
 
 

Opportunity Pathways Network Overview 
 
The Opportunity Pathways Network (OPeN) began with a bold vision: a future in which no American 

who graduates from high school hits a dead end. With that end goal in mind, we set out to answer a 

nationally urgent question: “How might we redesign pathways between education and work so that all 
people, especially those most at risk of falling behind, can achieve lifelong economic mobility?” 
 

We started building OPeN with the belief that collective action focused on catalytic and 

well-sequenced investments is essential for creating a more robust education-and-work ecosystem. 

Notably, we believe that K12 systems need to be as central to this collective action as postsecondary 

systems and employers are. With input from the field, we defined three focus areas—data, navigation, 

and guidance; enabling breakthrough program models; and employer signaling and hiring—for 

philanthropic funders and impact investors looking to redesign our education-to-work ecosystem in 

ways that work better for all Americans.  

 

Methodology  
 

In 2018, we laid the foundation for OPeN’s theory of change through a landscape analysis and 

background paper. The paper was informed by extensive desk research; over 40 in-depth interviews 

with experts from across sectors and from across the United States; and input from an additional 50 

experts and funders. That process uncovered three levers for change to improve education-to-work 

pathways: 

 
● Data, Navigation, and Guidance: How might we empower opportunity seekers with the 

data, navigation, and guidance they need to create and dynamically navigate their 

journey—weaving together education and work throughout their life in a way that works for 

them and provides a family-sustaining wage? 

 



 

● Enabling Breakthrough Programs: How might we create a healthy market of breakthrough 

programs that more seamlessly connect education and work and enable economic mobility? 

● Employer Signaling and Hiring Practices: How might we make it inevitable that employers 

use signaling and hiring practices based on competencies, rather than proxies or pedigree? 

For the current cycle of OPeN, we have prioritized two of these levers: Data, Navigation, and 

Guidance and Enabling Breakthrough Programs. We are integrating the third lever, Employer 

Signaling and Hiring Practices, into the other two levers since we observed in the pilot that 

“demand-side” (i.e. employer) considerations should be inextricably linked to all of our focus areas. 

For more information, you are welcome to visit www.opportunitypathways.org. 
 

Data, Navigation, and Guidance: The Challenge  
 
Postsecondary and career decisions are among the most important ones an individual makes. Yet, 

people can’t find basic answers to questions about what good jobs are available where they live, the 

skills needed to land them, and the long-term prospects for career growth and economic stability. 

Critical decisions about education and career are often left to a mix of gut instinct, hacked-together 

information from disparate and insufficient sources, and knowledge gleaned from personal networks. 

This status quo is problematic for all Americans, but it is especially troubling for less-advantaged 

individuals who are reliant on education and their careers to move up the economic ladder. 

 

In short, we’re leaving American opportunity seekers in the dark, especially those who can least 

afford missteps. 

 

Reliable information about education and career pathways is hard to come by, in part, because of 

misalignment between our education and workforce systems, processes, and practices. These 

systems have traditionally existed in silos. And the data they collect are designed for long-term 

planning and compliance, not to help individuals navigate seamlessly through their careers. 

 

Outside of data systems, the guides who help opportunity seekers navigate—family, college and 

career counselors, and workforce agency staff—have traditionally "given them a fish" instead of 

“teaching them how to fish.” Guidance often comes in the form of one-time exchanges, at the 

beginning of an education program or career. Instead, guides need to be helping opportunity seekers 

develop the skills to explore tradeoffs and make major decisions. This is especially critical as our 

rapidly evolving economy now requires opportunity seekers to make decisions about education and 

career over and over again during their working life. 

 

We can’t afford for opportunity seekers to continue to wander. We need to develop better, 

connected data, unlock those data to inform individual decision-making, and build the infrastructure 

to support better guidance. Addressing these challenges also unlocks the opportunity to establish 

feedback loops to support school and system improvement, as well as to arm advocates with the 

 

http://www.opportunitypathways.org/


 

information to drive public accountability and to make the case for change on improvements that 

truly impact opportunity seekers. 

 

 We have the technical know-how. What we’ve lacked is the willpower and investment.  

 

Why is this area an important lever for change? 
 
The lack of a robust data, navigation, and guidance infrastructure contributes to many of the 

inefficiencies, false starts, and dead ends we see in education and work today, including those who: 

● Are discouraged from pursuing work. Labor participation has been dropping since 2007, from 

a high of 67 percent in mid-2000 to under 63 percent in 2016 . 1

● Started postsecondary education but never earned a credential. Research shows that there 

are more than 30 million Americans with some college but no degree.  2

● Are underemployed five or ten years after their first job. Research shows that college 

graduates who were underemployed in their first job are five times more likely than their 

peers to be underemployed five years out.  3

● Are stuck in middle-skills jobs, such as pharmacy technicians and manufacturing operators, 

that offer lower pay compared to other middle-skills jobs and limited opportunities for 

advancement.  4

 

Why is progress not inevitable?  
 
Progress on data, navigation, and guidance is not inevitable for a few reasons: 

● Existing structures and processes were built for compliance and long-term planning, and are 

only usable by analysts and policymakers. Units are typically aggregated at the 

institution-level. 

● Federal legal restrictions prohibit the ability to collect student-level information. 

○ Both organizations and individuals have inequitable access to resources, tools and 

applications, and social capital networks.  

● Neither the private sector nor public sector have the necessary incentives, capacity, and trust 

to support an equitable education and workforce ecosystem independently. This is a 

collective action problem. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2016/article/labor-force-participation-what-has-happened-since-the-peak.htm 
2https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2014/07/29/clearinghouse-report-identifies-31-million-who-attended-college-di
dnt-complete 
3 https://www.burning-glass.com/wp-content/uploads/permanent_detour_underemployment_report.pdf 
4 https://www.burning-glass.com/blog/which-middle-skill-jobs-will-last-lifetime/ 
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https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/sites/default/files/T3Phase1_Report_FINAL_0.pdf
https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/careerpathways/
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/how-data-can-support-student-success-from-early-learning-to-workforce/

