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Two years ago, university leaders, economic development groups and elected officials set out on an aggressive initiative to improve the educational attainments of area workers.

The initiative, called Graduate Greater Louisville, was designed to find answers to a decades-old problem and move steadily toward a goal of area colleges and universities awarding 10,000 additional baccalaureate degrees by 2010.

Those degrees, leaders said, would have a spin-off effect that would propel the community’s economic-development agenda.

The initiative is run by the Higher Income Requires Education (HIRE) Forum, a network of 28 colleges and universities. It encourages people to pursue higher education to any degree, literally, “from GED to Ph.D.” Much of the effort is managed through its Web site, www.graduategreaterlouisville.com, where visitors can find links to educational institutions, local career opportunities and find experience-fostering internships through HIRE’s Greater Louisville Interns program, which was launched earlier this year.

Although leaders of the initiative say it’s hard to gauge success at this point, they have been busy collaborating on solutions, holding community events and forums and trying to motivate people who live in the area to continue their education.

A variety of solutions

One means to connect with potential students is through education fairs held at workplaces, said Sam Mannino, manager of education and workforce development for Greater Louisville Inc, the metro chamber of commerce. His office conducts as many as five fairs per month at the request of local businesses.

The idea is that events like these will be branded under the Graduate Greater Louisville umbrella with a singular message: “It’s never been a better time than now to go on and finish your education,” Mannino said.

Kathy Zandona, education director for Greater Louisville Inc., said interest has been generated during such programs as the annual Spring Fling, which was held in February at Jewish Family and Vocational Services. The event is aimed at former college students who attended classes within the past two years but dropped out before graduating.

At the most recent Spring Fling, admissions, registration and financial-aid representatives assembled to encourage the former students to give college another try. It drew about 145 attendees — more than double last year’s attendance.

Zandona said colleges, universities, metro government and businesses can work together through Graduate Greater Louisville to make a more educated community and skilled labor force.

“We’re on the way of making these partnerships work and making a difference in our community,” she said.

Mary Gwen Wheeler, director of the office of policy and management for Louisville Metro Government and education liaison for Louisville Metro Mayor Jerry Abramson, said one barrier to the initiative’s success is a lack of time for working students with busy schedules to attend classes. And affordability also is a concern.

With a shrinking pool of state education dollars, post-secondary educational institutions are pressed for funding and tuition rates are rising, she said. “That makes the challenge all that much harder,” she said.

Some community success

But for some, help is on the way. Michael Gritton is executive director of KentuckianaWorks, the work force investment board for the seven-county region surrounding Louisville.

He said programs such as KentuckianaWorks Scholars complement the goals of Graduate Greater Louisville. And this program recently has had an influx of federal money through increased Workforce Investment Act dollars.

The funding will be used to help 500 people identified as being able to earn an associate’s degree by December 2009. Up to $1 million is being made available to help students with as much as $3,000 in tuition and up to $600 in books and supplies each.

As of late June, 400 people were enrolled.

Using those federal funds to help more people earn college degrees “is the biggest specific role that we play,” in Graduate Greater Louisville, Gritton said.

Impact of progress

Gritton also noted that a January 2008 KentuckianaWorks Human Capital Scorecard, which compares Louisville Metro to 16 other metro areas in the region in key areas including education, showed that the college attainment rate in Jefferson County is about 27 percent. It also found that Louisville is gaining on its competing markets in numbers of people who have attended but not graduated from college or earned an associate degree.

But with the potential 500 additional degrees awarded, Louisville could move up from its ninth-place ranking with 2,458 associate degrees awarded in 2006, to fifth place by the 2010 Census.

With a projected 2,760 associate degrees awarded in 2009, the additional KentuckianaWorks scholars would bring the awarded associate degree total to 3,260 — a 39 percent increase.

Those degrees translate into higher wages for those involved. KentuckianaWorks numbers show that over a Louisville-area worker’s lifetime, his or her earnings would increase $262,500 with the attainment of an associate’s degree compared with a high school diploma.

Dr. Larry Mand, vice chancellor for information technology and community engagement at Indiana University Southeast in New Albany and co-chairman of the board of Graduate Greater Louisville, said one benefit of its programs is the resource they provide businesses interested in relocating to the area. Through the initiative, potential employers can ask questions, make contacts and set up education fairs.

The initiative also should help increase post-secondary graduation rates, he said.

Program remains on track

Gale S. Rhodes, U of L’s assistant provost, director of the Delphi Center for Teaching and Learning and co-chairwoman of the Graduate Greater Louisville board, said she believes the initiative’s goals are attainable because so many parties from education, business and government are dedicated to working together toward its success.

“People are coming to the table with their community hats on, not just the hats of the individual institutions,” she said. “It is the collective mindset and all of us working together.”

Lisa Brosky, director of marketing and public relations for Jefferson Community & Technical College in Louisville, said the college participated in the formation of HIRE and in the development of Graduate Greater Louisville and has supported a small marketing campaign for the initiative.

She also agreed that progress isn’t that easy to measure, but its importance is evident.

“The fairs and marketing efforts fold nicely into the rest of our recruitment program, so it’s difficult to differentiate where Graduate Greater Louisville might have made a difference,” she said. “However, Graduate Greater Louisville is a wonderful idea that recognizes the need to increase educational attainment at all levels.”

Brosky said the initiative excels in encouraging enrollment of individuals who previously might not have considered college and helping them navigate the system to find the institution right for their needs and interests.

“The Louisville area still has many people who are the first in the families to attend college,” Brosky said. “They don’t even know where to start. Having one Web site and one phone number helps them begin the process of enrolling in college.”

Brosky said she hopes others recognize the need for the initiative.

“I would like to see the community provide support for Graduate Greater Louisville to give it even wider exposure,” Brosky said. “The best thing we can do for Louisville to encourage our residents to earn their GED and go on to college and support them along the way.”

Graduate Greater Louisville initiatives

• Education Fair in a box: Local businesses and industry groups can organize education fairs online and invite specific colleges and universities.
• HIRE Education Forum Career Services Committee: Representatives of 28 area schools work to create connections with businesses to better grasp their work-force needs. 
• HIRE Connection Committee: Works to find new and effective ways of reaching out to people and encouraging them to pursue higher education.
• Community-Wide Internship Program: An online tool that matches employers with qualified interns and potential future employees.
• College Day Out: Allows, in cooperation with Jefferson County Public Schools, eighth-graders to visit college campuses in hopes of building interest in higher education.
• Kentucky-Indiana Tuition Reciprocity agreement: Made in 2007, the agreement is in effect until July 1, 2012 and allows students living on either side of the river to attend Indiana University Southeast, University of Louisville, Ivy Tech and Jefferson Community and Technical College locations at “in state” tuition rates. 

