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Education-to-career pathways 
multiply options for young 
people and help them 
advance from high school, 
through postsecondary 
education, and into 
meaningful careers.

State and regional leaders 
from across systems and 
sectors collaborate to design 
pathways that are  aligned to 
labor-market demand. 
Enabling policies and 
intermediary organizations 
support the development of 
pathways ecosystems.

What we mean by pathways

Dual 
enrollment/ 
accelerated 

course 
sequences

Work-based 
learning

Advising and 
career 

navigation

Sense of 
purpose and 

belonging

Professional 
networks and 
social capital



WE NEED SYSTEMS, NOT PROGRAMS
National  

Partners and 
Networks

State 
Governments

2- and 4-Year 
Colleges and 
Universities

Workforce and 
Economic 
Development

Business and
Industry

Intermediary 
Organizations 
and Functions

Community-Based 
Organizations

Economic
Opportunity 

and 
Advancement

K-12 Education



WHY NOW
WHY PATHWAYS



Youth 
unemployment is 
ticking up
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Unemployment rate for 20- to 24-year-olds by 

educational attainment, 2005-2025

High school Associate's Bachelor's

August 2025 unemployment rates 
for those aged 20-24:

17.9% for those with only a high 
school diploma

6.2% for those with associate’s 
degrees

7.6% for those with bachelor’s 
degrees

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics



47%

20%

33%

18%

22%

60%

15%

19%

66%

The educational 
attainment distribution of 
workers with good jobs is 
changing

Source: Zack Mabel, Georgetown University Center on Education and the 
Workforce, “What Works: Education, Training, and Work-Based Pathway 
Changes that Lead to Good Jobs” presentation at Pathways to Prosperity 
National Institute, October 23, 2023

High school 
diploma or less

Some college/ 
associate’s degree

Bachelor’s degree



When asked to choose what would best help students after high school, voters choose a combination 
of options to prepare for college and careers, over one or the other. This option is especially appealing 

to young voters.

35%

24%

18%

12%

8%

0% 25% 50%

Providing a combination of work-based learning, college
credits, career counseling, and workforce credentials to

middle and high school students

Connecting high school students to paid internships,
apprenticeships, and other paid on-the-job training programs

Providing job training and technical skills

Preparing middle and high school students for college by
offering things like opportunities to earn college credit while

students are still in high school

Ensuring that all students have access to the technology they
need to succeed in school

Which of the following do you think would help students the most after high school? 

college-focused

career-focused

college AND career



Most K-12 students aren’t 
earning the right credentials
18% of credentials earned by high school 
students are in demand among employers

8 of the top 10 IT credentials earned by high 
school students are aligned to jobs that pay 
less than $15/hour

75% of high school students who attain IRCs 
and then go directly into the workforce earn 
less than $15,300 in their first year after high 
school graduation

Sources: ExcelinEd/Burning Glass; Fordham 
Institute

https://credentialsmatter.org/
https://credentialsmatter.org/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/industry-recognized-credentials#findings
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/industry-recognized-credentials#findings


Inputs used by states in credential approval 
processes

Employer
recommendations

34 states

Educator
recommendations 27 states

Occupational
demand data

24 states

Wage data for
occupations

23 states

Source: Advance CTE

Not a single 
state makes 
credential 
approval 
decisions based 
on student 
outcomes.

https://careertech.org/resource/credentials-of-value-report/


Only 15 states measure 
outcomes instead of inputs

Just three measure college 
AND career outcomes

Most states 
aren’t 
measuring the 
right things

College, career, and military or civic outcomes

College and military or civic outcomes

Career and military or civic outcomes

Military or civic outcomes only

N/A

College outcomes only

Inputs only



A not-so-hypothetical scenario

Postsecondary education Career outcomes
High school
graduation

High school 
start



This is the wrong message.







THANK YOU!

Have a question? 
Want to chat?

Jenn Ellis 
jellis@all4ed.org

For more information and additional resources, visit:

All4Ed’s State 
Policy Center

Pathways at 
All4Ed

mailto:jellis@all4ed.org
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