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Introduction
At a time when the importance of training and edu-

cation for disadvantaged citizens is more clear than

ever, one key institution is being underutilized. The

nation’s 1,132 community colleges are accessible in

almost every community and open to all. They offer

low tuition, a wide range of education and training,

and a continuing funding base. By using these facilities

as a focal point for new career pathways to high-wa g e,

high-demand employ m e n t , policymakers can link all

the institutions in the workforce development 

s y s t e m — workforce agencies, c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d

organizations, social service agencies and employers.

Labor market research has increasingly demon-

strated that continuing skill development is a key

factor in moving families out of poverty. For example,

a 2001 report by the Public Policy Institute of

California found that even in an expanding economy, a

large percentage of people placed in entry-level jobs

earn wages at or below the poverty level.And a recent

report from the Center for Law and Social Policy con-

cluded that after leaving the welfare rolls, recipients

“face significant financial instability and that employ-

ment alone will not lead to financial security.”

However, a large gap remains between the require-

ments of increasingly complex well-paying jobs and

the skills of unemployed, undereducated workers. To

prepare disadvantaged individuals to succeed in the

evolving labor market, this country’s workforce and

education systems need to be organized around long-

term, comprehensive career pathways that integrate

education, training and work.

The clear need—and opportunity—is to develop a

large-scale, flexible and open system that offers edu-

cation and training for all who need them: welfare

recipients, unemployed workers, at-risk youth and

anyone else who wants to better their job prospects

but has few skills or little education.To function effec-

tively, this system needs to be regional,focused on key

employment sectors and able to offer training to meet

a wide range of individual needs.

M a ny experts believe this kind of system should be

built on career pathways that are tied to high-wa g e

e m p l oyment offering career progression opportunities.

In addition to assisting individuals, career pathway s

also help employers (by both training current employ-

ees and creating a pool of qualified job applicants) and

can enhance regional development (by invigorating

key economic sectors).

Our research suggests that community colleges and

the larger workforce system must make changes to cre-

ate new systems based on career pathway s. C o m m u n i t y

colleges must restructure how they plan and delive r

education and career training. The workforce system

must find new ways to engage and 

connect with colleges. Policymakers in both systems

need to take advantage of flexible guidelines and redi-

rect current funding to support career pathway s, a n d

n ew funding will be needed to bring the system to scale.

At the same time, however, most of the building

blocks for a career pathways system—community col-

leges and wo r k f o r c e, economic development and

social service agencies—already exist. Linking the

existing services and resources of these now separate

institutions creates a base to expand the scale and

impact of training and education programs and to

build industry-driven pathways to economic self-suf-

ficiency. To grasp this opportunity, decision makers

must be willing to rethink long-standing traditions,

reallocate resources and create new partnerships. The

promising models described below offer a template for

moving toward that goal.

Career Pathways
Career pathways—targeted to regional labor mar-

k e t s, focused on employment sectors, and combining

e d u c a t i o n , training and on-the-job learning—provide a

f r a m ework for workforce development by integrating

the programs and resources of community colleges,
workforce agencies and social service prov i d e r s.

By supporting a common model for career progres-

sion, these agencies can work together to develop

pathways that assist economically and educationally

disadvantaged individuals in entering and advancing
in high-wage, high-demand employment sectors such

as information technology, healthcare or manufactur-

i n g. Our research suggests that effective career 

pathways incorporate three levels of training, serving

a broad range of individual needs:
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Basic Skills Training For those with little in the way

of skills and/or work experience, such as many welfare

recipients, a first level of training offers orientation to

career and educational opportunities and basic litera-

cy, numeracy and computer skills.

E n t ry - L e vel Tr a i n i n g This coursework provides 

c o l l e g e - l evel skills training in a specific industry, p r o-

vided in relatively quick increments (up to six months).

The classes are designed to offer a direct transition to

h i g h e r- wage entry-level jobs in the region and often

include internships and work ex p e r i e n c e.

Upgrade Training and Education Targeted to wo r k e r s

with demonstrated skills and work ex p e r i e n c e, this train-

ing provides additional skills and education to meet

evolving employer and labor market needs. For maxi-

mum impact, upgrade training should be offered at the

wo r k p l a c e, at community colleges and in the community.

Community colleges are the natural focal point for

developing career pathways. However, pathways can,

and should, extend beyond campus borders. To reach

economically disadvantaged individuals outside the

traditional student population, for example, colleges

can partner with community-based organizations to

develop new “branch campuses” that combine college

instruction with the access and support provided by

neighborhood agencies. By offering basic skills and

entry-level training in local neighborhoods, branch

campuses provide a natural site for the first stage of a

career pathway. To extend the pathway further, col-

leges can partner with local companies to offer

upgrade training and education to current employees.
For example, five cities around the country are now

d eveloping a career pathways system focused on
information technology. In these locations—San
Francisco, the East Bay, San Jose, Los Angeles and New
York—the pathway includes six basic steps:

1. Community outreach to economically and educa-

tionally disadvantaged adults

2. Basic skills coursework at community-based
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O u r  R e s e a r c h

This report seeks to describe some of the best examples of community colleges and government and non-

profit institutions that are changing and adapting their missions, organizations, practices and resources to

begin to create career pathways systems. Our research included site visits and interviews in states with note-

worthy career pathways systems—North Carolina, Washington, Florida and California. We visited 19 

community colleges and related programs in those states and others, and interviewed staff at community-

based organizations, Workforce Investment Boards, and state and local welfare providers.

This report is organized primarily to reach policy and decision makers at three leve l s : c o l l e g e s, c o m m u n i t y

and regional, and state. Individual chapters focus on each of these three levels and include the follow i n g

s e c t i o n s :

• A summary of why career pathways should be of interest to decision makers

• A brief discussion of opportunities and issues

• A focus on effective policy and practice drawn from our research and site visits

The Workforce Strategy Center would like to thank The James Irvine Foundation, The Ford Foundation,

The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, and The Annie E. Casey Foundation for their support of our

research. This report,funded by the Irvine and Ford foundations, is the first in a series of four that are part

of this project.We are also grateful to the state policymakers and the representatives of community colleges,

community organizations, Workforce Investment Boards, and state and local welfare agencies who gave us

their time and energies.
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Career Orientation and Basic Skills Preparation

Branch Campus

(CBO)

Branch Campus

(ABE)

Community

College

Developmental

Programs

Credit-Based Entry Level Training

Paid Internships/Employment

Advanced and Upgrade Training
(Community College)

Branch 

Campus 

C o m m u n i t y

C o l l e g e

Students can begin their journey through a career pathway at a branch campus situated
at a community-based organization (CBO) or an adult basic education (ABE) provider.
Opportunities for entry-level training and internships help focus learning on well-paying
career options. At the final stage, advanced training helps participants advance in respon-
sibility and compensation.

Th e  E l e m e n t s  o f  a  

S e c t o r- Ba s e d  Ca r e e r  Pat h way



organizations that serve as branch campuses of

local community colleges

3. E n t r y - l evel training for computer technicians

and office workers

4. Internship placement

5. Entry-level employment as a computer techni-

cian or officer worker

6. Upgrade training in programming, d a t a b a s e

applications and computer networking

Career Pathways
at Community
Colleges

Community colleges are the United States’ core

public institution for education and skills training,

with a total student population of 10.4 million. Nearly

half of college students begin their post-secondary

education at community colleges. In California alone,

108 community colleges serve 1.5 million students a

year, a number that continues to grow. No other entity

matches these schools’ combination of scope and

scale, typically a broad offering of basic skills, techni-

cal training and traditional post-secondary education.

Community colleges, moreover, are a long-term,stable

presence in the community, open to all. However,

developing career pathways requires changing how

community colleges structure and deliver education

and career training to the community as a whole and

to economically disadvantaged adults in particular.

For college administrators, career pathways can:

• Improve student recruitment and increase enroll-

ment, both by offering a new program directly

aimed at providing good employment and by rais-

ing the profile of the college in the community.

• I m p rove student retention and success. C a r e e r

pathways offer a bridge between the large num-

ber of students enrolled in remedial programs

and higher-level, credit-bearing courses.

• Raise the stature of the institution, because the col-

lege becomes the natural place for business,

g overnment and community leaders to wo r k

together to increase the economic viability of the

community or region.

• Provide access to new funding by expanding the

college’s ability to attract students and by building

new relationships with employers and govern-

ment funding sources.

• Improve the quality of education by connecting

programs and faculty from workforce, academic

and remedial divisions.

We found colleges creating innovative career path-

ways targeted to the economically disadvantaged in

communities throughout the country. P r o g r a m s

include career pathways in sectors such as manufac-

turing, information technology and health careers,

many of which are reporting success in moving low-

income individuals to high-wage employment. While

each initiative differs depending on local labor market

and resources, all encompass a career pathways model

that seeks to advance individuals to new jobs and

career opportunities 

Guilford Technical Community College in North

Carolina offers a glimpse into how a pathway can

work. The college’s Highways to Success program 

prepares former welfare recipients for careers as

medical office specialists or computer office special-

ists.The 12-week program combines job readiness and

basic skills instruction with occupational skills train-

ing,culminating with an internship in a local business.

In the past two years, it has graduated a total of 194

participants out of the 218 enrolled, and more than 96

percent of all graduates found work.Most started their

new jobs earning more than $20,000 a year.

ISSUES

Separate and Conflicting Programs 
The single largest barrier to creating successful

career pathways is reconciling community colleges’
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San Francisco IT Career Ladder System

Recruitment/Assessment
• San Francisco Department of 

Human Services,a community-
based organization

Contextualized Literacy/
Computer Training:
6 weeks (120 hours)

• Gilde Foundation

•  City College of San Francisco

•  San Francisco Housing Authority

PREPARATION

ENTRY-
LEVEL
TRAINING

PLACE-
MENT

• Gilde Foundation/SFHA

Contract/Full-Time
Employment

$16-$23 per hour

• Gilde Foundation (TBD)

F u l l - Ti m e
E m p l o y m e n t

$30K+ per year

F u l l - Ti m e
E m p l o y m e n t

$45K+ per year

Cisco Certified
Network Admin.

(CCNA)

UNIX

Microsoft Certified
System Engineer

( M C S E )

F u l l - Ti m e
E m p l o y m e n t

$40K+ per year

F u l l - Ti m e
E m p l o y m e n t

$50K+ per year

F u l l - Ti m e
E m p l o y m e n t

$30K+ per year

ADVANCED
TRAINING

• Jewish Vocational
Services (UNIX lab)

Note:
Case Management: community-based organization
Job Retention: community-based organization
Curriculum Development: City College of San Francisco
Instruction: City College of San Francisco

A+ Certification:
-Customer Service

-Employability
-Life Skills

6 weeks (120 hours)

Mouse Certification:
-Customer Service

-Employability
-Life Skills

8 weeks
• Gilde Foundation

Network
Administration:

(80 hours)

F u l l - Ti m e
E m p l o y m e n t

$30K+ per year

Advanced 
Web Design 

•  Bay Area Video Coalition

➙

• Jewish Vocational Services• Jewish Vocational Services

• Goodwill Industries/BAVC

Web Design 
Bridge Course:

-Customer Service
-Life Skills

12 weeks (300 hours)
➙

➙

➙
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various separate and distinct missions, departments

and programs. The nation’s 1,132 community colleges

are expected to fulfill a wide variety of roles:a gateway

to higher education, remediation for students unpre-

pared for college, workforce training and an economic

d evelopment engine for business grow t h . In attempt-

ing to fulfill all of these divergent missions, colleges

often have created what are, in effect, a group of sep-

arate institutions: a transfer preparation college, a

remedial training college, a vocational training college,

a contract training college for employers.

Each of these “ c o l l e g e s,” with its own faculty,

resources, contacts, funders and students, often oper-

ates in its own sphere, with little integration with the

rest of the campus. However, in order to build effective

career pathways, schools must integrate the education

and training offered from the different departments,

which typically requires overcoming substantial insti-

tutional biases and habits.

Lack of Resources
Community colleges, like most public institutions

today, are under budget constraints. However, creating

career pathways does require new funding.

• Money for curriculum development, lab facilities,

e m p l oyer and student outreach, and faculty

development is scarce and frequently restricted

by regulations and guidelines.

• Most community college budgets are tied up in

salaries for instruction. Administrators have limit-

ed discretionary money and rely on grant funding

for new program development or to explore new

ways of teaching.

• Disadvantaged students also tend to need more

support than other students, and this attention is

expensive.

Unfortunately, it can be difficult to allocate more

funding. In general, working poor adults lack a strong

political voice.

Isolation from Employers
Due in part to a focus on facilitating academic trans-

fer to four-year institutions, many community colleges

have limited connections to job opportunities for stu-

dents. When there is a connection on campus to

employers, it tends to be isolated from the rest of the

school. For example, contract training departments,

which are hired by local firms to teach specific skills to

their wo r k f o r c e, are typically self-supporting and

independent of college-credit divisions.

Lack of Incentive to Serve the Disadvantaged 
Community colleges may place less emphasis on

serving disadvantaged students than other priorities.

The relatively high cost of serving this population is

one disincentive, especially since part-time students

often do not qualify for federal or state financial aid,

and few states provide financial aid for students in

non-credit programs.

Also, power in many community colleges is concen-

trated in the academic faculty, which tend to see their

role as teaching college-level subject matter and, as

such, are sometimes resentful of having to deal with

students who are not prepared for college. A focus on

transfers to baccalaureate schools remains the pri-

mary measure of success in community colleges,

giving little incentive to develop programs that have

employment as a goal.

PROMISING PRACTICES

Creating Bridges between Developmental and

Credit Bearing Programs

Colleges need to develop formal bridge programs that

make remedial education more relevant to adults seeking

career training. Under this approach, courses such as

remedial English, reading and math incorporate materi-

als from a specific field into the actual course context. For

example, at Henry Ford Community College in Dearborn,

Michigan, the faculty developed a 16-week “bridge to

technology education” program that prepares adults

recruited from inner-city Detroit for entry-level skilled

jobs and post-secondary training in manufacturing and

other technical fields. The curriculum integrates compe-



tencies from technology, mathematics, communication

and “career entrepreneurship.” 

Creating Internal Pathways to Certification and

College Degrees

Students in career pathways programs tend to have as

their most immediate priority a decent-paying job. In the

long run, however, they need the option of pursuing a

college degree. A growing number of schools offer col-

lege credit for training that leads to industry or profes-

sional certifications. We found community colleges in

Arizona, North Carolina and Portland, Oregon, that have

created such programs for biomedical, health care, office

skills, legal systems and other careers.

Integrating Academic and Vocational

Education

Full-time academic faculty need to work with contract

staff and faculty members, either individually or in

departments. Some colleges create opportunities for

interdisciplinary development of career pathways

through joint committees, formal inter-departmental

agreements or “buy-outs” of time for participating facul-

t y. At Las Positas College in Livermore, California, 

committees of academic and vocational faculty meet

with employers to develop curricula that draws from all

divisions of the college.

Expanding Support Services 

Low-income community college students need sup-

port services to successfully balance family, financial and

life issues along with going to school. Ideally, the various

services (assessment, financial aid, counseling, referrals)

should be coordinated to provide a full range of support.

In Portland Community College’s Professional Technical

programs, all students are assigned a “Technical Skills

Learning Specialist,” who monitors student progress and

provides general career guidance and support.

Integrating Administrative Structures

Our research found that colleges that bring together

traditionally separate departments under a single

administrator gain a significant advantage in their

efforts to integrate learning, access new resources and

develop career pathways. Edmonds Co m m u n i t y

College in suburban Seattle has appointed a Vice

President for Workforce Development, who is respon-

sible for both contract training and professional/

technical degree programs.

Using Resources Effectively

Community college instructional funds are the core

resource for career pathways. However, there are other

available funding streams:

• Several states provide funding based on full-time

equivalent (FTE) enrollments for non-credit pro-

grams and for students whose basic skills fall below

what is generally required of college credit courses.

•  Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Te c h n o l o g y

Education Act (VATEA)—federal funding to sup-

port vocational and technical education—has been

used by some community colleges to develop

career pathways programs and support faculty

d e v e l o p m e n t .

•  Adult Basic Education (ABE) funding explicitly

encourages the development of programs that

integrate basic skill instruction with training for

e m p l o y m e n t .

• Welfare and economic development funding can be

used to support elements of career pathways.

Mission College in Santa Clara, California, has used

VATEA and CalWORKS (welfare-to-work) funding to

create courses that integrate basic and technical

skills, such as “ESL for Child Development” and

“Math for Graphic Arts.”

Building a Career Pathways System: Promising Practices in Community College-Centered Workforce Development
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Strategic
Partnerships for
Career Pathways
in the Community
and the Region

To fully implement career pathways as a framework

for workforce development in a community or region,

individual community colleges need to form partner-

ships with key local and regional institutions: e m p l oye r s,

workforce agencies, social service organizations, welfare

a g e n c i e s, economic development agencies, adult 

education providers and community-based organiza-

tions. In many respects, all these entities share the

common goal of supporting career progression for

individuals, and, as a necessary corollary, meeting the

needs of regional employers.

However, these local and regional institutions rarely

act in concert. By working together, each can expand

its funding base, broaden its reach and scope, and pro-

vide students and clients with new opportunities. For

example, a neighborhood organization can become a

branch campus of a local community college, reaching

neighborhood residents who might otherwise have no

access to post-secondary education. Similarly, a local

Workforce Investment Board can have more impact by

working with a community college to integrate

resources and create new career pathways.

The opportunities go beyond each community.

Citywide or regional partnerships have even more

potential for success, given their reach and their abil-

ity to attract and leverage stable, long-term funding.

For community college administrators, participa-

tion in strategic partnerships can:

• Expand recruitment and enrollment through out-

reach to community residents currently unaware

of post-secondary opportunities.

• Access new funding resources from workforce and

welfare programs and government and philan-

thropic grants.

• Expand needed support services by forming part-

nerships with CBOs and adult education

providers.

• Increase visibility with employers and within the

community and region.

For local workforce agency administrators, career

pathways can serve to:

• P rovide access to an established training and edu-

cation infrastructure that offers a broad range of

options to workers at all skill and education leve l s.

• Leverage scarce workforce dollars with state edu-

cation funding to support the instructional cost of

training.

• Provide a range of supplementary remedial and

supportive services available at little or no addi-

tional cost.

For CBO administrators, partnerships with com-

munity colleges can serve to:

• Provide clients with an array of new education and

career opportunities.

• Expand the range of on-site educational and train-

ing offerings by establishing the CBO as a branch

campus of the college.

• L ev e rage state education funding to pay the

salaries of instructors housed at the organiza-

tion’s offices.

• Raise the organization’s profile and visibility in the

community.

For employers, partnerships with community col-
leges can serve to:

• Provide a wide range of customized training for
employees, from basic skills to advanced upgrade
programs.

• Meet labor market needs for employees at all skill
and education levels.
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•  P rovide a source, in cooperation with the wo r k f o r c e

s y s t e m , for subsidized training for employe e s, a s

well as subsidies for new employee wa g e s.

We found many examples of partnerships among col-

l e g e s, workforce agencies and community providers such

as adult education providers and social service agencies.

In a number of communities, we saw innova t i ve use of

resources, with workforce funding supporting and

enhancing community college-led career pathways in

high-demand occupations. While examples of this kind

of collaboration remain limited, existing cases show the

clear potential to make better use of current resources.

ISSUES

Inertia/Lack of Incentive
The greatest obstacle to development of most

regional career pathways is simply that the key poten-

tial constituents have always operated as separate

entities with independent (although clearly overlap-

ping) missions. Absent a firm mandate to collaborate,

agencies will naturally continue to pursue their 

primary mission: delivering services as dictated by

funding sources and regulations.

Lack of Framework for Collaboration
E ven where agencies have the political will or other

i n c e n t i ve to collaborate in developing career pathway s,

groups must facilitate the difficult task of planning and

then maintaining these new partnerships. Developing

a collaboration that includes multiple entities and

employers requires additional staff and a place where

separate players can meet, plan, negotiate and work

together. Although this role can, and perhaps should,

be undertaken by Workforce Investment Boards, few

have taken this level of responsibility.

Lack of Resources for Operation
While there are clear opportunities to more effec-

tively use current workforce, welfare and community
college funding in underwriting community and

regional career pathways, these resources alone are
probably not sufficient to support a large scale system.

Recent budget deficits, fiscal pressure on remaining

welfare surpluses, and proposed federal funding cuts

will all diminish the ability of communities to support
new, resource-intensive programs.

System and Regulatory Barriers
Integrated career pathways can be hobbled by gaps

between each agency’s distinct target populations,

reporting requirements, funding cycles and so on.And

community colleges may see the short-term objectives

of workforce agencies as conflicting with their broad-

er educational mission.

PROMISING PRACTICES

Partnerships with the Workforce and Social

Service Systems

One-Stop Centers, welfare agencies, and organizations

that provide training and support services are natural

partners for colleges. Managing billions of dollars, these

agencies can reach underserved individuals, fund new

career pathways programs and provide necessary servic-

es to help disadvantaged adults succeed in an often 

difficult environment. 

Under Washington State’s pre-employment training

initiative, for example, Edmonds Community College

helps finance the local One-Stop Center and maintains

staff there to assess interested clients for college readi-

ness and to provide basic skills and literacy instruction.

In Los Angeles, the county welfare agency has allocated

$12.5 million in surplus TANF funds over the next five

years to pay for the costs of an information technology

career pathways initiative, including case management,

social support, administration and pre-employment

preparation services. 

Partnerships with Community-Based

Organizations

Community colleges and community-based organiza-

tions are ideally situated to work together to create

branch campuses that marry community college instruc-

tion with neighborhood-based social services. CBOs are

accessible and credible to adults isolated from educa-



tional institutions and training programs. In many com-

munities, CBOs offer a full spectrum of services, from

counseling to employment training. At the same time,

however, they are often limited by a lack of resources,

limited training and educational offerings, and few con-

nections to employers. Community colleges have the

resources and capacity to provide a full spectrum of 

education and skills training. Yet colleges often have dif-

ficulty recruiting low-income individuals to appropriate

programs and effectively serving individuals who need

additional support.

Community colleges/CBO partnerships link college-

provided training with CBO accessibility and support

services. Basic skills and entry-level instruction offered at

the CBO can become the first step to more advanced

training and courses offered on the college campus. For

example, working closely with Modesto Junior College,

the Central Valley Opportunities Center in Modesto,

California, recruits students, works with participants on

basic skills and provides support services while they

attend MJC.  

Partnerships with Adult Basic Education

Providers

The adult basic education system is rarely focused on

career progression and transition to post-secondary 

education and training. However, ABE can be an ideal

foundation to bring participants into a career pathway,

providing basic education skills to a broad population

that is otherwise disconnected from the community col-

lege system. ABE programs can offer career orientation,

work readiness and contextualized basic skills, with a

direct transition to partner community colleges. For

example, Orange County Community College offers non-

credit ABE courses on-site at 12 area CBOs.

Partnerships with Employers

Employer and regional labor market demand are the

foundation for career pathways strategies. Work sites

also offer an additional venue for colleges to deliver

upgrade training, which can then be supported by WIA

customized job training money and state economic

development funding. California’s Employment Training

Panel (ETP), for example, sets aside $50 million for train-

ing incumbent workers. IT collaboratives in the East Bay

and Los Angeles, California, are employing this ETP fund-

ing to encourage employers to support upgrade training.

Instituting Regional Partnerships

Strategic partnerships between colleges and other

local institutions can be expanded to become part of a

citywide or regional strategy, which can identify career

sectors and aggregate programs and training to meet

larger-scale needs. A regional approach can also mitigate

competition from multiple institutions. In Washington

State, for example, a regional perspective provided 

otherwise competing community colleges the scope to

develop complementary areas of specialization.

Regional collaborations focusing on connecting low-

income citizens with training and economic opportunity

have become a notable strategy in economic develop-

ment. These programs show that regional collaborations

work and provide potential sites for career pathways sys-

tems. The Capital Area Training Foundation in Austin,

Texas, an industry-led nonprofit, works through sectoral-

focused steering committees to connect local employers,

professional associations and educators. The U.S.

Department of Labor has provided millions of dollars in

recent years to develop regional skills alliances and has

set aside resources for local consortia of business, labor,

community-based organizations and local WIBs. 
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State Involvement
For Long-Term
Success

With career pathway initiatives now primarily sep-

arate and limited programs, state support is needed to

increase scale and create more comprehensive sys-

tems. Explicit in this discussion is the notion that

states have an opportunity—some might argue an

obligation—to create an education and training envi-

ronment that facilitates skills development, employ-

ment and life-long learning. As the primary authority

for education, workforce training and economic 

development initiatives, every state has both the insti-

tutions and resources necessary to make this happen

on a statewide basis.

From a workforce and economic development per-

spective, a state career pathways model can serve to:

• Better address the workforce needs of employers,

particularly those in high-skill sectors.

• Enhance the long-term earnings and economic

self-sufficiency of low-income workers.

• Retrain and reemploy workers dislocated by eco-

nomic change.

• Lead to a more efficient and effective use of 

publicly allocated education and workforce devel-

opment resources.

• S t rategically link e d u c a t i o n , workforce and eco-

nomic development policy efforts to strengthen

the competitiveness of local economies and

b u s i n e s s.

• Erase current perceptions that the state supported

workforce development system is ineffective or

even irrelevant.

For a state’s community college system, implement-

ing career pathways can serve to:

• Better address labor market needs and raise col-

lege visibility in the business community.

• Bring new resources to support system programs

and goals.

• Better prepare individuals to achieve economic

self-sufficiency.

• Provide a greater role in state and local economic

and workforce development efforts.

• Make clear to government officials and employers

that community college education and training

can lead to economically viable employment.

• G e n e rate greater support for the community col-

lege system among state policymakers, e m p l oye r s,

a dvocacy organizations and the public in general.

CASE STUDIES

Washington State
When federal welfare reform was instituted in

1 9 9 6 , each state was given a large degree of latitude to

determine its own policies about changing the welfare

s y s t e m . Washington State expanded its welfare

reform program to develop a career pathways train-

ing system that could help low-income families move

up the wage ladder.

From July 1998 through June 2002,Washington inve s t-

ed approximately $75 million in state TANF surplus

funds to develop career pathways programs in commu-

nity colleges across the state. The effort, operated by

G overnor Gary Locke’s office, works as a partnership

with key players at the state leve l , including the commu-

nity college, TA N F, e m p l oyment security, and economic

and community development systems.

The initiative includes:

• Pre-employment training in short-term courses

of 12 to 22 weeks, geared to hiring needs of local

employers.

• Financial assistance to pay for tuition and books
for low-wage workers with families, including

TANF recipients who are currently working.

• Workplace basic skills that provided literacy

training for low - wage workers in entry-leve l
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jobs—customized to their jobs and provided at

their worksites.

• Families That Work, a program that trains public

assistance recipients and other low-income par-

ents with young children in literacy, parenting

and family management skills, to help them pre-

pare for work.

•  Funds for colleges based upon plans developed with

local partners to redesign programs and services for

l ow-income working adults attending college.

After two years of this effort, the community col-

leges have trained more than 1,500 welfare recipients

and other low-income adults, and the results illustrate

the difference that training can make. For ex a m p l e, 6 6

percent of welfare recipients who completed a pre-

e m p l oyment training program started a job earning

more than $7.50 an hour, compared to 28 percent of

all other welfare recipients placed in employ m e n t .

And 68 percent of welfare recipients completing

training in 1998-1999 stayed employed for one ye a r,

while only 51 percent of the overall caseload achieve d

this milestone.

North Carolina
North Carolina’s community college system is rec-

ognized worldwide for its success in addressing the

customized training needs of local industry and busi-

nesses. But for the past five years, its colleges have

also been developing a more systemic approach to

providing career pathways training in key sectors of

the state’s economy.

In 1998, the state allocated $500,000 of TANF funds

to 12 community colleges for short-term career train-

ing programs, referred to as The Pathways Program,

which combined basic skills remediation with job

readiness and occupational skills training. In addition

to the TANF funds, the state community college sys-

tem redeployed some of its adult literacy funds (under

Title II of WIA) to six community colleges pursuing

career pathways strategies.

In looking at North Carolina’s effort, three impor-

tant features of the system’s community colleges set

them apart from those of many other states.

• Community colleges are the training provider of

choice because state legislation identifies the sys-

tem “as the primary lead agency for delivering job

training,literacy and adult education programs in

the state.”

• As suggested in the law, North Carolina’s commu-

nity colleges also have responsibility for adult lit-

eracy training—one of only a handful of states

where adult literacy is delivered primarily

through community colleges.

• The state has a history of funding community col-

leges for human resource development and job

readiness training to adults with little or no work

experience.

The North Carolina community college system is con-

tinuing to expand its career pathway s, recently deve l o p i n g

f r a m eworks in four sectors—manufacturing, b i o t e c h -

p h a r m a c e u t i c a l s, boat building and industrial mainte-

nance—that provide a template for module-based training

that awards certificates to participants.

ISSUES

Lack of Constituency to Motivate Change 
It can be difficult to change the perceptions of

workforce development and welfare officials on the

value of skills training, the importance of commu-

nity colleges and the overall need to pursue a

career pathways strategy. E ven if state policymak-

ers have a vision and a desire to act on a career

p a t h ways strategy, t h ey need support from busi-

nesses and/or low-income advocacy groups if they

are going to change the direction of major institutions

and systems. In too many states, neither businesses

nor advocates are focused on state workforce deve l-

opment issues.

Insufficient Integration of Workforce and
Economic Development Systems

Even in Washington and North Carolina, the state

Workforce Investment Act system has not been used

to its potential, denying a source of training funds,

intensive services (e.g., case management support)

and participant referrals for college programs. While



some colleges develop their own connections with

local WIBs, the efforts are ad hoc and not necessarily

long lasting. At this point, we see no significant exam-

ples of states linking their WIA efforts to support

career pathways.

Failure to Utilize the Workforce and
Community College Systems

Although the community college system is a formi-

dable source of skills training in almost every state,

only a few, such as North Carolina and Washington,

have recognized the system’s value for career path-

ways. Without building around this system, which has

the resources, faculty and organizational framework

necessary to implement a career pathways model,

piecing together a viable framework is next to impos-

sible. Community colleges are often not valued for

their flexibility in skills training, particularly in pro-

viding short-term training and serving economically

and educationally disadvantaged populations. In fact,

the workforce system in some places relies more on

private and proprietary training organizations, even

though their cost may be higher.

Lack of Resources to Sustain and
Institutionalize Career Pathways Efforts

Sustaining a career pathways initiative over time

will take more than TANF and WIA funds, as impor-

tant as they are. Over the long term, career pathways

must become an integral part of workforce develop-

ment, and long-term funding must be reallocated or

created to keep these systems in operation.

Limited Resources for Career Programs and
Training 

Funding can be a powerful source of leverage for

system policymakers to engage community colleges in

career pathways. Unfortunately, too often state com-

munity college administrators do not allocate core

FTE and other supplemental dollars to non-credit

vocational and continuing education courses, f o r e-

closing a significant source of funding for career

p a t h way s. In other states, such courses do receive

FTE reimbursement, but at a fraction of the rate for

credit-bearing courses.

Reluctance to Establish Career Programs for
Academic Degree Credit 

Policymakers for the state community college sys-

tem can encourage individual schools to offer career

p a t h ways programming for academic degree credit in

a variety of way s. H ow eve r, t h ey are usually limited

in any efforts to create new program options by oner-

ous and unwieldy approval procedures for credit

classes that are not responsive to evolving employe r

n e e d s. In addition, m a ny faculty and administrators

are resistant to shifting their school’s emphasis from

academic programs to courses they consider less aca-

demically rigorous.

Insufficient Access and Support Policies
State tuition and financial aid policies can make

community college unaffordable for many students,

especially part-time adult students. System regula-

tions and policies often provide little incentive for

individual colleges to focus on the financial aid and

support needs of disadvantaged students. For ex a m-

p l e, m a ny college system policies limit access for

students who score below basic skills thresholds on

placement ex a m i n a t i o n s, relegating them to A B E

and ESL divisions either off-campus or within an

entirely different division of the college. While col-

leges cannot serve all students with basic skills

d e f i c i e n c i e s, t h ey can serve many more than they

currently do.

Weak Incentives and Accountability
Community college systems tend to provide weak

i n c e n t i ves for the schools to work with the hardest to

s e r ve—students with low basic skills or from low -

income communities. F u r t h e r m o r e, when some kind

of benchmark does ex i s t , it is often inappropriate to

workforce development efforts. Base funding for col-

leges is still allocated mostly on per-student (FTE)

b a s i s, and performance measures focus on degree

attainment indicators that are more suited for 

colleges’ academic transfer mission. Where perform-

ance goals for workforce programs do ex i s t ,t h ey tend

to come from outside the college system via W I A ,

VATEA and other categorical programs. These kinds

of measurements are usually poorly aligned with the

school system’s core measures.
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PROMISING PRACTICES

Innovative Partnerships and Strong Leadership

Neither a state’s community college system nor its

workforce development agency alone can support a

career pathways strategy. An ideal career pathways initia-

tive advances a broad array of state-level interests,

including those of economic development and social

service agencies, businesses and low-income advocacy

groups, as well as local philanthropic organizations.

Leadership can come from any of these stakeholders, but

somebody must push for change. Washington State’s

career pathways initiative brings together senior level

leaders from the state’s community college system, the

TANF system, the Employment Security department and

the economic and community development department

into an executive task force, chaired by an official of the

Governor’s Office.

Creative Use of Resources

All states have the authority to utilize existing

resources to support a career pathways strategy, includ-

ing money from federal funding streams such as TANF,

WIA titles I and II (adult literacy) and VATEA. For exam-

ple, both titles I and II of WIA allow states to use 12.5 

percent to 15 percent of their total funds for discretionary

activities. In California, the total pool of funds approxi-

mates $90 million. All of these resources can be used to

support skills training initiatives and thus promote

career pathways by financing tuition, support services,

case management, curriculum development, stipends

and internships. 

Commitment to Skills Training, Increased

Earnings and Economic Competitiveness

State policymakers need to reexamine longstanding

assumptions about welfare, economic development and

education policies. A career pathways system is predicat-

ed upon valuing skills training and job advancement for

low-wage workers and meeting the workforce needs of

key economic sectors. For states, this means abandoning

strict state-level “work first” policies—the WIA and TANF

programs are good starting points for implementing this

policy shift—and recognizing the community college sys-

tem as the primary deliverer of training services. For

example, in North Carolina, community colleges are a

key player in economic development and have been

designated by state legislation “as the primary lead

agency for delivering job training, literacy and adult

education programs in the state.” Success should be

measured by participants achieving some level of eco-

nomic success rather than job placement and program

completion. F i n a l l y, programs should aim to prepare

workers for positions within key economic sectors and

to do so in ways that help strengthen the competitive

position of business.

Supportive State Community College Policies

State-level community college policies profoundly

affect the ability of individual colleges to develop and

operate career pathways. To promote career pathways,

the community college system can:

• Streamline the curriculum review and approval

processes for credit-based career programs.

• Institute accountability measures that emphasize

outcomes, such as the percentage of remedial stu-

dents enrolling in career programs or how much

career pathways participants earn upon leaving the

program.

• Increase state funds (e.g., FTE reimbursement rates)

for vocational and career pathways programs to

encourage colleges to give as much, or even more,

attention to career programs as they give to general

transfer classes. The community college system in

Texas provides FTE funding for any students

engaged in non-credit, career-focused continuing

education classes.

• Subsidize the tuition and fees of low-income stu-

dents to make it easier to attract participants to a

career pathway.



Recommendations
The following specific recommendations are built

from our experience and research, distilling lessons

learned by community colleges, local and regional

government agencies, community groups, employers,

and state policymakers from around the country.

Three overarching ideas were in evidence at virtually

all of the institutions or agencies we visited that had

successfully implemented career pathways:a vision of

career pathways as a framework for workforce 

d eve l o p m e n t ; integration of traditionally separate

departments, programs and agencies; and links to 

current funding sources and, where feasible, develop-

ment of new funding opportunities.

We have organized the recommendations in the

same manner as our findings—at the community col-

lege, local and regional, and state levels. In each of

these levels, there are compelling opportunities:

• Individual colleges can make immediate changes

to program, policies, structure and administration

to begin career pathways initiatives.

• Local and regional policymakers can integrate

current workforce development and training into

a more unified system that is centered on com-

munity colleges and career pathw ays.

• States have the ability to change policies on 

f u n d i n g , e d u c a t i o n , workforce and economic

d evelopment that allow—and even promote—

thriving career pathways.

It is easy to recommend collaboration, new systems

and changes in funding. To move beyond the rhetoric,

however, requires a catalyst of dollars and high-level

leadership, a continuing and sustaining resource base,

and strategic and technical assistance. For any 

long-term success for career pathways, we cannot

emphasize enough the importance of coordination of

efforts, funding, and leadership at the community 

college, local and regional, and state levels.

While most of our attention is focused on these

three levels we would be remiss if we did not refer-

ence the important role of the federal government,

which provides funding via a number of programs

(including TANF, WIA, Perkins, ABE and Pell). Within

the next 18 months all of these programs will be 

coming up for reauthorization, providing federal law-

makers an opportunity to incorporate and encourage

the use of career pathways throughout the states.

FOR COMMUNITY COLLEGE
LEVEL ADMINISTRATORS

1. Create bridge programs. Enhance traditional

remedial and noncredit courses with programs

that offer a direct transition from adult literacy,

vocational and customized workplace training to

credit-bearing career preparation courses.

2. Promote learning communities that bring

together academic, vocational and contract

f a c u l t y. Options include supporting academic

faculty to work on career pathways curricula and

using contract training staff for technical assis-

tance to create industry-responsive programs

and instruction throughout the college.

3. Create administrative structures that foster

collaboration across traditional divisions.

Proven models include a workforce and econom-

ic development division that encompasses a

range of programs and services or a system

where each academic dean is responsible for

both academic and vocational programs.

4. Employ internal resources to creatively build

bridge programs. FTE, adult education and ESL

funding can support contextualized basic skills.

Support services funding can be reallocated.And

VATEA funds can be used for faculty develop-

ment, partnerships with business and retention

of disadvantaged students.

5. Seek and implement new federal and state

grant opportunities. The breadth of a career

pathways model allows funding from a wide

range of sources, everything from federal Title V

funds to economic development discretionary

grants.

6 . D e velop links to the wo r k f o r c e, education and
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social services systems. Work with CBOs to create

bridge programs and to access student social serv-

i c e s. Build partnerships with ABE providers to

d evelop basic skills curricula that lead directly into

college career pathway s. Engage WIBs and welfare

agencies to develop training programs that best

utilize existing regional resources.

FOR COMMUNITY AND REGIONAL
LEVEL POLICYMAKERS

1. Make community colleges a preferred train-

ing partner in the workforce system. This

action can greatly expand the range of training

available and makes scarce training dollars go

further by leveraging instructional funds.

2. D e velop a targeted sectoral approach with

explicit roles and responsibilities for community

c o l l e g e s, the workforce system and employe r s.

Assess the region’s high-skill, high-demand labor

market sectors and develop relevant career path-

ways led by community colleges.

3. Encourage the support of foundations and

other private  funders. Opportunities include

convening key regional and community partners,

providing funding and technical assistance for

initial planning and development, disseminating

successful models, networking communities and

regions, supporting development of statewide or

national intermediaries, and leveraging public

funding to create demonstration programs.

FOR STATE ADMINISTRATORS

1. Develop a career pathways vision and model

for the state as a direction for continuing

workforce development. Create a state level

partnership with welfare, workforce, economic

development and community college officials to

d evelop a career pathways framewo r k , and 

designate a high-level executive to administer

this initiative.

2. Allocate resources such as W I A , TANF and

VATEA to stimulate and sustain a career path-

ways strategy. Pooling resources from these va r i o u s

programs can create a sizeable pot of funds.

3 . Explicitly designate community colleges as the

primary deliverer of workforce training.

Opportunities include giving community colleges

responsibility for administering all adult education

programs or directing the WIA system to view com-

munity colleges as a preferred training prov i d e r.

4. Seek new strategies and approaches for

engaging both workers and businesses in

skills upgrading. The state workforce system

also should look for ways that human and social

service programs can encourage and support

low-wage workers who want to pursue addition-

al education and training.

FOR COMMUNITY COLLEGE
SYSTEM POLICYMAKERS

1. D e velop and disseminate a vision for career

p a t h ways focused on the state’s key employ-

ment sectors. Encourage integration of academic,

vocational and contract education at colleges.

Incorporate capacity building and technical assis-

tance into the state system’s mission.

2. Provide start-up resources. Colleges have few

discretionary dollars to develop new programs

or reorganize existing ones, so resources (finan-

cial and other) can be crucial.

3. Increase financial support. In states such as
California, the state can offer “growth funding”

to avoid a cap on money when colleges have
reached their enrollment goals. Additional fund-

ing can be earmarked specifically for career
pathways programs, and the state can offer a
higher FTE for career pathways that serve low-

income and low-skilled adults.

4. D e velop and support bridge programs.



Remove restrictions on community college atten-

dance for students with low basic skills. Where
low-skilled adults and second language learners

are served in school districts and other adult
education programs, college systems can develop
collaborations with the state agency responsible

for ABE and ESL.

5. Provide technical assistance to community

colleges. This can include professional develop-

ment for academic, adult literacy and remedial

faculty, as well as models of successful integra-

tion of adult education and ESL students into the

college mainstream.

6. Enhance financial access for students

enrolled in career pathways. Options include

waiving tuition and fees for low-income students,

capping the cost of non-credit programs, provid-

ing tuition waivers and supplements for part-

time students and those in non-credit programs,

and aggressively marketing scholarships, living

stipends and work study resources.

7 . Build a statewide structure to provide support

s e rv i c e s that uses both resources from existing stu-

dent services budgets for career pathways programs

and new resources, such as federal VATEA dollars.

8. D e velop performance standards to rewa r d

colleges that build effective career pathways

p r o g r a m s. States might also provide small

bonuses and rewards to colleges that show exem-

plary performance in serving low-skilled adults

and other educationally and economically disad-

vantaged groups of students.

FOR CALIFORNIA POLICYMAKERS

Due to the size and importance of the state’s com-

munity college system, we have identified specific

recommendations that are relevant to California.

1. Policymakers should develop a career path-

ways vision and model for the state. The state’s

community college system, in its Board of

Governors Career Ladders Framing document,

has offered a guiding set of principles; other key

state agencies, such as the Workforce Investment

Board, should take similar steps.

2. Policymakers should allocate current

resources to stimulate and sustain a career

pathways strategy. Options include expanding

the $20 million allocation of WIA 15 percent dol-

lars, encouraging county welfare offices to follow

the example of Los Angeles County in using

TANF funding,and expanding efforts to promote

the use of ETP funds.

3 . The community college system should

explicitly support career pathways partner-

s h i p s. Policy and resource allocation should be

a priority, including using the current $40 

million in economic development funding to

d evelop sectoral career pathway s, creating part-

nerships with local Workforce Inve s t m e n t

Boards and other public funding sources, a n d

d eveloping branch campus models with 

community prov i d e r s.

4. The community college system should

encourage colleges to develop preparatory

basic skills programs linked to career path-

way s. These programs can be delivered on 

college campuses or through community-based

branch campuses. The state should also encour-

age colleges, Workforce Investment Boards and

county welfare agencies to partner in develop-

ment and support of these programs.

5 . California and national funders should

i nvest in community college-centered career

p a t h way s. To help institutionalize prev i o u s

substantial inve s t m e n t s, foundations can 

p r ovide seed funding, support technical assis-

tance efforts for both the college system and

individual institutions, support research on the

impact and effectiveness of career pathway s,

and develop and support networks to link 

community colleges with other partners deve l-

oping career pathway s.
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