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Informing Career Pathways: How an Arkansas Initiative Is 
Bridging Workforce Gaps 

An Educational Pathway to Individual Success, Regional Prosperity 

Is it possible to improve regional economies by enabling a more upwardly mobile workforce? Leaders in 
the Career Pathways movement think so. Three years ago, Arkansas embarked on a statewide Career 
Pathways initiative to grow its economy and simultaneously free its citizens from reliance on public 
assistance. They were on the cusp of the national Career Pathways movement, and their statewide 
initiative was clear-cut and simple: Educate high-risk students for high-demand, family-supporting jobs, 
and simultaneously improve Arkansas's economy with a highly-skilled, upwardly mobile workforce. The 
state’s 2-year colleges were chosen to provide workforce training for these students, and the Arkansas 
Career Pathways Initiative (CPI) was born. With five sites and an enrollment of 2,200 in its first year, CPI 
has grown to encompass all 22 of Arkansas's 2-year colleges in 2008, totaling an enrollment to date of 
over 8,000. 

Lack of Information: A Roadblock to Success 

With such an immediately positive response, Arkansas was off to a strong start. However, two potential 
roadblocks arose early in the implementation process. Though the system had a clear vision, it lacked a 
big-picture overview of the regional economies in each college's service region. Another potential problem 
was accountability. There was no consistent means to assess regional alignment to both the state 
legislation and each region’s economic trends. Dr. Karon Rosa, the Career Pathways Initiative program 
director, explained: “We needed an overview of each local economy to ensure we would be training 
students for real workforce needs. Along with this, our legislation requires that each college provide data 
on high-wage, high-demand jobs to ensure college training programs are accountable to the data.” With 
this in mind, Dr. Rosa set out to find an innovative answer to the problems at hand. 

Custom Regional Reports Fill the Gap 

Dr. Rosa turned to Economic Modeling Specialists Inc. (EMSI),1 who specialize in providing labor market 
data and analysis for regional economies. EMSI, in partnership with Workforce Strategy Center, 
addressed the information needs of the Arkansas CPI by creating a report template to provide an 
economic, labor market, and demographic overview to enable assessment of postsecondary program 
alignment. This “Gap Analysis” report, which was created for each of the 22 college service regions, gave 
both a big picture overview of each regional economy compared to the state as well as detailed economic 
and population data at the sub-county level. Dr. Rosa comments on the report’s effectiveness: “The Gap 
Analysis gives every college a place to start, but more than that, it helps the Career Pathways initiative 
connect the dots between at-risk students’ skill gaps and training programs that will provide a pathway 
into self-sufficiency.” 

Grounded in the Present, Looking to the Future 

Though the final outcome of the Arkansas Career Pathways movement will not be felt for several years, 
they have made progress that many community colleges only dream of. With each community college in 

                                                      

1 Known at that time as CCbenefits Inc. 
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the state working to align their training programs to regional labor markets, they have both the 
accountability and the flexibility to pursue programs that will most benefit not only high-risk students but 
also entire regional economies. 

On the Web 
Arkansas CPI Site: http://www.arpathways.com/home.html 

Workforce Strategy Center: http://www.workforcestrategy.org 

About EMSI 

Economic Modeling Specialists Inc. (EMSI) is a professional services firm that offers integrated regional 
data, web-based analysis tools, data-driven reports, and custom consulting services. EMSI has served 
thousands of workforce, education, economic development, and other policy professionals in the U.S., 
Canada, and the United Kingdom, and the company’s web-based Strategic Advantage research and 
analysis suite is used by over 2,500 professionals across the U.S. For more information, call (866) 999-
3674 or visit www.economicmodeling.com. Last year, EMSI officially become one company with 
CCbenefits Inc. 


