
inTroducTion

a decade of economic tumult has cast a spotlight on the
fundamental link between education and skills and economic
prosperity. individual firms and regional economies rich in
skilled workers have managed to adapt better to changing
conditions, just as skilled and educated workers have proven
more successful at navigating shifting employment landscapes.
While skills alone are insufficient to guarantee economic
success, they form the foundation of prosperity. 

in today’s world, workforce skills and postsecondary education
serve as the building blocks of economic growth; no modern
economy can thrive without an educated and skilled workforce.
similarly, the odds of securing a quality job increase along with
education and skill levels. one recent national study concludes:
“essentially, postsecondary education or training has become
the threshold requirement for access to middle-class status and
earnings in good times and bad. it is no longer the preferred
pathway to middle-class jobs – it is, increasingly the only
pathway.”3

That recognition has led the nation’s civic leaders to fix their
attention on the pivotal role postsecondary education and skill
development systems play in producing the qualified and
credentialed individuals demanded by expanding industries –
industries that frequently struggle to meet their workforce
needs due to america’s comparative weakness internationally in
preparing skilled individuals.4 in response, some policymakers
have sought to strengthen the abilities of state postsecondary
education and skill development systems to serve the adult
workforce. 
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strengthening state postsecondary education and
skill development systems – systems that
encompass such programs as technical education,
literacy instruction, and occupational training –
requires comprehensive changes to public policies
and institutional practices. To that end, various
philanthropic foundations have launched
ambitious, multi-state, multi-year efforts to raise
the educational attainment of americans. centered
on close collaborations among established public
systems and officials, such initiatives are pursing
goals valued by employers, workers, labor unions,
civic leaders, and advocates for the working poor.

The goal of increasing postsecondary educational
attainment is shared by The Working Poor
Families Project (WPFP), a national initiative to
strengthen state policies influencing the
advancement of low-income working families. since
2002, the WPFP has partnered with 24 state-level
nonprofit organizations, which have helped
postsecondary education and skill development
systems become more responsive to the needs of the
country’s 9.9 million low-income working families.5

in the process, the WPFP’s 24 state partners have
expanded and enhanced their reputations as
credible, effective organizations that contribute
informed voices to state policy debates – voices
capable of supporting the array of reform efforts
underway in state capitals.

The recent wave of philanthropic interest in state
postsecondary education and skill development
systems has focused attention on those systems’
importance, potential, and limitations. To help the
WPFP’s state partners understand active
foundation efforts and identify areas of
commonality and opportunity, this Policy Brief
profiles seven reform initiatives. specifically, the
brief summarizes the case for change, discusses the
role of philanthropy, profiles the state policy
components of seven initiatives, and presents five
ways in which state partners can aid larger reform
efforts.

The skills imPeraTive and The case

For change

The last decade was an economically volatile one
that began with a recession that gave way to a
weak expansion that ended in the most severe
downturn of the postwar era. Between 2000 and
2008, the number of american families that worked
yet earned low incomes climbed from 9.2 million to
9.9 million.6 during that time, unemployment and
poverty rates rose in most states, while median
incomes generally fell or stagnated.7

This period demonstrated the importance of skills
to economic success. individuals with lower skill
levels proved less able to adapt. in 2008, for
instance, 53 percent of low-income working families
lacked an adult member with any postsecondary
education.8 many firms, particularly those in grow-
ing fields, also realized the importance of workforce
skills due to difficulties in finding qualified employ-
ees. in fact, a recent national study forecast that 63
percent of all job openings occurring by 2018 will
require workers with some level of postsecondary
education; public systems, however, are on pace to
produce too few such individuals.9

The need to improve educational success rates and
increase skill attainment levels has compelled civic
leaders and policymakers to rethink longstanding
assumptions about postsecondary education and
skill development. attention naturally has
gravitated to ways of reducing the number of high
school dropouts, but leaders also have recognized
that the only way to fully address labor market
needs is by helping working adults – the people
who will account for the bulk of the workforce for
the next two decades – acquire more education and
training. as WPFP data show, in more than half of
all low-income working families no adult possesses
a postsecondary credential; moreover, one-third of
all low-income working families include adults who
lack a high school diploma.10 Policymakers there-
fore are striving to improve postsecondary and skill
development systems. 

in many states, public two-year colleges form the
backbone of postsecondary education and skill
development systems. They are also valued for
their open access policies, affordability, and
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commitment to life-long learning and occupational
instruction – attributes that help advance economic
mobility and growth. nevertheless, two-year
colleges generally have “operated on the margins of
the educational system” and have confronted struc-
tural weaknesses – outdated funding formulas,
financial aid policies that overlook the needs of
working adults, and bureaucratic structures that
hinder collaboration among programs – that under-
cut access, affordability, quality, and outcomes.11 if
those weaknesses were addressed, two-year
colleges and larger public systems could play an
even more significant role in fostering economic
competitiveness and expanding individual opportu-
nity. That potential has attracted the attention of
national leaders. in 2009, President Barack obama
announced the american graduation initiative,
which calls for increasing the number of two-year
college graduates by five million over the next
decade.12

opportunities for reform have not escaped the
attention of the WPFP’s state partners. in recent
years, partners have addressed a variety of related
issues, such as adult college readiness, need-based
financial aid, developmental education, student
support services, data systems, program alignment,
and performance-based funding. The associated
work has allowed state partners to acquire the
knowledge, relationships, and organizational capac-
ities needed to advance, achieve, and sustain
change.

PhilanThroPy as a caTalysT For change

To catalyze change, a variety of national
foundations have invested in initiatives designed to
improve the effectiveness of state postsecondary
and skill development systems and institutions.
Private philanthropic organizations – like the Ford,
charles stewart mott, joyce, and annie e. casey
foundations – historically have invested in such
projects, just as certain regional foundations have
supported local projects. The scope and scale of
investment, however, has grown due in part to the
work of two relatively new, education-focused foun-
dations: The lumina Foundation for education and
The Bill and melinda gates Foundation. 

Based in indianapolis, The lumina Foundation for
education is the nation’s largest private foundation
devoted exclusively to postsecondary education.
The foundation was endowed in 2000, with $770
million in proceeds from the sale of a student loan
company.13 lumina organizes its philanthropy
around a “Big goal” of raising the share of the pop-
ulation with a quality postsecondary credential to
60 percent by the year 2025.14 To that end, lumina
invests in initiatives aimed at preparing students
for postsecondary education, fostering student suc-
cess, and increasing the productivity of educational
institutions.15 central to its work is a commitment
to low-income and disadvantaged students, includ-
ing adult learners.16

Based in seattle and possessing a $35-billion
endowment, The Bill and melinda gates Founda-
tion was named in 2000, when the family of the
founder of microsoft consolidated various
philanthropic initiatives.17 The foundation’s united
states portfolio centers on secondary and postsec-
ondary education. specifically, gates underwrites
efforts that prepare high school graduates for
higher education and facilitate postsecondary suc-
cess. a key foundation goal is to “double the
number of young people who earn a postsecondary
degree or certificate with value in the marketplace
by the time they reach age 26.”18 like lumina,
gates is concerned about disadvantaged students,
particularly young adults with modest skill levels. 

The emergence of two well-endowed foundations
committed to strengthening postsecondary educa-
tion has contributed to a new wave of philanthropic
interest and investment. Philanthropic initiatives
reflect the beliefs that postsecondary education
matters to the nation’s economic competitiveness
and social well-being and that americans must
become more skilled. Furthermore, recent
initiatives envision two-year colleges as the locus of
improvements in workforce skills. Finally, ongoing
efforts stress both student access and success. The
idea that success is the yardstick against which
progress should be judged explains why
foundations like lumina and gates have set clear
national goals for credential completion.
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driving change: seven PhilanThroPic

eFForTs in ProFile

owing to their relative youth, philanthropic efforts
aimed at strengthening state postsecondary and
skill development systems are not well known.
Possibilities for confusion also exist due to
differences among state systems and the fact that
foundations often sponsor multiple projects and

cross-invest. For WPFP partners, there are seven
national initiatives of interest. at least one of the
initiatives is active in 21 of the 24 states that have
WPFP partners. all of the projects seek to influence
some or all of the education and training issues
central to the WPFP: adult college readiness,
developmental education, career pathways,
financial aid, support services, data use and
accountability, systems change, funding, and
credential completion. 
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Figure 1: Selected Philanthropic Efforts to Strengthen State Educational and 

Training Systems Active in WPFP States

WPFP State Achieving 

the 

Dream

Postsecondary

Success 

Initiative

Complete

College

America

Breaking

Through

Developmental

Education 

Initiative

National
Fund for

Workforce
Solutions

Shifting

Gears

Alabama

Arkansas X X X

Colorado X X

Connecticut X X X X

District of Columbia X

Georgia O X

Illinois X X X X

Kentucky X

Maine X

Maryland X X X

Massachusetts X X X X

Michigan X X X

Mississippi

Nebraska X X

New Jersey

New Mexico X X

New York X O X X

North Carolina X X X X

Ohio X X X X X X X

Pennsylvania X X X X

Texas X X X X X

Utah X

Washington X X X X

Wisconsin X X

Notes: For the Postsecondary Success Initiative, an "X" denotes a core state while an "O" denotes a targeted investment

state. Sources: Official web sites of the named initiatives as of June 8, 2010



achieving The dream: communiTy colleges

counT

launched in 2003 by the lumina Foundation,
achieving the dream: community colleges count
(aTd) is the largest philanthropic effort specifically
targeting two-year colleges.19 aTd’s purpose is to
“help more community college students succeed
with a special focus in students of color and low-
income students.”20 over the years, aTd has grown
to involve more than 100 institutions in 22 states,
14 of which have WPFP partners; funding now
comes from 20 sources in addition to the lumina
Foundation.21

consistent with lumina’s goal of increasing the
share of the population with postsecondary
credentials, aTd works to implement and sustain
reforms that improve success rates. Participating
colleges and college systems commit to a rigorous,
evidence-based institutional change process and
receive funding, technical assistance, peer learning,
and leadership development opportunities. aTd
takes a long-term view and uses strategies to foster
institutional change, policy development, public
engagement, knowledge generation, and capacity
building.22

Because policies and practices often hinder student
success, aTd incorporates a state policy change
component designed to reduce key barriers. aTd
has identified outdated financial aid rules,
inadequate funding levels, limited data and
accountability systems, ineffective developmental
education programs, and missing support services
as particularly serious obstacles to student
persistence and success.23 For instance, aTd
recognizes that financial aid policies need to be
reformed to accommodate part-time students and
those with families. aTd similarly seeks to change
state funding formulas to incent student success.
aTd also hopes to strengthen state data systems,
notably their capabilities to track students over
time and across programs. 

PosTsecondary success iniTiaTive

in 2009, following several years of development, the
Bill and melinda gates Foundation unveiled its
Postsecondary success initiative (Psi). Psi

encompasses a diverse set of investments designed
to advance the goal of doubling the number of
young adults who earn career-relevant credentials
by the age of 26. Psi is built around intensive,
multi-year partnership with selected state two-year
college systems in nine states, including six with
WPFP partners. during its first three years, Psi
will direct core investments to ohio, north
carolina, Texas, and Washington, while planning
work will occur in arizona, california, Florida,
georgia, and new york.24

Psi aims to help students, particularly low-income
and minority ones, “get further, faster – and at far
less cost in terms of time and money.”25 Psi
recognizes that state policies often hinder student
success, so the project incorporates a policy change
component. By adopting evidence-based reforms,
Psi hopes to improve the flow of students through
the educational pipeline by reinforcing the weak
points where students are apt to fall out. The
project’s focus is on younger adults, but many state
policy reforms could benefit all low-skilled adults.

specific issues of concern to Psi include
overhauling developmental education, improving
instructional methods, constructing academic
pathways for at-risk students, improving financial
aid for non-traditional students, expanding the use
of educational technologies, strengthening data
systems, and addressing flaws in state funding
models.26 For example, Psi hopes to change
instructional techniques so as to accelerate and
condense course delivery, such as by “modularizing”
courses. and because state funding formulas often
reward enrollment rather than success, Psi aims to
create positive incentives through such
mechanisms as differentiated funding and
performance bonuses. in the same manner, Psi
plans to experiment with new structures of
financial aid directed at working students enrolled
on a part-time basis, along with aid models that are
independent of traditional semester calendars.
Breaking that link would allow aid to support
instructional programs that operate at a more
rapid pace.27
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comPleTe college america

in 2010, complete college america, a nonprofit
organization funded in part by the lumina and
gates foundations, announced the formation of an
alliance of states committed to improving college
completion rates.28 The compact involves 22 states,
10 of which have WPFP partners.29

member states must commit themselves at the
highest level – meaning governors and senior
postsecondary educational officials – to raising
college completion rates and adopting needed policy
reforms. at a minimum, states must establish
specific completion goals through the year 2020,
develop detailed action plans, and collect and
publish common data measures. specific policy
issues of interest to the alliance include college
readiness, developmental education, credential
completion, career pathways, data measurement,
and system funding.30 in the coming months,
member states will craft their detailed plans for
achieving the ambitious goals to which they
committed themselves by joining the alliance.

Breaking Through

Breaking Through is a reform project focused on
adult literacy education. in operation since 2005,
the project’s purpose is to strengthen the abilities of
two-year colleges to serve adults with literacy
levels at or below the 10th-grade level and
transition those students into postsecondary
programs.31 Project funding has come from a
consortium of organizations that includes the
charles stewart mott, gates, Ford,
glaxosmithkline, and Walmart foundations.  

The Breaking Through project has been active in 16
states, including 13 that have WPFP partners. in
two of those states – michigan and north carolina
– supplemental funding supports state-specific
efforts. seven michigan colleges are focusing on
improving literacy instruction geared towards
dislocated workers, while five north carolina
colleges are improving the services provided to
younger adults who previously left school.32

Breaking Through recognizes that state policies
and practices often hamper the effectiveness of
adult literacy instruction. For example, many state-

based financial aid programs exclude students
enrolled in non-degree literacy programs and those
enrolled on less than half time basis.33 compared to
the other initiatives described in this Policy Brief,
Breaking Through takes a more indirect approach
to state policy changes. The project uses its
research capabilities and programmatic
experiences to document problems and propose
potential strategies that other stakeholders may
advance. specific concerns include financial aid,
academic remediation, and literacy funding.34 For
example, to better align literacy and collegiate
programs, for one, the project has documented the
effectiveness of strategies like dual enrollment and
bridge programs.35

develoPmenTal educaTion iniTiaTive

The developmental education initiative (dei) is a
joint effort between the lumina and gates
foundations inspired by the organizations’ shared
view that inadequate developmental education is a
serious obstacle to student success. extensive
research indicates that a sizable share of two-year
college students require remediation prior to
enrolling in college courses, yet relatively few
students actually complete developmental courses
or transition into collegiate programs.36

dei was launched in late 2009. over a three-year
period, dei will partner with 15 aTd colleges in six
states: connecticut, Florida, north carolina, ohio,
Texas, and virginia.37 Four of the states –
connecticut, north carolina, ohio, and Texas –
have WPFP partners. Project success will be
measured in terms of improvements to student
completion, persistence, transition rates, and
student success as measured by grades and credit
attainment. 

The project’s goal is to improve the effectiveness of
the developmental instruction offered at two-year
colleges, so students “move quickly into college-
level courses, complete them, and gain a certificate
or degree.”38 Because state practices often overlook
developmental education, dei encompasses a
policy change framework. specific areas of policy
attention include academic alignment, performance
measurement, curriculum reform, student
assessment, and program finance.39 To facilitate
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transitions into postsecondary programs, for
instance, dei seeks to adopt curricular reforms
that blend developmental and collegiate
instruction. dei also aims to improve instructional
quality, in part by reforming funding models,
supporting the professional development of
teachers, creating performance incentives, and
providing support services.

national Fund for Workforce solutions

although not targeted directly at two-year colleges,
the national Fund for Workforce solutions is a
major foundation-supported effort to reorient public
workforce development systems. launched in late
2007 after several years of pilot testing, the fund is
a five-year effort to “strengthen and expand high-
impact workforce development initiatives around
the country.”40 initial funding came from a
consortium of private foundations, corporations,
and public agencies.41 The fund currently supports
21 collaborations in 17 states, including 12 with
WPFP partners.42

The fund supports the establishment of regional
workforce partnerships and local funding
collaboratives willing to invest in those workforce
partnerships. The workforce partnerships have a
“dual customer” focus, meaning that they aim to
meet the needs of both regional industries facing
workforce shortages and individual workers in need

of skill development and living-wage jobs. many of
the partnerships organize their efforts around
career pathway models.43

state-level policy change is part of the fund’s
portfolio. The fund’s flexible structure means that
individual sites can choose to pursue reforms as
appropriate. in Pennsylvania, for example, the
fund is supporting a statewide effort to reorient the
entire state workforce system around industry
partnership models – a reorientation supported in
part by public funds. Farther north,
massachusetts’s participation has resulted in
changes that have reduced some of the training
obstacles facing low-wage workers; WPFP state
partners helped develop and advance these
changes.44 in many states where the fund is
operating, WPFP partners could play a useful role
in helping individual sites craft and advance their
policy goals.  

shifting gears

shifting gears is an ambitious systems change
effort initiated in 2007 by the chicago-based joyce
Foundation in the midwestern states of illinois,
indiana, michigan, minnesota, ohio, and
Wisconsin. shifting gears aims to strengthen and
align state postsecondary, literacy education, and
skill development systems to improve the
educational and employment outcomes of low-
skilled adults, with a particular focus on increasing
the number of adults with postsecondary
credentials valued in the labor market.45

shifting gears involves four core activities: (1)
using data to foster improvements in policies and
practices; (2) pursuing policy changes to leverage
systems and institutional change; (3) engaging the
field to generate ideas and commitment for reform;
and (4) cultivating support for change through
communication. The initiative favors such reforms
as using bridge programs to transition adult basic
and developmental education students into
postsecondary programs and organizing
postsecondary programs around career pathway
models. shifting gears also promotes expansion of
student support services and improvements to state
data and accountability systems so they better
track the progress of low-skilled adults. unlike
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Figure 2: National Fund for Workforce Solutions Sites 
in WPFP States

State # Sites Location

Colorado 1 Denver

Connecticut 1 Hartford

District of Columbia 1 Washington

Illinois 1 Chicago

Maryland 1 Baltimore

Massachusetts 1 Boston

Nebraska 1 Omaha

New York 1 New York City

Ohio 1 Cincinnati

Pennsylvania 2 Statewide, Philadelphia

Washington 1 Seattle/King County

Wisconsin 2 Milwaukee, South 

Wood County

Source: Web site of "National Fund for 

Workforce Solutions" (http://nfwsolutions.org/locations) 

as of June 1, 2010.



other initiatives described in this Policy Brief,
shifting gears looks beyond two-year colleges to
larger state skill development systems, including
the adult education and public workforce training
programs. 

state policy change is shifting gears’ primary
change lever based on the assumption that shifts in
policies can address such problems as low levels of
basic skills, poor program transitions, inadequate
instructional methods, and underused data
systems. in response, the participating states are
championing a variety of innovations.46 Wisconsin,
for example, has focused on understanding and
overcoming the barriers limiting student
transitions between adult literacy and technical
colleges by implementing statewide career pathway
models.47 similarly, illinois has worked to create
bridge programs that link adult education to for-

credit career and technical programs.48

leveraging change: recommendaTions

For WPFP ParTners

While the seven philanthropic initiatives described
above differ in their approaches, they share five
overarching goals: 

 adopting institutional policy and practice
changes that promote student persistence
and completion.

 equipping postsecondary institutions to
serve low-income and disadvantaged
students. 

 Fostering a culture of data-driven, evidence-
based decision-making.

 cultivating public support for postsecondary
education and skill development systems. 

 improving state policies pertaining to
postsecondary education and skill
development. 

These goals mirror those championed by the WPFP.
as with the foundation initiatives, the WPFP
believes that america’s economic and social well-
being requires the workforce to become more
skilled and views postsecondary education and skill
development systems as vehicles for achieving that
end. The challenge is to strengthen state programs
and policies, which explains why the WPFP targets
its analytical and communications capacities at
state capitals. Fortunately, the spread of
philanthropic reform efforts provides WPFP state
partners with new opportunities for advancing
shared issues. Thanks to the scale of foundation
investments and the prominence of the investors,
issues related to postsecondary education and skill
development – such as developmental education,
financial aid, data use, accountability, and
credential completion – currently are receiving
unprecedented levels of attention. 
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Figure 3: WPFP Postsecondary Education and Skills Development Issues of 

Concern to Selected Philanthropic Reform Efforts

Issue Achieving 

the 

Dream

Postsecondary 

Success 

Initiative

Complete 

College 

America

Breaking 

Through

Developmental 

Education 

Initiative

National 
Fund for 

Workforce 
Solutions

Shifting 

Gears

Adult College Readiness X X
Developmental Education X X X X X X
Career Pathways X X X
Program Transitions X X X X X
Need-Based Financial Aid X X X X
System Funding X X X X X
Support Services X X X
Data Use & Accountability X X X X X X
Systems Change X X
Credential Completion X X X X X X
Sources: Official web sites of the named initiatives as of June 8, 2010.



WPFP state partners are well positioned to
contribute to the advancement, achievement, and
sustainability of reforms championed by the larger
project and ongoing philanthropic initiatives. over
the years, different WPFP partners have
demonstrated the ability to develop and use their
expertise, capacity, and credibility to promote and
contribute to important state policy change. This
matters because policy and system change is a slow,
painstaking process that seldom succeeds without
sustained, targeted efforts and steady support from
a diverse array of stakeholders. 

WPFP partners can play an important role in
helping achieve the state policy changes pursued by
these philanthropic initiatives and other efforts. To
do so, state partners must develop a familiarity
with the various efforts’ goals and strategies and
identify areas where their expertise, capacities, and
experiences can enrich larger undertakings. To this
end, state partners should consider the following
five actions. 
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Figure 4: WPFP State Partners Supporting State Policy Change: 

Examples from Arkansas, Wisconsin, and Massachusetts

In its first publication prepared as part of the WPFP, the Southern Good Faith Fund (SGFF), a nonprofit organ-

ization based in Little Rock, proposed establishing “career pathways program” as a way of equipping two-year

colleges to connect low-income adults with educational and career opportunities in high-growth fields like

health care. 

SGFF piloted the model in partnership with two colleges, and the success of that experiment led to the forma-

tion of a partnership involving the Arkansas Association of Two Year Colleges, the Department of Higher

Education, and the Office of the Governor. After receiving an approximately $12 million annual appropriation

from the state legislature, the project expanded to every two-year college in the state. Since its inception, the

Arkansas Career Pathways Initiative has served over 17,000 students while awarding over 10,000 credentials

and degrees.

The Center on Wisconsin Strategies (COWS), a WPFP partner located in Madison, serves on the leadership

team of the state’s Shifting Gears project. The Regional Industry Skills Education (RISE) initiative seeks to

increase the number of lower-skilled adults who hold the postsecondary credentials needed to hold high-

demand jobs. Emphasis is placed on establishing career pathway programs and bridge programs that

connect individuals to higher-paying opportunities in fields like machining and nursing. 

COWS was a natural partner for this comprehensive reform effort because of its expertise in research, data

analysis, and program evaluation. During RISE’s initial phase, COWS provided various analytical services.

First COWS analysts estimated the number of Wisconsin residents who potentially could benefit from the ini-

tiative (695,000). Second, COWS built a technical college “pipeline” data set documenting, among other

things, academic completion and transition rates for students enrolled in adult literacy and developmental

education programs.

Piloting of the regional workforce partnership model central to the National Fund for Workforce Solutions

started in Massachusetts in 2001. A consortium of public and philanthropic organizations established

SkillWorks, a training partnership dedicated to preparing low-skilled job seekers for living-wage employment

positions in growing industries. 

Since the project’s beginning, the Crittenton Women’s Union (CWU), a WPFP partner located in Boston, has

provided the collaborative with sophisticated public policy expertise. The nonprofit organization works closely

with other stakeholders to identify and eliminate policy barriers – such as the lack of need-based financial aid

for students enrolled on a part-time basis – that prevent low-skill adults from participating in postsecondary

education and skill development activities. Moreover, CWU has marshaled its policy knowledge, communica-

tions abilities, and strategic relationships to secure some $50 million in public funding for the larger initiative,

which now serves communities throughout the state.



First, state partners can use the WPFP’s data-
driven policy change process to spotlight the needs
of low-skilled workers. WPFP and various
foundation initiatives have much in common;
however, WPFP partners bring particular
experience with a population that receives
comparatively little attention: non-traditional
students, particularly low-income working adults.
To highlight the needs of such students, WPFP
state partners should make their data and analyses
available and lend their expert and distinctive voice
to state-level reform conversations. also, WPFP
partners should encourage their states to
participate in all of the reform initiatives for which
they are eligible, particularly those that permit
states to join voluntarily, like complete college
america. 

a recent example of a state partner contributing its
voice occurred in Texas. There, the center for
Public Policy Priorities published research
detailing how adults as well as ethnic and racial
minorities constitute a significant portion of the
developmental education population. This finding
suggests the need to consider what policies,
strategies and practices are needed to serve
effectively such students.49

second, state partners can use their analytical
capabilities to help identify meaningful
opportunities for policy and programmatic changes.
in many states, WPFP partners have acquired
extensive knowledge about issues related to
student access, program transitions, and credential
completion. state partners should leverage this
expertise to inform the creation of policies and
programs intended to raise statewide educational
and skill levels. in arkansas, as described in Figure
4, the southern good Faith Fund partnered with
two-year colleges, elected officials, and public
systems to establish a successful statewide career
Pathways initiative. 

Third, state partners can use their expertise in
forming strategic partnerships to build the
coalitions and networks needed to advance reforms.
as well-respected experts versed in the issues
facing low-income working families, state partners
are well positioned both to build compelling cases
for the importance of public systems to individuals,

families, firms, and communities and to offer
informed options for policy and programmatic
changes. This credibility is particularly beneficial
when dealing with situations in which change
requires a reallocation of public resources or
alterations to institutional behaviors. 

Fourth, state partners can combine their research
and communications capacities with their
credibility among elected and appointed
policymakers to catalyze change. an overarching
goal of philanthropic reform efforts is to heighten
public understanding of the importance of
postsecondary education and skill development
systems. many state partners are well-positioned to
aid in this process thanks to the trust they enjoy
among journalists, service providers, and policy
leaders. Partners should deploy their
communications capabilities to highlight issues of
broad concern while emphasizing the specific needs
of low-income working families. an excellent
example of this occurred in the Wolverine state,
where the michigan league for human services
has used research reports, opinion pieces, and new
media tools to build a case for public investments
in, and policy changes to, the state’s adult literacy
system. 

Finally, state partners can contribute to the
effective adoption and implementation of promising
policies. WPFP partners share a commitment to
advancing and sustaining long-term policy and
system changes – changes that ideally will permit
low-income working adults to hone their skills and
acquires additional education. not only are WPFP
state partners committed to the success of low-
income working families, but these organizations
also possess the capacities needed to inform the
design of policy and program reforms, shape
implementation, and evaluate performance. Put
differently, state partners are well-equipped to
insure that public investments are targeted,
effective, and sustained. 
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conclusion

in recent years, national foundations have taken an
increased interest in the role that state education
and skill development systems play in fostering
regional prosperity and individual opportunity. The
resulting philanthropic initiatives have cast a
bright light on the importance of state systems and
have created opportunities for WPFP state partners
seeking to advance shared goals. Thanks to their
expertise and credibility, state partners are
positioned to contribute to state policy change
opportunities created by foundation initiatives and
help push for meaningful reforms to state
postsecondary education and skill development
systems. The result: widened doorways of
opportunities for america’s low-income working
families.

For questions about this policy brief or the

Working Poor Families Project contact:

Brandon roberts

robert3@starpower.net

(301) 657-1480
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Working Poor Families

ProjecT recommendaTions

WPFP partners can help achieve state policy
changes pursued by these philantrhopic ini-

tiatives. state partners should consider
these actions:

1) use the WPFP’s data-driven policy
change process to spotlight the needs of
low-skilled workers.

2) use their analytical capabilities to help
identify meaningful opportunities for
policy and programmatic changes.

3) use their expertise in forming strategic
partnerships to build the coalitions and
networks needed to advance reforms. 

4) combine their research and
communications capacities with their
credibility among elected and appointed
policymakers to catalyze change.

5) contribute to the effective adoption and
implementation of promising policies. 
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