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The Practice Guide has four components, each devoted to one of 

four “high leverage strategies” that community colleges and other 

programs can adopt to increase their success with low-skilled 

younger and older adults.

>> Accelerated learning

>> Comprehensive support services

>> Labor market payoffs 

>> Aligning programs for low-skilled adults

 

These components can be used individually or as a set to put  

low-skilled adults on the path to family-sustaining incomes.

The Practice Guide also includes:

>> The Contextualization Toolkit

>> Supplementary materials, including information about the Advisor 

Training Toolkit

ACCELERATED LEARNING
Perhaps the most formidable barrier facing the adults targeted by 

Breaking Through is the combination of a huge academic skill gap 

and the lengthy process to close the gap—the “barrier of time.”  

To accelerate the pace of learning, Breaking Through colleges: 

>> Compress the material for two courses into the time of one 

course—an approach sometimes called “accelerated learning.” 

>> Customize the content and delivery of remediation to meet 

individual students’ needs.

>> Contextualize remedial content for the occupation or industry in 

which the student seeks to advance.

 

The Contextualization Toolkit, an integral component of the Breaking 

Through Practice Guide, can help community colleges and other 

educators accelerate learning for low-skilled adults by integrating 

career subject matter with pre-college skills development. 

COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORT SERVICES
Low-skilled students require significant support to succeed, yet such 

services are rarely available to them. To provide comprehensive 

support services, Breaking Through colleges: 

>> Connect students with an array of academic and non-academic 

supports.

>> Provide “coaches” to connect students to support services in the 

college and the community. 

>> Train coaches to work effectively with low-skilled adults.

 

 

The Community College Advisor Training and Toolkit supplements  

the Practice Guide with a comprehensive, cost-effective approach  

to guiding students through the maze of academic, financial,  

and personal challenges toward college credentials and  

family-supporting careers. 

LABOR MARKET PAYOFFS
Programs serving low-skilled adults have provided little in terms 

of short-term economic payoffs that would encourage students to 

continue, and too often the focus is on low-wage jobs. To provide 

labor market payoffs, Breaking Through colleges:

>> Offer career exploration opportunities that lead to sound  

career choices.

>> Ensure that programs have and use up-to-date information about 

local labor markets.

>> “Chunk” training programs into shorter sections that meet 

employer needs, lead to credentials, and build toward more 

comprehensive certifications.

>> Participate in regional efforts that target industries offering 

advancement opportunities for low-skilled adults.

 
ALIGNING PROGRAMS FOR LOW-SKILLED ADULTS
The profound disconnection among education and training programs 

for adults and postsecondary education is a crucial barrier to the 

educational and economic advancement of people with low-skills. 

To align the program areas that serve low-skill adults with college 

programs, Breaking Through colleges:

>> Align the content and aspirations of adult education with the 

prerequisites for postsecondary programs.

>> Link the content of non-credit workforce training to  

college-level work.

>> Infuse career content into developmental education for students 

who have strong career goals.

 

Breaking Through is a collaboration between Jobs for the Future, an 

organization committed to helping community colleges serve low-

income students, and the National Council for Workforce Education, 

an organization of community college-based workforce development 

leaders. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation supported development 

of the Practice Guide, based on Breaking Through projects at 

colleges throughout the nation, funded by the Charles Stewart Mott 

Foundation and other foundations.

For information on Breaking Through, 

see www.breakingthroughcc.org or contact  

Jobs for the Future, 617.728.4446, info@jff.org.

THE BREAKING THROUGH PRACTICE GUIDE 
TOOLS FOR HELPING LOW-SKILLED ADULTS EARN POSTSECONDARY CERTIFICATES AND DEGREES

THE BREAKING THROUGH PRACTICE GUIDE IS DESIGNED FOR PRACTITIONERS WHO WANT TO 

CONNECT ADULTS WHO HAVE LIMITED READING AND MATH SKILLS TO POSTSECONDARY CREDENTIALS 

LEADING TO JOBS PAYING FAMILY-SUPPORTING WAGES. IT COMPILES PRACTICES DEVELOPED AND 

IMPLEMENTED BY COMMUNITY COLLEGES IN THE NATIONAL BREAKING THROUGH INITIATIVE. 
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WELCOME TO  
THE BREAKING THROUGH 
PRACTICE GUIDE, 
developed to help practitioners connect adults who have low literacy and math levels to postsecondary 

education and success.* The Practice Guide highlights innovations from community colleges that  

participating in the Breaking Through initiative between 2005 and 2008. Since the, the colleges have 

continued to collaborate in Breaking Through, and they have continued exploring, refining, and implementing 

these innovations.

The goal of Breaking Through is to promote the development of practices and policies that connect low-skilled 

adults (reading and math tested levels below the eighth grade) to postsecondary occupational or technical 

education. Breaking Through is a collaboration between Jobs for the Future, a research and advocacy 

organization that develops education and labor-market models that enable American families to compete 

in a global economy, and the National Council for Workforce Education, an organization of community 

college-based workforce development leaders. Breaking Through originated in research funded by the Charles 

Stewart Mott Foundation in 2004. The demonstration phase, from 2005 to 2008, was supported by the Mott 

Foundation and several other funders. The documentation and expansion phase, in 2008 and 2009, was 

supported by the Mott and Gates foundations. Jobs for the Future created the guide with funding from the 

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

The initiative and the Practice Guide are based on a framework of four “high-leverage” strategies that were 

set forth in the 2004 report, Breaking Through: Helping Low-Skilled Adults Enter and Succeed in College and 

Careers (Liebowitz & Taylor 2004). The goal of these strategies is to develop career and college pathways 

for students; by this, we mean programs that prepare students for either more advanced studies or a family-

supporting career. The strategies are: 

>> Accelerating the pace of learning; 

>> Providing comprehensive support services; 

>> Ensuring labor market payoffs; and 

>> Aligning pre-college and college-level programs for adults. 

For the convenience of users, we have organized the Practice Guide into four sections, one for each strategy; 

each describes the practices implemented by Breaking Through colleges under that strategy. Of course, the 

four categories are not mutually exclusive, and some practices—for example, contextualization—could fit into 

more than one chapter. Also, most of the highlighted colleges used multiple high-leverage strategies in their 

demonstration projects. A key Breaking Through message is that colleges should pursue all four strategies in 

order to achieve maximum impact. A more detailed profile of Owensboro Community & Technical College (see 

page 8), a Breaking Through Leadership College, demonstrates how these strategies work together.  
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Breaking Through High-Leverage Strategies
In 2004, Breaking Through research, funded by the C.S. Mott Foundation, identified four institutional barriers 

that contribute to the lack of success among low-skilled adult students, leading to recommendations for 

overcoming those barriers at the institutional. 

>> Most adult remedial programs proceed slowly, despite the urgency many adults feel to move quickly.

>> Recommended strategy: Accelerate the pace of learning so that students complete programs faster.

>> Many adults with low literacy skills face multiple barriers to success, yet few pre-college programs provide 

support to overcome those complex and interrelated barriers.

>> Recommended strategy: Provide comprehensive supports that help students develop realistic plans and 

remain enrolled in and attending school, particularly through difficult transition points.

>> There are almost no financial incentives for low-skilled adults to invest the time needed to become 

eligible for college.

>> Recommended strategy: Create labor-market payoffs by offering students intermediate credentials, jobs, 

and other quick economic rewards.

>> Education and training programs for adults are so disconnected from each other, even when housed in the 

same institution, that all but the most determined students are discouraged from completing a pathway 

to college. 

>> Recommended strategy: Reorganize colleges to create clear pathways into college. 

What is the Practice Guide?
The Practice Guide is a just-in-time compendium of evolving practice. In one sense, it enables practitioners 

around the country to eavesdrop on peer learning activities that Breaking Through has sponsored among the 

initiative’s college and other nonprofit partners since 2005. In this way, others can learn what participating 

programs are doing, and how they do it. 

Some innovations documented in this guide may sound familiar; Breaking Through practitioners have taken 

practices from other sectors and for serving other populations and adapted them to focus on low-skilled 

adults. For example, practices for engaging employers and other “labor market actors” and for focusing on 

high-demand occupations are standard fare to people with backgrounds in workforce development. But for 

many in adult basic education and developmental education, both the topics and the details of the practices 

will be new. 

That said, most of the practices detailed in the Practice Guide are so new that formal evaluations have 

yet to be concluded. However, program managers and staff—many of whom have been involved in Breaking 

Through since 2005—report that their students do better when these practices are used. Careful evaluations 

of the Breaking Through strategies and their implementations are underway—and they are especially critical 

given the new urgency in the field. President Obama has made it clear that the nation must address the 

issue of adults who lack the academic and technical skills needed to support their families and help revive 

the American economy. As he stated when announcing the American Graduation Initiative, the nation must 
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“reform and strengthen community colleges . . . from coast to coast so they get the resources students and 

schools need—and the results workers and businesses demand.”

As institutions seek better ways to serve more individuals in need of skill development and credentials, the 

Breaking Through Practice Guide can advance both the capacity of adult-serving institutions and promote the 

further refinement of effective practices.

The Practice Guide Components 
Accelerating the Pace of Learning describes three practices: how to compress remedial content into shorter 

terms, so students can move through the material more quickly; how to customize material so that students 

with a variety of skill levels, backgrounds, and interests can move at their best pace; and how to contextualize 

remedial curricula for students in career pathways. 

The Contextualization Toolkit, a companion to Accelerating the Pace of Learning, provides additional 

information and guidance from colleges that practitioners can use to contextualize their own curricula. 

Providing Comprehensive Support Services describes three practices that emerged as key to providing 

effective support services: connecting students with a wide array of supports to meet the complex needs 

of part-time, low-skilled adult students; providing coaches to help low-skilled adults succeed; and training 

coaches and staff to work effectively with low-skilled adults. 

The Breaking Through Advisor Training Toolkit, a companion to Providing Comprehensive Support Services, 

is available through formal train-the-trainer sessions. More information on the training is available in the 

supplementary materials.

Ensuring Labor Market Payoffs identifies four areas in which practitioners can implement practices to help 

low-skilled adults obtain labor market benefits as they advance their skills: enabling low-skilled adults to 

make sound career choices; establishing connections between colleges and key labor-market factors; creating 

seamless, integrated pathways for low-skilled adults; and influencing regional economic development as a 

means to expand employment opportunities for low-skilled adults.

Aligning Programs for Pre-college Students with College-level Programs describes the three different 

programs that engage low-skilled adults in most community colleges: adult basic education, developmental 

education, and non-credit workforce training. This component of the guide describes practices that Breaking 

Through colleges have used to connect their students to postsecondary professional/technical certificates 

and degrees. 

Scaling Up
The demonstration projects profiled in this guide all fit the definition of a “boutique” program. That is, they 

were too small to accommodate all potentially eligible students; they were not funded through the college’s 

regular budget; and they implemented practices that, in general, were not used college-wide. For Breaking 

Through to have a significant impact on the millions of low-skill adults in our country, these projects must 

be scaled up: they must serve greater numbers, effective practices must be used more widely, and programs 

must find ways to be sustainable. To show how this scale-up can be achieved, each component of the guide 

highlights how one college has scaled up its successful approach to the high-leverage strategy.
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About Breaking Through 
Breaking Through is a multiyear demonstration initiative to promote and strengthen the efforts of innovative 

community colleges across the country to help low-literacy adults prepare for and succeed in occupational 

and technical degree programs. The initiative’s goal is to strengthen postsecondary outcomes for  

low-income adults by focusing on strategies that create effective pathways through pre-college and  

degree-level programs.

Breaking Through originated in the recognition while a postsecondary credential is key to jobs and careers 

that pay family-sustaining wages, almost 90 million adults in the United States lack the academic skills 

needed for admission to community college occupational/technical degree programs. Moreover, relatively few 

adults enroll in programs whose purpose is to increase academic skills, and very few of the students in these 

programs ever advance through the steps essential for postsecondary credentials. For example, each year, 

about 2.5 million adults enroll in adult education, the major federal program geared to low-skilled adults. A 

study in one state reports that only 2 percent of adult education/ESL students 25 years and older obtained 

the GED, and only 3 percent of the GED completers earned a two-year college degree.

Other Findings from the 2004 Research 
Through visits to dozens of colleges and adult education programs across the United States in 2004, Breaking 

Through researchers learned that a number of community colleges were committed to advancing low-skilled 

adults and have many of the program elements in place for clear pathways. A larger number of community 

colleges have made progress in implementing one or more of the program elements needed to support the 

advancement of low-skilled adults. However, as of 2004, no college had yet designed and implemented full 

pathways for low-skilled adults, and all acknowledged that they lacked expertise in one or more key areas. 

At the same time, the research suggested that the primary source for expertise in advancing low-skilled 

adults was practitioners from innovative colleges. Yet practitioners knew of no national forums in which the 

practitioners could exchange learning.

The Demonstration Initiative, 2005-08
To build upon the research findings, the C.S. Mott Foundation funded a three-year national demonstration 

initiative, led by Jobs for the Future and the National Council for Workforce Education. It contained four 

elements:

>> A framework of the four high-leverage strategies built upon the research recommendations;

>> Multiyear demonstration grants to selected colleges to implement full pathways to college-level 

professional/technical programs for low-skilled adults: the Mott Foundation provided funds to support 

six colleges—which became known as Leadership Colleges—and the North Carolina GlaxoSmithKline 

Foundation funded a seventh in North Carolina;
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>> Peer learning meetings of leading-edge practitioners; and

>> Support for additional colleges to participate in these peer learning meetings: these Learning Colleges 

extended the reach of the initiative to 19 additional colleges. The Mott Foundation supported the 

participation of ten colleges; the North Carolina GSK Foundation supported five, funds from the Annie E. 

Casey Foundation supported two, and two were self-funded.

During the demonstration phase, more than 1,300 adults enrolled in advancement programs at the 

participating colleges. 

Lessons Learned
The key lessons of Breaking Through come from the practitioners who have developed the innovative 

practices described in the Practice Guide.  This section will be added after receiving practitioner input at the 

October Peer Learning meeting.

Breaking Through Today
Since the conclusion of the demonstration phase, the Mott Foundation has funded the Breaking Through 

partners to further test the potential of the initiative design in different settings by: 

>> Organizing a network of Michigan community colleges that are committed to advancing low-skilled adults: 

The network convenes participating colleges on a regular basis to share practice innovations and lessons 

and to identify state policies inhibiting progress at the institutional level.

>> Identifying two colleges with strong demonstration designs and fund efforts to scale up both the numbers 

of enrolled students and effective practices.

>> Designing and implementing a Breaking Through initiative in the Lower Rio Grande Valley.

This work is funded by the Mott Foundation through 2010 and includes one national peer learning event  

per year. 

In 2008, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation provided funding for Breaking Through to maintain the 

momentum developed in the demonstration phase, document effective practices from Breaking Through 

colleges, collect and analyze student outcome data, convene two peer learning meetings, and invest in five 

colleges with strong career pathway designs that increase enrollments and extend effective practices.
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Profile: Owensboro Community & Technical College

IMPLEMENTING THE FOUR STRATEGIES

Since 2004, Owensboro Community & Technical College in western Kentucky has taken a comprehensive 

approach to implementing Breaking Through practices. The college’s Workforce Solutions division has adopted 

the Breaking Through framework, taking an incremental approach to adding components that allow for 

continuous improvement:

>> Providing comprehensive support services: OCTC’s Workforce Solutions provide mentors, called Success 

Coaches, for its students. The coaches have attended the Breaking Through Advisor Training to strengthen 

their skills.

>> Accelerating the pace of learning: Working in both the Developmental Education and Adult Education 

arenas, OCTC’s Workforce Solutions has compressed and contextualized remedial curricula to accelerate 

its students’ pace of learning, and it has developed strategies for customizing programs for each 

student’s skill levels. 

>> Creating Labor Market Payoffs: OCTC’s Workforce Solutions’ mission is to develop the skills of adults to 

meet employer needs, and it is creative at finding ways to ensure that the more vulnerable adults in the 

region can get into and stay on career pathways.

>> Creating clear pathways from pre-college to college level programs: Building from earlier demonstration 

projects, OCTC Workforce Solutions offer training to hundreds of workers who have lost their jobs in the 

recession. The training starts with pre-college certificates and continues to college-level certifications or 

degrees in areas where there is or is projected to be labor demand.

BACKGROUND

Owensboro Community & Technical College’s Workforce Solutions division was created in 2002. The division 

is part of Kentucky Community and Technical College System’s effort to enhance the state’s economic 

competitiveness by strengthening the skills of its workforce. (Related state initiatives include significant 

funding through Kentucky WINS and substantial support to implement WorkKeys throughout the KCTCS 

system. See www.kctcs.edu/Workforce_Solutions.aspx.)  Initially, the Workforce Solutions team’s primary 

focus was to deliver customized training to local employers, but shortly thereafter it won a bid to deliver its 

region’s Adult Basic Education. This has enabled the division to address academic skill needs as well as to 

provide technical skills for both job seekers and people employed in regional businesses. 

By 2004, the Workforce Solutions team was deeply involved in providing training in industrial maintenance 

for the region’s large manufacturers: maintenance of 21st century industrial machinery demands an 

unprecedented range of sophisticated skills, from electricity to hydraulics, with a particular mix for each 

machine/employer. The Workforce Solutions team realized that employers were investing in college-level 

skills for these employees but never enough to add up to a two-year degree for any individual. Some 

employees were only a few courses away from a degree, but they worked full time and could not enroll in 

classes offered during the day to complete a degree. With a grant from the Annie E. Casey Foundation, the 

team took its first big step toward creating pathways into college for low-skill employees, laid-off workers, 

and job seekers by investing in an innovative instructional approach, a hybrid learning model in which, as the 

Owensboro Messenger Inquirer reported, 
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>> Students combine interactive, Web-based classes with hands-on, job-specific skills through simulations and in an 

open lab. And perhaps the best part is students can set their own schedules, learn at their own pace and earn 

college credits toward a degree. They’re called Industry-Based, Modular, Accelerated Credentials, or IMAC, and 

the most valuable component for the employer and the employee may be the flexible scheduling. The classes are 

not tied into the traditional academic calendar. 

PROVIDING COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORT SERVICES 

OCTC received a Breaking Through demonstration grant in 2005 to support a full-time program coordinator 

who doubled as a coach and, sometimes, a classroom instructor as well. The Workforce Solutions team had 

noticed that the college, with its complicated processes and paperwork, intimidated workers from local 

businesses and industries. When confronted with a bureaucratic snag or undecipherable form to fill out, many 

did what they had always done around school: give up and disappear. The coach helped students navigate 

registration, financial aid, and other unfamiliar college functions; kept in regular contact with students; and 

arranged services to keep them on track when work and family complications threatened to derail them.

The next year, OCTC won a grant to participate in Jobs to Careers, a Robert Wood Johnson Foundation-

funded initiative to promote work-based learning in health care and administered by Jobs for the Future. The 

Workforce Solutions team was convinced that a full-time Success Coach, who provided case management, 

would be essential to the success of their effort to train entry-level employees at the region’s major hospital 

to become registered nurses. Indeed, that has turned out to be the case. The Success Coach is the thread 

that connects students/employees, hospital supervisors, college instructors, and the Workforce Solutions 

team. The team appreciates that the coaches function as an early-warning system, which enables them to 

solve many problems before they grow out of proportion. 

The Success Coach also works closely with students to keep them on track. For example, when one student 

decided to leave an abusive boyfriend, that meant she had to move in with her mother, an hour’s drive away, 

and lose the child care services of the boyfriend’s sister. An intensive nursing program and a full-time job 

suddenly seemed overwhelming, so she wanted to quit the nursing program. The Success Coach contacted 

the student, helped her analyze her situation and investigate options for child care and housing, and 

arranged to scale back her academic schedule temporarily while the student reorganized her life. 

ACCELERATING THE PACE OF LEARNING

Like the industrial maintenance students, many nursing students had foundational skill deficiencies 

and spotty academic records. The Workforce Solutions team evolved three distinct but complementary 

approaches to remediation, each relying on contextualization to help students understand why the academic 

subjects are essential to their job/career prospects.

>> Preparatory remediation is delivered prior to a new term and in short-term blocks for students whose 

low math or reading skills would otherwise disqualify them from matriculating in a training program 

scheduled to start in the near term. 

>> “Pull-out” remediation is provided to students identified by instructors as failing to grasp a particular 

topic. For example, even though students in the welding class appeared to have mastered the study of 

angles and degrees—they had passed the college entrance or developmental education exam in math—

many could not apply this knowledge when called upon in a welding setting. A remedial instructor from 

the Workforce Solutions team developed contextualized materials and works with selected students who 

are pulled out of the regular class for a short-term series of lessons. 
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>> Full remedial courses were developed. The Workforce Solutions team’s remedial math for nursing students 

replaced and compressed one or two semesters of developmental math in the regular college, which 

lasted far too long and had only mediocre success rates. The team also developed a “Communications 

for Industrial Maintenance” course for students who could not otherwise qualify for the two-year degree: 

some of the students refused to take the required general education course in communication because it 

sounded like the academic courses they had failed at in the past. 

CREATING LABOR MARKET PAYOFFS

The Workforce Solutions team seeks to promote community and economic development through skill 

development, a goal that keeps it closely connected to the region’s employers. Workforce Solutions uses 

those connections to promote training and advancement opportunities for the region’s workers. In 2009, 

for example, with support from KCTCS, OCTC convened a forum of employers in health care—a high-growth 

industry in the region—to identify skill needs and strategies for filling those needs. As another example; OCTC 

uses the WorkKeys system to profile high-demand jobs and assess job applicants; they can then identify those 

whose skills meet the profiled level and offer instruction to those falling short to bring them up to the level 

needed for the job in question. 

Workforce Solutions has made innovative use of another KCTCS investment: the creation of a statewide 

course catalogue that identifies more than 100 occupational and technical training programs and a sequence 

of certificates that build from pre-college to college level. Using this catalogue, OCTC has found ways to 

enable adults to advance their labor market skills even when life crises force them to “stop out” in the 

middle of a class. Certainly one big lesson from OCTC is that many adults students are one small crisis away 

from dropping out of school. The financial and emotional resources needed to respond to an ailing parent, 

a car that breaks down, or a foreclosed mortgage can make further education unthinkable in the short run. 

Traditionally, a student who drops a course midway loses the time and much of the money invested without 

getting anything in return: the expectation is, come back and start over again when you are ready. However, 

the KCTCS catalogue identifies the competencies to be taught in courses in each technical area, so OCTC can 

certify when a student has mastered a subset of the course’s competencies and award fractional credit. The 

fractional credit is recorded in the student’s transcript and can be converted to full credit when the student 

returns to complete the course.

CREATING PATHWAYS INTO COLLEGE

One major lesson from OCTC’s demonstration projects was that the Workforce Solutions team can use the 

“embedded credentials” framework (“modularized”) to create seamless career pathways. Now that thousands 

of people in the college’s region have lost their jobs in the recession, OCTC is scaling up its capacity to offer 

training that starts with pre-college certificates and provides students the ability to continue to college-level 

certifications or degrees. Participating workers will benefit from all four Breaking Through strategies.

Support services kick in right away because the Workforce Solutions team has noticed that many laid-off 

workers who attended information sessions give up almost immediately after seeing the stack of paperwork 

needed to determine eligibility. The team follows up by phone with each person who attends these sessions, 

offering encouragement and help with the paperwork. 
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Assessments show that many of the dislocated workers seeking training would not normally be eligible for 

OCTC programs because of low test scores. For example, the entry-level welder’s helper certificate requires 

ninth-grade skills, but many applicants tested as low as the fifth grade in math. Instead of turning these 

applicants away, the Workforce Solutions team does two things. For those testing in the seventh- and eighth-

grade ranges, the team is building contextualized remediation into the technical training. For those with 

lower scores, they offer intensive contextualized math before the start students’ of the certificate training to 

bring math skills up to the seventh- and eighth-grade range. (The staff had first tried referring such students 

to the center’s self-paced instruction, which uses WorkKey’s KeyTrain, but found that they did not benefit and 

were slipping away.) 

OCTC is taking advantage of the KCTCS “embedded credentials” framework to design modularized training 

programs that are flexible enough to accommodate either a slow economic recovery or a rapid one. 

Each certificate course is short. If jobs are available when students earn their first certificate, they have 

credentials that will get them jobs. If the economy remains slow, students can move to the next certificate 

level, and, for students who want to keep advancing, into a degree program. 

OUTCOME DATA: EARLY COHORTS 

Thirty-five students, a mix of dislocated and incumbent workers, enrolled in OCTC’s first Industrial 

Maintenance cohort.  Twenty two, (63%), have earned credentials or, in the case of some incumbent workers, 

completed the coursework required by their employers for a promotion.  Of the twenty two, six have earned 

AAS degrees and eleven have obtained either electrical or mechanical certificates.

Twenty-seven students enrolled in the first cohort of the nursing program for frontline workers at the 

Owensboro Medical Health System (OMHS@OCTC).  They were selected by their supervisors for the program 

based on their performance in the Medical System.  Breaking Through staff at OCTC point out that none 

of them would have qualified for the regular nursing program at the college due to their GPAs and low 

COMPASS scores. Three years later, twenty four are on track and only 3 have dropped out—one, for example, 

had to leave the area because her house was in forclosure.  Eight have already passed the NCLEX and are 

practicing RNs.  Five are in the prep course for the NCLEX and hope to be licensed soon.  Five others are still 

in the program, but have dropped back to the cohort behind them.  The remaining six are still training to be 

nurses, but have transferred to a “regular” program.

References
Liebowitz, Marty & Judith Combes Taylor. 2004. Breaking Through: Helping Low-Skilled Adults Enter and Succeed 

in College and Careers. Boston, MA: Jobs for the Future.
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