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Executive Summary

A critical challenge in workforce development is 
finding new ways to enable individuals with limited 
skills and work experience to fill skilled jobs in in-
demand industries, particularly those that require 
post-secondary education. Career Pathways 
presents a potential solution to this challenge.

Career Pathways is a model of delivering post-
secondary education and training through a 
series of modular steps, with each step leading to 
successively higher credentials and employment 
opportunities in a specific sector or occupation. 
It provides a way to align education, workforce 
development, and support services to enable 
people who might perceive post-secondary 
education as out of reach to attain high-quality, 
sustainable employment. 

Blueprint was engaged by the Ontario Centre for 
Workforce Innovation (OCWI) to lead the Career 
Pathways Demonstration Project with the goal of 
gaining a better understanding of the effectiveness 
and feasibility of the Career Pathways model, 

and insight into the opportunities and challenges 
associated with implementing the approach 
in Ontario. 

We used a two-pronged strategy to accomplish 
these objectives:

• Evaluating promising training models –  
We partnered with Conestoga College to 
evaluate two training programs that share some 
key characteristics with the Career Pathways 
approach. Given that the programs were in the 
early stages of testing and development and 
were implemented at a small scale, we used a 
developmental evaluation approach focused on 
generating lessons and insights to inform the 
further development of the programs.   

• Exploring systems change implications –  
We researched the features of promising Career 
Pathways programs, engaged stakeholders, and 
conducted additional analysis to understand the 
broader implications of Career Pathways as a 
potential skills training solution in Ontario.
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OUR APPROACH

In Spring 2018, Blueprint conducted conversations 
with senior representatives from seven Ontario 
colleges to gauge interest in participating in 
the Career Pathways demonstration project. We 
engaged Maureen Callahan, an independent 
consultant, to lead this engagement. 

Conestoga College expressed a strong interest in 
participating in the project. Conestoga College 
had already designed two programs that share key 
characteristics with the Career Pathways model. 
Both programs provide an initial step in a career 
pathway by building the basic academic and 
workplace skills needed for entry-level employment 
in target sectors while also providing a bridge into 
more advanced college credentials.

• Supportive Care program – A 10-week 
program to train entry-level health care workers 
in the skills needed to provide safe, ethical, and 
effective care for individuals in their homes or 
retirement settings. Graduates of the Supportive 
Care program earn a Conestoga College 
certificate and are eligible to apply to the Link to 
Personal Support Worker (PSW) course which, 
on completion, allows them to enter Conestoga 
College’s Personal Support Worker (PSW) 
program with advanced standing.

• Warehouse Essentials program – A 12-week 
program to prepare participants for entry-level 
jobs in the transportation and warehousing sectors. 
Graduates of the Warehouse Essentials program 
are eligible for advanced standing in Conestoga 
College’s Warehousing Certificate program.   

We partnered with Conestoga College to test and 
evaluate these programs with the goal of collecting 
information about the feasibility, relevance, and 
value of the programs as well as the successes, 
challenges, and lessons learned from program 

implementation. More broadly, our project also 
sought to build insights into the opportunities and 
challenges involved in implementing the Career 
Pathways model in Ontario.

KEY FINDINGS

• Program reach – Conestoga College placed 
an emphasis on recruiting participants who 
face barriers to post-secondary education and 
employment success, including participants who 
were referred from local Employment Ontario 
partners. Many of the program participants 
were unemployed or working in precarious 
employment, had lower levels of education, 
and/or were newcomers to Canada.  

• Participant completion – 68% of Supportive 
Care participants and 73% of Warehouse 
Essentials participants who enrolled in the 
programs completed the training. College staff 
highlighted the importance of coaching and 
intensive supports for encouraging participant 
completion, while noting that challenging life 
circumstances and lack of fit for the target 
industries were barriers to completion for some 
individuals.  

• Participant satisfaction – Participants 
reported high levels of satisfaction with the 
programs, and felt that the programs have 
prepared them to take the next steps in 
their career.

• Outcomes – Many of the participants who 
completed training experienced gains in career 
activation – the extent to which they have clear 
job and career goals – as well as their confidence 
in their ability to achieve these goals. At follow 
up (2-3 months after graduating from the 
program), 89% of Supportive Care graduates 
were employed and 67% of Warehouse Essential 
graduates were employed. 
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SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES

Our evaluation identified some critical insights into 
factors that contributed to program success: 

• Strong partnerships within Conestoga College 
were critical for designing programs that offer 
pathways from short-term, job-focused training 
programs to additional credentials.

• Employer involvement ensured that the 
training programs were aligned with labour 
market need and helped facilitate participant 
transitions from training into jobs. 

• Wraparound supports and a coaching focus 
were important for helping participants to 
overcome challenges, navigate transitions, and 
complete training.  

• A cohort model helped to build students’ 
confidence, facilitate trusting friendships, 
enhance teamwork skills, and provide 
opportunities for peer support. 

Stakeholders also identified some important 
challenges encountered in implementation:

• Recruitment of a sufficient number of students 
was challenging. Partners attributed this partly 
to negative perceptions and a lack of awareness 
about the target occupations. 

• Ensuring participant fit was highlighted as 
a need in cases where students may have 
had gaps in skills or motivation to succeed in 
the programs. Conestoga College staff noted 
the importance of having an appropriate 
assessment process to identify candidates who 
are a good fit for the programs. 

• Supporting student transitions after program 
completion was highlighted as a challenge. 
Ensuring that students have seamless pathways 
into employment, and, in the case of many 
Supportive Care graduates, into further training 

towards their PSW certificate, are ongoing areas 
of focus for Conestoga College. 

SYSTEMS CHANGE IMPLICATIONS

In addition to evaluating promising training 
models, we conducted additional research and 
consultations to understand the systems change 
implications of Career Pathways in Ontario. 
While Career Pathways holds promise as a way 
to address key challenges in our education and 
skills training ecosystem, there are some questions 
about its widespread applicability:

• Funding – Given that post-secondary 
institutions are not funded to deliver programs 
shorter than one year, what would a sustainable 
funding model for Career Pathways look like?

• Student supports – The Career Pathways 
model is designed to serve learners who 
face more barriers to employment and 
post-secondary education than typical post-
secondary students. What would be needed to 
build a student support model that encourages 
completion and career progression for learners?

• Employer engagement – Deep engagement 
with employers to understand skills needs 
and establish credentials that are relevant to 
labour market needs is critical to the success of 
Career Pathways. How could colleges build on 
their existing employer engagement models to 
deepen this engagement?

While there are questions about scaling the 
model, there are also opportunities to build on 
the Career Pathways approaches that are already 
being tested locally. Identifying additional target 
sectors that could benefit from a Career Pathways 
approach, focusing on small wins and milestones 
in implementing steps in Career Pathways, and 
rigorously evaluating promising models to generate 
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new insights are all promising next steps. Further 
dialogue with colleges and other stakeholders 
will also be critical to further understanding the 
opportunities and potential challenges associated 
with the Career Pathways approach.   

More broadly, creating the enabling conditions for 
Career Pathways will require some strategic shifts 
at a policy level, including: 

• A greater emphasis on training that supports 
lifelong learning and career progression, 
in addition to labour market entry for the 
unemployed

• Broadening access to post-secondary programs 
to include groups that currently face barriers to 
post-secondary education

• Closer collaboration and coordination between 
workforce development and post-secondary 
organizations to support training and career 
progression for learners
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Introduction

Report purpose
This report presents findings from the Career 
Pathways Demonstration Project. The goals of the 
project were to better understand the effectiveness 
and feasibility of the Career Pathways model and 
gain insight into the opportunities and challenges 
involved with implementing the approach in 
Ontario. To achieve this goal, we used a two-
pronged strategy:

• Evaluating promising training models – We 
partnered with Conestoga College to evaluate 
two training programs aligned with the Career 
Pathways approach.

• Exploring systems change implications –  
We researched promising features of Career 
Pathways, engaged stakeholders, and 
conducted additional analysis to understand the 
broader implications of Career Pathways as a 
potential skills training solution in Ontario.

Background
In 2017, as part of their mission to drive 
innovation and generate new evidence about the 
effectiveness of new employment and training 
services, the Ontario Centre for Workforce 
Innovation (OCWI) engaged Blueprint to 
implement a demonstration project focused on the 
Career Pathways model. 

Ontario faces many challenges in preparing 
individuals with gaps in skills and work experience 
to fill job opportunities in in-demand industries, 
particularly those that require post-secondary 
education. The Career Pathways approach 
provides a framework to align education, 
workforce development, and support services to 
enable people to attain the credentials required 
for sustainable, skilled employment. The model 
helps individuals advance in their careers through 
the provision of successively higher training and 
employment opportunities.  
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To explore the feasibility of this approach in 
Ontario, Blueprint partnered with Conestoga 
College to evaluate two programs that share key 
characteristics with the Career Pathways model. 
Both programs provide an initial step in a career 
pathway by building the basic academic and 
workplace skills needed for entry-level employment 
in specific industries while also providing a bridge 
into more advanced college credentials.

• Supportive Care program – A 10-week 
program to train entry level health care workers 
in the skills needed to provide safe, ethical, and 
effective care for individuals in their homes or 
retirement settings. Graduates of the Supportive 
Care program earn a Conestoga College 
certificate and are eligible to apply to a Link to 
Personal Support Worker (PSW) course, which, 
on completion, allows them to enter Conestoga 
College’s Personal Support Worker (PSW) 
program with advanced standing.

• Warehouse Essentials program – A 12-week 
program to prepare participants for entry-level 
jobs in the transportation and warehousing 
sectors. Graduates of the Warehouse Essentials 
program are eligible for advanced standing in 
Conestoga College’s Warehousing Certificate 
program.   

We partnered with Conestoga College to test and 
evaluate these programs with the goal of collecting 
information about the feasibility, relevance, and 
value of the programs as well as the successes, 
challenges, and lessons learned from program 
implementation. Given that the programs were in 
the early stages of testing and development and 
enrolled a small group of participants, we used 
a developmental evaluation approach focused 
on generating lessons and insights to inform the 
further development of the programs.   

More broadly, our project also sought to build 
insights into the opportunities and challenges 
involved in implementing the Career Pathways 
model in Ontario. We conducted additional 
research and engaged key stakeholders in order to 
explore the relevance, desirability, and feasibility of 
the model. 

Our approach
Our evaluation of the Conestoga College training 
programs included:

• Surveys of participants to measure outcomes, 
including career goal clarity, confidence in 
learning and employment

• Interviews and focus groups with staff 
and instructors to understand program 
development and successes and challenges in 
program delivery

• Interviews with employer partners to assess 
their perceptions of the relevance and value of 
the programs

Our wider exploration of the model’s relevance 
and feasibility in the Ontario context included: 

• Literature review to identify promising practices 
and enabling conditions 

• Consultations with Ontario colleges to assess 
challenges and opportunities 

• Analysis of the alignment between Ontario’s 
skills development system and the Career 
Pathways model
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In this report
This report has six sections:

1. Understanding Career Pathways – Provides 
background on the Career Pathways model 

2. Our approach – Summarizes our approach to 
the demonstration project

3. Implementation – Provides an overview of the 
design and delivery of the Supportive Care and 
Warehouse Essentials programs

4. Results – Provides an overview of participant 
results and employer feedback 

5. Lessons learned – Summarizes success factors 
and challenges in program delivery

6. Systems change implications – Assesses 
opportunities and remaining questions about 
scaling the Career Pathways model in Ontario  



1 | Understanding Career Pathways

About the model
Career Pathways is a model of delivering post-
secondary education by organizing training into 
a series of modular steps that lead to successively 
higher credentials and employment opportunities 
in a specific in-demand sector or occupation 
(Estrada, 2010). The model was developed and has 
been widely implemented and tested in the U.S. 

The Career Pathways approach helps individuals 
move from unemployment, to unskilled work, to 
higher-skilled and higher-salaried occupations 
along their chosen career path. Each step along the 
pathway offers a discrete point of entry and exit. 
This flexibility limits redundant training by allowing 
individuals to enroll at a level that adds to their skills, 
while the ability to exit or re-enter the pathway at 
different stages accommodates individual needs, 
preferences, and employment prospects.

A key feature of the Career Pathways model is 

that it provides training in industries with both 
high employment demand and opportunities 
for highly skilled employment. This requires 
detailed information on labour market context in 
order to determine which industries meet these 
requirements and assess how to tailor job training 
to specific job levels. 

The Career Pathways model can also help address 
some critical issues within traditional post-
secondary education systems by: 

• Helping individuals who do not have the 
financial resources, skills, or supports needed to 
access traditional post-secondary pathways

• Addressing misalignments between sector 
needs and training, particularly when existing 
post-secondary education options do not 
include programs geared towards entry- and 
mid-level employment in specific industries 
(Schwartz, 2016)
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Career Pathways programs share several 
common components designed to make post-
secondary programs more accessible, provide 
support for non-traditional students, increase 
participant retention, and provide easier access 

to employment at each step along the pathway. 
Table 1 outlines these components. Figure 1 
describes the steps generally included in a Career 
Pathways model.

TABLE 1 | CAREER PATHWAYS COMPONENTS1

Element Purpose Example strategies

Accelerated and 
accessible credentials 
and placement

Minimizes time needed to obtain 
credentials and employment, to minimize 
the economic burden of training

Modular training with multiple entry and exit 
points, courses focused on sector credentials, 
contextualized essential skills training

Support services Fosters completion and progress towards 
additional program steps

Counselling, career navigation, and case 
management

Employer 
engagement

Ensures the program is aligned with 
sector needs and facilitates placement of 
participants

Employer involvement in program design, 
offering on-site training/internships

Reduced or 
subsidized costs

Makes the training program accessible 
to low-income adults and individuals 
with families

Individual training accounts, providing 
support to cover transportation, child care 
and other costs

 
FIGURE 1 | CAREER PATHWAYS MODEL
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Adapted from Abt. Associates (2015)

Basic bridge programs
▪ Unskilled jobs

Sectoral bridge programs
▪ Semi-skilled jobs

1-year certificate programs
▪ Semi-skilled jobs

2-year diploma programs
▪ Mid-level skilled jobs

4-year degree programs
▪ Upper-level skilled jobs

  1 Adapted from Werner et al. (2013).
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Adoption of Career Pathways
Career Pathways programs have been widely 
adopted in the United States. With the Workforce 
Investment and Opportunities Act of 2014, the 
U.S. Federal Government institutionalized the 
approach by integrating Career Pathways into 
policy. The Act includes funding and a framework 
for the implementation of Career Pathways at 
federal, state, and local levels. The approach 
is also supported through several government 
partnerships, including the White House National 
Economic Council, Office of Management and 
Budget, and thirteen federal agencies. 

A number of U.S. states have also implemented 
their own state-wide Career Pathways 
programming. In Texas, the Texas Higher Education 
Coordinating Board has funded 28 college systems 
to offer basic skills and technical pathways that 
enable adults to enter high-demand, entry-level 
jobs, and the Texas Workforce Commission has 
funded five Mentor Colleges to assist education 
providers in implementing integrated pathway 
approaches. In Arkansas, the Arkansas Career 
Pathways Initiative – administered by the Arkansas 
Department of Higher Education – provides 
academic and support services at 25 sites across 
the state to enable low-income, low-skilled 
individuals to acquire the credentials needed to 
enter high-demand, high-wage industries. And 
Wisconsin Career Pathways—led by a coalition of 

state and community organizations—has supported 
the creation of statewide Career Pathways 
programming, including bridge programs for basic 
skills via certificates, diplomas, and degrees. 

Abt Associates (2018) conducted a recent scan that 
identified a total of 128 Career Pathways initiatives 
across the U.S. and highlighted some key trends:

• Health care is the most commonly targeted 
sector – Health care was closely followed by 
manufacturing, information technology, and 
business industries and occupations. 

• The majority of programs focus on low-
skilled or low-income individuals – Among 
the 110 initiatives for which a target population 
was identified, 85 (77%) focused on one of 
these two groups. The balance of initiatives 
targeted unemployed workers, dislocated 
workers, youth, underemployed workers, 
or veterans.

• Programs involve a wide range of partners – 
Career Pathway programs are most commonly 
led by community colleges, but non-profit 
organizations, Workforce Development Boards, 
and other educational institutions are also 
involved in program design and implementation. 



Career Pathways Demonstration Project

7

Evidence of effectiveness
Evaluating Career Pathways programs can be 
challenging, given that some intended participant 
outcomes may take years to achieve. There are 
currently two large-scale demonstrations of Career 
Pathways models in the U.S. that are tracking 
participant outcomes over long periods of time: 

1) Pathways for Advancing Careers and 
Education (PACE); and 

2) Health Profession Opportunity 
Grant (HPOG). 

These evaluations are studying the effectiveness 
of Career Pathways programs by comparing 
participant outcomes with the outcomes of similar 
individuals not participating in Career Pathways 
programs. Early findings from these evaluations 
have demonstrated that: 

• Career Pathways can significantly increase 
enrollment in post-secondary education 
– early results for many Career Pathways 
programs demonstrate that participants are 
more likely to obtain additional credentials.

• Career Pathways models help align demand 
with participants’ employment needs – 
Participants in Career Pathways are more likely 
to be employed in the occupation in which they 
received training.

• There is an unclear but promising effect 
on wages – Although early results have not 
established any effects on wages, participants 
in Career Pathways programs are more likely 
to work in occupations that require higher 
skill levels and report higher perceived career 
progression. Both findings may be early 
indicators of the potential for higher wages.  

For more information about these studies please 
see Appendix A.



2 | Our approach

Engagement with colleges
In Spring 2018, Blueprint conducted conversations 
with senior representatives from seven Ontario 
colleges to gauge interest in participating in the 
Career Pathways demonstration project.2 We 
engaged Maureen Callahan, an independent 
consultant, to lead this engagement. 

Conestoga College expressed a strong interest 
in participating in the project. While several of 
the other colleges expressed an interest in the 
model, they chose not to participate at that 
time. All engaged colleges expressed an interest 
in receiving updates and having continuing 
conversations related to Career Pathways. 

Conestoga College had already designed two 
programs that share key characteristics with the 
Career Pathways model: The Supportive Care 
program and the Warehouse Essentials program. 
Both programs provide an initial “step” in a 
career pathway by building the basic academic 
and workplace skills needed for entry-level 
employment in target sectors while also providing 
a bridge into more advanced college credentials. 

We partnered with Conestoga College to test 
and evaluate these programs with the objective 
of generating early insights about the feasibility, 
relevance, and value of Career Pathways 
programming in Ontario.   

  2 Our initial conversations with 7 colleges focused on the manufacturing and supply chain sector. This sector was targeted based on our research 
into labour market needs and training opportunities in Ontario. We invited colleges that offered supply chain programming at the diploma levels 
to have an initial conversation about participating in the project. After forming our partnership with Conestoga College, college staff proposed 
including the Supportive Care program and Warehouse Essentials programs in the project due to their alignment with the Career Pathways model.  
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Evaluation design
Given that the programs were in the early stages 
of testing and development and included a small 
number of participants, we used a developmental 
approach focused primarily on understanding how 
the programs were delivered and what lessons 
were learned along the way. While our evaluation 
also measured participant completion and labour 
market outcomes, the novelty of the programs 
and the unique target population made it difficult 
to identify objective success benchmarks for 
participant completion, employment, and earnings 
outcomes. Developing these benchmarks would 
require additional testing and research. 

We used a multi-method data collection approach 
that included participant surveys, employer 
consultations, interviews and focus groups with 
Conestoga College staff, and an analysis of the 
alignment between the Conestoga College 
programs and the Career Pathways model.

Participant surveys

Participants completed baseline and exit surveys, 
which assessed changes over the course of the 
program. We also implemented follow-up surveys 
approximately two months after participants 
had completed the training to track longer-term 
employment and educational outcomes.    

Employer interviews

We conducted interviews with three employers 
who partnered with Conestoga College to 
support both the Supportive Care and Warehouse 
Essentials programs to assess their satisfaction and 
perceived relevance and value of the programs. 

Staff interviews and focus groups

We held interviews and focus groups with 
Conestoga College staff who were involved in 
the design and delivery of the programs at key 
touchpoints throughout the project to assess 
success factors and challenges.  

Alignment with Career Pathways model

We compared Conestoga College’s programs 
against key features of the Career Pathways model 
to identify strengths and potential opportunities 
for further alignment with the model. 



3 | Implementation

Through this demonstration project, Blueprint 
evaluated:

• Three cohorts of the Supportive Care program 
• One cohort of the Link to PSW program 
• One cohort of the Warehouse Essentials program

Figure 2 provides an overview of delivery timelines. 
The design and delivery of each program is 
described in more detail below. 

FIGURE 2: PROJECT COHORTS 
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number of participants starting
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FIGURE 2 | PROJECT COHORTS
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Supportive Care Program

DESIGN

The Supportive Care program was designed with 
the dual objectives of helping to address local 
employer needs and offering training and career 
opportunities for individuals facing barriers to 
labour market success. Employers in the home 
care sector approached Conestoga College to 
investigate ways to train more Personal Support 
Workers (PSWs) and caregivers in Stratford. There 
was an immediate need for trained caregivers 
to meet the demands of the home care sector. 
Employers in the rural areas near Conestoga 
College felt the lack of workers most keenly. 

The concept of the Supportive Care program 
was based on the recognition that these needs 
could be addressed through short-term, targeted 
training. Through discussions between the 
Corporate Training department and the School 
of Health at Conestoga College, a curriculum 
was developed that would provide the core skills 
needed for employment in home care while also 
preparing participants to transition seamlessly into 
the PSW program. 

Rather than simply dividing the PSW curriculum 
in half to create a shorter program, the program 

content focuses on the skills identified as critical 
by employers within the home care sector. (See 
Appendix B for a full list of courses included in the 
Supportive Care program.) 

The Corporate Training department also worked 
closely with the School of Health to ensure the 
program would provide a seamless bridge to 
further PSW training. Instructors used course 
materials and learning outcomes from the PSW 
program to map links between the Supportive 
Care program and the PSW program. This 
mapping process was used to build the Link to 
PSW course. Students in the Link to PSW course 
learn additional skills needed to enter directly into 
the full PSW course, including more advanced 
caregiving skills. A student can take the Link to 
PSW course while working as a Supportive Care 
provider and then enter directly into the second 
term of the PSW program. 

Graduates of Conestoga College’s PSW program 
are eligible to progress through more advanced 
credentials and associated opportunities in the 
health care sector, including the Registered 
Practical Nurse diploma and the Bachelor of 
Science in Nursing offered by multiple Ontario 
colleges and universities (see Figure 3).   

FIGURE 3 | HEALTH CARE PATHWAY AT CONESTOGA COLLEGE

FIGURE 3: HEALTH CARE PATHWAY AT CONESTOGA COLLEGE
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DELIVERY

The first Supportive Care cohort launched in 
June 2018. Conestoga College staff used multiple 
recruitment channels to attract participants, 
including employers, in-house career centres, 
and broader marketing through flyers, job fairs, 
social media, website links, newspaper ads, 
community centres, food banks, libraries, and 
newcomer agencies. Staff also leveraged existing 
relationships with Employment Ontario agencies, 
working with these agencies to help understand 
the requirements of the program and identify 
interested candidates. 

Employers had the opportunity to participate 
directly in recruitment and make job offers 
to participants who completed the program. 
Employers were also engaged throughout the 
program to maintain contact with participants, 
provide uniforms, and share training materials, such 
as care plan templates and incident reports, that 
participants could use to practice relevant skills. 

The Link to PSW course was delivered online from 
October to November 2018. Four students who had 
previously completed the Supportive Care program 
enrolled in and completed the Link to PSW course. 

Front-line staff in the Supportive Care and Link to 
PSW courses offered a range of supports to help 
ensure student success inside and outside the 
classroom. Instructors experienced in the home 
care and health care industries and in working 
with students with barriers to employment and 
post-secondary education were available for extra 
help and coaching throughout the program. 
Students also received coaching and support from 
the program coordinator, who acted as a liaison 
between instructors and employers and arranged 
extra resources through the college. These 
resources included access to academic upgrading, 
English language training, and a limited number of 
counselling sessions. 

WAREHOUSE ESSENTIALS

Design

Like the Supportive Care program, the Warehouse 
Essentials program was designed in response to 
local labour market needs. 

Through consultations with local employers, 
Conestoga College identified a demand for entry-
level workers with basic skills in warehousing and 
logistics. Employers reported they were having 
difficulty finding employees with the technical 
competencies and essential skills to succeed in 
these jobs. They also noted that a lack of awareness 
about career opportunities in the warehousing 
sector made it difficult to attract quality employees. 

Conestoga College offers a Warehousing 
Certificate that provides training in more advanced 
warehousing skills. However, staff noted that the 
certificate program is seen as unattainable and 
intimidating for many participants, particularly 
those who had been out of school for a long 
period of time or had gaps in English language or 
academic skills. 

In response to these challenges, Conestoga 
College designed the Warehouse Essentials 
program to meet employer demand and offer a 
quality career pathway for individuals struggling 
to find the right labour market opportunities. 
Students received training in the skills needed 
to succeed in an entry-level warehousing job as 
well as credit towards courses in the Warehousing 
Certificate program, ensuring a clear bridge to 
further post-secondary training.   

Both employers and instructors were engaged in 
curriculum design. The course content draws on 
both the Warehousing Certificate curriculum and 
input from employers on the skills most needed for 
entry-level positions. The program also includes 
employment preparedness, workplace-oriented 
essential skills, and job maintenance training. 
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Academic upgrading and career preparation 
training are interspersed throughout the 12-week 
program. (See Appendix B for a full list of courses 
included in the Warehouse Essentials program.)

Delivery 

The first Warehouse Essentials cohort began in 
October 2018. Like the Supportive Care program, 
staff at Conestoga College used multiple recruitment 
channels, including partnerships with Employment 
Ontario agencies. The program specifically 
targeted individuals who were unemployed or 
underemployed and who either lacked post-
secondary credentials or had foreign post-
secondary credentials not recognized in Canada.  

Multiple employers in the area were engaged 
throughout the program, offering plant tours to 
students and maintaining contact with staff and 
instructors about potential job openings. At the 
conclusion of the program, students took part in 
an Employment Options day. A panel consisting of 
two major staffing agencies, one employer and an 
Employment Ontario provider offered information 
about their respective services, opportunities 
and options for the students as they launch their 
job search.  Information about current employer 
requirements, the skills needed to be successful in 
a competitive job market, and job development 
assistance were discussed with the goal of helping 
students with their job search.

As with the Supportive Care program, participants 
in the Warehouse Essentials program received 
coaching and supports from a program 
coordinator. The program coordinator made 
referrals, offered career coaching, and worked to 
match participants with best-fit employers. 



4 | Results

This section summarizes the evaluation results 
for the Supportive Care and Warehouse Essential 
programs, including participant outcomes and 
employer feedback. It includes:

• Results from the Supportive Care program 

• Results from the Link to PSW program

• Results from the Warehouse Essentials program

Participants completed surveys at program 
entry, program exit and 2 months after program 
completion. These surveys measured changes over 
the course of the program in employment status 
as well as career activation, career goal confidence, 
and task-related efficacy. We also collected 
information about participants’ characteristics 

and program expectations at program entry, 
and information about overall satisfaction with 
the program at program exit. Program staff also 
assisted in collecting information on employment 
rates at 3 months after program completion.  

Employer feedback was collected through one-on-
one interviews with three employers engaged by 
Conestoga College. 

Results for these programs should be interpreted 
with caution given the small sample size. In 
addition, the novelty of the programs and the 
unique target population mean that there are 
no specific benchmarks of success for participant 
completion and employment outcomes.  
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Supportive Care results
34 participants enrolled in the Supportive Care 
Provider program. 23 participants completed the 
program, representing a 68% completion rate.

PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS

Conestoga College placed an emphasis on 
recruiting participants who faced barriers to post-
secondary education and employment success. 
Employers also had input on participant selection 
as many of them extended job offers to participants 
prior to them officially entering the program. 

We collected data on participant characteristics, 
education, and work history to assess the 
degree to which the program reached its target 
populations (Table 2). 

Participants in Supportive Care were mostly female 
(94%) and over the age of 30 (67%). About half 
of participants had some college or university 
education, and many had successfully graduated 
college (33%) or university (21%). However, 43% 
of all participants and 50% of those with college 
or university education had obtained their highest 
education outside of Canada and most had been 
out of education for at least 5 years (71%). 15% had 
not received a high school diploma or equivalent. 
Many also spoke English as a second language 
(39%). At the time they entered the program, 
most participants were unemployed (77%) or 
underemployed (10%). 

TABLE 2 | SUPPORTIVE CARE PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS

CHARACTERISTIC PERCENTAGE OF PARTICIPANTS

Gender Female
Male

94%
6%

Highest Education Did not graduate high school
High school diploma
Some college/university but did not graduate
College certificate or diploma 
Bachelor’s degree or higher

15%
30%
12%
33%
21% 

Country in which highest level 
of education was attained

Canada
Other

57%
43%

Newcomer Yes
No

61%
39%

Age <30 years
30 years or older

33%
67%

Native language English
Other

61%
39%

Employment status Yes
Full-time
Part-time

No

23%
13%
10%
77%
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TRAINING EXPECTATIONS

All Supportive Care participants reported at 
least 3 reasons for taking training (Figure 4). All 
participants agreed or strongly agreed that they 
were motivated to do the best they could in 
the course (100%), and that they were looking 

forward to taking the training (100%). Almost all 
participants anticipated that the course would help 
them get further in their career (92%). At the same 
time, many participants (49%) reported that they 
were nervous about taking the course. 

FIGURE 4 | PRE-COURSE MOTIVATIONS AND ATTITUDE TOWARDS SUPPORTIVE CARE
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PARTICIPANT SATISFACTION

Supportive Care participants showed high levels 
of satisfaction with the program (Figure 5). At exit, 
most participants agreed or strongly agreed that 
they were satisfied with the programs (88%) and 
that they would recommend the program to a 

peer (88%). Importantly, almost all participants 
(92%) agreed or strongly agreed that the 
Supportive Care program prepared them to take 
the next steps in their career. 

FIGURE 5 | SUPPORTIVE CARE PARTICIPANT SATISFACTION 
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CAREER ACTIVATION 

Career activation, or the extent to which 
participants have clear job and career goals, was 
measured at baseline and exit using a 6-item 
scale. Supportive Care program participants on 
average saw little to no increase on this scale, and 
slightly more participants showed decreases in this 

measure than increases (see Table 3). However, 
many participants entered the program with high 
levels of job and career goal clarity which may be 
due to the fact that many participants had already 
received conditional job offers when they began 
the program.

TABLE 3 | CHANGES IN CAREER ACTIVATION, SUPPORTIVE CARE PARTICIPANTS

How much do you agreee with each 
statement?

Average  
baseline 

score

Average 
exit score

(Change 
from baseline)

% of 
participants with 
positive change

% of 
participants with 
negative change

I know how to assess my own abilities and 
challenges.

3.88 3.92 (0.04) 21% 12%

I have a clear idea of the type of job I want. 4.08 4.12 (+0.04) 17% 21%

I know where I want to be in my career 
in 2 years.

3.92 3.79 (-0.13) 12% 25%

I know how to achieve my career goals. 3.62 3.75 (+0.13) 21% 12%

I am making progress towards my 
career goals.

4.21 4.25 (+0.04) 17% 12%

There are things in my life that make it 
hard for me to move forward with my 
career goals. (reverse coded)

2.75 2.75 (0.00) 29% 29%

Average score (per item) 3.74 3.76 (+0.02) 29% 38%

Notes. Scores are reported based on a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 means “strongly agree” and 1 means “strongly disagree.”
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CAREER GOAL CONFIDENCE

Career goal confidence, the extent to which 
individuals feel confident that they can achieve 
their career and job goals, was measured using 
a 2-item scale. Supportive Care participants on 
average were more confident in their career goals 
at exit (see Table 4) and far more participants 

showed increases (42%) than decreases (12%) in 
this measure. This would suggest that although 
the program did not increase the extent to which 
participants have clear job and career goals 
(career activation), it did help many participants 
feel more confident they could achieve their goals.  

TABLE 4 | CHANGES IN CAREER-GOAL CONFIDENCE, SUPPORTIVE CARE PARTICIPANTS

How much do you agreee with each 
statement?

Average  
baseline 

score

Average 
exit score

(Change 
from baseline)

% of 
participants with 
positive change

% of 
participants with 
negative change

Achieve your career goals. 3.88 4.08 (0.20) 33% 12%

Keep working on your career goals even 
when you face challenges.

3.96 4.12 (0.20) 33% 17%

Average score (per item) 3.92 4.1 (0.18) 42% 12%

Notes. Scores are reported based on a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 means “very confident” and 1 means “not at all confident.”
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EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES

At exit, 79% of participants who had completed 
the Supportive Care program reported that they 
were employed, compared to 21% at entry (see 
Figure 6). Of respondents who completed the 
follow-up survey (16 respondents), 89% reported 
that they were employed. There was also a slight 

increase in average wage from entry to follow-up 
for respondents who reported they were employed 
at entry, exit at follow up: respondents on average 
earned $16.06/hr at follow-up, compared to $15.88 
at exit and $15.00 at entry. 

FIGURE 6 | EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES, SUPPORTIVE CARE

FIGURE 9: EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES FOR PARTICIPANTS  
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TASK-RELATED SELF-EFFICACY AND 
CONFIDENCE IN LEARNING

Most Supportive Care participants experienced 
neither increases nor decreases from entry to exit 
in their confidence in their ability to accomplish 
tasks (task-related self-efficacy) or to learn new 
skills and tasks. 

LONG-TERM CAREER GOALS

Participants who completed the Supportive Care 
program were asked an open-ended question 
about where they see themselves in 5 years. They 
are asked at program exit and again at follow-up.  

Most Supportive Care participants shared that 
they would like to be working full-time in the 
health care sector. Several stated that they would 
like to be working as a Personal Support Worker 
(PSW), Registered Practical Nurse (RPN), or 
Registered Nurse (RN), while others aimed to 
gain specialization in fields such as mental health 
and addiction. A few shared that they would like 

to continue working in home care, while others 
aimed to work at a dentist’s office, a pharmacy, 
in the community, or in retirement residences. 
One participant stated that they are interested in 
opening their own home care company. 

Participants also shared broader goals related to 
their career and education, such as taking more 
courses, gaining new certifications, and advancing 
within their current places of work. Several 
highlighted the importance of job and workplace 
quality in their future goals and plans, noting that 
finding a stable job, working in a high quality and 
welcoming facility, and feeling happy and confident 
at work are high priorities. A few participants also 
stated that increasing their financial stability and 
savings are important goals. Others wanted to find 
a good balance between family and work. 

At the two-month mark, many graduates shared 
goals related to progressing in their current 
positions, including working more hours per week, 
serving more clients and clients with different 
needs, and receiving higher wages. 
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Link to PSW Outcomes
Four participants enrolled in the Link to PSW 
program, all of whom completed the program 
(100% completion rate). Due to small sample 
size, we have not included a detailed analysis of 
survey results here. However, through comments 
provided by participants in exit surveys, as well 
as discussions with staff, we identified some key 
insights about the Link to PSW program. 

While all four students completed the course, 
they reported struggling with some aspects of 
the course work and had overall lower levels of 
satisfaction than they did with the Supportive 
Care program. 

Staff noted that many of the struggles experienced 
by students were related to the transition from 
the hands-on, instructor-led learning style of the 
Supportive Care program to the more independent 
learning style required for the Link to PSW program. 
To prepare students for the demands of the PSW 
certificate program, the Link to PSW course was 
designed as a more traditional post-secondary 
course, with content focused on theory as well as 
practice and an expectation that students would 
complete work outside of class time. Staff noted that 
this transition was difficult for some students who 
were used to the more structured approach of the 
Supportive Care program. 

This finding highlights the importance of providing 
coaching and encouragement for students as they 
transition into further steps along a Career Pathway, 
recognizing some of the challenges in transitioning 
from programs focused on basic skills and 
employment readiness, to programs more aligned 
with traditional post-secondary approaches.   

Warehouse Essentials results
Eleven participants enrolled in the Warehouse 
Essentials program. Nine participants completed 
the program, representing a completion 
rate of 73%. 

PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS

Like the Supportive Care program, the target 
population for the Warehouse Essentials program 
was individuals who face barriers to post-
secondary education and employment success 
(see Table 5). 

Participants in the program were mostly male (82%) 
and age 30 or older (73%). Although about half 
had some either graduated from college (36%) or 
university (27%), on average participants obtained 
their last credential 16 years ago. About half of 
all participants, and 71% of those with college or 
university obtained their highest education outside 
of Canada (44%). And 18% had not received a high 
school diploma or equivalent. About half spoke 
English as a second language (55%) and 58% self-
identified as a newcomer. Most participants were 
unemployed (73%) or underemployed (18%) at the 
time they entered the program. 

Program staff provided some additional context 
regarding participants’ backgrounds, noting 
that many individuals had cycled in and out of 
precarious employment for a long period of time 
and were feeling “stuck” when it came to seeking 
out more sustainable employment opportunities. 
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TABLE 5 | WAREHOUSE ESSENTIALS PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS

CHARACTERISTIC PERCENTAGE OF PARTICIPANTS

Gender Female
Male

18%
82%

Highest Education Did not graduate high school
High school diploma
Some college/university but did not graduate
College certificate or diploma 
Bachelor’s degree or higher

18%
18%
0%
36%
27%

Country in which highest level 
of education was attained

Canada
Other

57%
43%

Newcomer Yes
No

58%
42%

Age <30 years
30 years or older

27%
73%

Native language English
Other

45%
55%

Employment status Yes
Full-time
Part-time

No

27%
9%
18%
73%
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TRAINING EXPECTATIONS

All but one Warehouse Essentials participant 
reported multiple reasons for participating in 
training. (see Figure 7). All participants noted they 
were taking the course in order to get a job. All 
participants agreed or strongly agreed that they were 
motivated to do the best they could in the course 
and most agreed that they were looking forward to 
taking the training (81%). However, 40% agreed that 
they were nervous about taking the course.

55% of Warehouse Essentials participants reported 
that they were taking the program to advance 
their career, compared to 92% of Supportive 
Care participants. This could reflect the fact 
that the Supportive Care program offers a clear 
pathway into multiple additional credentials and 
employment opportunities in the health care 
sector, including diploma and degree programs. 

FIGURE 7 | PRE-COURSE MOTIVATIONS AND ATTITUDE TOWARDS WAREHOUSE ESSENTIALS
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PARTICIPANT SATISFACTION

At exit, participants were unanimously satisfied with 
the Warehouse Essentials Program. All participants 
agreed or strongly agreed that they were satisfied 
with the programs, that they would recommend 
the program to a peer, and that the Warehouse 
Essentials Program prepared them to take the next 
steps in their career. 

CAREER ACTIVATION 

Over half of participants (56%) in the Warehouse 
Essentials program reported an increase in overall 
career activation (see Table 6). This would suggest 
that the program helped many participants 

improve their job goal clarity. Of particular note is 
that 57% of participants reported increases in the 
degree to which they knew where they wanted to 
be in their career in 2 years.  

At the same time many participants (43%) 
experienced decreases in overall career activation. 
These decreases in career activation were driven 
primarily by two scale items: participants were 
less sure that they were making progress towards 
their career goals and more likely to feel that 
they had things in their lives that made it hard to 
move forward with their career goals. This could 
reflect greater awareness of potential obstacles to 
achieving their career goals.

TABLE 6 | CHANGES IN CAREER ACTIVATION, WAREHOUSE ESSENTIALS PARTICIPANTS

How much do you agreee with each 
statement?

Average  
baseline 

score

Average 
exit score

(Change 
from baseline)

% of 
participants with 
positive change

% of 
participants with 
negative change

I know how to assess my own abilities and 
challenges.

3.71 3.86 (0.15) 0.14 0.00

I have a clear idea of the type of job I want. 3.71 4.00 (0.29) 0.29 0.14

I know where I want to be in my career 
in 2 years.

3.71 4.14 (0.43) 0.57 0.14

I know how to achieve my career goals. 3.71 3.71 (0.00) 0.14 0.14

I am making progress towards my career goals. 4.29 3.86 (-0.43) 0.00 0.43

There are things in my life that make it hard 
for me to move forward with my career goals. 
(reverse coded)

3.14 2.71 (-0.43) 0.00 0.14

Average score (per item) 3.71 3.71 (0.00) 0.57 0.43

Notes. Scores are reported based on a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 means “strongly agree” and 1 means “strongly disagree.”
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CAREER CONFIDENCE

Most Warehouse Essentials participants (80%) 
did not experience a change in their overall 
career confidence from program start to end. A 
few participants (20%) felt less confident in their 
ability to achieve their career goals, which could 
be connected to greater awareness of potential 
obstacles to achieving their career goals. 

CONFIDENCE IN LEARNING AND TASK-
RELATED SELF-EFFICACY 

Although participants on average reported slight 
increases in their overall confidence in learning when 
they exited the program, they were also slightly less 
confident in their ability to accomplish tasks (task-
related self-efficacy). These findings could reflect 
some uncertainty among participants about being 
able to apply what they learned in the program on 
the job and succeed in their career path.   

EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES

At exit, 57% of participants who had completed the 
Warehouse Essentials program reported that they 
were employed, compared to 29% at entry (see 
Figure 8). 67% of all participants who completed 
the program were employed at 3 months after exit 
based on data collected from program staff.

At intake participants who were employed 
reported they made on average $12.83/hr; on exit 
surveys participants who were employed reported 
they made on average $18.18/hr. 

FIGURE 9: EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES FOR PARTICIPANTS  
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FIGURE 8 | EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES FOR WAREHOUSE ESSENTIALS
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LONG-TERM CAREER GOALS

Participants who completed the Warehouse 
Essentials program were asked at program exit, 
and 2 months after program exit, to share where 
they see themselves in 5 years. 

The majority of participants aimed to continue 
working in the warehousing and logistics sector. 
They planned to take more courses, gain new 
certifications, and advance within their current 
places of work. This included advancing to 
positions such as business analyst, manager, 
and supply chain manager. Ideal places of work 
included the military and Canada Post. One 
participant identified earning enough to support 
their family as an important goal.

Employer feedback
We interviewed three local employers who worked 
closely with the Supportive Care or Warehouse 
Essentials programs. One employer from the home 
care sector hired 15 graduates of the Supportive 
Care program and another employer hired 8 
graduates from the Supportive Care program. We 
also spoke with one employer who provided input 
into the Warehouse Essentials design and delivery. 

We asked employers about their staffing needs, 
the quality and fit of the graduates they hired, the 
most attractive elements of the Supportive Care 
and Warehouse Essentials programs, and any 
changes they would recommend.

Employers in the home care sector both described 
a critical lack of trained staff to carry out home 
care work, and the need for knowledgeable, client-
centric, reliable, and passionate staff who have 
excellent communication and problem-solving skills.

Both employers felt that the Supportive Care 
program delivered graduates who met these 
staffing needs. One employer noted that 
“everybody we hired was fantastic,” while the other 

said their new hires were “excellent” and gave the 
Supportive Care program “a score of 9/10”. These 
new hires had a positive impact on their business 
by helping address critical staffing shortages. One 
employer explained that this new stream of hires 
increased overall employee engagement, as their 
current employees began to act as mentors for the 
new recruits. Both employers were happy to remain 
involved with the program, and thought it would 
benefit other businesses in the sector as well. 

Each employer identified different elements of 
the program that were particularly valuable to 
them. One spoke about the opportunity to select 
employees at the start of the program, and to 
have these new hires educated for free. The other 
employer said that having a high-quality program 
offered at a reputable local institution was most 
important for them. 

The employer we spoke to about the Warehouse 
Essentials program noted similar workforce 
development challenges. There is fierce 
competition for new hires given the number of 
warehouses in the local community. They noted 
challenges in finding high quality job candidates 
who have basic warehousing skills, a positive 
attitude, initiative, and a strong work ethic. The 
employer also stated that there is a need for more 
programs like Warehouse Essentials to give people 
hands-on experience in the sector. 



5 | Lessons learned

This section summarizes the lessons learned from 
the delivery of the Supportive Care and Warehouse 
Essentials programs identified through consultations 
with Conestoga College staff and instructors. It also 
summarizes our analysis of the alignment of these 
programs with the Career Pathways model. 

What worked well
• Partnerships – Partnerships within and outside 

the college were essential for building strong 
recruitment pipelines and ensuring participants 
had access to the right services and supports. 
Employment Ontario agencies were valuable 
partners in referring participants from target 
populations and in providing additional 
job search and job development supports. 
Within Conestoga College, key program 
champions worked to build connections 
across departments and bring together the 
diverse set of capabilities required to make 

the programs successful, including academic 
expertise, marketing, coaching, and employer 
connections. The development of a strong 
partnership between the Corporate Training 
division and the School of Health was critical 
for developing a pathway from the Supportive 
Care program to the PSW program. 

• Employer involvement – Employer 
engagement at all stages of design and 
delivery was essential to program success. 
Employers were involved in identifying labour 
market needs, providing input on program 
design, contributing to participant recruitment, 
offering insights into workplace conditions 
and expectations for participants, and hiring 
program graduates. 

• Wraparound supports – Many of the 
participants in the programs faced challenges in 
completing the program and pursuing further 
training and employment opportunities. Staff 
noted that many participants had been out of 
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school for long periods of time and struggled 
to balance program demands with challenging 
life circumstances. Supports for participants – 
career advice, coaching, and referrals to other 
services – were critical to their success. 

• Cohort model – Instructors noted that the 
cohort-based delivery model was an important 
contributing factor to student success. The 
group-centered model helped build individual 
student confidence, facilitated trusting 
friendships, and enhanced teamwork skills.

Challenges
• Recruitment – Recruitment was a challenge for 

both programs. Finding participants who were 
well-suited for the programs and interested 
in the target sectors and occupations was 
difficult. Staff at Conestoga College noted 
that recruitment involved reaching out to 
populations not normally targeted by post-
secondary institutions. In both programs, a 
lack of awareness and a sometimes negative 
perception of the target sectors added to 
recruitment difficulties. To help address these 
challenges, Conestoga College used a wide 
range of recruitment and marketing strategies. 

• Ensuring program fit – Related to recruitment 
challenges was the need to ensure a strong 
fit between the skills, interests, and goals of 
participants on the one hand and the traits 
required for success in the Supportive Care and 
Warehouse Essentials programs on the other. 
Both programs are relatively intense and fast-
paced and require a commitment from students 
to quickly get up to speed on a large amount of 
technical content. Staff noted that many of the 
students who did not complete the programs 
were not a strong fit in terms of readiness 

and interest in the target sectors. Staff have 
identified an opportunity moving forward to 
build more intentional assessment process and 
clarify messaging to students to ensure they 
have a strong understanding of the demands of 
the programs. 

• Managing student transitions – Staff noted 
that a challenge was supporting student 
transitions as they navigated from basic 
skills training focused on entry-level jobs, to 
employment and further training. Staff felt 
it was important for students to spend time 
working before transitioning into further 
education in order to consolidate their 
knowledge and gain confidence in their abilities.  

• Balancing employer demand with further 
post-secondary opportunities – Staff involved 
in the Supportive Care program noted a tension 
between the need to meet employer demand 
for entry-level workers in the home care 
sector, and the goal of offering additional post-
secondary and career progression opportunities 
to participants. Employers in the home care 
sector often find that workers who complete 
the PSW certificate program accept positions at 
long-term care centres or hospitals, leaving them 
once again struggling to find employees.  

• Navigating institutional constraints – 
Conestoga College staff noted that traditional 
college processes and services were not always 
well-aligned with the needs of students in the 
Supportive Care and Warehouse Essentials 
programs. For example, students had limited 
access to counselling and career advice 
supports offered through the college since 
they do not pay student fees. This required 
staff to work creatively with champions within 
the College and with other community service 
providers to ensure that participants received 
the supports they needed.    
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Alignment with 
Career Pathways 
Both the Supportive Care and Warehouse 
Essentials programs have many features that are 
aligned with the Career Pathways approach: 

• They are focused on designing and 
implementing an effective first “step” along a 
career pathway, and support participants in 
the development of the basic academic and 
workplace skills needed to prepare for work and 
further education.

• They target individuals who might not otherwise 
have access to post-secondary education and 
sustainable employment opportunities

• They are aligned with local labour market need 
and involve employers as active partners in 
design and delivery

Moving forward, there are opportunities to 
build on these program components to align 
more closely with the Career Pathways model. 
These opportunities include further developing 
additional steps in each pathway and providing 
ongoing coaching and career navigation supports 
to participants as they navigate these next steps; 
continuing to engage employers to increase 
employment prospects for participants; and 
refining recruitment and assessment process to 
identify individuals from target populations who 
are a good fit for each sector. 

For a more detailed analysis of the alignment 
between the Career Pathways approach and 
the Supportive Care and Warehouse Essentials 
programs, see Appendix C.



6 | Systems change implications

In addition to evaluating promising training 
programs aligned with Career Pathways, this 
project focused on understanding the systems 
change implications of the Career Pathways model. 
At a high level, the promise of Career Pathways 
lies in its capacity to work as a general framework 
for organizing key systems, namely education, 
workforce development and support services, to 
meet the needs of individuals and employers. 

To better understand the systems change 
implications of the Career Pathways approach we:

• Reviewed promising practices and strategies for 
implementing Career Pathways

• Consulted system stakeholders about the 
opportunities and remaining questions about 
implementing Career Pathways

• Analyzed the alignment between the Career 
Pathways approach and Ontario’s current 
policy context  

Opportunities
Local innovation aligned with the Career Pathways 
model is already apparent at Conestoga College 
and at other Ontario colleges and training 
providers. In many ways Ontario colleges are well-
positioned to implement Career Pathways:

• Ontario colleges have a history of collaboration 
in the development of system enhancements to 
benefit stakeholders

• Ontario colleges are well-connected to 
local and regional employers and employer 
associations and many are experienced in 
designing and delivering employer-specific, 
short-term, skills-based programs

• Ontario colleges offer an established range of 
academic programs that are oriented toward 
specific occupational sectors 

• Ontario colleges have developed a suite of 
academic and support services to enhance 
student success
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Opportunities exist to identify and build on the 
strengths of these approaches to expand the 
impact of Career Pathways and to generate 
additional insights about the relevance, feasibility, 
and value of the model in the Ontario context. 
These opportunities include:

• Identifying target sectors – Working with 
employers and labour market information 
experts to identify sectors and occupations 
where a Career Pathways approach could add 
value. Career Pathways programs are most 
successful when they provide training that is 
aligned with clearly identified areas of labour 
market need. 

• Focusing on milestones and small wins 
– Given the complexity of Career Pathways 
programs, achieving early success is important 
for building credibility and support. Engaging 
willing partners who are eager to collaborate, 
focusing on individual “steps” along a longer 
Career Pathway, and testing new programs on 
a small scale are important in setting the stage 
for longer-term success.  

• Evaluation – Proponents of Career Pathways 
should rigorously evaluate programs to 
track the progress of participants, assess 
the feasibility of the approach in different 
sectors and contexts, and inform continuous 
improvement and adaptation. 

Moving forward, further dialogue with Ontario 
colleges and other stakeholders in the skills 
training ecosystem will be critical for identifying 
other examples of local innovation aligned with 
Career Pathways and finding opportunities to build 
on this innovation. 

Remaining questions
While Career Pathways holds promise as a way to 
address key challenges in Ontario’s education and 
skills training ecosystem, there are some questions 
about its widespread applicability. This project has 
demonstrated that developing and implementing 
Career Pathways programs requires significant 
coordination and relationship-building with multiple 
partners. In addition, there are questions related to:

• Funding – Given that post-secondary 
institutions are not funded to deliver programs 
shorter than one year, what would a sustainable 
funding model for Career Pathways look like?

• Student supports – The Career Pathways 
model is designed to serve students who 
face more barriers to employment and 
post-secondary education than typical post-
secondary students. What would be needed 
to build a student support model that 
encourages completion and career progression 
for students?

• Employer engagement – Deep engagement 
with employers to understand skills needs 
and establish credentials that are relevant to 
labour market needs is critical to the success of 
Career Pathways. How could colleges build on 
their existing employer engagement models to 
deepen this engagement?
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Driving systems change
From a systems perspective, Career Pathways 
provides an opportunity to build stronger bridges 
between the workforce development and post-
secondary systems. By combining workforce 
development supports and services with training 
that leads to recognized credentials, Career 
Pathways highlights the importance of ensuring 
that programs and funding streams are designed to 
help participants access the training and supports 
they need, when they need them, regardless of their 
entry point into the skills training system.   

Currently, gaps exist in Ontario’s education and 
training systems in providing support to working 
adults—including those at risk of displacement 
due to labour market changes—and supporting 
individuals with lower skills to access training 
that leads to sustainable employment and career 
progression. Career Pathways is one example 
of a strategy that can help address these gaps 
by supporting adults through a combination of 
work and learning as they progress through their 
careers, and ensuring that they have the right skills 
and certifications to succeed and progress in high-
demand sectors.

Creating the enabling conditions for Career 
Pathways at the system level would require some 
strategic policy shifts, including: 

• A greater emphasis on training that supports 
lifelong learning and career progression and 
labour market entry for the unemployed

• Broadening access to post-secondary programs 
to include groups that currently face barriers to 
post-secondary education

• Closer collaboration and coordination between 
workforce development and post-secondary 
organizations to support training and career 
progression for learners 



Conclusion

Career Pathways is a potentially promising 
approach to connecting individuals with gaps 
in skills and work experience to high-quality, 
in-demand jobs. We evaluated two programs 
that share key features with the Career Pathways 
program to test the feasibility, relevance, and value 
of some of the initial steps in a Career Pathways 
model. Both programs have been effective in 
reaching participants who may face barriers 
accessing traditional post-secondary programs. At 
follow up (2-3 months after graduating from the 
program), 89% of Supportive Care participants 
were employed and 67% of Warehouse Essentials 
participants were employed.

Effective partnerships both within and outside of 
Conestoga College, strong employer involvement 
in program design and implementation, and 
wraparound supports for participants have all 
been important success factors. At the same time 
there have been challenges related to recruitment, 
managing student transitions, and working within 
institutional constraints.  

Our research also highlighted some opportunities 
and questions related to the systems change 
implications of the Career Pathways approach. 
There are questions about the widespread 
applicability of the model and how to establish 
funding models, student support systems, and 
employer engagement capacity to position 
the model for success. This has not prevented 
some Ontario colleges and training centres from 
experimenting with promising approaches aligned 
with the Career Pathways model, recognizing 
the opportunity provided by Career Pathways 
to more effectively align education, workforce 
development, and support services to meet the 
needs of both individuals and employers.

Moving forward, there are opportunities to 
build on early steps towards Career Pathways by 
identifying additional target sectors that could 
benefit from the approach, focusing on small wins 
and milestones in implementing Career Pathways 
programs, and evaluating promising models to 
generate new insights. Further dialogue with 
colleges and other stakeholders will also be critical 
to further understanding the opportunities and 
potential challenges associated with the Career 
Pathways approach.   
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Appendix A
PACE and HPOG demonstrations 
PACE (Pathways for Advancing Careers and 
Education) is a rigorous evaluation of nine different 
Career Pathways approaches designed to increase 
the economic self-sufficiency of low-income 
individuals and families.

HPOG (Health Professional Opportunity Grants) 
program administers grant awards to entities that 
provides education and training to Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) recipients 
and other low-income individuals, targeted to 
in-demand, well-paying occupations in the health 
care field. 

The Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation 
(OPRE) is funding rigorous evaluations of both 
initiatives to assess their success in connecting 
participants to sustainable employment 
opportunities. 

PACE

PACE is evaluating the impact of nine career 
pathways programs across 18 locations in the U.S. 
The programs are offered through community 
colleges, community-based organizations, non-
profits, and workforce agencies. Participants 
were randomly assigned to treatment (program) 
or control groups between 2011 and 2014. The 
study is measuring differences between treatment 
and control group members on outcomes such 
as educational achievement, employment, and 
earnings to assess program impacts.

Evaluators are also carrying out an implementation 
study to assess the design and execution of the 
nine programs to provide context for impact 
estimates and guide future iterations. Results from 

the program implementation study and program 
impacts 18 months after random assignment are 
currently available. For this report we analyzed 
impact results from these initiatives including the 
San Diego Country Bridge to Employment in 
the Healthcare Industry (Farrell, et al. 2017), Year 
Up (Roder and Elliot 2014, Zielewski et al, 2016), 
Pima Community College Pathways to Healthcare 
Program (Gardiner et al. 2017), and Valley Initiative 
for Development and Advancement (VIDA) 
(Rolston et al. 2017). 

HPOG

HPOG provides education and training to 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
recipients and other low-income individuals to 
prepare them for in-demand, well-paid healthcare 
jobs. Five-year grants were made in 2010 to 32 
entities in 23 states. Grants were used for training, 
education, and supportive services such as case 
management, transport, and child care. 

The evaluation of HPOG is focused on identifying 
which Career Pathways components are most 
helpful for low-income adults to complete training 
that leads to sustainable healthcare careers. Other 
key outcomes of interest included educational 
attainment, employment, job quality, and earnings.

HPOG is using random assignment approach to 
evaluate impacts for 23 of 32 program grantees. 
Evaluators are also carrying out an implementation 
analysis to assess the administrative structures and 
program practices used by HPOG programs. In 
this report we drew primarily on the Impact Study 
Interim Report (Peck et al., 2018). 
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Appendix B
Program courses 
Supportive Care program:

• Theoretical and Practical Foundations in 
Supportive Care – Covers person-centred 
supportive care, professional collaborative 
practise, safety, and communication skills. 
Includes experiential learning to apply problem-
solving and supportive care skills.

• Practice Imperatives for and Integration 
in Supportive Care – Covers the roles and 
responsibilities of Supportive Care workers, 
legislation, policies, procedures, ethics, professional 
boundaries, accountability, interpersonal skills, 
helping relationships, and self-care. Includes real-
life experiential training to apply lessons under the 
supervision of a preceptor.

• Safety in the Workplace, Community, and 
Home Care Settings – Learn to safely manage 
variety of employment settings, health and 
safety protocols, and how to manage fires and 
workplace violence. The course also covers 
accessibility issues for people with disabilities, 
safe driving, information privacy, hand washing, 
and insurance coverage.

• Red Cross Standard First Aid and CPR/AED 
Level C and HCP – Learn standard first aid skills 
such as rescue breathing, CPR defibrillators, etc.

• Nonviolent Crisis Intervention (NVCI) – Learn 
to defuse challenging and disruptive behaviour.

• Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) – Learn 
about mental health literacy and the skills 
needed to attend to provide primary care for 
mental health crises.

• Gentle Persuasive Approaches – Covers 
dementia care, and self-protective and gentle 
redirection techniques for when catastrophic 
behaviours occur.

• Food Safety Training – Gain Food Safety 
Certification.

Warehouse Essentials: 

• Forklift – Learn how to operate, lift, and move 
loads safely.

• Workplace Safety Essentials – Learn to safely 
manage variety of employment settings, health 
and safety protocols, and how to manage fires 
and workplace violence. The course also covers 
accessibility issues for people with disabilities, 
safe driving, information privacy, hand washing, 
and insurance coverage.

• Material Handling and Management 
Concepts – Improve material handling 
productivity and increase warehouse and plant 
storage. Learn about basic material handling 
equipment, applications, and storage equipment.

• Fundamentals of Inventory Control – Learn 
the principles, concepts, and techniques of 
inventory control, which includes what to order, 
how much, when, and how store and retrieve 
inventory. The course also covers stock analysis 
order cycles, lead times, forecasting, order 
quantities, safety stock, just-in-time systems, 
materials requirements planning concepts, and 
storage and retrieval systems.

• Principles of Distribution and Logistics – 
Learn about Channels of Distribution, Total 
Logistics Concept, Inventory and Purchasing 
Logistic Integration, National and International 
Freight Logistics, Cost and Performance 
Monitoring, Planning and Control Cycle, and 
the challenges of Logistics and Distribution in a 
Globalized Marketplace.
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Appendix C
Alignment with Career Pathways
The table below outlines key areas of alignment between key characteristics of the Career Pathways 
approach, and the Supportive Care and Warehouse Essentials programs. It also outlines potential 
opportunities for further alignment. 

Characteristic Supportive Care Warehouse Essentials
1. Collaborative partnerships 

across multiple 
organizations – academic, 
community and workforce 
development

 Partnerships between the School 
of Health, community agencies and 
the Conestoga College workforce 
development branch have been 
critical to the design and execution 
of the Supportive Care program 

 Partnerships with community providers have been 
critical to the successful design and implementation 
of the program

?  Moving forward there may be opportunities to build 
stronger partnerships with other academic programs at 
Conestoga College (e.g. Supply Chain Management)

2. Provides training targeted 
at in-demand jobs with 
clear links between 
specific credentials 
and employment 
opportunities

 The program helps to meet a 
demand for entry-level workers 
in the home care sector, and 
provides a clear pathway to 
further career opportunities that 
require post-secondary education

 The program helps to meet a demand for entry-
level workers and provides a clear pathway into the 
Certificate program

?  Mapping of program outcomes to related programs 
at higher credential levels could be explored   

3. Targeted at multiple target 
populations including 
low-skilled and low-
income adults

 Target participants include low-
skilled and low-income adults, 
including newcomers to Canada

 Target participants come from a range of groups 
including low-skilled and low-income adults, 
especially youth

4. Programs provide 
wraparound 
supports (academic, 
financial personal)

 Students in both programs have access to a program coordinator who provides job 
coaching, referrals, and arranges other services as needed, including academic upgrading, 
English language training, and counselling

? There are some constraints in connecting students to additional supports and services 
needed to support program completion and transition through next steps

5. Reduced or 
subsidized costs

? In both programs finding sustainable funding for academic and financial supports could be a 
challenge in future

6. Programs include 
rigorous, sequential and 
clearly articulated stepped 
credentials including 
accelerated and accessible 
training options

 There is a clear pathway between 
the Supportive Care and 
PSW programs

?  Building out further steps in the 
pathway is an opportunity

 Contextualized essential skills training provides a 
useful “on-ramp” for students with low skills into the 
sector, and students can progress to the Warehouse 
Certificate program with advanced standing

?  Building out further steps in the pathway is an 
opportunity

7. Employers are active 
partners and contribute 
design, delivery, and 
providing employment 
opportunities for 
program graduates

 Employers have been active 
partners in program design, 
including identifying skills needs 
and hiring program graduates

?  Opportunities to consult more 
employers to scale the approach

 Employers have been active partners in program 
design including identifying skills needs, contributing 
to delivery (i.e. plant tours, providing materials), and 
selecting program candidates

?  Opportunities to engage more employers and expand 
access to employment opportunities for participants
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