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Greater Louisville Inc., Louisville-Jefferson County Metro Government and area colleges and universities plan to launch an initiative next week aimed at getting more people to pursue education beyond a high school diploma. 

"Graduate Greater Louisville: GED to Ph.D." is the name of the regional, communitywide effort to increase the visibility of postsecondary education in the Louisville metropolitan area and Southern Indiana. 

The goal of the campaign is to show the correlation between educational attainment levels and jobs through an aggressive marketing platform, increased educational counseling and new outreach efforts to potential students. 

The Graduate Greater Louisville program will be introduced April 19 during a news conference at Bellarmine University. 

The initiative is being coordinated by the HIRE Education Forum, a collabor​a​tive of 28 post-secondary institutions lo​​cated across Greater Louisville. HIRE, which stands for Higher Income Requires Education, is affiliated with GLI, the metro chamber of commerce. 

The theme of the new program is: "You Can Do Better." 

Initiative similar to Every 1 Reads 

Local officials hope that Graduate Greater Louisville is as well received as Every 1 Reads, the $16 million literacy plan introduced in 2003 by Jefferson County Public Schools, GLI and metro government. 

That initiative, which has met with initial success, is a push to have all JCPS students in kindergarten through high school reading at grade level by 2008. 

Graduate Greater Louisville targets a different age level and a different but critically important challenge, according to Parminder Jassal, who is director of work-force solutions for GLI and the director of the HIRE Education Forum. 

"This is one of the areas where we're truly lacking," she said. 

Recent statistics back up Jassal's assertion. 

In 2004, Jefferson County ranked 15th out of 16 competitor markets on the percentage of adults who have a high school diploma or better, according to a report issued by KentuckianaWorks, a quasi-public work-force development agency. 

The county ranked 13th out of 16 on the percentage of adults with a bachelor's degree or better. 

Tom Layzell, president of the Frankfort-based Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education, applauded the coming effort. 

He pointed to recent figures that say at least 60 percent of today's jobs require some form of postsecondary education. 

"The point is pretty clear," Layzell said. "Today's jobs, tomorrow's jobs require higher levels of educational attainment." 

Project to have hotline, Web site, outreach 

Graduate Greater Louisville will be promoted heavily through billboards and radio and television spots, according to Jassal. 

In addition, it has several components that local economic development and education officials hope will get the word out about the area's variety of instructional offerings. 

As part of the program, a phone number -- (877) GO4-GRAD -- will provide information about area schools, the programs they offer, how to enroll, financial aid and other considerations. 

The line will be manned by the Kentuckiana College Access Center, a federally funded agency that operates under the KentuckianaWorks umbrella and provides guidance and information about postsecondary education to youth and adults. 

The center currently serves 2,500 adults and 850 high school students each year. 

The program's Web site, www.graduategreaterlouisville.com, will serve as a clearinghouse for information about educational institutions and programs. 

New programs are another part of Graduate Greater Louisville. An example is College Day Out, which was held for the first time in early March. 

The event targeted at-risk eighth-graders in JCPS schools. The students visited area colleges and universities, where they participated in mock classes and got to ask questions of current students. 

The program was so highly regarded by students, according to Jassal, that it will be staged again in October. It also will be expanded to include seventh-graders from JCPS and seventh- and eighth-graders at schools in Southern Indiana. 

Jassal said the HIRE Education Forum also plans to coordinate a communitywide internship program for college students as a service for businesses, possibly as early as next year. 

Business community asked to offer tuition reimbursement, internship programs 

Unlike Every 1 Reads, which relies heavily on professionals from the business community to serve as tutors, Graduate Greater Louisville has no volunteer component. 

Instead, business leaders are being urged to support the initiative on several fronts, according to Jassal. They include: 

· Increasing the availability and loosening the restrictions on tuition reimbursement programs; 

· Giving employees the option of having more flexible work schedules so they can pursue educational endeavors; 

· Offering more internship opportunities. 

Business leaders also will be asked to make financial commitments to Graduate Greater Louisville, although the amount of any such commitment has yet to be determined. 

Much of the business community's contributions likely will consist of in-kind services, Jassal said. She said Viacom Inc. already has agreed to donate billboards, United Graphics of Louisville Inc. has provided printing services, and Bandy Carroll Hellige Advertising has designed a logo and campaign materials on a pro bono basis. 

Access center might have to be expanded 

Michael Gritton, executive director of Ken​tuckiana​Works, said local businesses, government and foundations also might be asked to step up to provide additional financial support for the Kentuckiana College Access Center, should that agency need to add to its current 15 employees. 

"We're only scratching the surface of the impact they can have if we can generate more customers for them," he added. 

To measure the success of Graduate Greater Louisville, the HIRE Education Forum will track the number of inquiries made to the access center and examine college and university enrollment records in the coming years, Jassal said. 

No benchmarks have been set. 

Collaborative effort 'a milestone' for universities 

For colleges and universities to collaborate on the Graduate Greater Louisville project is "a milestone," Jassal said. 

Larry Mand, vice chancellor for information technology and community engagement at Indiana University Southeast and a co-chairman of the HIRE Education Forum, said the area schools are subscribing to the philosophy of "a rising tide raising all boats." 

"It does all of us good if we can get the word out and get the community more engaged in postsecondary education," he explained. "All of our institutions are going to benefit if we can get broader participation. 

"We're an area that historically is undereducated," Mand added. "That's one of our leading Achilles' heels when we go out and try to compete for the kinds of businesses that we really need to bring to the area. We have a lot of work to do." 

Bellarmine President Joseph McGowan said he doesn't see most of the local postsecondary institutions as competitors. Instead, each has its niche. 

"Each of us as an institution has a responsibility to do what we do best to contribute to this," McGowan said. "I don't think competition is the issue. We each have our own mission and market." 

