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From the Director ...

Dear Friends and Colleagues,

Many thanks to everyone who made 
the 2017 conference a success!

Check out a few of the many glowing 
testimonials we received:

• [The 2017 conference] exceeded 
needs and expectations. A sincere 
thank you for all your hard work!

• Enjoyed it and got a lot of useful 
info and good ideas.

• This was my first conference and I liked it very much. Great job!

• Very informative! Wonderful job! All the sessions were meaty/
substantive.

As always, we appreciated the excellent contribution of students. 
Color guard at the opening session was provided by Gateway 
STEM High School AFJROTC under the direction of Colonel (retired) 
Michael Katka. The Central Visual and Performing Arts High School 
Men’s Octet gave a rousing rendition of the national anthem under 
the direction of Mr. Dwayne Buggs. Attendees enjoyed several fine 
exhibits in the Missouri student showcase and a video produced 
by video class students from the Ritenour High School nationally 
recognized Media Converge program, KRHS Media, sponsored by 
Jane Bannester. Thank you, students!

Of course, thanks also to our sponsors, exhibitors, presenters, and 
keynote speakers. Outstanding, as always! 

I hope you enjoy this year-end issue of Connections. Have a great 
holiday season. Keep up the good work!

Debbie Mills, Director, NCPN
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Our public education system and workforce training systems 
are predicated on linearity—that youth seamlessly transition 

from grade school to high school, to college then work. And it 
presupposes that once employed, adults climb a well-defined 
career ladder, with each rung offering progressively greater job 
responsibility and remuneration. Life is seldom so orderly. 

People mature at different rates across different domains—
spanning the physical, cognitive, and emotional. Economics, 
cultural and societal norms, and individuals’ unique life experiences 
exert additional influences. Though grouped into classrooms 
by age, it is the interplay of genetic and environmental factors 
that mediates when and how people mature. Consequently, 
some complete their formal education before they are ready for 
adulthood. Adrift in life, lacking career goals and a plan, they make 
their way in the world—often under- or unemployed—until some 
internal or external force triggers an awakening. 

What is it that causes a person to make a life change? For many, the 
motivation is economic. While the minimum wage may provide 
adequate financing to support a 19-year-old inhabiting his parents’ 
basement, it cannot sustain the lifestyle of an independent adult, 
particularly one with parenting responsibilities. For others, the 
decision is developmental. People achieve self-awareness at 
different ages, with some requiring “life seasoning” before they are 
ready for or capable of pursuing a new path. And for still others 
the choice is experiential, with time on the job offering practical 
insights that help inform career investment alternatives. 

Pathways for Change
Career Pathways systems connect public education, workforce 
training, and social sector services to ease people’s transition into 
and out of postsecondary education/training and the workforce. 
Well-designed systems accommodate individuals’ life choices 
regardless of when and why those choices are made. Programs 
provide for entry and exit at multiple points on the academic/
training ladder leading to employment, with coursework aligned 
across education levels and indexed to labor market conditions. 
Standards, assessments, and credentials are sequenced and stacked 
to offer people career options and the flexibility to pursue training 
matched to their skills, experiences, and interests. And legislation 
and policies promote coordination, with funding braided across 
sources to ensure the efficient delivery of services.

To date, states’ pathway-building efforts primarily have been 
directed towards interlacing services offered by education and 
training providers, aligning program governance and administrative 
policies, and leveraging resources to create a cohesive, aligned, 
and sustainable system. Attention also has been directed towards 
retaining those who enroll. Following intake, youth and adults 
require educational supports to help them identify training goals, 
select programs and courses that will enable them to earn degrees 
or industry-recognized credentials, and find and retain work. 

Finding the Trailhead—Youth
A comprehensive Career Pathways system offers youth an 
awareness of the world of work starting early in life, with career 
preparation integrated at every grade level. A comprehensive and 
aligned career development process should resemble the following:

• Grades K–5: Career Awareness Stage. Pre-adolescents are 
sensitized to the value of work and an awareness of the 
different kinds jobs that exist. This gradual introduction 
exposes youth to a range of careers—beyond that of 
firefighter—to help them understand the many paths they 
may follow as they move through life.

• Grades 6–7: Initial Career Exploration. Students begin exploring 
careers through project-based work and the integration of 
technical and employability skills in the academic curriculum. 
Field trips, career fairs, and classroom visits by workforce 
professionals may be used to help students discover their 
work interests.

• Grade 8: Career Exploration and Transition. As they prepare for 
their transition to high school, students are ready for more 
directed, albeit generalized, career experiences. Development 
experiences begin to funnel students’ interests within one 
or more industry contexts (i.e., “I want to do something in 
health care… Not sure what… but I am really interested in the 
field”), which may be accomplished through the creation of 
graduation plans based on students’ personal interests within 
broad cluster areas.

• Grades 9–12: Programs of Study Related to a Career Goal. 
Students are offered options to pursue sequenced courses of 
study, with progressively more advanced coursework aligned 
with their career goals. Program standards, curriculum, and 
assessments are aligned with college-entry requirements and 
are industry-recognized, preserving students’ options while 
readying them for postsecondary education and employment.

Regardless of grade level, classroom curriculum draws on real-world 
job examples to reinforce the career development process, with 
work-based learning experiences (e.g., field trips, career fairs, job 
shadowing, internships) offered, as appropriate, to help students 
make informed career training decisions.

Finding the Trailhead—Adults
Career Pathways can serve as an instrument of mobility for those 
with the desire to advance in their careers. Unfortunately, the 
people most in need of skill-upgrading are often those for whom 
education failed at the outset. Burned once by the system, these 
individuals may be unlikely to consider returning for schooling 
given their past negative associations. Pathways also can benefit 
incumbent workers who, though gainfully employed, may wish to 
upgrade their skills to take on greater work responsibilities.

Creating trailheads is the process of establishing points of 
entry to Career Pathways. While an individual’s journey towards 
self-awareness is beyond most educators’ control, once a life-
changing decision is reached, pathways should provide a means 
of engagement. This speaks to the need for delineating multiple, 
clearly-defined points of entry along each career pathway, with 
entry requirements and supports designed to accommodate those 
with differing educational abilities and personal needs. Often, a 
person’s academic or employability skills are not at the level to even 
enter at a trailhead. When that is the case, “Bridge Programs” can be 

Finding the Trailhead: Career Pathways Intake Design
Steve Klein, Director, Center for Career & Adult Education and Workforce Development, RTI International
Debra Mills, Director, National Career Pathways Network
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developed to bring the adult learner up to the skill level needed to 
embark on his or her journey.

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act calls for organizing 
career services for adults into three broad categories: basic 
career services available for all participants in a one-stop delivery 
system; individualized career services to help program-eligible 
participants succeed within their pathways; and follow-up career 
services to help individuals find and retain employment. These 
supports may be offered through a variety of means, such as case 
management, career advising, assistance for individuals negotiating 
the complexities of a pathways system, and academic and life 
support assistance to retain individuals once enrolled. (The Career 
Pathways Toolkit: An Enhanced Guide and Workbook for System 
Development, developed by the U.S. Department of Labor, offers 
detailed descriptions of these support services. See Element Three: 
Design Education and Training Program, https://careerpathways.
workforcegps.org/resources/2016/10/20/10/11/Enhanced_Career_
Pathways_Toolkit.) This lattice of supports helps ensure that, upon 
engagement, individuals persist in their studies and progress 
towards a positive result.

Ultimately, outreach is about advertising. People need to know the 
options available and where to go to obtain services. Since people 
have differing means of processing information and differing 
access to technology, information should be shared in a range of 
ways. Trailhead options should be disseminated in both digital and 

print, with video and social media tailored to different audiences. 
Materials also should be tailored for those with special needs, such 
as the deaf or visually impaired, to ensure broad coverage.

Outreach coordinators should be proactive in their engagement. 
Communications should be posted not just at traditional points 
of entry, for example, at a community college admissions office, 
but also at places where people with skill deficits are likely to 
congregate, such as state unemployment or social service offices. 
Information may also be provided as inserts within other social 
service communications, such as mailings associated with the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). And briefing 
materials should be developed to create emissaries of those likely 
to encounter potential pathways clients, such as social workers, 
clerics, and parole officers. While much of this messaging may 
be ignored at the outset, over time and with repeated exposure, 
people will eventually find their way to a trailhead.  

Creating a seamless pathways architecture is a necessary, but not 
sufficient, condition for career mobility. No matter how well blazed 
the trail, people must first find their way to an on-ramp to begin 
their development. Without thoughtful attention to trailhead 
design, there is a danger that Career Pathways systems, no matter 
how well formulated, will remain hidden from those ready and 
most in need of beginning a journey. 

The authors can be reached by email at sklein@rti.org and 
fdmills1@comcast.net. 

Attendees at the this year’s opening session enjoyed the 
inspiring remarks of Michelle S. Jones. Michelle is a true 

trailblazer—the first black female command sergeant major of the 
Army Reserve. Michelle was selected by Army Reserve Chief Lt. Gen. 
James R. Helmly to become the ninth command sergeant major of 
the Army Reserve in September 2003. As a result, she became the 
first woman in U.S. Army’s history to serve as a division command 
sergeant major. Michelle is also the first woman to be selected as 
the top noncommissioned officer in the Army Reserve, as well as 
the first to be chosen as a senior noncommissioned officer in any of 
the Army’s components.

Michelle challenged her listeners to be trailblazers—to make 
something new and then make it accessible to others. In the 
early 1980s, Michelle’s college days, the military had been gender 
integrated for only a few years. She joined the military before it was 
a popular thing to do. She marched to a different beat.

“When you’re a leader, it’s not about you,” she said. Leaders focus 
on helping others change things to achieve their potential. “Who 
are you blazing a trail for? Yourself? NO,” she insisted. Leaders blaze 
trails for the betterment of others.

Michelle said she is passionate about three things: God, country, 
and family. Strongly pro-American, she is quick to point out that in 
many countries, you cannot be a trailblazer.

Michelle calls her leadership philosophy “the bones.” The backbone 
is courage, a willingness to go against the tide. The wishbone is 
having the faith and vision to believe your dreams are possible. The 
funny bone is the willingness to laugh at yourself. The tailbone is 
what we all have to get off of to accomplish our mission.

2017 NCPN Conference Keynotes Challenge and Inspire
Mark Whitney, Editor, NCPN Connections
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The keynote speaker at the closing session on Friday was Ben 
Robinson. 

As a young person, Ben suffered from what he calls “academic 
unconsciousness” and was dismissed from college. But he and his 
brother were always interested in building airplane models growing 
up. Both graduated and became pilots. Ben went on to become 
a Brigadier General in the U.S. Air Force. Following that, he was a 
Boeing Executive and Director of Boeing Aerospace Operations 
for six years. Ben also helped form the Oklahoma Education and 
Industry Partnership (OEIP).

Ben’s philosophy of education is based on his own experiences. 
“When I was in high school, the conversation was all about going 
to college, not what you wanted to do,” he said. Unfortunately, that 
has not changed. Educators should challenge young people to 
think about what they want to do, not just where they want to go to 
school.

Even young students should have a desire to reach career goals and 
should know that there is a process for getting there, he said.

In Ben’s view, education cannot fulfill its role of guiding young 
people toward careers without the involvement of industry. It’s not 
enough to have great educators, administrators, and curriculum 
developers, Ben said. We need the involvement of people from 
industry. Partnerships between education and industry are 
currently limited. Educators are mainly talking to each other. If our 
industries want a viable workforce, stronger industry-education 
partnerships are needed.

Ben closed by reviewing successful projects at Boeing and the work 
of the OEIP, in which teachers experience first-hand a broad range 
of exciting career opportunities available to students.

Ben can be reached at sentryonellc@aol.com.  

Career Pathways Checklist Released by OCTAE
Mark Whitney, Editor, NCPN Connections

WIOA—the Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act (enacted July 
2014)—seeks to increase coordination 
among federal workforce development 
programs and related initiatives. WIOA 
calls for alignment across systems, 
education and training designed to 
prepare students for high-demand 
occupations, collaboration at the 
regional level, and the creation of Career 
Pathways that prepare Americans for 
family-supporting careers.

In June of this year the U.S. Department of Education, Office of 
Career, Technical, and Adult Education (OCTAE) released a Career 
Pathways checklist designed “as a work aid to help determine the 
extent to which a newly developed or existing program meets 
the requirements for career pathways in section (3)(7) of WIOA,” 
according to the document’s introduction.

The checklist is for planners and managers of Career Pathways 
programs and financial aid counselors and administrators.

Users of the document are asked to indicate the extent to which 
their programs meet each of the seven criteria set forth in the WIOA 
legislation: 

A. Aligns with the skill needs of industries in the economy of the 
state or regional economy involved;

B. Prepares an individual to succeed in a full range of secondary 
or postsecondary education options, including apprenticeships 
registered under the National Apprenticeship Act;

C. Includes counseling to support an individual in achieving 
education and career goals;

D. Includes, as appropriate, education offered concurrently with 
and in the same context as workforce preparation activities 
and training for a specific occupation or occupational cluster;

E. Organizes education, training, and other services to meet the 
particular needs of an individual in a manner that accelerates 
the educational and career advancement of the individual to 
the extent practicable;

F. Enables an individual to attain a secondary school diploma 
or its recognized equivalent, and at least one recognized 
postsecondary credential; and

G. Helps an individual enter or advance within a specific 
occupation or occupational cluster.

A PDF of the document can be downloaded from https://lincs.
ed.gov/publications/topic/wioa/careerpathways-checklist.pdf. 

CAREER PATHWAYS
CHECKLIST

Daniel S. Eckstein – NOVA Research Company 
Dana M. Young – NOVA Research Company June 2017
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