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Introduction

Education has long been the great equalizer and is 
critical to closing the opportunity gap that continues 
to grow. Yet numerous studies show that Americans 
fare poorly in the mathematical and technical skills 
needed for a modern workplace compared to their 
counterparts in most other developed nations. 

Communities across the country are responding 
to this need—working collaboratively to improve 
education and job preparedness and working with the 
business community to attract and retain businesses 
that can provide jobs across a wide range of skills. 

They each share a similar three-step framework:

• Data on student achievement shows how 
opportunities for local youth are limited by 
low graduation rates and other performance 
indicators;

• Educators and community leaders agree there is a 
sense of urgency about the need to respond; and

• Community and business leaders and educators 
commit to a collaborative approach to achieve the 
level of change needed.

The following case examples show a variety of 
different approaches taken by communities across 
the United States. They all share a commitment to the 
current and future success of our youth; a strategic 
focus on one or two key metrics to measure success; 
and agreement that collaboration and additional 
resources will be needed to facilitate change. 
Communities we can learn from include:

• Birmingham, Alabama: Breakthrough Birmingham

• Cincinnati, Ohio; Covington, Kentucky; and 
Newport, Kentucky: Strive Partnership

• El Dorado, Arkansas: The El Dorado Promise

• Kalamazoo, Michigan: The Kalamazoo Promise

• Long Beach, California: Seamless Education 
Partnership

• Los Angeles, California: L.A. Compact

• Louisville, Kentucky: Louisville 55,000 Degrees

• Southwest Pennsylvania: New Century Careers
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In many ways Birmingham is a thriving southern city. 
It is an academic, tech, communications and finance 
hub for the region with a legacy of manufacturing that 
is still alive. Birmingham offers diverse job opportu-
nities and an affordable cost of living. Despite the 
opportunity for a high quality of life, not everyone in 
Birmingham has access to this opportunity. In fact 
Birmingham has one of the highest income inequal-
ities in the nation. Recently, education experts and 
business leaders started pointing to public school 
classrooms as catalysts for closing the wealth gap. 
In 2013, Birmingham City Schools and the Univer-
sity of Alabama at Birmingham partnered with the 
Breakthrough Collaborative to launch Breakthrough 
Birmingham, an academic enrichment program for 
low-income students.

ABOUT BIRMINGHAM
Birmingham is Alabama’s largest city, with about 
212,000 residents, and is the hub of the Birmingham-
Hoover Metropolitan Area. It is a working city with 
a rich history of civil rights activism. Its historic 
downtown has experienced disinvestment since the 
mid-1900s, as white flight pulled many residents into 
the surrounding suburbs and caused a precipitous 
population decline. Among those who remain in the 
city, almost 30 percent live below the poverty level.

ABOUT THE BREAKTHROUGH MODEL 
Breakthrough Birmingham is one of the most recent 
examples of the Breakthrough Collaborative in 
action. It is aimed at developing the Birmingham 
workforce in order to close the income disparities. 
The Breakthrough model was founded in 1978 and 

has been used in 27 cities since then. Breakthrough 
provides underserved students with an academically 
rigorous enrichment program throughout summer 
and the school year to put them on the trajectory of 
a successful college path. The program addresses the 
summer gap that middle and high school students 
experience between school years, especially low-in-
come students who don’t have access to academic 
resources during the summers. This is the time when 
students, even those who are motivated, fall behind. 
The Breakthrough Collaborative partners directly 
with urban school districts through a fee-for-service 
model to bring student teachers from universities and 
experienced teacher mentors to the Breakthrough 
school districts. This approach creates well-trained 
young teachers and education leaders in addition 
to benefiting the middle school and high school 
students. Some school districts have expanded the 
Breakthrough program to students in lower grades. 

Breakthrough Birmingham
Place: Birmingham, Alabama

Initiative: Breakthrough Birmingham

CASE STUDY #1
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Breakthrough Birmingham provides three consecutive 
summers of intense academic learning to prepare for 
high school and beyond.

RESULTS
Although the Birmingham program is too new to have 
generated many results, testing in the summer of 2013 
revealed that over the summer, Breakthrough students 
increased their reading level from where they started 
by an amount equivalent to more than 5 months’ 
worth of study. 

In 2013, Breakthrough’s mathematics testing showed 
significant improvements in pre- to post-Breakthrough 
assessment scores, including a:

• 9% increase in Algebra

• 28% increase in Algebra II

• 7% increase in Geometry 

A 2008 study of other Breakthrough school districts 
found that:

• The program participants’ academic and social 
engagement increased over the first two years of 
the program.

• The retention rate of the Breakthrough students 
in the fall of their junior year was higher than 
that of their peers who did not participate in 
Breakthrough. 

FUNDING
The Birmingham Community Foundation, in partner-
ship with other area foundations, has provided funding 
for Breakthrough Birmingham. 

RESOURCES
1. American Fact Finder: US Census. http://

factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/
community_facts.xhtml.

2. Birmingham Business Journal Staff. Solving the 
inequality equation. http://www.bizjournals.
com/birmingham/print-edition/2014/01/31/
solving-the-inequality-equation.html.

3. Bridge to Success: Insight Into Summer Bridge 
Program Students’ College Transition. Journal 
of The First-Year Experience & Students in 
Transition. Volume 20, Number 1 / 2008. Univer-
sity of South Carolina. MaryBeth Walpole, Herb 
Simmerman, Cathy Mack, John T. Mills, Michael 
Scales, Donna Albano.

4. Breakthrough Annual Collaborative Report: 2013. 
www.breakthroughcollaborative.org/annual-
report.

5. Breakthrough Collaborative offers summer boost 
for middle schoolers. March 26, 2013. www.
foundationbirmingham.org/blog/breakthrough-
collaborative-offers-summer-boost-for-middle-
schoolers/.
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In 2006, it became clear to leaders in Cincinnati and 
Northern Kentucky that local students were not 
keeping up with the demands of the 21st century 
workplace, and the Cincinnati region, which includes 
Covington and Newport in Kentucky, had not been 
keeping pace with the post-industrial economy. 
Recognizing that a healthy regional economy 
depended on getting better results in education, 
cradle to career, they launched the Strive Partnership 
of Cincinnati.

ABOUT CINCINNATI AND NORTH 
KENTUCKY
With a rich legacy as an industrial and river port 
city, the Cincinnati region weathered the Great 
Depression better than most cities, but was hit hard 
by de-industrialization in the middle of the 1900s. As 
of 2012, 29 percent of Cincinnati residents lived below 
the poverty line, almost twice the national poverty 
rate. 

Nationally, Ohio ranked 42nd and Kentucky 49th in 
the attainment of bachelor’s degrees among its youth. 
Cincinnati’s North Kentucky neighbors, Covington 
and Newport, also had poverty rates higher than the 
national average at 25 and 24 percent, respectively.

ABOUT THE STRIVE PARTNERSHIP 
The Strive Partnership of Cincinnati, Covington and 
Newport emerged from conversations between 
the President of the University of Cincinnati, the 
CEO of KnowledgeWorks, an education foundation, 
and Cincinnati’s superintendent of schools. The 
Strive program is focused on students from early 
childhood to career, and is built on five goals that set 
benchmarks from career to cradle: 

• Be prepared for school;

• Be supported inside and outside school;

• Succeed academically;

• Enroll in college; and

• Graduate and enter a career.

The data-driven initiative includes fifty-four indica-
tors that are measured annually across several grade 
levels/ages. The goals and indicators provided collab-
orators with a common vision and language. The 
Strive Partnership has 10 “collaboratives,” which are 
networks of providers and school officials focused 
on specific goals, such as early education across the 
educational, business and non-profit sectors. With 
diverse ranges of expertise, the collaboratives provide 
Strive with a roadmap to success and recommenda-
tions for specific interventions.

Cincinnati Strive Partnership
Place: Cincinnati, Ohio; Covington, Kentucky; and Newport, Kentucky

Initiative: Strive Partnership

CASE STUDY #2
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RESULTS
The Partnership has made significant progress toward 
meeting its goals. Forty of its fifty-four indicators for 
student success have moved in a positive direction 
since the launch of the Strive Partnership, including a 
change of 10 percent or more over the baseline in the 
following areas:

• 10% increase in graduation rates in Cincinnati since 
2006.

• 16% increase in college enrollment rate in 
Covington, KY, since 2004.

• Kindergarten readiness was 55% for Cincinnati for 
the 2012–13 school year, representing an 11 point 
gain since the baseline year.

• First to second year college retention has 
remained relatively steady since the baseline year 
at the two-year institutions, and increased at the 
four-year institutions. 

FUNDING
The Strive Partnership is primarily funded through 
foundations including KnowledgeWorks, the Greater 
Cincinnati Foundation, and United Way of Greater 
Cincinnati. KnowledgeWorks has continued to fund 
The Strive Partnership’s dedicated staff through 
contributions of $500,000 per year. 

RESOURCES
1. Bornstein, David. Coming Together to Give 

Schools a Boost. New York Times. March 
7, 2011. http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.
com/2011/03/07/coming-together-to-give-
schools-a-boost/?_php=true&_type=blogs&_r=0.

2. Strive Partnership. 2012-2013 Partnership Report.  
http://www.strivepartnership.org/sites/default/
files/wp-content/2012-13%20Partnership%20
Report.pdf.

3. Bridge Span Group. Case Study: Cincinnati, 
Covington, and Newport. http://www.bridgespan.
org/getmedia/a01ac9cc-935e-4bdb-9401-
fbb998512e44/Community-Collaboratives-Case-
Study-Cinncinnati.aspx.

4. United States Census. Fact Finder. http://
factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/
community_facts.xhtml.
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El Dorado’s decline in population, income and school 
enrollment inspired a local company to invest in the 
city’s most hopeful resource—its children. 

El Dorado is a city of about 19,000 residents just 
north of the Louisiana border in Arkansas’ timber-
lands region. The city was an oil boom town in the 
first half of the 1900s and a vibrant manufacturing 
hub through the middle of the century. It lost much 
of its industrial economy in the last half of the 20th 
century. Like many other post-industrial cities, El 
Dorado has struggled to retain its residents and fund 
its school district. The city’s median income is below 
the national average and the number of residents 
receiving food assistance is above the national 
average. In 2007, the Chamber of Commerce and 
the Education Foundation came together with the 
goal of improving the quality of life and creating a 
healthy economy in El Dorado by focusing on the next 
generation of El Dorado workers and business owners. 
The Chamber turned to a long-time benefactor of 
El Dorado Public Schools, Murphy Oil, and asked the 
company to create a college scholarship program 
for El Dorado Public School students. The company 
agreed and the El Dorado Promise was launched.

ABOUT EL DORADO
El Dorado is in the state with the second lowest rate 
of college graduates in the nation—16.7 percent. 
El Dorado is the seat of Union County, which has 
an even lower college graduation rate than the 
state, at 15 percent. The county’s median income 
is about $32,000, and in El Dorado, 61 percent of 
the school district’s 4,400 students are eligible for 
free or reduced-price lunches. In 2012, an estimated 

25 percent of El Dorado’s residents received food 
stamp/SNAP benefits. The district’s student body is 
57 percent African American, 42 percent white and 1 
percent Latino. 

El Dorado has been proactive in its economic revital-
ization since the 1980s, when the City started 
attracting business back to its historic downtown. 
While the efforts have breathed life back into the 
historic downtown, the pervasive levels of poverty in 
El Dorado reveal that revitalization has not uplifted the 
entire community.

ABOUT THE EL DORADO PROMISE 
The El Dorado Promise guarantees that students 
graduating from an El Dorado public school will 
be provided with tuition and fees to any public 
community college or four-year university in Arkansas, 
or to an out-of-state institution up to the cost of the 
most expensive Arkansas public college. The scholar-
ship is not based on performance or financial need. 
A student must enroll in a community college or a 
four-year university (public or private, in Arkansas or 

The El Dorado Promise
Place: El Dorado, Arkansas

Initiative: The El Dorado Promise

CASE STUDY #3
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out of state), and maintain a 2.0 grade-point average, 
and Murphy Oil will pay the tuition and mandatory fees 
for up to five years.

RESULTS
• 1,444 students have received Promise scholarship 

funding. 

• The Promise has helped to foster a ‘college-going’ 
culture throughout the school district.

• Prior to the 2007 announcement of the Promise, 
approximately 65 percent of El Dorado High 
School graduates enrolled in college. In the fall 
of 2013, 90 percent of the Promise-eligible high 
school class of 2013 enrolled in college.

• 91 percent of all Promise college freshmen are 
completing at least one year of college. 

• Of the first class of Promise students, 27 percent 
graduated from college in five years or less. 

• El Dorado students scored significantly better than 
their matched peers in both math and literacy in 
8th grade, which indicates the culture of achieve-
ment has reached beyond high school to younger 
students in the El Dorado School District.

FUNDING
The Promise is funded with a $50 million gift from 
Murphy Oil Corp that guarantees scholarships through 
2027 and considers tuition inflation. 

RESOURCES
1. American Community Survey 2012. http://

factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/
pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_12_5YR_
DP05.

2. El Dorado Promise. http://www.eldoradopromise.
com/.

3. Moreno, Sylvia. College Scholarships for All No 
Myth in El Dorado. Washington Post. January 
31, 2007. www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/
content/article/2007/01/30/AR2007013001497.
html.



The Kalamazoo Promise
Place: Kalamazoo, Michigan

Initiative: The Kalamazoo Promise
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CASE STUDY #4

When Kalamazoo was faced with declining school 
enrollment as middle class jobs disappeared from 
the City, the Kalamazoo Promise was proposed as a 
catalyst for economic growth and development. 

Kalamazoo was once a strong manufacturing 
economy, with cornerstone companies including 
Plainwell Paper Mill and the Upjohn Company, which 
provided stable middle class jobs, a strong tax base 
and philanthropic contributions to the Kalamazoo 
community. As manufacturers closed their doors, 
jobs were lost, residents fled to the suburbs, and the 
tax base dwindled. The school district was declining 
alongside the city. Kalamazoo desperately needed 
to regain its economic footing. Then, in 2005, the 
Kalamazoo Public School District (KPS), backed by an 
anonymous group of donors, made an unprecedented 
promise. 

With the initiative now known as the Kalamazoo 
Promise, KPS guarantees all of its students a scholar-
ship for four years at a Michigan college, university 
or community college, regardless of performance 
or income. The Promise has served as an economic 
development plan that invests in human capital to 
revitalize the local economy. Since its launch, the 
Promise has increased enrollment and retention in 
the district, decreased suspensions and improved 
high-school test scores. More than 90 percent of 
Kalamazoo’s graduates now go on to higher education.

ABOUT KALAMAZOO
Kalamazoo is a city of about 75,000 people with a 
metro area of about 326,589. In 2005 the Kalamazoo 
Public Schools enrolled 10,500 students. In 2013, there 

were 12,459 students in the District with 71 percent 
(8,878) of the students eligible for free or reduced 
price lunch. Within the KPS District, among residents 
younger than 18 years old, 6,789 are Black, 9,866 are 
White, 267 are Asian and 2,248 are Hispanic (2010 
Census data). 

ABOUT THE KALAMAZOO PROMISE
The initiative guarantees that all students in the 
Kalamazoo Public Schools are provided with a scholar-
ship for full tuition for four years to any of Michigan’s 
more than 30 colleges, universities or community 
colleges, including private schools. The scholarship 
is a powerful incentive but is only one element of the 
Kalamazoo Promise, which approaches education 
from many angles. The Lift Up through Literacy 
classes, which are funded by the W.K. Kellogg Founda-
tion, educate parents of newborns and toddlers about 
nurturing language skills in early childhood. There 
has also been a dramatic increase in state-funded 
preschool slots, full day kindergarten has become the 
standard for the District and a new reading program 
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offers more resources to teachers and options to 
elementary school students.

The goals of the Kalamazoo Promise are to:

1) to promote local economic and community 
development, in part by attracting parents and 
businesses to the Kalamazoo area; 

2) to boost educational achievement and attainment; 
and

3) to increase confidence in KPS. 

RESULTS
• Since its announcement, more than 1,100 KPS 

graduates have utilized some portion of their 
scholarship.

• Enrollment in KPS has grown by 13 percent, due 
to boosting both student entry into KPS and 
reducing student exits. 

• Kalamazoo Promise has helped stabilize 
ethnic percentages in Kalamazoo Public 
Schools. 

• Enrollment of African American students in 
KPS is the highest it has ever been.

• The Promise decreased the number of days 
students spent in suspension in its second and 
third years, with especially large effects for African 
American students.

• Eligibility for Promise funds caused African 
American students to earn higher grades.

• The Kalamazoo Promise has been linked to 
considerable increases in student achievement, 
although it is difficult to determine how much of 
this can be attributed to the Promise versus other 
changes. 

• Educators and students reported marked 
improvements in teacher attitudes and behaviors 
since the announcement of the Kalamazoo 
Promise. 

• Kalamazoo School District added a dual-language 
elementary school and a middle school alternative 
learning program. It has also built a new elemen-
tary and new middle school.

FUNDING
The Kalamazoo Promise was funded by a group 
of private individuals who have chosen to remain 
anonymous. The anonymous donors have spent 
$7.5 million as of 2013, spurring a culture of private 
educational funding. The Kellogg Foundation has 
donated $6 million for the Lift Up through Literacy 
Classes, and the Kalamazoo Community Foundation 
has donated $5 million. 

RESOURCES
1. Bartik, Timothy J. and Lachowska, Marta. The 

Kalamazoo Promise Scholarship. Education 
Next: Spring 2014. http://educationnext.org/
the-kalamazoo-promise-scholarship/.

2. Bartik, Timothy J., Randall Eberts, and Wei-Jang 
Huang. “The Kalamazoo Promise, and Enrollment 
and Achievement Trends in Kalamazoo Public 
Schools.” Presented at the PromiseNet 2010 
Conference, June 16-18, Kalamazoo, MI.

3. Fishman, Ted. Why These Kids Get a Free Ride to 
College. The New York Times. September 13, 2012. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/16/magazine/
kalamazoo-mich-the-city-that-pays-for-college.
html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.

4. Jones, Jeffrey N., Gary Miron , Allison J. Kelaher-
Young. The Kalamazoo Promise and Perceived 
Changes in Teacher Beliefs, Expectations, and 
Behaviors. The Journal of Educational Research 
Volume 105, Issue 1, 2012.

5. Miller-Adams, Michelle. Upjohn Institute for 
Employment Research Kalamazoo, Michigan. The 
Kalamazoo Promise and the Diffusion of a Private 
Policy Innovation. Paper presented at the annual 
conference of the Midwest Political Science 
Association Chicago, IL, April 2-5, 2009.

6. The Kalamazoo Promise website. www.
kalamazoopromise.com.

7. National Center for Education Statistics. http://
nces.ed.gov/surveys/sdds/ed/index.asp?st=MI.
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In the early 1990s, Long Beach, California faced 
major economic and demographic shifts. The Navy 
and aircraft industry downsized or left the city, 
taking with them many of Long Beach’s well-paying 
jobs. At the same time, the Long Beach Unified 
School District was seeing an increasing number of 
low-income and Spanish-speaking children who the 
District was struggling to serve. The city was facing 
unprecedented challenges. In 1992, then-Mayor 
Ernie Kell charged business leaders with forging 
a path toward economic growth and prosperity 
for Long Beach. Stepping up to the challenge, the 
local business community formed the Long Beach 
Economic Partnership. The Partnership commissioned 
a report in which the flagship finding was that 
education was precedent to economic growth. It 
recommended that Long Beach Unified School 
District, Long Beach City College, and California 
State University at Long Beach develop a Long Beach 
Education Partnership that would mirror the Long 
Beach Economic Partnership.

ABOUT LONG BEACH
Long Beach is a port city in southern California with 
almost half a million residents. Throughout much 
of the twentieth century it was a manufacturing, oil 
refinery and port city. While it still is an important hub 
for these industries, employment opportunities have 
declined and the unemployment rate is 11 percent. 
In 1990 there were more than 813,400 manufac-
turing jobs in Los Angeles County; now, there are 
less than 355,000. It is a minority-majority city with 
a large Hispanic population. The school district is 
the third largest in California, and serves one of the 
most diverse bodies of 81,000 students in one of the 

most diverse large cities in the United States. For the 
last two decades it has been a growing city with a 
shrinking job market.

ABOUT THE LONG BEACH EDUCATION 
PARTNERSHIP 
When it launched in the early 1990s, the Long 
Beach Education Partnership was a new model of 
educational reform, one that was collaborative and 
integrated across the city’s educational institutions 
and businesses. It would prove successful even as it 
expanded and evolved over the years. At the onset 
of the Education Partnership, the primary goals were 
improving communication across the local public K-12 
schools, the community college, and four-year institu-
tions, and transparency to the public. The Partner-
ship’s focus shifted to grade-level learning standards 
and alignment of curriculum and standards in postsec-
ondary institutions. The schools are now integrating 
school readiness and job preparation from preschool 
through college (P-20) and the Partnership is now 
known as the Seamless Education Partnership.

Seamless Education Partnership
Place: Long Beach, California

Initiative: Seamless Education Partnership

CASE STUDY #5
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Much of the Partnership’s work occurs through the 
Seamless Education steering committee. This body 
of 19 faculty members and administrators from Long 
Beach City College (LBCC), Long Beach Unified School 
District (LBUSD) and California State University Long 
Beach (CSULB) sets priorities related to the Partner-
ship’s shared mission. Data are shared among the 
three institutions and utilized to identify, prioritize and 
promptly address needs of students. 

Signature programs of the Partnership include:

• The Long Beach College Promise (launched in 
2008): offers ways for LBUSD students to prepare 
for, enter and complete college with guaranteed 
admission to CSULB or a free semester of tuition 
at LBCC, among other benefits.

• Early Assessment Program: its purpose is to 
provide early feedback on potential remedial 
needs so that students can address those needs 
before they leave high school.

• Distinguished Faculty in Residence: appoints 
select teachers and educational leaders from 
partner school districts and community colleges 
to serve as Distinguished Faculty in Residence to 
share knowledge and best practices.

RESULTS
The Long Beach Education Partnership has been 
looked to as a model education development initiative 
by school districts throughout the country. Some of its 
successes include:

• During its 2009-10 academic year, CSULB 
graduated the largest, most diverse and most 
successful graduating class in its 60-year history, 
with more than 8,000 students receiving over 
9,000 degrees.

• Fifth graders reading at grade level jumped from 
6.7 percent in 1999 to 53.3 percent in 2002. 

• Reduced numbers of high school students needing 
remedial courses.

• Increased numbers and more diverse population 
of high school students taking college preparation 
courses.

• Since the beginning of the Long Beach Promise 
in 2008, there has been a 43 percent increase in 
CSULB enrollment.

FUNDING
To support the Long Beach Education Partnership, 
four local businesses each contributed $75,000 to 
launch the initiative. Local businesses continue to 
fund scholarship programs and sponsor individual high 
schools. 

RESOURCES
1. Business Higher Education Forum. Improving 

Education through Collaboration: A Case Study of 
the Long Beach Seamless Education Partnership. 
2009.

2. California State University, Long Beach. Seamless 
Education at Its Best. http://www.csulb.edu/
president/education-partnership.

3. Gray, Eric. OP-ED: Why the City of Long Beach 
Should Reinstate its Economic Development 
Department. The Long Beach Post. April 15, 2014. 
http://lbpost.com/business/2000003573-op-
ed-why-the-city-of-long-beach-should-reinstate-
its-economic-development-department#.
VAVOd7xdXXE.

4. Seal, Judy, Mark Taylor and Rick Gloady. Long 
Beach College Promise: Five Year Progress report 
(2008-2013). http://www.longbeachcollege-
promise.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/
LBCP-5-Year-ProgressReport.pdf.

5. Business Higher Education Forum. Long 
Beach Education Partner Profile. http://www.
strategicedsolutions.org/sites/default/files/
Long%20Beach%20Education%20Partnership.pdf.
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Los Angeles County is an increasingly diverse county 
with a growing population. In 2009, Los Angeles 
educators and employers recognized that the county’s 
students were struggling. At that time, the Los 
Angeles Unified School District’s (LAUSD) four-year 
high school graduation rate was hovering around 
50 percent and its drop-out rate was 30 percent. 
In February 2009, leaders from the Los Angeles 
education community declared the graduation rates 
to be unacceptable and signed the L.A. Compact—a 
collaborative commitment to transform education 
in Los Angeles. The Compact is an unprecedented 
partnership between public and private entities in 
Los Angeles County to better prepare local students 
for college and the 21st century global economy and 
workplace.  

ABOUT LOS ANGELES
At the time the L.A. Compact was signed, the country 
was in a major economic downturn and Los Angeles 
County was no exception. Even in Los Angeles, 
an international hub with some of the wealthiest 
neighborhoods in the country, school budgets were 
shrinking and LAUSD was struggling to meet its 
diverse set of student needs while keeping up with 
a quickly changing economy. In 2009, out of all of 
the LAUSD graduates entering the California State 
University system, 68 percent were not proficient in 
math and 75 percent were not proficient in English. 
Out of the 32 percent of LAUSD students that 
enrolled in college, only 14 percent received a degree.

ABOUT THE L.A. COMPACT 
The Compact was the first time in Los Angeles’ history 
that a collaborative and concerted effort was made by 

major Los Angeles institutions to reform the county’s 
schools. Eighteen large Los Angeles institutions are 
signed onto the L.A. Compact. Partnering organiza-
tions include business and philanthropic organizations, 
with the Chamber of Commerce acting as a leading 
player, as well as the Los Angeles school administrator 
union and local labor union, the City of Los Angeles, 
and eleven institutions of higher education, including 
Pepperdine University, California State University, 
University of California, University of Southern 
California, and Los Angeles Community College 
District. The Compact seeks to prepare students 
for college and 21st century careers by recognizing 
increasing diversity, multiculturalism, globalism, the 
changing job market and technological advancements 
as challenges and opportunities.

The Compact is collaboratively tackling educational 
reform by setting three measurable goals:

• All students graduate from high school;

• All students have access to and are prepared for 
success in college; and

• All students have access to pathways to 
sustainable jobs and careers.

L.A. Compact
Place: Los Angeles, California

Initiative: L.A. Compact
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The Compact measured performance across these 
three goals to establish a baseline and will monitor 
success as the Compact progresses.

The Compact’s goals are supported by a steering 
committee and seven work teams that include 
Transparent Budgeting, School Site Councils, Peer 
Assistance & Review and Evaluation, Joint Advocacy, 
Workforce Systems Collaborative, Development 
Planning, and Instruction. Additionally, the Los Angeles 
School Development Institute (LASDI) was created 
to help with proposal development, school design, 
budgeting and implementation at school sites. Each 
organization involved in the working groups pledges to 
take on different initiatives and roles.

RESULTS
The Compact is too new to have generated any 
measurable results. However, the L.A. Compact is 
modeled after the Boston Compact, initiated in 1982, 
which is attributed with:

• Increasing college enrollment from 50% in 1985 to 
78% in 2007.

• Adding privately funded financial aid counselors 
into local high schools.

• Developing alternative education programs that 
reportedly significantly reduced dropout rates. 

• Prioritized admissions and scholarships to Boston 
high school students attending local colleges.

FUNDING
The L.A. Compact is funded by Federal Investing in 
Innovation (i3) funds and private funding. 

RESOURCES
1. L.A. Compact. A Collaboration to Transform 

Education in Los Angles. 2012 Los Angeles Area 
Chamber of Commerce. http://www.lacompact.
org/work-teams.php.

2. County of Los Angeles, Chief Executive Office. 
“Addressing Educational Attainment and 
Developing a Competitive Workforce through the 
L.A. Compact (Item 15, Agenda of November 26, 
2013).” January 10, 2014. http://file.lacounty.gov/
bos/supdocs/81526.pdf.
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The City of Louisville was once a manufacturing 
community where a high school degree led to a good 
living-wage job. Unfortunately, this has not been the 
case for many years. As of 2012, the average annual 
income for a worker with only a high school diploma 
was $24,000, while a worker with a bachelor’s degree 
made $42,000. Louisville’s leaders recognized that 
increasing the number of Louisville residents with 
bachelor’s degrees had become essential to the city’s 
economic success. In May 2010, 23 Louisville business, 
education, civic, and community leaders joined 
together to sign the Greater Louisville Education 
Commitment. The commitment set a goal of 55,000 
(50 percent of Louisville adults) holding a college 
degree by 2020. 

ABOUT LOUISVILLE
Louisville is the largest city in Kentucky with about 
600,000 residents. It is a regional hub and home to 
the University of Louisville and several Fortune 500 
corporations. Compared to its 15 competitor cities, 
Louisville ranks in the bottom tier of education attain-
ment, professional and technical jobs. Thirty-one 
percent of Louisville adults have a bachelor’s degree, 
a lower rate than Raleigh, Charlotte, Richmond, 
Omaha, Columbus, Nashville, Greensboro, Cincinnati 
and Birmingham. Only 14 percent of African-Ameri-
cans in Louisville hold a bachelor’s degree. Eighteen 
percent of residents in Louisville/Jefferson County live 
below poverty level, and 34 percent of Black/African 
American residents live below the poverty line.

ABOUT THE LOUISVILLE COMMITMENT 
A 2010 report revealed that Louisville had the lowest 

college graduation rate of any of its neighboring 
southern cities. Since 2007, the City had been 
developing The Blueprint, a report that identified a 
series of education goals for the Louisville community 
and strategies for accomplishing them. Following the 
release of the lagging graduation numbers in 2010, 
the Blueprint team mobilized. The Louisville 55,000 
Degrees Commitment was signed by the Mayor, the 
presidents of the local colleges and universities, the 
public school superintendent, leaders from community 
organizations, and many of the senior business 
leaders in the community. Each signatory agreed 
to work together on the common goal of moving 
the community into the top tier of its peer cities by 
raising education attainment, and took responsibility 
for advancing outcomes under their direct purview. 
The 55,000 degree goal is aimed at 40 percent of 
Louisville’s working age adults holding a bachelor’s 
degree and 10 percent holding an associate degree by 
2020.

The number 55,000 provided a concrete, measur-
able goal. It appeals to people’s competitive and 
cooperative spirits as the community works together 

Louisville 55,000 Degrees
Place: Louisville, Kentucky

Initiative: Louisville 55,000 Degrees

CASE STUDY #7
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to outshine their competitor cities by reaching 
55,000 degrees, person by person. For example, 
the Louisville business community has united under 
the Degrees at Work program, which helps working 
adults to complete two- or four-year college degrees. 
Louisville businesses support their employees by 
offering free tuition, interest-free loans and more 
schedule flexibility. UPS (United Parcel Service), with 
its worldwide air hub at the Louisville International 
Airport, pays employees’ tuitions. 

Louisville 55,000 Degrees has spurred many partner-
ships and programs. The University of Louisville 
collaborates with Shawnee High School and Atkinson 
Elementary School to coordinate college readiness 
from kindergarten on. Students at every grade level 
know what year they are going to start college; it has 
become their mantra. The YMCA created its Black 
Achievers program, which offers Saturday classes. 
Ninety-five percent of the seniors in this program go 
to college.

RESULTS
By 2013, the Louisville 55,000 Degrees Partnership 
had made great strides toward 55,000 degrees, 
including:

• The percentage of working-age adults with a 
college degree has increased to 41.3 percent, an 
historic high for the community. The city now 
exceeds the national average (39.4 percent) by 
nearly two percentage points.

• Louisville has shifted from a college-going culture 
to a college-completing culture. More people are 
earning degrees. Local colleges and universities 
are graduating students at increased rates. 

• More adults are now going back to school. 
Louisville now exceeds the national pace for 
enrollment growth, particularly among adult 
students. 

• More Jefferson County high school seniors are 
ready for college and/or careers.

• Louisville has also advanced a better 
understanding of affordability and accessibility. 
University of Louisville offers full tuition, room and 
board to students who are at 150 percent of the 
poverty rate.

FUNDING
The 55,000 Degree Partnership is funded through 
donations of both local and national sponsors, such 
as Brown-Forman, the C.E.& S. Foundation, The 
Community Foundation of Louisville, the Gheens 
Foundation, the Humana Foundation, the James 
Graham Brown Foundation, JPMorgan Chase & Co., 
and the Lumina Foundation. 

RESOURCES
1. Business Higher Education Forum. Aligning 

Education and Workforce Goals to Foster 
Economic Development. Proceedings From Cities 
for Success: A BHEF Leadership Summit. October 
28-29, 2010, Louisville, KY.

2. 55,000 Degrees. 2013 Progress report. http://
www.55000degrees.org/2013-progress-report/.

3. United States Census. Fact Finder.  
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/
states/21/2148006.html.
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Southwest Pennsylvania was built on the steel 
industry and is known for its world class universities. 
Despite its educational opportunities and affordable 
cost of living, the Pittsburgh Metropolitan Region has 
experienced population decline in recent years. In the 
1980s, manufacturing started to shift from steel to 
robotics, a transition for which the local workforce 
was not trained. In 1997, regional manufacturers 
identified a shortage of entry-level machinists and 
other manufacturing workers. The New Century 
Careers organization was founded in 1999. In order 
to retain its hardworking local families who had been 
impacted by steel plant closures, the Pittsburgh region 
would need to train a new generation of workers.

ABOUT SOUTHWEST PENNSYLVANIA
Pittsburgh is the hub of Southwest Pennsylvania, 
a region rich in history and the beautiful natural 
resources of Appalachia, and had thrived as a metal 
and glass manufacturing city since the early 1800s. As 
steel manufacturing began to decline in the late 20th 
century, it seemed Pittsburgh might go the way of 
Detroit, and as recently as 2000, the City’s unemploy-
ment rates were higher than Detroit’s. Instead of 
continuing to pursue steel, the region has been slowly 
but steadily diversifying its economy with tech, 
biotech, robotics and pharmaceuticals.

ABOUT NEW CENTURY CAREERS 
Since New Century Careers was launched, the organi-
zation has developed programs to expand the skills 
of the Southwestern Pennsylvania manufacturing 
workforce. Collaborating with local manufacturers, 
four local Workforce Investment Boards in nine 

counties, state agencies and many supportive organi-
zations, New Century Careers illuminates the opportu-
nities that manufacturing provides for the Southwest 
Pennsylvania communities.

New Century Careers supports both pre-employment 
and incumbent manufacturing workers, as well as their 
current or future employers, to help each set of clients 
advance economically through continuous workforce 
education and training. Its programs include Manufac-
turing 2000 (M2K), which provides entry level training 
to qualified applicants at no charge; Re-engineering 
Advanced Manufacturing Careers, which subsidizes 
on-the-job training for new hires; the National Tooling 
& Machining Association Apprenticeship; and BotsIQ, 
which provides curricula for high school students and 
introduces them to diverse career opportunities in 
robotics and manufacturing. 

New Century operates a Training Innovation 
Center that houses classes and trainings. The 
apprenticeship program operated as a partnership 
with the Pittsburgh Chapter of the National Tooling 
and Machining Association (NTMA) is on target with 
research that shows that 65 percent of jobs in the 
United States over the next decade will require some 

New Century Careers
Place: Southwest Pennsylvania
Initiative: New Century Careers

CASE STUDY #8
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level of post-secondary education and 30 percent of 
those could be filled by apprenticeships.

A critical component of the New Century Careers 
approach is its relationships. It has partnered with 
more than 160 regional manufacturers. Partner 
companies have the opportunity to shape workforce 
training and provide collective support to economic 
development that supports manufacturing industries. 
In 2014, President Obama and Vice President Biden 
visited Community College of Allegheny County West 
Hills Center, a New Century Partner, to announce a 
$500 million grant program for job training programs 
that involve partnerships with regional employers. 
They commended the New Century program as a 
model for jobs training through apprenticeships and 
industry partners.

RESULTS
• 150 to 200 students every year graduate from 

about 20 classes offered annually in machining 
and welding, at both the basic and advanced 
levels.

• The graduation rate is more than 80 percent, and 
70 percent of graduates are hired immediately.

• The retention rate of hired workers is 80 percent.

 FUNDING

New Century Careers has received Federal and 
foundation funding. Fees paid by partner companies 
that hire M2K graduates help sustain the program.

RESOURCES
1. 2010 U.S. Census. http://www.census.

gov/2010census/data/embedstate.html?state=pa.

2. David Streitfeld. For Pittsburgh, There’s Life 
After Steel. New York Times. Jan. 7, 2007. http://
www.nytimes.com/2009/01/08/business/
economy/08collapse.html?pagewanted=all.

3. Ford, George C. Apprenticeships growing 
in non-traditional fields. The Pittsburgh 
Post-Gazette. Sept. 7, 2014. http://
thegazettecom/subject/news/apprenticeships-
growing-in-non-traditional-fields-
20140907#QPIYYbLdBDeGRV7b.99.

4. Mauriello, Tracie. Obama, Biden visit to CCAC 
West will center on job training grants. The 
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. April 16, 2014. 
http://www.post-gazette.com/news/
nation/2014/04/16/Obama-Biden-visit-to-
CCAC-West-will-focus-on-job-training-grants/
stories/201404160147#ixzz3CqrnQmZi.

5. New Century Workers. H: The Magazine of 
the Heinz Endowment. http://www.heinz.org/
UserFiles/Library/SU_03_hmag.pdf.






