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Summary
Career pathways is gaining steady acceptance as an integrative framework for promising approaches
to post-secondary education and training for low-income and low-skill adults. Its central thesis is that
instruction should be organized as a series of manageable and well-articulated steps, accompanied by
strong supports and connections to employment. The steps provide opportunities for pre-collegelevel students to access college-level training and for better-skilled students to move to successively
higher levels of credential-bearing training and employment. Each step is designed to incorporate
customized curricula and instruction, academic and non-academic supports, and employment
experiences and opportunities.
This framework is being used both to design discrete programs and to foster more systemic change.
Programs²whose evaluation is the focus of this paper²typically concentrate on a subset of steps
and embody varying service strategies. Systemic change initiatives entail wider-scale institutional realignments and coordination, seeking to weave together larger webs of program and resources into

seaPOHVVSDWKZD\VZKRVHGLYHUVHFRQWULEXWLQJVRXUFHVDUHWUDQVSDUHQWIURPWKHVWXGHQW¶VSHUVSHFWLYH
The career pathways model is relatively new, and its effectiveness²and the effectiveness of most of
its components²have not been rigorously evaluated. Effectiveness research often is not the first
priority in the early years of an innovation, and career pathways poses special challenges for
evaluation design. The underlying model is complex and multifaceted. Thus far it has been
articulated loosely for description and promotion but not specified as a tighter framework capable of
guiding research.
This paper presents a framework for evaluating career pathways programs and discusses some of the
considerations in designing evaluations that use random assignment methods to measure these



SURJUDPV¶LPSDFWV,WUHIOHFWVZRUNLQSURJUHVVRQWKHILUVWQDWLRQDOHYDOXDWLRQRIFDUHHUSDWKZD\V
programs: the Pathways for Advancing Careers and Education (PACE) evaluation.1 Commissioned
by the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation in the federal Administration for Children and
Families (ACF) within the Department of Health and Human Services, PACE is conducting random
assignment evaluations of nine career pathway programs around the nation.
The paper begins with an overview of career pathways, describing the basic model and giving a brief
account of its origins. Next, it catalogues some of the principal intervention strategies included in
career pathways models and illustrates how several programs participating in PACE varyingly
embody these strategies. The paper then introduces a broad theory of change for career pathways²
identifying the primary and intermediate outcomes targeted and tracing the linkages between key
program inputs and these outcomes. These domains help to define and systematize priority outcomes
to measure in research on career pathways programs.
A concluding section discusses major considerations in designing random assignment evaluations of
career pathways programs. To what degree should experiments test entire programs or narrower
services and strategies? Which of a wide variety of models is most important to test, and what are the
prospects for selecting and designing clusters of tests that will provide the greatest insight into

1

The study was originally known as the Innovative Strategies for Increasing Self-sufficiency project.
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common questions? What are the prospects for testing discrete programs operating within more
systemic change initiatives and for testing the many promising new and relatively small programs
initiatives have fostered?

pg. vi
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Introduction
The prospects for economic self-sufficiency for millions of low-skilled adults without post-secondary
education are becoming increasingly bleak. The share of jobs supporting a middle-class standard of
living that require college credentials has grown in recent decades, and the recent recession has
accelerated the technological shifts driving this trend.1 High rates and prolonged spells of
unemployment generated by the recession likely caused work skills of many to deteriorate, leading to
even greater difficulties finding good jobs as the economy recovers.
In addition to negative consequences for these adults and their families and increased demands on
social safety net spending, a large low-skill adult population may place a drag on economic growth.
Over 50 million adults in the current workforce have not attended college, and many more have
attended college but not completed a certificate or degree.2 Economists forecast a projected shortfall
of several million college-educated workers by 2018.3 Policies focused on improving prospects for
those with low educational attainment could both alleviate economic distress for this population and
also help the economy.4
The case for such policies depends on how well the underlying challenges for individuals and
institutions are understood and the feasibility of addressing these challenges. There has been progress
on both fronts. At the individual level, challenges to post-secondary enrollment and completion
include weak basic academic skills, low aspirations born of negative school experiences and lack of
exposure to careers and college role models, competing demands of work and parenting on time
available for school, inability to afford school, and a litany of stressors and personal vulnerabilities
associated with poverty.5 Well documented shortcomings in the post-secondary education system
include ineffective approaches to remedial education, competing missions, an emphasis on longer
programs and general education degrees, fragmented and inadequate academic advising and student
support services, complex course selection systems and financial aid rules, and insufficient financial
assistance.6 Potentially crucial supports from other systems²human and social services, income
support, and workforce²are often insufficient and difficult to coordinate.
Mounting concerns and improved comprehension of the underlying individual and institutional-level
factors have fueled the development of a wide range of promising instructional approaches and
supportive services in the last decade or two. Close on the heels of this outpouring of innovations has
been growing recognition that stronger frameworks are needed to integrate discrete innovations in
order to make a substantial difference in outcomes. One model²career pathways²is gaining steady
acceptance as an integrative framework. Its central thesis is that post-secondary training should be
organized as a series of manageable and well-articulated steps accompanied by strong supports and
connections to employment. The steps provide opportunities for pre-college-level students to access
college-level training and for better-skilled students to move to successively higher levels of
credential-bearing training and employment. Each step is designed to incorporate customized
curricula and instruction, academic and non-academic supports, and employment experiences and
opportunities. The framework has been used to design a wide range of programs² targeting varying
skill levels and occupations and utilizing different services and logic models²while adhering to these
basic tenets.
The career pathways model is relatively new, and its effectiveness²and the effectiveness of most of
its components²have not been rigorously evaluated. Effectiveness research often is not the first
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priority in the early years of an innovation, and career pathways poses special challenges for
evaluation design. The underlying model is complex and multifaceted²thus far it has been
articulated loosely for description and promotion but not specified as a tighter framework capable of
guiding research. The discrete innovations regarded as signature service strategies within the career
pathways framework have not been defined or mapped out as carefully as needed to guide research
and evaluation in this area.7
A conceptual framework useful in developing a strong research and evaluation agenda will perform
two main functions. The first is to delineate clearly the basic career pathways model and associated
signature service strategies. The objective is to be able to purposefully describe and compare widely
varying career pathways programs. The second is to provide an overarching theory of change linking
program inputs (signature strategies) to primary outcomes, and identifying any intermediate outcomes
that programs target more directly to foster primary outcomes. A general theory of change will
provide a useful point of departure for specifying hypotheses and outcome measures relevant to
evaluations of particular programs.
This paper presents a framework for evaluating career pathways programs and discusses some of the
considerations in designing evaluations that use random assignment methods to measure these
SURJUDPV¶LPSDFWV,WUHIOHFWVZRUNLQSURJUHVVRQWKHILUVWQDWLRQDOHYDOXDWLRQRIFDUHHUSDWKZD\V



programs: the Pathways for Advancing Careers and Education (PACE) evaluation.2 Commissioned
by the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation in the federal Administration for Children and
Families (ACF) within the Department of Health and Human Services, PACE is conducting random
assignment evaluations of up to nine career pathway programs around the nation. Although all of
these programs embody core career pathways principles, their approaches vary significantly.
Designing PACE has required substantial thinking about how to maximize what is learned both about
important cross-cutting ideas in career pathways as well as about strategies and circumstances unique
to particular sites. As such, PACE is providing a laboratory for developing methods for studying
career pathways programs as well as an evaluation of a set of promising interventions.
The paper begins with an overview of career pathways, describing the basic model and giving a brief
account of its origins. Next, it catalogues some of the principal intervention strategies included in
career pathways models and illustrates how several programs participating in PACE varyingly
embody these strategies. The paper then introduces a broad theory of change for career pathways²
identifying the primary and intermediate outcomes targeted and tracing the linkages between key
program inputs and these outcomes. These domains help to define and systematize priority outcomes
to measure in research on career pathways programs. A concluding section discusses major
considerations in designing random assignment evaluations of career pathways programs.

The Basic Career Pathways Model
The essential career pathways thesis is that post-secondary education and training should be
organized as a series of manageable steps leading to successively higher credentials and employment
opportunities in growing occupations. Each step is designed to prepare students for the next level of
employment and education and also provide a credential with labor market value. To effectively
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engage, retain, and facilitate learning of a diverse population, programs integrate promising
instructional strategies, supports, and employer connections. The model assumes interventions must
be comprehensive and intensive to address effectively the learning and life challenges facing adult
students. Mobilizing these inputs typically requires a partnership between providers such as
community-based organizations, community colleges and other post-secondary training providers,
human services and workforce agencies, and employers and their representatives.8
Although steps in actual programs vary with their target populations, focal occupations, and service
strategies, the broad training and employment levels shown in Figure 1 provide a useful basis for
classifying programs.9 The bottom two steps (I and II) represent so-FDOOHG³RQUDPS´DQG³EULGJH´
programs designed to prepare low-skilled participants for college-level training and lower-skilled jobs
with a career focus. Basic skill levels differentiating these two levels vary across programs but
generally correspond to the 6th-8th grade and 9th-11th grade ranges, respectively. The next two levels
(III and IV) provide college-level training for so-calOHG³PLGGOHVNLOOV´HPSOR\PHQW²that is jobs
UHTXLULQJVRPHFROOHJHEXWOHVVWKDQDEDFKHORU¶VGHJUHH
HJDQDVVRFLDWH¶VGHJUHHRUVKRUWHU

certificate)²and the final level (V) includes interventions promoting completion of EDFKHORUV¶
degrees and more advanced credentials.10 The career pathways model is designed to allow initial
entries, exits, and re-entries at each stage²depending on skill levels and prior training, employment
prospects, and changing personal and family situations.
Figure 1

This framework is being used both to foster systemic change and design discrete programs.
Programs²whose evaluation is the focus of this paper²typically concentrate on a subset of the
levels shown in Figure 1. Systemic change initiatives entail wider-scale institutional re-alignments
and coordination, seeking to weave together larger webs of program and resources into seamless
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