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Jobs for the Future (JFF) is a national nonprofit that 
builds educational and economic opportunity for 
underserved populations in the United States. JFF 
develops innovative programs and public policies that 
increase college readiness and career success and build a 
more highly skilled, competitive workforce. With over 30 
years of experience, JFF is a recognized national leader 
in bridging education and work to increase economic 
mobility and strengthen our economy. www.jff.org.

The Middle College National Consortium believes 
that authentic school reform grows out of sustained 
collaboration among master practitioners, structured 
communication, and support for perpetual growth of 
leadership skills for all constituents. Centered on four 
Design Principles, MCNC schools bridge the high school 
and college experience for underserved youth leading 
to increased access to and success in college. A school-
based, data-driven practitioner network, MCNC has 
successfully pioneered innovation in programs that serve 
districts, community colleges, universities, around the 
country for over three decades. Currently, through a 
federal i3 Grant, MCNC is in partnership with Jobs for 
the Future, NCREST, and Michigan Early Middle College 
Association to promote the MCNC model in intermediate 
and high schools in Michigan to increase student 
performance in STEM programs.

Since 1990 the National Center for Restructuring 
Education, Schools, and Teaching (NCREST) has worked 
to advance education stakeholders’ understanding of the 
complex and challenging work of restructuring schools. 
To carry out this mission, NCREST conducts research, 
fosters connections, and shares expertise, resources, 
and images that help education practitioners, reformers, 
researchers, parents and community members to 
reimagine and create equitable and effective schools. 

NCREST conducts research related to the restructuring 
of many different aspects of elementary, middle, and 
high schools. This work has addressed issues such as 
the design and development of small schools, new-school 
creation, high school conversions, school and teacher 
developed assessments, uses of instructional rounds, 
district-wide improvement, the high-school to college 
transition, and systemic reform.

NCREST’s current Co-Directors are Jacqueline Ancess 
and Thomas Hatch. NCREST is affiliated with the 
Department of Curriculum and Teaching, Teachers 
College, Columbia University.
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INTRODUCTION
“A lot of students never have left Bridgeport. The early college advanced manufacturing pathway exposes them 

to hope and a dream in a real way. We tell them their potential income. It’s money that their parents never 
thought they could make—with just the advanced manufacturing certificate. Many students are first-generation 

high school students. And they’re getting the rigor of the college, the real college timelines, and expectations—
and the camaraderie.” 

Marjorie Coble, Assistant principal and college partnership liaison,  

Bassick High School, Bridgeport Public Schools

BRIDGEPORT, Connecticut—In this old industrial 
seaport, education and workforce development leaders 
are trying something new to strengthen the regional 
economy and to improve the college and career prospects 
of young people. Bridgeport Public Schools (BPS) and its 
partners are aiming to align what high school students 
learn with both the academic demands of college and the 
workforce needs of local employers. They are developing 
science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM)-
focused early college pathways as a way to better prepare 
future graduates for regional industries—advanced 
manufacturing and health care—in need of more highly 
skilled workers. About 40 students in grades 11 and 12 

participated in pilot programs in the 2016-17 school year; 
they took college courses as part of their school day and 
earned college credit toward degrees and certificates with 
value in their local labor market. 

The number of participants so far may be modest. But 
the pilots, which began in 2015, are part of an ambitious 
long-term vision for Bridgeport to boost students’ 
mastery of STEM subjects by incorporating college-level 
courses into high school. The idea is to make learning 
more relevant to students by matching the curriculum 
with the knowledge and skills they would need on the 
job. The initiative, known as the STEM Early College 



Expansion Partnership, also promotes college and career 
success for students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
with a history of success in neither. The development 
of these pathways is complemented by professional 
development for teachers and principals in BPS, provided 
by experts since 2014 through the National Center 
for Restructuring Education, Schools, and Teaching 
(NCREST) at Columbia University’s Teachers College, 
and by Jobs for the Future (JFF) coaches. Funding 
comes from a five-year federal Investing in Innovation 
Fund (i3) grant, the Good Schools Bridgeport Fund, and 
the Fairfield County Community Foundation. 

This brief describes the implementation of these efforts, 
their potential significance, and the important work 
and challenges that key partners—BPS, Housatonic 
Community College, The WorkPlace (the region’s 
workforce development board), and St. Vincent’s 
College and Hospital—tackle as they try to create 
effective pathways to college and careers, and align the 
community’s education systems with industry needs.

The design, planning, and day-to-day work of helping 
high school students get a firmer footing in the future is 
challenging, and this initiative is too young to evaluate 
its impact. But the constellation of partnerships, their 
commitments, and their potential to change the life 
trajectories of young people in a city where so many  
have struggled to make ends meet is noteworthy as  
a promising model for increasing education and 
workforce success.
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What is Early College?
Early college enables high school students to take college courses as part of a comprehensive model to 
accelerate their progress through secondary and postsecondary education. JFF’s Early College Designs 
provide intensive academic and personal supports and the opportunity to earn college credit toward a 
degree or credential, for free, along with a high school diploma. They have proven particularly effective for 
young people from low-income families and other backgrounds underrepresented in higher education, 
many of whom earn an associate’s degree upon graduating high school.

About the STEM Early College Expansion Partnership
The national STEM Early College Expansion Partnership is led by NCREST at Teachers College, Columbia 
University, in partnership with BPS, JFF, the Middle College National Consortium (MCNC), and four school 
districts in Michigan.1 The partnership is made possible by a $12 million, five-year (2014-2018) i3 grant from 
the U.S. Department of Education. 

NCREST, JFF, and MCNC provide technical assistance to the school districts and schools, train and provide 
coaches for teachers and principals, align curriculum and instruction with the early college design, 
plan and implement postsecondary partnerships, and share lessons learned with all partners through 
a community of practice. The instructional coaching in Bridgeport is designed to build the capacity of 
the district to support teachers in the use of JFF’s Common Instructional Framework: six research-based 
strategies for engaging students so that they master what they are learning.2 

Through this effort, BPS and its partners are advancing STEM education to increase job opportunities for 
youth, as well as to improve the local economy. The Bridgeport partners are targeting improvements in 
educational attainment for the district’s three high schools and six of their feeder middle schools, serving 
about 10,000 students, in order to decrease high school dropout rates, boost college enrollment, and 
increase access to family-supporting STEM careers.

The initiative seeks to extend the success of JFF’s Early College Designs, which have an outstanding record 
in increasing high school and college success for traditionally underserved students, confirmed by rigorous 
third-party evaluation studies. 

Why Early College? 
Early College Designs have demonstrated strong results in individual high schools for nearly 15 years. Data 
on student outcomes show:

30% 
of early college students 

earn an associate’s 
degree or postsecondary 
certificate with their high 
school diploma compared 

to very few nationally.4 

 After high school, early 
college graduates are 
more likely to persist 

in higher education and 
to earn a degree  

within one or two years 
than their peers who did 

not attend early colleges.5

90% 
of early college 

students graduate from 
high school, compared 

to 78% nationally.3
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BUILDING ON HISTORY, 
MOVING TOWARD THE FUTURE

Since the Industrial Revolution, the Bridgeport region 
has been a place where things are made, including sewing 
machines, weapons, ammunition, and aircraft. The city 
grew to be Connecticut’s largest, with its trade-friendly 
location on Long Island Sound. General Electric operated 
a major factory in downtown Bridgeport from the 1920s 
until 2008, employing roughly 12,000 workers at its 
peak.6 

But like other old industrial cities, Bridgeport’s economy 
suffered with the rise of globalization, technology, and 
a post-industrial economy, including a loss of many 
defense industry jobs in the 1990s. Its current 7.1 percent 
unemployment rate is the second highest in the state 
(after Waterbury) and is substantially higher than the 
state’s 4.7 percent average.7

The focus of BPS and its partners on creating early 
college pathways in advanced manufacturing and health 
care builds on the city’s tradition of manufacturing 
and the continuing growth of health care jobs. 
Manufacturing also remains a vibrant part of the region’s 
economy. FutureWorks, a nonprofit research group, 

places manufacturing among the top five “high-wage 
industries” in Southwest Connecticut, with an average 
income of $100,223 in 2014.8 Even as manufacturing 
job growth fell across the state by 2 percent between 
2010 and 2014, industry leaders report hundreds of job 
vacancies and challenges finding skilled workers.9 The 
industry demands high levels of skill, knowledge, and 
credentialing to do work as computer numerical control 
(CNC) machinists, tool and die makers, computer-aided 
design/manufacturing technicians, and quality control. 

Health care is another high-wage industry and one of 
the fastest growing in Southwest Connecticut, according 
to FutureWorks. In 2014, there were more than 58,000 
jobs in health care and social assistance, the greatest 
among industry sectors in the region, paying an average 
wage of $52,280. The number of jobs grew by 8 percent 
between 2010 and 2014. Many of these positions require 
some postsecondary education, though not necessarily a 
bachelor’s degree, and business leaders report hundreds 
of vacancies for jobs such as health practitioner and 
technician.10 

The city grew to be Connecticut’s largest, with  
its trade-friendly location on Long Island Sound. 



TAKING THE FIRST STEPS 
TO REDESIGN BRIDGEPORT 

HIGH SCHOOLS
Most students in Bridgeport come from low-income 
families, a group that has struggled historically to 
complete high school and enter college. Bridgeport’s 
school and workforce leaders saw that students had the 
potential to benefit greatly from better preparation in 
STEM subjects through early college pathways. Although 
the STEM-early college work is taking place in all three 
of Bridgeport’s high schools, the district and its partners 
chose to pilot the advanced manufacturing and health 
pathways at Bassick High School because its students 
are in particular need of more opportunities; virtually 
all qualify for federally subsidized free or reduced-price 
lunch, a marker of poverty. Many BPS students do not 
graduate high school, much less go on to or complete 
a postsecondary education. In the past, only about 64 
percent of Bridgeport students starting grade 9 have 
graduated high school within four years (compared to 
87 percent of students statewide). Of those, only about 
57 percent have gone on to enroll in college (versus 72 
percent statewide), and only 80 percent of those students 
have returned for a second college year (versus 88 
percent statewide). In addition, their math and science 
test scores have been significantly lower than those of 
their peers in the rest of the state, even when compared 
to the performance of other “high-need” students 
statewide.11 

The district has wrestled both with changes in leadership 
and with the financial challenges of serving students with 
great needs while projecting a gap of $9 million in their 
2017-18 budget to meet these needs.12 The state dissolved 
the city’s elected school board, then a court ordered its 
reinstatement in 2012. But there have been recent signs 
of progress. The introduction of STEM early college 
pathways coincided with the appointment of a Bridgeport 
native and former BPS teacher, Fran Rabinowitz, as 

interim superintendent—a role she played for nearly 
three years until December 2016, lending much-needed 
stability and stewardship to the school system. She is 
credited with reducing chronic absenteeism and out-of-
school suspensions, with a focus on helping teachers to 
become more empathic as a means of improving school 
discipline. 

One of her first acts was to appoint a former 
pharmaceutical chemist and one-time BPS principal of 
Central High School, Aresta Johnson, as the district’s 
executive director of secondary education. Dr. Johnson 
has since taken over as superintendent, appointed by the 
school board in March 2017. An educator with industry 
experience in STEM, she has brought passion and 
commitment to strengthening STEM instruction and 
learning opportunities for the district’s students. When 
Housatonic College and St. Vincent’s College proposed 
the idea of partnering with BPS to create advanced 
manufacturing and health career pathways, she did not 
hesitate.
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DESIGNING AN ADVANCED 
MANUFACTURING PATHWAY

Started in 2015, the advanced manufacturing pathway 
builds upon a statewide effort that created seven 
Advanced Manufacturing Technology Centers at 
community colleges. They have modern equipment, 
industry-aligned curricula, and partnerships with 
workforce investment boards and industry advisory 
boards. Led by the Connecticut State College and 
University (CSCU) system, they boast a 98 percent 
job-placement rate for graduates of their certificate and 
degree programs. 

College Connections, also offered by CSCU, is a 
program designed to extend these resources to high 
school students, giving them a head start on advanced 
manufacturing career pathways by providing college 
training and credits as part of an early college experience.13 
During the 2014-15 school year, the executive director 
of institutional advancement at Housatonic Community 
College, Richard DuPont, reached out to Aresta Johnson 
as well as to Nestor León, vice president of operations at 
the region’s workforce investment board, The WorkPlace, 
to propose the program for BPS students. They designed 
a pathway and struck a cost arrangement to meet their 
mutual interests and use the assets of each organization 
to support student success. 

Starting in grade 11, BPS students board a bus every 

day after lunch to spend the final hours of the school 
day at the Housatonic campus taking college courses 
at the Advanced Manufacturing Center with their high 
school classmates in a self-contained class. By the end of 
grade 12, they are able to earn 18 college credits toward 
Housatonic’s Advanced Manufacturing Certificate, as 
well as toward high school graduation through dual 
credit. If students choose to take another semester of 
coursework after graduation to complete the pathway 
and earn the certificate, they will get scholarships to do 
so from The WorkPlace through Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act (WIOA) federal funding. Much 
of the credited coursework can also apply toward an 
associate’s degree in advanced manufacturing, which 
transfers toward junior status at Central Connecticut 
State University’s School of Industrial Technology. 

The district covers the annual tuition of $2,000 per 
student (a total of $40,000 in 2016-17) for the college 
courses at Housatonic and also pays for transportation. 
A school bus delivers students to the campus and there 
are public transportation passes for the ride home. For 
most of the College Connections courses, Housatonic 
provides a dedicated teacher, Joe Duhaime, who spent 
34 years as an employee at Sikorsky Aircraft (a major 
regional manufacturer of military equipment, now owned 
by Lockheed Martin) before becoming a teacher. He is 



in regular contact with Assistant Principal Marjorie 
Coble, the main liaison for the program at Bassick 
High, to share weekly attendance reports and updates 
on student grades and performance. The WorkPlace 
is able to leverage its WIOA funding to encourage and 
motivate high school students to pursue a rewarding 
career by offering scholarships after they graduate. This 
is a particularly strategic use of funding to help BPS 
students, even after Congress shifted prioritization of 
WIOA funds during the last reauthorization from in-
school to out-of-school youth.

Students have the opportunity to accrue college credit 
and earn certificates that make them eligible for jobs as 
machine operators, in equipment setup, and in quality 
assurance of products paying an average starting 
salary of over $35,000 and upwards of $50,000 annually. 
Employers include large regional manufacturers such 
as Sikorski, Edgewell, Bic, General Dynamics Electric 
Boat, and smaller manufacturers who are part of the 
supply chains.14 The jobs require high levels of skill and 
knowledge that are taught in courses in the pathway, 
and require even more training on the job to master. 
The Advanced Manufacturing Center models the “clean 
room” that is the hallmark of many industries today. 
Rather than the dirty manufacturing jobs of old, these 
require technological and programming know-how to 
guide and maintain the machines that make things. 
Judging from Housatonic Community College’s course 
catalog, many of the skills learned in the program are 
valuable in other careers and academic domains. For 
example, graduates are expected to: 

• Demonstrate a knowledge and understanding of the 
application of various geometric and trigonometric 
functions

• Demonstrate a knowledge and understanding of 
advanced blueprint-reading skills

• Demonstrate a knowledge and understanding of the 
safe use of manufacturing equipment

• Demonstrate a knowledge and understanding of 
quality control methods and procedures

• Demonstrate an advanced knowledge and 
understanding of, and be able to run, manufacturing 
machinery including drill presses, saws, grinders, 
lathes, and milling machines

• Set up and operate CNC equipment, evaluate the 
quality of completed parts, and determine the source of 
any quality error found.15

Part of the power of these pathways is their incorporation 
of college and career learning into the curriculum and 
schedule of the high school. As such, BPS has done 
content-based comparisons of the college courses to 
high school graduation requirements for the advanced 
manufacturing and health career pathways. These 
are part of a broader set of high school academic plan 
templates for STEM-early college pathways that are 
being created and eventually will be implemented. They 
emphasize rigorous academics, career and technical 
education opportunities for all students, dual enrollment 
in college courses (including those that explicitly teach 
students college success skills such as study skills, 
navigating campus resources, and career planning), and 
early assessment of high school students to qualify for 
key college-level courses.
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Advanced Manufacturing 
Machine Technology 
Certificate: Sequence of College 
Courses and Credit Toward High 
School Graduation16 

YEAR 1—JUNIOR YEAR

HCC’S COURSE HIGH SCHOOL ALIGNMENT

Introduction to CAD Tech Ed Elective

Blue Print Reading Tech Ed Elective

Manufacturing 
Machinery:  
Drill Press & Saw

Tech Ed Elective

Manufacturing 
Machinery: Benchwork

Tech Ed Elective

Manufacturing 
Machinery: Milling 1

Tech Ed Elective

Metrology Tech Ed Elective

YEAR 2—SENIOR YEAR

HCC’s Course High School Alignment

Manufacturing 
Machinery: Grinding

Tech Ed Elective

Manufacturing 
Machinery: Lathe

Tech Ed Elective

Manufacturing 
Machinery: CNC 1

Tech Ed Elective

Lean Manufacturing Tech Ed Elective

Manufacturing Math Math Elective

Career Awareness Business Elective

Computer Applications Business Elective

18 College Credits, 16 more credits needed for 
Certification, additional 26 credits needed for A.S.

The opportunity to earn college credentials and 
prepare for a career with good economic prospects 
in the advanced manufacturing pathway can be a 
“game changer” for students from low-income families, 
according to Superintendent Johnson. Housatonic 
College staff say that they’ve seen the second-year 
students in the program increasingly play a leadership 
role for the first-year students in the pathway. One 
described the older students “becoming spokespeople 
about the seriousness of this experience.” As of February 
2017, all students in the pathway are passing their college 
courses with Bs and Cs. District and school staff say that 
they’ve seen students grow academically and socially 
because of the relevance of what they are learning. “It 
clicks: it’s real,” one said. Students often can be heard 
talking with classmates about their newfound knowledge 
of measurement, precision, and blueprints. And staff say 
that the students clearly “know their stuff.”

Superintendent Johnson says that the parents of 
students in the pathway also appreciate the program, and 
have spoken to the school board about its importance. 
The educators leading the program recognize that 
the success of the pathway may not necessarily only 
be gauged by how many students enter an advanced 
manufacturing career. They also expect students to 
feel more accomplished and confident through their 
experiences, and some may choose to continue their 
education beyond the certificate, as many adults in the 
Advanced Manufacturing program have done, according 
to Housatonic staff.

Students often can be heard talking with classmates about their 
newfound knowledge of measurement, precision, and blueprints. 
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DESIGNING A HEALTH 
CAREERS PATHWAY

In early 2016, shortly after becoming President of St. 
Vincent’s College, a private school and subsidiary of St. 
Vincent’s Medical Center, Dr. Michael Gargano wanted 
to do something to help the community—particularly 
those with the greatest need. The district and the college 
chose Bassick High School, the same high school piloting 
the advanced manufacturing pathway, “because it had 
nothing,” according to Coble, the school’s assistant 
principal and college partnership liaison. “Now we have 
two somethings.” 

Students in the Healthcare Career and College 
Readiness Program board the same bus after lunch 
as their classmates in the advanced manufacturing 
pathway, but they continue onto St. Vincent’s College 
another few miles away. These students are younger. 
The pathway begins in grade 9 with a common set of 
cohort experiences in college courses for the first couple 
of years, including Keyboarding and Word Processing, 
Medical Terminology, Introduction to Information 
Systems, and Illness and Disease. By grade 11, students 
will be able to choose among several health occupation 
pathways, including certified nursing assistant (CNA), 
certified patient care technician, and certified pharmacy 
technician. During senior year, students complete college-
level courses such as Introduction to Psychology and 
Introduction to Sociology, and can achieve a certificate 

as a Community Health Aide. By high school graduation, 
students are expected to earn a certificate in one of these 
areas, positioning them well to pursue an undergraduate 
degree at St. Vincent’s if they choose to continue their 
education. The college offers associate’s degrees in 
nursing and radiography, bachelor’s degrees in radiologic 
sciences, and a program for registered nurses to complete 
a bachelor’s in the field.

St. Vincent’s College:  
Program of Study for 
Pharmacy Technician17 
“Course content in the program will 
include: medical and pharmaceutical 
terminology, pharmaceutical calculations, 
drug distribution systems, IV admixture 
procedures, and medication packing 
techniques, dispensing of prescriptions, 
inventory control, aseptic technique and 
pharmacy law and ethics. Integrated into 
the program is an opportunity to observe 
a retail, hospital and nuclear pharmacy 
environment. A strong background in 
mathematics is recommended and a math 
placement test may be required.”



The Bridgeport school district pays for college textbooks 
and transportation, but St. Vincent’s provides the 
college courses to students in this pathway for free.18 It 
does so out of a commitment to providing educational 
opportunities through its pre-college programs to low-
income, underrepresented, and first-generation college 
students as part of its mission. This is a substantial 
commitment for the first cohort of 17 ninth graders (and 
four Bridgeport eleventh and twelfth graders who wanted 
to pursue their interest in nursing by completing a CNA 
early) and subsequent cohorts to come. The college 

is seeking additional funding from federal and other 
sources because it would eventually like to expand the 
program to additional students.

As with the advanced manufacturing pathway, district 
and college leaders hope and expect that students will 
continue their education beyond the acquisition of 
certificates, but will have opportunities to earn a living 
wage even as they continue their learning at varying 
paces. CNAs earn a median annual salary of $30,870 in 
Connecticut, while pharmacy technicians earn about 
$31,310. 19 

Health Career Pathways: Sequence of College Courses and  
Credit Toward High School Graduation20 
COHORT 1

ST. VINCENT’S COURSE HIGH SCHOOL ALIGNMENT

2016-2017 (9th Grade)

Semester 1 Keyboarding and Word Processing Business Elective

Semester 2 Medical Terminology Science Elective

2017-2018 (10th Grade)

Semester 1 Introduction to Information Systems Business Elective

Semester 2 Illness & Disease Science Elective

2018-2019 CNA Classes (Pathways) (11th Grade)

Semester 1 Certified Nurse Aid Science Elective

Semester 2 Patient Care Technician Science Elective

2018-2019 Pharmacy Tech Classes (Pathways) (11th Grade)

Semester 1 Introduction to Sociology Humanities Elective

Semester 2 Introduction to Psychology Humanities Elective

2019-2020 CNA/PCT Classes (Pathways) (12th Grade)

Semester 1 Informatics & Electronic Health Records Business Elective

Semester 2 Community Health Aide Science Elective

2019-2020 Pharmacy Tech Classes (Pathways) (12th Grade)

Semester 1 Pharmacy Technician Science Elective

Semester 2 Community Health Aide Science Elective

14-18 Credits upon completion
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The health careers pathway started this past year, and 
many details and tweaks to the design are still in the 
works for the second cohort of students. For example, 
older students will need to take some courses after school 
in order to earn the college credits they need to progress 
toward their certificates, and the partners will need to 
determine how to facilitate this. Also, to get the program 
off to a strong start, the district recruited ninth graders 
who were recommended for honors courses. As they 
expand this and other pathways, they will need to refine 
recruitment strategies and support systems so that a 
wider range of students are able to take advantage of 
early college opportunities.

Already, however, first-year students are seeing success, 
earning mostly As, Bs, and a few Cs in their first college 
courses. Bassick High School and district staff report 
that students demonstrate more seriousness about their 
academics as they have come to identify themselves as 
college students. The college and district encourage this 
positive identity formation. Many staff, for example, 
recounted recently how St. Vincent’s president, Dr. 
Gargano, held a celebratory ceremony upon students’ 
completion of their first college course, personally 
handing each one their college transcript. St. Vincent’s 
also sponsors other activities that expose students to 
health careers, and which are designed to make them feel 
like part of the community, such as tours of departments 
at the hospital, holiday parties, parent orientations, 
career speakers, a CPR certification course, and a 
student roundtable discussion with President Gargano. 

“I like the equity that I feel about this work. 

The student with straight As and [who] is well 

supported at home is going to be fine. The 

students that need us are the students in the 

middle. Bright but not all that driven. They 

think, “I’m going to stay 16 years old forever.” 

You can’t convince them that they have to do 

things now. Before you know it, you’re going to 

graduate. . . . I’ve seen changes in the students 

in the [STEM-early college] pathways. I get a 

lot of feedback from the professors and from 

the principals in charge of the program. One 

of the basketball players—a star—is doing 

really well in the advanced manufacturing 

pathway, according to Joe [the lead instructor 

at Housatonic]. It clicks. It’s real.”

William Morton,  
STEM-early college project director 
Bridgeport Public Schools

Already, first-year students are seeing success, earning  
mostly As, Bs, and a few Cs in their first college courses.
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EMERGING LESSONS 
AND CHALLENGES

Creating structured early college pathways through a 
postsecondary credential—especially for young people at 
risk of not completing high school—has been challenging 
for Bridgeport and its partner colleges. The difficulties 
are similar to those facing school districts, colleges, and 
other partners trying to develop early college pathways 
nationally. Many can be anticipated, but there are no 
universal fixes. Partnerships grow stronger by tackling 
the challenges and refining their work moving forward.

Small costs can be significant 
barriers to students 
District staff did not anticipate numerous small—yet 
significant—barriers that students would face that 
would require extra financial or staff support. For 
example, the advanced manufacturing center requires 
steel-toe work boots, a cost that students’ families could 
not afford. So the district paid for the boots. After a 
St. Vincent’s instructor noticed that some students’ 
backpacks were heavy and falling apart, the college 
facilitated the donation by a business partner of 17 new 
backpacks. Students also needed a way to return home 
after their college classes ended each day. The district 
not only bought bus passes for students, but staff also 
accompanied some students who were nervous about 
taking a public bus for the first time. 

Attrition highlights the need for 
clear expectations and strong 
support systems
Attrition was a challenge for the first year of the 
advanced manufacturing pathway. Some students 
confronted major life issues that ultimately caused 
them to drop out of the pathway or school altogether. 
These included deaths in the family, family drug use, 
and chronic absenteeism. One student simply decided 
that the pathway didn’t suit their interests, and wanted 
to take other high school courses and electives instead 
of college courses. In all, the first cohort lost half of its 
students from year 1 to year 2. The district and college 
have made adjustments to improve this. Just like in 
other early college pathways, while it is important to 
promote broad access during recruitment, Bridgeport 
partners have learned that it is important to make 
sure that students and families signing up understand 
the expectations and level of commitment required for 
college. 

Support systems and communication channels are also 
being strengthened. Housatonic Community College 
provides tutors for advanced manufacturing students 
who are struggling; a college liaison from the district 
attends college classes with students for the first two 



weeks so that students establish a relationship and know 
where to turn for support, if needed. The college faculty 
and high school-college liaison stay in touch regularly 
to monitor student attendance and performance so that 
problems can be addressed quickly. 

Gender diversity in manufacturing 
is a continuing goal
Another challenge is that the advanced manufacturing 
field is dominated by men and this is reflected in 
challenges with recruiting female students into the 
pathway. There were only three young women enrolled 
last year. The district is asking faculty to identify and 
recruit female students to make their participation in 
the pathway more proportionate to their share of the 
population. They are also creating multiple sections of an 
introductory advanced manufacturing course for ninth 
graders that may spur the interest of younger female 
students in continuing in the pathway as upperclassmen, 
or at least give them more of a basis for understanding 
whether or not they would be interested.

Covering tuition and other costs 
is an ongoing challenge
Just as it is at other early colleges around the country, 
covering the cost of college courses and textbooks for 
high school students is a challenge, but it is particularly 
difficult in Connecticut. There is no state funding for 
dual enrollment, and there is shrinking state financial 
support for community colleges—which are also bracing 
themselves for possible cuts to and consolidation of 

administrative staffing.21 The private St. Vincent’s 
College has made a huge investment to waive tuition for 
students in the health careers pathway but, up to this 
point, the district has been paying full tuition to the 
public Housatonic Community College using grant funds. 
The partners plan to add additional cohorts of students 
to follow the first groups of students who participated 
in the pilot phase, and BPS intends to create other early 
college pathways with a STEM career focus, extending 
the opportunity to more and more of its students. 
However, unless the college and district can find a more 
sustainable financing structure, they will need to curtail 
future programming just at the time when they should be 
poised to expand. 

One strategy would be for district teachers to earn 
the graduate school credits or degrees necessary to 
teach college courses as adjunct faculty. Often under 
this type of arrangement, colleges reduce tuition for 
dual enrollment students significantly, or eliminate it 
altogether, because there is minimal cost for offering 
the courses with faculty who are on a district’s payroll. 
However, other strategies will also be needed. A group 
of six Connecticut community colleges last year, for 
example, worked together to successfully apply for 
waivers from the U.S. Department of Education under an 
experimental pilot program that allows them to offer Pell 
Grants to some high school students to cover the costs 
of taking college courses through dual enrollment. More 
of these kinds of statewide collaborations and alliances 
could be used to address common goals and challenges. 

One strategy would be for district teachers to earn  
the graduate school credits or degrees necessary  

to teach college courses as adjunct faculty.
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CONCLUSION
BPS and its partners are piloting a modest but 
potentially significant effort to redesign and improve 
the educational experiences of high school students. 
They are focused not merely on what goes on inside high 
schools, but also on ensuring that student experiences 
are connected to college-level work and real workforce 
needs in the region. It is important to note that a cross-
sector group of partners from the school district and local 
colleges, which are connected to local industry partners, 
has been instrumental in making this effort a reality, with 
the support of philanthropy and federal funding. Partners 
are investing the time, leveraging their resources, and 
communicating constantly to get the pathways up and 
running—and to troubleshoot and refine support systems 
for students who face the challenges of poverty but who 

are already showing they can meet high expectations 
when education is relevant and supported by caring, 
skilled adults. The commitment of leaders and staff 
from BPS, Housatonic Community College, St. Vincent’s 
College and Hospital, and the support of Good Schools 
Bridgeport Fund and the Fairfield County Community 
Foundation, have been essential. The work of the 
students and the staff has been formidable. The collective 
effort is poised to demonstrate how such partnerships 
can positively affect the trajectories of students, schools, 
and local economies.
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