings boost for 

bachelor's degree holders 

compared to high school 

graduates

$1.2M
Lifetime Earnings

Additional lifetime earnings 

potential with a college degree

$27,940
Annual Cost

Average annual cost for public 

in-state college education

One of the most compelling arguments for pursuing higher education is its potential to transform 

financial trajectories. The US Bureau of Labor Statistics (2022) reports that individuals with a 

bachelor's degree earn, on average, 80% more than those with only a high school diploma. This 

significant income disparity underscores education's power as an economic equalizer and opportunity 

creator.

This earnings boost isn't merely short-term4it compounds throughout a career, creating substantial 

lifetime advantages. College graduates typically enjoy more stable employment, greater access to 

employer-provided benefits, and enhanced opportunities for advancement. These advantages directly 

translate to greater financial security, increased retirement savings, and improved quality of life.

However, this financial boost must be weighed against the investment required. With average annual 

costs of $27,940 for public in-state colleges, students and families must carefully consider the return 

on investment. The field of study, institutional reputation, networking opportunities, and career 

services availability all influence the ultimate value proposition of a specific educational path.

The Sujeeth Foundation recognizes that maximizing this earnings potential requires more than just 

obtaining a degree4it demands strategic planning, targeted skill development, and effective career 

launching strategies. By helping students target appropriate career opportunities and develop the 

skills to secure them, we aim to ensure graduates realize the full financial benefits their education can 

provide.



The Enrollment Surge and Rising Costs

Enrollment Trends

Higher education participation continues to 

grow, with the US Census reporting 

approximately 12 million students currently 

enrolled in colleges across the nation. This surge 

reflects the widespread recognition of 

education's value but also intensifies 

competition for both educational resources and 

post-graduation opportunities.

The democratization of higher education has 

created more diverse student bodies, bringing 

valuable perspectives to campuses while also 

necessitating more comprehensive support 

systems to ensure all students can succeed 

regardless of background. This enrollment 

growth has coincided with expanding 

educational options, including online learning, 

hybrid programs, and specialized certificates.

Cost Escalation

As enrollment has increased, so have the 

financial barriers to education. Tuition and fees 

have risen 10% over the past decade according 

to Forbes Advisor College Tuition Inflation 

reports. This growth outpaces many other 

economic indicators, creating significant 

financial pressure on students and families.

The average annual cost for public, in-state 

college now stands at $27,940, a substantial 

investment that many cannot make without 

assistance. Private institutions typically 

command even higher fees, further stratifying 

access to different educational experiences. 

These rising costs have made financial planning 

and aid optimization critical components of the 

college decision process.

The intersection of growing enrollment and rising costs creates both opportunities and challenges. 

Institutions must balance accessibility with financial sustainability, while students need to make 

increasingly sophisticated decisions about educational investments. The Sujeeth Foundation works to 

ensure that regardless of these financial barriers, students can maximize their return on educational 

investment through strategic career planning and effective job search strategies.



The Student Loan Burden
The financial investment in higher education increasingly relies on borrowed funds, creating significant 

long-term implications for graduates. According to USA Today's Average Student Loan Debt Statistics, 

the typical borrower now carries $37,338 in student loan debt. This translates to monthly payments 

averaging approximately $3004a substantial financial obligation that impacts graduates' financial 

flexibility and life choices for years or even decades after graduation.

This debt burden creates a complex calculus for students and families. While education remains a 

statistically sound investment based on lifetime earnings potential, the immediate financial pressure of 

loan repayment can delay other financial milestones such as homeownership, retirement savings, or 

entrepreneurial ventures. For some graduates, especially those unable to secure high-paying 

employment immediately after graduation, these debt obligations can create significant financial 

stress.

$37,338
Average Debt

Per borrower according to USA 

Today

$300
Monthly Payment

Typical student loan payment

10-25
Years to Repay

Common repayment timeframe

The student loan landscape has become increasingly complex, with various repayment options, 

forgiveness programs, and deferment possibilities creating both opportunities and confusion. 

Navigating these options requires financial literacy and careful planning. Many graduates report that 

they were insufficiently prepared for managing this aspect of their post-college financial lives.

The Sujeeth Foundation recognizes that maximizing the return on educational investment requires 

minimizing the impact of student loan debt. By helping students secure appropriate employment that 

leverages their educational credentials, we aim to ensure graduates can manage their debt obligations 

while still building financial security and pursuing their broader life goals.



The Underemployment Challenge
Perhaps the most concerning trend in higher education outcomes is the prevalence of 

underemployment among college graduates. According to Pew Research's "10 Facts About Today's 

College Graduates," nearly half of college graduates find themselves working in roles that do not 

require a college degree. This misalignment between educational attainment and job requirements 

represents a significant inefficiency in both individual career trajectories and broader economic 

systems.

Educational Achievement
College degree completion represents 

significant investment of time and 

resources Job Market Reality
Graduates encounter limited relevant 

opportunities despite their 

qualificationsUnderemployment
Many accept positions below their 

educational qualifications
Career Impact
Professional advancement and earning 

potential become delayed

Underemployment manifests in several ways, including graduates working in jobs unrelated to their 

field of study, taking positions that historically didn't require college degrees, working fewer hours than 

desired, or accepting lower wages than expected based on their educational investment. This 

phenomenon creates a ripple effect of consequences, including student loan repayment challenges, 

delayed career progression, reduced job satisfaction, and underutilization of developed skills.

The causes of underemployment are multifaceted, including economic conditions, regional job market 

variations, field of study choices, lack of internship or work experience during college, ineffective job 

search strategies, and insufficient career preparation. Many graduates report feeling unprepared for 

the transition from academic achievement to professional success, with limited understanding of how 

to effectively market their skills and education to potential employers.

The Sujeeth Foundation's Career Circle Program directly addresses these challenges by providing 

structured guidance throughout the job search process, helping students avoid the underemployment 

trap through targeted career exploration, strategic networking, and effective personal marketing. By 

empowering students to take control of their career trajectory, we aim to reduce the incidence of 

underemployment and maximize the return on educational investment.



Workplace Enthusiasm and Career 
Satisfaction
The ultimate measure of successful career development extends beyond mere employment to 

encompass genuine workplace engagement and satisfaction. According to Gallup's "Employee 

Engagement Needs a Rebound in 2023" report, only one-third of employees express genuine 

enthusiasm about their work and workplace. This sobering statistic reflects widespread disconnection 

and dissatisfaction in professional environments, highlighting a significant opportunity for 

improvement in how individuals approach career development and workplace integration.

Workplace engagement is characterized by emotional commitment, intellectual stimulation, and 

meaningful contribution. Engaged employees don't simply perform tasks4they invest themselves in 

their work, contribute ideas, build productive relationships, and find purpose in their professional 

activities. This engagement correlates strongly with professional advancement, increased earnings, 

and overall life satisfaction.

Emotional Connection
Engaged employees feel personally 

connected to their work and organization's 

mission

Intellectual Stimulation
Meaningful challenges that utilize 

education and develop new capabilities

Purpose Alignment
Work that connects to personal values and 

broader social contribution

Growth Trajectory
Clear pathways for professional 

development and advancement

The path to engagement begins with thoughtful career selection, continues through effective 

workplace integration, and requires ongoing attention to professional development and work-life 

balance. Many graduates struggle with these aspects of career management, having focused primarily 

on academic achievement without sufficient attention to workplace readiness and career navigation 

skills.

The Sujeeth Foundation's approach emphasizes not just securing employment, but finding meaningful 

professional engagement that leverages educational investments and creates sustainable career 

satisfaction. By helping students identify values, interests, and strengths, then connecting these to 

appropriate career paths, we aim to increase the proportion of graduates who join the ranks of the 

genuinely engaged and enthusiastic professional community.



Embracing Agency: 
The Foundation for 
Success
At the core of the Sujeeth Foundation's philosophy is the 

concept of agency4the belief in one's capacity to 

influence life outcomes through conscious actions and 

deliberate decisions. Agency represents the antidote to 

passivity and resignation, empowering individuals to 

shape their educational experiences and career 

trajectories rather than merely accepting whatever 

circumstances arise.

Agency manifests as the proactive pursuit of 

opportunities, the willingness to overcome obstacles, and 

the persistence to continue despite setbacks. In 

educational contexts, it involves making deliberate course 

selections, seeking out enriching experiences, building 

meaningful relationships with mentors and peers, and 

continuously connecting academic learning to future 

professional applications.

Agency
The power to shape outcomes through deliberate 

action

Growth Mindset
Belief that abilities develop through dedication and 

hard work

Grit and Perseverance
Passion and persistence for long-term goal 

achievement

Purposeful Direction
Clear goals connected to personal values and 

aspirations

By embracing agency, students transform from passive 

recipients of education to active architects of their 

learning and career development. This transformation is 

essential for navigating the complexities of today's 

educational landscape and job market, where prescribed 

paths are increasingly rare and adaptability is increasingly 

valuable.



Embracing Agency in College: Practical 
Strategies

Set Clear Goals
Define specific academic and personal objectives for your college experience. 

Document these goals and revisit them regularly to maintain focus and measure 

progress. Create both short-term milestones and long-term aspirations that connect 

your educational journey to future career ambitions.

Develop a Growth Mindset
Embrace challenges as opportunities for development rather than threats to self-image. 

View effort as the path to mastery, learn from criticism, and find inspiration in the 

success of others. Recognize that your capabilities are not fixed but can expand through 

dedicated effort and strategic learning.

Cultivate Grit
Practice perseverance in the face of setbacks. Maintain passion for long-term goals 

even when progress is difficult or slow. Develop the discipline to continue working 

toward objectives despite distractions, competing priorities, or temporary failures.

Take Initiative
Proactively seek out experiences that enhance your learning and career preparation. 

Approach professors for research opportunities, apply for internships, volunteer for 

leadership roles, and create projects that demonstrate your capabilities. Don't wait for 

opportunities to be presented4create them.

Beyond these foundational strategies, successful students build robust support networks by 

connecting with mentors, professors, and peers who can provide guidance, feedback, and 

encouragement. They leverage institutional resources like career services, academic advising, and 

alumni networks to expand their opportunities and perspectives.

Effective agency also involves adaptability4learning from experiences, adjusting strategies when 

necessary, and remaining open to unexpected paths that may emerge. This balanced approach 

combines determined pursuit of goals with flexibility about the specific routes to achieving them.

The Sujeeth Foundation's Career Circle Program supports the development of these agency practices 

through structured guidance, peer connection, and mentor relationships. By providing both 

frameworks for action and support for implementation, we help students translate the concept of 

agency into practical steps that enhance their educational experience and career readiness.



Exerting Agency Beyond College: Career 
Navigation
The transition from higher education to professional life represents a critical juncture where agency 

becomes even more essential. Without the structured environment of academic programs, graduates 

must independently navigate the complexities of career development and workplace advancement. 

The Sujeeth Foundation prepares students for this transition by fostering career navigation skills that 

extend well beyond the initial job search.

Effective career navigation begins with defining a professional path that aligns with personal values, 

interests, and strengths. This doesn't necessarily mean planning every step of a decades-long career, 

but rather establishing directional goals that inform decisions about opportunities, skill development, 

and professional relationships. The most successful professionals regularly reassess and refine these 

goals as they gain experience and as circumstances evolve.

Strategic networking represents another crucial element of post-college agency. By building genuine 

professional relationships based on mutual value and shared interests, graduates create support 

systems that provide opportunities, guidance, and collaboration. The practice of "Working Out Loud," 

as advocated by John Stepper, offers a framework for this relationship-building through generosity, 

visibility, and purposeful connection.

The Sujeeth Foundation's approach to career navigation emphasizes both immediate success in 

securing appropriate employment and long-term strategies for sustained professional growth. By 

developing these capacities during the college years, students are prepared to exert agency 

throughout their careers, adapting to changing circumstances while maintaining progress toward 

meaningful professional goals.

Career Path Definition
Establish clear professional 

goals and identify the 

experiences, skills, and 

relationships needed

Strategic Networking
Build and maintain 

professional relationships 

that provide opportunities, 

mentoring, and support

Continuous Learning
Pursue ongoing skill 

development through formal 

education, workplace 

opportunities, and self-

directed learning

Challenge Engagement
Approach workplace 

challenges with resilience, 

creativity, and a growth-

oriented mindset

Professional 
Contribution

Give back to professional 

communities and mentor 

others in their development



The Career Circle Program: Structure 
and Approach
The Sujeeth Foundation's Career Circle Program represents our core intervention to help students 

maximize the value of their education through effective career preparation and job search strategies. 

Working in partnership with educational institutions, we match students with experienced career 

mentors who guide them through a comprehensive eight-week curriculum covering the complete job 

application lifecycle.

Each Career Circle consists of a small group of students (typically 5-8) and a dedicated mentor who 

facilitates weekly sessions focused on specific aspects of career development. This cohort-based 

approach creates a supportive community where students can share challenges, celebrate successes, 

and learn from diverse perspectives while receiving individualized guidance relevant to their specific 

circumstances.

Self-Assessment
Understand strengths, goals, and growth 

areas
Research & Exploration
Identify aligned industries, roles, and 

companiesResume & Preparation
Develop strong resume and online 

profile Networking
Build genuine professional relationships

Applications & Interviews
Apply effectively and interview 

compellingly Follow-up & Negotiation
Master post-interview communication

The program's pedagogical approach balances structured content with responsive facilitation, allowing 

mentors to address the specific needs and questions that emerge from each group while ensuring 

comprehensive coverage of essential career development topics. Rather than presenting a one-size-

fits-all prescription, mentors facilitate discussions that help students develop personalized strategies 

appropriate to their unique goals, strengths, and circumstances.

Throughout the program, we incorporate concepts from influential business literature, including Brené 

Brown's work on vulnerability, Angela Duckworth's research on grit, Simon Sinek's emphasis on purpose, 

John Stepper's "Work Out Loud" methodology, and Eric Ries's "Lean Startup" approach. These 

evidence-based frameworks provide students with both practical strategies and the conceptual 

understanding needed to adapt these strategies to their evolving career journeys.



Career Circle Program: Week-by-Week 
Curriculum

Week 1: Self-Assessment
Build trust and personal narrative through vulnerability

Week 2: Research & Exploration
Align interests with career opportunities using Ikigai

Week 3: Resume & Preparation
Create personalized base resume and LinkedIn profile

Week 4: Networking
Apply "Work Out Loud" principles to build relationships

Week 5: Applications & Interviews
Develop application strategies and STAR storytelling

Week 6: Follow-up & Negotiation
Master authentic follow-up and decision-

making

Each week builds systematically on previous sessions while addressing specific aspects of the career 

development process:

Week 1: Self-Assessment focuses on building trust within the group and helping students develop a 

personal narrative that connects their goals with their experiences. Using concepts from Brené Brown's 

work on vulnerability, students engage in reflective exercises like creating a personal coat of arms that 

helps them articulate their values, experiences, and aspirations in authentic ways that will resonate 

with potential employers.

Week 2: Research & Exploration guides students in identifying career paths that align with their 

individual interests and strengths. Introducing the concept of Ikigai (the intersection of what you love, 

what you're good at, what you can be paid for, and what the world needs), this session helps students 

target opportunities where they'll find both success and satisfaction. Practical exercises include using 

AI tools to explore potential career paths and initiating connections with professionals in fields of 

interest.

Week 3-6 continue this progression, covering resume development, networking strategies, application 

and interview techniques, and follow-up approaches. Throughout, mentors emphasize the underlying 

principles while adapting specific guidance to each student's circumstances, creating a personalized 

development experience within a supportive group context.



Key Concepts: Theoretical Foundations

Vulnerability and Trust

Based on Brené Brown's research, we emphasize 

that embracing vulnerability4the willingness to 

show up authentically despite uncertainty, risk, 

or emotional exposure4creates the foundation 

for meaningful connections and professional 

growth. In career development, this means 

acknowledging limitations, asking questions, 

seeking feedback, and sharing genuine 

aspirations rather than projecting an 

invulnerable facade.

Grit and Perseverance

Drawing from Angela Duckworth's work, we help 

students develop the combination of passion 

and perseverance essential for long-term 

achievements. In job searches and career 

development, grit manifests as resilience in the 

face of rejection, consistent effort despite 

delayed gratification, and sustained focus on 

long-term goals despite short-term challenges.

Purpose-Driven Approach

Inspired by Simon Sinek's "Start With Why," our 

program helps students articulate the purpose 

behind their career aspirations. By 

understanding and communicating their core 

motivations, students create more compelling 

resumes, perform better in interviews, and make 

more aligned career decisions. This purpose-

centered approach differentiates candidates in 

competitive job markets.

Working Out Loud

John Stepper's framework for relationship-

building emphasizes generosity, visible work, and 

purposeful discovery. We teach students to 

share their work, ideas, and learning processes 

openly, positioning themselves as contributors 

to professional communities rather than just job 

seekers. This approach creates authentic 

relationships that provide opportunities, 

learning, and support throughout a career.

Lean Startup 
Methodology
Adapting Eric Ries's 

approach to 

entrepreneurship, we 

encourage students to view 

their job search as a series 

of experiments4forming 

hypotheses, testing them 

through applications and 

interviews, learning from 

results, and iterating their 

approach. This creates a 

growth-oriented mindset 

that transforms rejections 

from failures into valuable 

learning opportunities.

Power of Appreciation
We emphasize the 

transformative impact of 

genuine appreciation in 

professional relationships. 

Students learn to recognize 

and acknowledge the 

contributions of others, 

creating positive 

impressions and 

strengthening networks. 

This practice builds a 

reputation for 

thoughtfulness and 

consideration that 

enhances professional 

opportunities.

Learning from Regret
Drawing on Daniel Pink's 

research, we help students 

understand how 

anticipating potential 

regrets can improve 

decision-making. By 

considering what they 

might regret not doing or 

trying, students make 

braver, more authentic 

choices in their career 

development rather than 

defaulting to seemingly safe 

but potentially unfulfilling 

paths.

These concepts provide both practical frameworks for action and deeper understanding of the 

psychological and social dynamics that influence career development. By integrating these evidence-

based approaches, the Career Circle Program equips students with tools and perspectives that remain 

relevant throughout their professional journeys, long after specific job search tactics may have 

evolved.



Conclusion: Embracing the Journey
The Sujeeth Foundation's mission to help students unlock the full value of their education reflects our 

deep belief in the transformative power of higher education when coupled with effective career launch 

strategies. While a college degree creates significant potential for professional success and personal 

fulfillment, realizing this potential requires intentional action, strategic networking, and the 

development of career navigation skills that extend far beyond the classroom.

Our Career Circle Program addresses the critical gap between academic achievement and 

professional success4a gap that contributes to the concerning statistics on graduate 

underemployment and workplace dissatisfaction. By providing structured guidance, supportive 

community, and evidence-based frameworks for career development, we empower students to take 

control of their professional trajectories and maximize their return on educational investment.

Central to our approach is the concept of agency4the recognition that while outcomes are never 

guaranteed, individuals have significant power to influence their circumstances through deliberate 

choices and persistent effort. We encourage students to embrace this agency, taking responsibility for 

their career development while remaining open to learning from every experience, including setbacks 

and disappointments.

While outcomes are never guaranteed, success can be found through the journey. By embracing 

challenges for what they are, adjusting approaches, and trying again, students can develop the 

foundations for a rewarding career.

The journey from college to career is rarely linear or predictable. It involves exploration, 

experimentation, relationship-building, and continuous learning. By approaching this journey with 

intention, resilience, and openness, students can not only secure appropriate first jobs but also 

establish patterns of career management that will serve them throughout their professional lives.

The Sujeeth Foundation is committed to supporting students on this journey, one step at a time. 

Through our educational resources, mentorship programs, and ongoing research, we continue to refine 

and expand our approaches to career development. We invite students, educators, and professionals 

to join us in this mission, creating more effective pathways from education to meaningful employment 

for all students.

For more information about the Sujeeth Foundation and our programs, visit https://www.sujeeth.org.

https://portal.sujeeth.org/

