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Laura Peck: How effective are career pathways programs at increasing participants’ educational progress; at helping them find jobs in targeted sectors; at helping them earn higher wages. The career pathways approach to workforce development emerged over the past couple decades to help workers with lower levels of formal education advance to better paying jobs by earning in demand post-secondary credentials. The approach involves articulated steps of education, training, and jobs within an industry sector or occupational cluster combined with other services and employment connections to support participant success. It's hard to know how effective these career pathways programs are because evaluations to date assess programs that are diverse in terms of location, the people they serve, the types of jobs they target and how they deliver services. 
Our recent research identified over a hundred evaluations of career pathways programs and similar employment and training programs such as sector-based training programs. With this many evaluations, it can be tricky to know what to make of it when one study finds positive effects on earnings, but another does not. 
So to help make sense of the many evaluations, our study team conducted what's called a meta-analysis; that is we use statistical methods to, to synthesize evidence across multiple evaluations. From that larger group of evaluations, we focused on 46 impact evaluations of career pathways and similar employment and training programs that met our criteria for relevance and quality. The evaluations all use methods that reveal causal relationships. So that's kind of the underpinning of what we can say. And collectively these evaluations represented more than 1.4 million study participants. 
Our analysis focused on two questions. Number one, how effective was the career pathways approach? Our analysis found on average that the career pathways approach increased educational progress by a large amount. In fact, on average it more than doubled the rate at which participants earned a credential. It increased overall employment by a small amount, but increased industry specific employment by a large amount. 
It increased short term earnings by a very small amount and did not meaningfully increase medium- or longer-term earnings. Now because this analysis is based on high quality impact evaluations--hat is, they used either in experimental or quasi-experimental design--we can interpret the evidence as causal. We have a high level of confidence that participation in the program is what caused the impacts we see. Now question number two: What traits characterize more effective programs? While there's a lot of variation in how career pathways programs are designed and implemented--and in fact, there are a wide variety of impacts across those 46 evaluations that we looked at--this variation allows us to consider what traits characterize more effective programs or less effective programs for that matter. Although this evidence does not allow us to make causal claims it is suggestive and highlights opportunities for more rigorous future research. 
From this analysis, we observed larger educational progress impacts when employers provide input on curricula or program design, or when staffing agencies are partners. Smaller educational progress impacts arose when community or technical colleges are lead or partner agencies. Larger labor market impacts arose for programs that serve a larger share of black participants. And we observed smaller labor market impacts among programs that offer flexible sequencing or offer tuition or other financial assistance. Now, unlike the average impacts that we can interpret as causal, these findings about what programs have larger or smaller impacts should be interpreted more cautiously. It is suggestive evidence that provides some insight into what programs and research might invest in in the future to potentially improve programs and build the evidence base. Importantly, these findings are not prescriptive. We can't say that programs shouldn't offer flexible sequencing or offer financial assistance because they tend to have smaller labor market impacts. 
This evidence suggests that an association exists, but it could be the result of multiple explanations. For example, it could very well be the case that the programs that offer flexible sequencing or financial assistance do so because the people they serve need those options and the characteristics of those people or their setting or context could be the reason that those labor market impacts are smaller. And it wouldn't have anything necessarily to do with offering flexible sequencing or financial assistance by themselves. It's also important to remember that given the great variation in career pathways and related training programs, programs have different purposes and goals. For example, some might be concerned about the observation that community and technical college based programs are associated with having smaller impacts on educational progress. So let me address this head on, although those impacts are smaller than average, they're not negative. 
In fact, they are positive. And when we consider the population that community colleges serve relative to other kinds of programs, we can recognize some trade-offs. A small nonprofit run, highly selective program may generate larger impacts, but it does so for only a small selective group of participants. In contrast, community colleges, in line with their charge, serve a much greater number and diversity of people generating those educational progress gains for a larger group of people is a positive accomplishment. And the implication of this finding for policy and practices is to keep community and technical colleges engaged in operating occupational training while considering how to infuse some of the strengths of those smaller programs, to bring those benefits to scale. Future programs and research could test these and other ideas. This would continue building the evidence base in ways that support ongoing program improvement goals. 
To sum up, this study makes the following conclusions. The 46 career pathways and related training programs in our meta-analysis data set led to substantial educational progress gains and moved people into jobs within their chosen field. 
It's also exciting to note that the career pathways approaches might be part of solutions to improve employment outcomes for black workers, and future research should explore that finding more deeply. Important earnings gains have not yet materialized. And this suggests that the fields into which people are being placed, or maybe the occupations within those fields, are not as high paying as we'd like. We explore workers, occupational trajectories, and wages in a different evidence, coffee break video, so stay tuned to the series to learn more. 
Now let me share some closing observations. Meta-analyses play a unique role in informing policy and practice by providing a systematic assessment of the totality of evidence in a field, something that no single evaluation can do. This study provides a first definitive look at the overall results of the career pathways programs across a range of funding streams and lead agencies. This study's analysis of how program characteristics relate to impacts shows how such methods can be used to explore questions that policy makers and practitioners especially care about for decision making. With more comprehensive, consistent, and higher quality evaluation data, these methods can become an even more powerful tool for the future.
