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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

R
ural America is complex and varied in its geog-
raphies, economies, cultures, and communi-
ties, as well as in its strengths, challenges, and 
needs. Deeply rooted in their communities, 

rural community colleges serve as engines of economic 
opportunity and equity, offering students place-based 
programs and pathways that lead to good jobs. They also 
develop dynamic and responsive industry partnerships, 
to ensure their workforce education and training curricu-
lum, programs, and transfer pathways meet the needs of 
local employers and their rural communities. The shared 
commitment among colleges, employers, and community 
members to creating place-based opportunities to thrive 
is an important lever for building on rural assets and 
strengths and countering the challenges that face rural 
America, which limit residents’ access to educational and 
economic opportunities.

High-quality postsecondary training and education 
pathways are more crucial than ever to ensure equitable 
access to quality jobs. Providing all people and commu-
nities with the necessary resources and access to post-
secondary pathways that lead to careers is essential for 
improving collective wellbeing and building an inclusive 
economy—one where workers, businesses, and regions 
most impacted by economic shifts and structural barriers 
to opportunity are empowered to equitably participate 
and benefit.

This report highlights how rural community college and 
industry partnerships benefit rural learners and employ-
ers alike and improve the overall economic prosperity of 
rural communities. It also seeks to expand awareness of 
the variety of rural contexts, and the state systems, invest-
ments, and policies, that can help drive and sustain effec-
tive rural community college and industry partnerships.
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 Paid Work-Based Learning, Dual Credit, and Other 
Skills-Focused Educational Opportunities. Effective 
industry partnerships lead to work-based learning, 
dual credit programs, apprenticeships, and other 
skills-based education opportunities that can boost 
equitable student success and expand career pathways. 
Implementing these approaches also benefits rural 
employers, by creating an expanded pool of local candi-
dates who have experience in their industry, as well as 
providing businesses with the chance to train, mentor, 
and develop future employees.

 Braided Funding to Support Rural Community 
College-Industry Partnerships. Rural community 
colleges rely on a constellation of policies, funding, 
public-private partnerships, and systems to support 
their industry partnerships and the resultant programs 
and services. Community colleges braid together a mix 
of federal, state, and local funding, in addition to raising 
donations and seeking grants to supplement where 
public investments fall short.

Key Success Factors for Strong Rural 
Partnerships
NSC’s research finds that effective rural community 
college and industry partnerships feature, prioritize, and 
result in: 

 Listening to Rural Communities and Addressing the 
Past to Build Trust. The long history of harm to rural 
workers and communities of color can jeopardize even 
the best-intentioned efforts to form partnerships today. 
It is essential to understand rural communities’ past 
experiences and concerns if present-day partnerships 
efforts are to succeed.

 Bridging Siloes Across Industries and Systems to 
Center Students and Adapt to Employer Needs. 
Rural colleges create pathways within and across 
industries for their students. They are also at the 
forefront of breaking down long-held silos within their 
institutions, which can increase a college’s ability to 
center students’ needs, build seamless pathways that 
increase students’ credential attainment and career 
progression, and nimbly respond to the needs of indus-
try partners.

 Fulfilling The Promise of Industry Partnerships by 
Supporting Students Holistically. Rural community 
college students face systemic obstacles and afford-
ability constraints that can impede their access and 
ability to complete college credentials, particularly new 
majority learners who juggle family and work respon-
sibilities while focusing on their studies. College and 

Creating Place-Based Pathways and 
Opportunity 
NSC’s research revealed that rural college-industry part-
nerships are characterized by:

 Strong Relationships and Leadership Buy-in. 
Building and maintaining strong relationships and 
buy-in among rural community college leaders and 
staff/faculty, industry partners, and other economic 
development and workforce stakeholders is founda-
tional. It also contributes to the sustainability and 
durability of partnerships.

 Multifaceted, Comprehensive, and Collaborative 
Partnership Strategies. Rural industry partnerships 
take many forms. Rural colleges convene industry and 
other key stakeholders to set the table for partnership, 
as well as participate in sector partnerships convened 
by other entities. They also form individual relation-
ships with employers to inform program and curricu-
lum design and increase work-based learning and job 
placement opportunities for students.

 Resource Maximization across Partners to Benefit 
Learners, Employers, and Rural Communities. Since 
rural communities may have limited resources, part-
nerships with employers can enable both to maximize 
resources and leverage strengths. For example, some 
businesses provide tools for students, equipment for 
programs, and financial support through scholarships 
to address the financial constraints that students face.

 Responsive to the Local Labor Market. Colleges 
consistently look to industry partners to validate labor 
market data, inform curriculum and competency devel-
opment, identify or verify credentials of value, and clar-
ify pathways for career advancement. Regional labor 
market information analysis and trend data are also 
essential to inform colleges’ program design and evalu-
ation processes, as well as their industry partnerships.

 Inclusive and Place-Based College and Career 
Pathways. Rural community colleges are especially 
attuned to offering programs that build the skills and 
competencies required for good jobs in their local com-
munity. To make this a reality, they rely on effective 
industry partnerships that shape and support an inno-
vative array of services, programs, and instructional 
modalities. Rural colleges often design their services 
and pathways for learners who have been historically 
excluded from college programs and good jobs—includ-
ing adult learners, students of color, immigrants and 
English Language Learners, and women pursuing 
careers in male-dominated fields.



COLLEGE AND CAREER POSSIBILITIES ROOTED IN PLACE4  

industry partnerships can assist students by support-
ing them throughout their training. Employer partners 
can provide much-needed funding, in-kind support, or 
equipment donations to expand the college’s ability 
to support students so they can earn credentials that 
allow them to meet the talent needs of local employers.

 Using Data to Inform Decisions and Boost the 
Impact of Industry Partnerships. Rural colleges use a 
mix of quantitative and qualitative information to eval-
uate the progress they are making and make data-in-
formed decisions moving forward. Understanding the 
outcomes of rural college-industry partnerships, and 
the role that particular programs, strategies, or invest-
ments had in those outcomes, is important to inform 
the shape of existing partnerships and to make the 
case for more funding and for additional partnerships. 

Policy, Funding, and Systems Implications: 
Supporting and Scaling What Works
As rural community college and industry partners design 
strategies, programs, and services that meet the work-
force and economic development needs of their region, 

they must center the needs of rural learners and those 
doing the work each day in their communities who have 
been left out and face structural barriers to education 
and good jobs. State and local policymakers, officials, and 
administrators can support rural community college and 
industry partnerships by:

 Modernizing Investments. Increase and modern-
ize funding for community colleges, support and 
sustain rural community college industry partner-
ships, and invest in rural workforce ecosystems and 
infrastructure.

 Centering Rural Students. Invest in federal and 
student financial aid and holistic supports for today’s 
students.

 Expanding Capacity. Increase rural community 
colleges’ access to data and information and promote 
public-private partnerships.

 Engaging and Listening to Rural Voices. Bring rural 
stakeholders together to inform policy and funding 
solutions and listen to and amplify the voices of rural 
community members and learners.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Rural America is complex and varied in its geographies, 
economies, cultures, and communities, as well as in its 
strengths, challenges, and needs. Stereotypes charac-
terizing rural America as monolithically white and agri-
cultural do not reflect the unique realities, histories, and 
assets that exist across different rural communities. Rural 
community members represent a mix of incomes, back-
grounds, and experiences, and take a variety of pathways 
into college and careers, depending on the postsecond-
ary and economic ecosystem in their region. The jobs 
available in rural areas span a wide range of sectors, with 
multinational corporations, midsize companies, farms, 
and small locally owned businesses dotting the landscape. 
With deep roots connecting them to place and each other, 
rural communities—and rural community colleges and 
industry partners—share a commitment to collaboration 
and innovation aimed at enabling economic development 
and creating opportunities for residents to thrive.

Deeply rooted in their communities, rural community 
colleges serve as engines of economic opportunity and 
equity, offering students place-based programs and path-
ways that lead to good jobs. They also develop dynamic 
and responsive industry partnerships, to ensure their 
workforce education and training curriculum, programs, 
and transfer pathways meet the needs of local employers 
and their rural communities.

The shared commitment among colleges, employers, and 
community members to creating place-based opportu-
nities to thrive is an important lever for building on rural 
assets and strengths and countering the challenges that 
face rural America, which limit residents’ access to edu-
cational and economic opportunities. Rural communities 
across the country experience ongoing public and private 
underinvestment, and rural needs have long been ignored 
or sidelined in federal and state policy conversations and 
strategies.1 As a result, rural people and places grapple 
with deep inequity and social stratification, with structural 
barriers complicating rural learners’ access to and com-
pletion of high-quality postsecondary programs that lead 
to good jobs in their communities.2

Given our increasingly skills-based economy, and with 
nearly three quarters of all jobs expected to require 
postsecondary education by 2031, high-quality postsec-
ondary training and education pathways are more crucial 
than ever to ensure equitable access to quality jobs—espe-
cially as new industries emerge, AI and machine learning 
evolves, and digital skill requirements increase.3 Providing 
all people and communities with the necessary resources 
and access to postsecondary pathways that lead to 
careers is essential for improving collective wellbeing 
and building an inclusive economy—one where workers, 
businesses, and regions most impacted by economic shifts 

and structural barriers to opportunity are empowered to 
equitably participate and benefit.

As research increasingly shows a tight correlation 
between place and one’s life chances and opportunities, it 
is important to uplift the many efforts underway in rural 
communities to increase economic stability and mobility 
and to create thriving communities.4 Rural community 
colleges and their industry partners are at the frontline 
of these efforts. Effective college-industry partnerships 

can create place-based 
skills pathways and 
career opportunities that 
increase economic pros-
perity for workers and 
local employers. 

This report highlights 
how rural community 
college and industry 
partnerships affect 
college access, creden-
tial completion, and 
career advancement, 
benefiting rural learners 
and employers alike and 
improving the overall 

economic prosperity of rural communities. It seeks to 
expand awareness of the variety of rural contexts, and 
the state systems, investments, and policies, that can help 
drive and sustain effective rural community college and 
industry partnerships. Centered in this work is an interest 
in understanding how these partnerships can advance 
equitable opportunity and meet the needs of ‘new major-
ity learners’—adults balancing family, work, and income 
constraints, and who are diverse in their race, ethnicity, 
language, and national origin.5

National Skills Coalition (NSC) interviewed an array of 
national experts, rural community college leaders, and 
other partners to inform this report, in addition to a 
review of existing literature and lessons learned from 
national and regional rural community college convenings. 
While not intended to represent the immense diversity of 
partnerships and impactful work happening around the 
country, effort was made to learn from a range of per-
spectives, with hopes the findings can help render ideas 
and solutions that can be applied to a breadth of states, 
communities, and national policy efforts (for an overview 
of methods and a list of interviewees, see Appendix A). 

Community colleges, college systems, and partners 
included in this project reflect a range of rural realities: 
centralized community college systems, decentralized 
and locally controlled colleges, Centers of Excellence, 
Historically Black College and Universities, and Hispanic-
Serving Institutions, along with a range of industries, 
states, counties, regions, and towns with differing political, 
economic, and social climates. 

Effective 
college-industry 
partnerships can 
create place-based 
skills pathways and 
career opportunities 
that increase 
economic prosperity 
for workers and 
local employers. 
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Diverse Rural Economies
Rural economies are also more diverse than some realize. 
While agriculture dominates some rural economies, agri-
culture makes up a much smaller share of rural jobs than 
other industries. Agriculture and mining represent under 
ten percent of jobs in rural areas, with service industries 
and manufacturing comprising the majority of rural 
employment (over seventy percent).10 Entrepreneurialism 
and small businesses also play a more central role in rural 
economies than urban ones.11 

As our nation transitions to clean energy, rural regions 
are playing a critical role in wind, solar, and hydrogen 
production. Clean energy jobs play a larger role in rural 
regions than in urban areas, relative to the overall size of 
their economies, and they are growing at a faster pace.12 
A wide variety of skill sets and credentials will be required 
to support the supply chain, generation, manufactur-
ing, repair, and maintenance of equipment necessary to 
support these emerging clean energy infrastructures and 
industries.13 

Disparities Experienced by Rural Communities
As with urban and suburban communities across the 
states, rural regions grapple with deep inequities and 
social stratification. Eighty-five percent of counties with 
long-term, persistent poverty are rural, and in approxi-
mately a quarter of those counties, people of color make 
up a higher share of the population.14 Rural areas expe-
rience lower measures of income, employment, housing 
security, educational attainment, and life expectancy com-
pared with metropolitan regions.15 People of color in rural 
areas face acute structural barriers that amplify these 
inequities, leading Black, Indigenous, Latino or Hispanic, 
Asian, and other rural residents of color to experience 
higher poverty rates and poorer health outcomes than 
their white counterparts.16 

Rural learners are also less likely to have earned a college 
credential, and more likely to hold a high school education 
as their highest level of attainment, than their urban and 
suburban counterparts.17 The gap in rural-urban educa-
tional attainment stems in large part to the systemic bar-
riers to education faced by rural learners, such as a lack of 
reliable broadband access and/or access to digital devices, 
limited affordable and public transportation options, and 
poor roads and infrastructure.18 It may also stem from 
memories of economic development efforts that resulted 
in low quality and dangerous jobs, instead of careers that 
offered economic security, and the perception that educa-
tion could cause people to move away from their homes.19

The disparity experienced by rural communities, par-
ticularly communities of color, is not a coincidence. To 
understand the economic and structural causes and 
policy solutions for rural poverty and disadvantage, one 

II. UNDERSTANDING THE 
CONTEXT FOR RURAL INDUSTRY 
PARTNERSHIPS

What constitutes a rural region, community, community 
college, or employer depends on who you ask. Definitions 
differ across federal and state agencies, and in public 
sentiment. ‘Rural’ aptly describes some states, counties, 
small towns, Native land, and frontier land. Rural regions 
may be remote and isolated, surrounded by coastlines, 

waterways, mountains, 
farmland, deserts, and 
plains. They may be a 
short drive from midsize 
cities and large metro-
politan areas. A group of 
rural community college 
students in conversa-
tion at a conference of 
the Rural Community 
College Alliance informally 
reflected on what ‘rural’ 
meant to them, offering 
that it was defined by a 
sense of community, their 
proximity to urban cen-
ters, and how readily jobs 
were or were not available. 
One student in the group 
stated that if there were 

more than two major roads going through town, it was 
not rural. According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(UDSA), roughly fourteen percent of the U.S. population 
lives in rural America.6 Regardless of how one defines 
‘rural,’ rural people and communities display a diversity 
of characteristics, experiences, strengths, and challenges, 
despite common stereotypes that paint them as homoge-
neous and unchanging.

Increasing Diversity of Rural Communities  
and Workers 
While rural areas saw overall population decline during 
the 2010-2020 decade, the population of rural regions 
started to rebound in 2020 during the COVID-19 pan-
demic.7 The 2010-2020 decade also saw an increase in 
the share of the rural population that is people of color, 
who make up nearly a quarter of rural residents.8 This 
decade saw growth in the rural Latino and Hispanic 
population. Many rural counties across the country are 
majority or near-majority people of color, such as in the 
Southeast, home to a number of majority Black counties, 
and the High Plains, South, and West, where near-majority 
Latino/a or Hispanic populations are common.9

Regardless of 
how one defines 
‘rural,’ rural people 
and communities 
display a diversity 
of characteristics, 
experiences, 
strengths, and 
challenges, 
despite common 
stereotypes that 
paint them as 
homogeneous and 
unchanging.



COLLEGE AND CAREER POSSIBILITIES ROOTED IN PLACE 7  

As a result, this 
long history of 
harm to workers 
and communities 
of color in rural 
areas can jeopardize 
even the best-
intentioned efforts 
to form industry 
partnerships today.

must understand the 
effects of exploitative 
economic and labor 
practices from 150-
200 years ago, which 
continue to affect 
rural regions’ well-
being.20 Areas facing 
the deepest inequities 
today align with the 
rates of enslavement 
in the Southern 
United States.21 In 
addition, many of 
the rural regions 

facing economic disadvantages today have a history 
of deep resource extraction that has been shown to 
have negative effects on economic prosperity, particu-
larly for remote regions.22 Many rural areas have relied 
on a single resource economy, like timber, cotton, or 
coal, presently or in the past, which was controlled by 
a few people and created stratified power dynamics 
that often resulted in the oppression and exploitation 
of rural communities.23 As a result, this long history of 
harm to workers and communities of color in rural areas 
can jeopardize even the best-intentioned efforts to form 
industry partnerships today. 

ACKNOWLEDGING RURAL CONTEXTS TO 
UNDERSTAND COMMUNITY COLLEGE AND 
INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS
Just as rural regions are layered and diverse in 
their needs and approaches, so are rural commu-
nity colleges and their industry partnerships. Rural 
community colleges vary in size, location, and regions 
covered–often serving counties, small towns, and 
micro- or sub-communities. Rural employers also 
differ. Large multinational companies with thousands 
of employees, midsize businesses, and small fami-
ly-owned and operated establishments co-exist in 
rural communities. There are also a host of natural 
resources, agriculture, education, healthcare, and pub-
lic sector employers that help shape local laborsheds.

It is essential to understand this wide variation and 
the rich and complex history in which rural community 
college and employer partnerships are forged. Without 
recognizing the structural divestment and political 
neglect of entire regions, and the systemic obstacles 
people face in rural communities, one cannot reimag-
ine policy, funding, and systemic solutions. Viewing 
rural community college and industry partnerships 
through this lens also allows one to see the possibili-
ties and the transformative impact that rural commu-
nity colleges and their industry partners are having on 
the lives of learners and in their communities.
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III. RURAL COMMUNITY COLLEGES 
AS ENGINES OF ECONOMIC 
OPPORTUNITY AND EQUITY

The goal is to become the primary 
organization that provides synergy for 
the Gulf Coast economy by anticipating 
and meeting the education needs of all 
constituents. 

Dr. Jonathan Woodward, Executive Vice President,  
Teaching & Learning & Community Campus, Mississippi  
Gulf Coast Community College

Rural community colleges are important engines of eco-
nomic opportunity and equity, “not always responding to 
labor market demand [as much as they are] creating new 
economies.”24 Strategic college presidents and leaders 
take an economic development lens to the roles their col-
leges play in their communities and regions. This entails 
creating pathways for every community member to reach 
their full potential and realize their college and career 
aspirations, including learners and workers who have 
been excluded from good jobs in the past, such as people 
of color, women, immigrants, people with low incomes, 
and adult learners.25 It also involves intentional efforts and 
partnerships with employers to support the talent needs 
of existing businesses in their region and the development 
of new ones that can create jobs and economic activity 
that enable their communities to thrive.

Dr. Jennifer Wilson, Vice President of Business Solutions 
at Indian Hills Community College in Southeastern Iowa 
sees the college balance this work every day. Indian Hills 
is located in one of the most income-constrained areas in 
the state, covering two of the least resourced counties. 
The college has been rapidly expanding their workforce 
development offerings and partnerships to increase 
opportunity in the region, partnering with many employ-
ers to support upskilling and career advancement. Their 
Small Business Development Center (SBDC) also plays 
a key role in supporting economic vitality in the region, 
recognizing most employers in the region are small busi-
nesses. The services of the SBDC help to generate new 
career opportunities for learners and expand the college’s 
pool of employer partners. Indian Hills offers programs 
designed for English Language Learners to ensure the 
vast skills and talent these learners and workers bring to 
the region can benefit local employers. Additionally, Indian 
Hills recognizes its own economic footprint in the area 
and role as an employer of choice. 

On the other side of the country, this economic devel-
opment takes on a different form. Columbia Gorge 

Community College is a Hispanic-Serving Institution 
located along the Columbia River in Oregon, serving a 
bi-state area and college district that covers multiple 
small towns and counties featuring agricultural hubs, wind 
farms, and sparsely populated frontier land. The college 
has a significant impact on the region’s economic pros-
perity. A report by Lightcast found that Columbia Gorge 
generated $45 million in added income in their service 
region in fiscal year 2021-22.26 This $45 million supports 
645 local jobs; one in every fifty-three jobs in the region is 
supported by the activities of the college and its students. 
This level of income production is as large as the entire 
Arts, Entertainment, & Recreation industry in the region—
notable in an area with world-renowned windsurfing and 
recreation tourism.27 

Dr. Jarett Gilbert, Vice President of Instruction, and 
Robert Wells-Clark, Director of Technology and Trades, 
note how critical Columbia Gorge’s holistic approach 
to career and technical education (CTE) is to this eco-
nomic activity. Through its partnership with the Oregon 
Manufacturing Extension Program, the college’s advanced 
manufacturing program functions as a small business 
incubator. They process materials, repair equipment, and 
work on projects for local industry—equipping students 
with industry-required skills and supporting economic 
activity in the community. Wells-Clark highlights that in 
two weeks alone, they generated $28,900 in economic 
activity, dollars that stayed in the community, supporting 
local employers and their students. 

IV. RURAL COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
AND INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS: 
CREATING PLACE-BASED PATHWAYS 
AND OPPORTUNITY 

NSC’s research makes clear that effective rural commu-
nity college and industry partnerships contribute to the 
economic prosperity of learners, employers, and com-
munities. Strong rural community college and industry 
partnerships enable colleges to design curriculum and 
programs that map to the needs of local employers 
and equip students with the skills that propel them in a 
place-based career pathway. Rural community college and 
industry partnerships take on a variety of forms but can 
be characterized broadly by the collaboration and joint 
efforts of community colleges and employer partners to 
advance strategies, programs, and services that create 
place-based college and career pathways for learners, 
address the talent needs of employers, and benefit the 
local community and economy. Partnerships can and often 
do include a range of other stakeholders, such as leaders 
from economic development, workforce, and human ser-
vice agencies and community-based organizations, K-12 
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entities, and/or labor organizations. These partnerships 
also tend to engage in a mix of strategic activities to cre-
ate successful workforce education programs and career 
pathways for students and meet the needs of a diverse 
group of employers and industry leaders in their regions. 

Strong Relationships and Leadership Buy-In
Building and maintaining strong relationships among rural 
community college leaders, industry partners, and other 
economic development and workforce stakeholders is a 
foundational element of rural college-industry partner-

ships and to generating 
economic vitality in regions. 
At the top, strong relation-
ships between college and 
business leadership contrib-
ute to the sustainability and 
durability of their part-
nership.28 Strategic rural 
colleges build relationships 
with business and industry 
leaders, political leaders, 
and community organi-
zations to leverage more 
support and resources for 
students and the commu-
nity.29 The smaller size of 
many rural communities 
can help facilitate this rela-
tionship building, as leaders 

are more likely to know one another. This can lead to more 
seamless partnerships with business CEOs and other com-
munity partner leaders.30 

At the same time, these relationships do not rest with 
executives. Engagement at multiple levels across each 

organization—vertically and horizontally—is important 
for sustainability, deepened communication lines, and 
partnership opportunities.31 It also ensures the community 
college and industry partnerships lead to tangible out-
comes for learners and workers in the community.

Because many rural college leaders and institutions have 
existing relationships throughout their communities, rural 
college leaders find they have been able to offer a far 
more individualized approach to building industry part-
nerships. Even when engaging with a larger company, it 
is more likely that they will be connecting with someone 
they already know—a neighbor, former student, or a par-
ent from their children’s school. 

Iowa Valley Community College District, which covers a 
four-county service territory and includes two community 
colleges between Des Moines and Cedar Rapids, under-
stands that partnerships are community-based. Their 
scale poses an advantage not only for developing relation-
ships with businesses large and small but also in iden-
tifying the myriad ways to partner.32 Jacque Goodman, 
Vice President of Business and Community Solutions at 
Iowa Valley, describes her work as economic develop-
ment, whether building apprenticeship programs with 
smaller local employers needing one or two apprentices 
or creating customized training and workforce pathways 
for incumbent workers at employers offering tuition 
reimbursement programs. Goodman says that the smaller 
scale of a rural community college the colleges’ advan-
tage. Because small rural colleges are more centralized 
and concentrated, rural college staff wear multiple hats. 
This gives them a broad base of knowledge that enables 
them to build relationships with a range of employers, col-
laborate to develop comprehensive solutions through the 
community college, and maintain robust partnerships.

Strategic rural 
colleges build 
relationships with 
business and 
industry leaders, 
political leaders, 
and community 
organizations to 
leverage more 
support and 
resources for 
students and the 
community.

RURAL COMMUNITY COLLEGES PROVIDE A SOURCE OF SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE  
AND COMMUNITY COLLABORATION
As the ‘living room of the community,’ rural community colleges serve as a gathering place for and natu-
ral convener of community members. For example, they frequently host cultural and sporting events, offer 
resources for learners and their families, and share space with K-12 students and schools, community-based 
organizations, human service and workforce partners, and employers. They are also often an essential pro-
vider of mental health counseling, food banks, internet access, and public transportation.33 

In offering communal space and connections to community resources, rural community colleges also bring 
community members onto campus, increasing awareness of the programs, services, and opportunities avail-
able at the college. Creating this sense of community belonging is especially important in the recruitment and 
retention of adults, students of color, immigrants, and other first-generation students. 

It also attracts and intentionally engages local employers alongside other community members. By joining 
on-campus community events or sharing facilities with colleges, employers get a better understanding of 
community needs and connections to learners seeking career opportunities, while also strengthening their 
connections to community college leaders. 
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Across all partnerships and forms of engagement, college 
leaders seek to limit the burden placed on employers, 
ensuring there are not too many requests coming from 
too many directions (internally or externally). To aid this, 
strong relationship management is critical to develop 
and maintain employer partnerships—whether formal or 
informal partnership structures. Research and experi-
ence show that having streamlined points of contact for 
employers that help navigate and simplify communica-
tions with employers and workforce partners can benefit 
the partnerships and increase sustainability over time.34

A survey of college employer partners conducted by 
the Center for Occupational Research and Development 
also found that ninety percent of these employers were 
motivated to work with colleges that had a “positive track 
record of working with business and industry.”35 Colleges 
should be proactive in reaching out to employer partners 
to better understand their workforce needs, communicate 
often, and make it simple for employers to engage. 

Multifaceted, Comprehensive, and Collaborative 
Partnership Strategies
Industry partnerships in rural communities do not simply 
rely on a single model or approach. Most frequently, mul-
tiple, cohesive approaches that are aligned with and part 
of regional economic and workforce development efforts 
are most effective. There are many examples of colleges 
convening industry, labor, economic development, and 
community partners—setting the table for these industry 
sector, regional, and employer partnerships. There are 
also examples of rural colleges participating in statewide 
or regional sector partnerships convened by economic 
development or workforce partners. 

Rural college leaders consistently report they are not 
concerned with who sets the table. Rather, they want 
to ensure that community colleges are involved in local 
workforce and economic development conversations 
from the beginning, to leverage their role as the primary 
local provider of accessible workforce education and 
training and ensure alignment with college programs. Too 
often, colleges are brought in as an afterthought, which 
can make it more challenging to break down silos and 
establish cohesive workforce solutions that harness each 
partners’ strengths and expertise.36 For college leaders, 
it is also essential that industry partnerships advance 
equitable opportunities for their students, enhance their 
programs, and increase economic vitality in their region. 

College-led convening and approaches to partnership 
take on many shapes and sizes. In some regions, colleges 
formally lead sector partnerships or employer council 
efforts, with C-suite leaders across a specific industry 
mapping out current and future industry trends and 
career progression pathways in the industry.37 Employer 
councils convened by colleges identify the required skill 

sets and competencies for in-demand jobs and validate 
credentials of value. In other cases, colleges engage 
employers across different industries via career fairs, 
career exploration activities, and/or mentoring events and 
facility tours.38

Lincoln Land Community College exemplifies this mul-
tipronged approach to employer engagement. Located 
in Springfield, Illinois, Lincoln Land covers all or part of 
fifteen counties, serving the largest geographic region in 
the state that is largely rural and includes heavy pockets 
of manufacturing.39 The college has stepped in to create 
and formalize ecosystems for communication and indus-
try engagement. Dr. Nancy Sweet, Dean of the Workforce 
Development Institute at Lincoln Land, explains, “our 
president and leadership team recognize that at times, 
the college has to be the one to create the table. It’s not 
that [the college is] missing a seat at the table. The table 
doesn’t exist.” As workforce education pathways and cre-
dentials became increasingly in demand after COVID, the 
college has increased industry engagement and expanded 
their program offerings and enrollments. This work 
includes joining sector partnership efforts led by their 
regional chamber of commerce or economic development 
partners and coming together with their sixteen different 
trade unions to increase pathways into construction. They 
also proactively engage employers at multiple levels—from 
C-suite executives, to human resource directors, to shift 
managers.40 

Colleges, rural and otherwise, convene a more targeted 
set of industry partners at the career and technical/work-
force education program and occupation level through 
employer advisory committees/boards. These groups 
come together to offer input on college curriculum, com-
petencies, credentials, and work-based learning models to 
ensure the programs are relevant and prepare students 
for future employment opportunities. 

Employers are understanding that they are 
not at the end of the talent supply chain. 
They cannot just be waiting to hire talent 
when they graduate. Employers must be 
engaged throughout the process, and 
actively involved in recruiting and training 
their workforce. 

Sue Griffith Smith, Vice President Advanced Manufacturing, 
Engineering, and Applied Science, Ivy Tech Community 
College

Fostering individual relationships between employers and 
rural community colleges is the building block for industry 
partnerships that meet the needs of students, college 
programs, and industry talent needs. They facilitate the 
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recruitment of employers into larger partnership efforts 
or gain industry input into program design and the cre-
ation of career opportunities for students. They can also 
help to ensure that the needs of and opportunities offered 
by small and midsize employers are factored into program 
design, as larger industry convenings can sometimes 
overshadow their priorities. 

Individual relationships between colleges and employers 
help to encourage connections with workforce faculty 
who are working directly with students and creating the 

curriculum to develop technical skills. This might entail 
working with a large manufacturing company wanting 
to offer customized training for their employees, or a 
regional hospital looking to map out professional develop-
ment opportunities and understand the college pathways 
available. It may mean supporting a company relocating 
to the area, working on a training and hiring strategy, or 
it could result in customized guidance and advising to 
a business accessing the Small Business Development 
Center. In turn, these individual employer-college rela-
tionships frequently increase work-based learning and 
job placement opportunities for students. The deepened 
trust, shared intent, and mutually established goals 
created through individual partnerships can spur new 
opportunities for students with employers or in industries 
where they may be underrepresented. College leaders 
describe how these individual partnerships can be a key 
equity strategy that can build social capital for students 
and help to diversify the workforce, creating connections 
to available quality jobs for adults of all backgrounds. 

CENTERS OF EXCELLENCE: CENTRALIA COLLEGE
Centralia College is the oldest public two-year college in Washington State, located along the Interstate-5 
corridor in Centralia, Washington, and offering an array of adult education, workforce, transfer, and bachelor’s 
degrees to their rural region. Centralia is also home to the Pacific Northwest Center of Excellence for Clean 
Energy.41 Created in 2004 and codified in state legislation in 2009, there are twelve Centers of Excellence in 
Washington housed at different community and technical colleges.42 Each Center of Excellence focuses on 
specific industries that support the state’s economy. This innovative model supports employers’ demands for 
a highly skilled workforce and Washington State Community and Technical Colleges’ ability to prepare work-
ready graduates. The Centers of Excellence convene industry and labor to help drive workforce development 
initiatives, following trends in the industry locally and nationally. After labor and industry sets the direction, the 
Centers of Excellence then coordinate community college resources and align programming accordingly.43

The Center of Excellence for Clean Energy at Centralia works closely with energy, organized labor, clean 
technology, Tribal Nations, workforce development boards, nonprofits, and K-20 education partners. They 
stay current on the state’s clean energy initiatives to support the transition of power generators and users 
toward a zero-emission economy. Center Director Monica Brummer supports the engagement of these industry 
stakeholders, while also connecting the needs of her local college and diverse learners in the state. Through 
the Center of Excellence, Brummer is able to advocate for the policies and investments required, engaging in 
national conversations, and sitting on a newly formed advisory board with representatives from Department 
of Commerce, the State Workforce Board, industry, labor unions, and educators. Brummer is also able to 
ensure that the resultant strategies serve the needs of new majority learners–adults, students of color, English 
Language Learners, and those underrepresented in the field.

This collaborative, forward-thinking and equity-minded approach pays off. Centralia College was one of the key 
partners in negotiations for $1 billion in federal funding to establish the Pacific Northwest Hydrogen Hub.44 This 
work will facilitate and further public-private partnerships and collaboration among industry partners, commu-
nity colleges, workforce and university partners, and labor unions. It will also intentionally support intergovern-
mental collaboration and partnerships with Tribal Nations in the region.

Individual relationships between colleges and 
employers help to encourage connections 
with workforce faculty who are working 
directly with students and creating the 
curriculum to develop technical skills.
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These comprehensive 
efforts can result in creative 
cost-sharing efforts. Many 
rural communities have 
fewer resources available 
and have developed indus-
try partnerships that go 
beyond traditional strategies 
of program advisory partici-
pation, work-based learning 
opportunities, and hiring 
graduates. For example, some 
businesses have provided 
tools for students, equipment 
for programs, and financial 
support through scholarships 
to address the financial constraints that students face.47 
In some instances, employers have contributed to the 
construction of new workforce training facilities, donation 
of capital equipment, or hiring of additional faculty that 
enable the college to teach students current skills needed 
in the workplace and incorporate advances in workplace 
technology into the curriculum to better prepare students 
for employment opportunities.48 These contributions can 
strengthen industry partnerships and strengthen connec-
tions to the community.

To reduce costs and leverage resources, some rural col-
leges are partnering with larger community colleges to 
co-offer specific workforce programs, share certain staff 
or operational functions, or use a consortium model to 
divide the costs for specific software or database systems. 
Partnering with other colleges in the region also has the 
benefit of increasing “economies of scale” for potential 
partnerships with industry and employers, when the num-
bers at one rural college would not be enough to attract 
their attention and meet their needs.49

We are 
partnering left 
and right. By 
serving our 
employers, we 
are serving our 
students.

Nicole DuBose, 
Director of Workforce 
Development, Shelton 
State Community 
College.

Resource Maximization across Partners 
to Benefit Learners, Employers, and Rural 
Communities
Effective community college and industry partnerships 
in rural regions require a comprehensive and collabora-
tive approach, with each partner focused on supporting 
the economic prosperity of the region and its people. In 
many instances, dynamic industry partnerships extend 
far beyond the college and employer partners, engaging 
chambers of commerce, community-based organizations, 
local workforce development boards, economic and 
workforce development entities, human service agencies, 
K-12 districts, and/or philanthropic partners. Since rural 
communities may have limited resources across educa-
tion, workforce development, and social services, it is even 
more critical that partners collaborate effectively and 
leverage each organization’s strengths.45 By partnering 
with workforce development boards and aligning with eco-
nomic development agencies, colleges can develop path-
ways that are tailored to the local needs in their communi-
ties, leverage other funding streams, and provide a skilled 
talent pool that builds off of strengths in the region. 

At Shelton State Community College, a Historically 
Black College and University located in Tuscaloosa, 
Alabama, that serves a number of rural communities, this 
means that the “door never closes” to partnerships and 
silos are dismantled in their industry partnership efforts.46 
Leaders of the adult education, workforce development, 
grants, and childhood development departments work 
hand-in-hand with the local chamber, workforce develop-
ment board, the mayor’s office, community leaders, and 
culturally-specific coalitions to support their learners, 
community, and local employers with anywhere from 
ten to 1,000 employees. As Nicole DuBose, Director of 
Workforce Development at Shelton State, describes it, 
“We are partnering left and right. By serving our employ-
ers, we are serving our students.”



COLLEGE AND CAREER POSSIBILITIES ROOTED IN PLACE 13  

Responsive to the Local Labor Market
Rural community colleges are adept at being flexible and 
responsive to the needs of their local industry and their 
workforce, economic development, labor, and community 
partners. Colleges consistently look to industry partners 
to validate labor market data, inform curriculum and 
competency development, identify or verify credentials 
of value, and clarify pathways for career advancement. 
They also look to employers to advise on broader industry 
and workplace trends such as emergent AI, digital, and 
technical skill requirements, along with the foundational 
21st Century skills needed. Colleges then integrate these 
skills into the range of workforce education and training 
programs they offer, including CTE, non-degree credential 
programs, continuing education, professional develop-
ment, and broader general education curriculum and 
programs. This integration is fundamental to designing 
quality workforce education programs and pathways that 
advance equity and opportunity for learners and meet the 
needs of local businesses. 

Regional labor market information analysis and trend 
data are also essential to inform colleges’ program 
design and evaluation processes, as well as their indus-
try partnerships. This includes real-time labor market 
information that can pinpoint information by program 
code, skill needs, and existing workforce demographics. 
These data provide insights on which industry sectors 
have growth potential and which employers to prioritize 
partnerships with, given hiring and training needs and job 
quality.55 For dynamic rural community college leaders, 

labor market trends and data inform their engagement 
and partnerships with industry, economic development 
leaders, government officials, and other regional or state 
organizations. 

Understanding the labor market allows college leaders to 
build proactive and systemic partnerships with employers, 
positioning the college as partners in problem solving.56 
Labor market information can also uncover potential 
opportunities, in some cases developing new industry 
partnership opportunities based on the strengths of the 
region.57 Beyond the industry partnerships, these data 
validate which programs, pathways, and credentials hold 
most value. This is especially important for establishing 
quality non-degree credential frameworks and offerings, 
and understanding how they lead to equitable comple-
tion and career outcomes and meet the needs of local 
employers.58 

Leaders at Columbia Gorge Community College apply 
this comprehensive approach when developing new pro-
grams or making changes to existing offerings. Columbia 
Gorge analyzes labor market information and works with 
industry partners to identify the foundational competen-
cies required to equip students with a “locally employable 
skill set tailored to local jobs,” and the stackable creden-
tials and degrees that can validate them.59 This approach 
is also critical at Lincoln Land Community College, as 
they rapidly expand and develop new workforce pro-
grams. They want to meet the expectations of students 
and employers and keep their informal promises that 
college workforce programs should generate economic 

PARTNERING TO CREATE QUALITY TRAINING AND GOOD JOBS FOR RURAL WORKERS IN 
INDIANA
Ivy Tech Community College in Indiana offers seventy programs in over forty-five locations across the largely 
rural state, including many career and technical and skills training programs. With most Hoosiers staying within 
sixty miles of where they were born and raised, Ivy Tech focuses on industry partnerships that can create career 
pathways for learners where they live, learn, and work.50 Ivy Tech has partnered with the Indiana Economic 
Development Corporation to secure new funding and expand industry partnerships. The partners have a shared 
understanding that workforce development is critical to achieving economic development goals, especially in 
Indiana, the country’s most significant manufacturing state, with the industry representing nearly thirty percent 
of the state’s GDP.51 

Ivy Tech and their economic development partners spent nearly a year developing and solidifying  
relationships with Stellantis and Samsung.52 The two companies are partnering to form the StarPlus Energy 
partnership and are building two electric vehicle battery production factories. This joint venture is expected to 
employ 1,400 workers in rural Kokomo and its surrounding regions.53 Production is anticipated to begin in 2025 
at one gigafactory, and 2027 for the second.. Ivy Tech’s Kokomo Campus will provide the necessary training so 
community members can access careers at these local facilities. The economic development partners understood 
that the college needed a new facility to support the necessary training but could not build a new lab and facility 
with existing college resources. Because of the cohesive industry partnerships, demonstrated buy-in amongst 
stakeholders, and collaboration with economic development partners, Ivy Tech secured a grant from the U.S. 
Economic Development Administration to develop the necessary facilities that will ultimately support rural  
learners, Ivy Tech, industry partners, and the economic vitality of the region and state.54 
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Inclusive and Place-Based College and Career 
Pathways 
Recognizing the positive impact that place-based college 
and career pathways have on learners and rural econo-
mies, rural community colleges are especially attuned to 
programs they offer that build the skills and competencies 
required for good jobs in their local community. To make 
this a reality, rural community colleges rely on effective 
industry partnerships that shape and support an innova-
tive array of services, programs, and instructional modal-
ities that result in quality credentials and degrees and 
lead to good jobs. In many instances, rural colleges design 
their services and pathways for learners who have been 
historically excluded from college programs and good 
jobs—adult learners, students of color, immigrants and 
English Language Learners, and women pursuing careers 
in male-dominated fields like advanced manufacturing, 
construction, and the trades. This inclusive strategy to 
“design at the margins,” helps to establish practices and 
policies that all learners can benefit from.65 
For example, Integrated Education and Training (IET), 
an accelerated model that pairs contextualized founda-
tional skills such as reading, writing, math, and English 
language skills concurrently with technical education, 
allows English Language Learners, adults pursuing their 
high school equivalency, and other new majority learners 
to gain the skills and credentials needed to access good 
jobs, enabling employers benefit from an often-over-
looked talent pool in their own communities. Iowa Valley 
Community College District offers an IET program for 
English Language Learners as well as a pre-Certified 
Nursing Assistant program that allows students to work 
on their high school equivalency while also working on 
technical education skills and credentials. Iowa Valley has 
also worked closely with the K-12 system to enroll both 
high school students and their parents in these pathways. 
The college is seeing remarkable success in the program, 
which includes learners who speak thirty to forty different 
languages. In the last two years, every participant that 
successfully completed an IET program has found employ-
ment, often because of strong industry partnerships.66

Rural community colleges also partner with employers to 
offer inclusive workforce education and training programs 
and experiences. Indian Hills Community College offers 
adult literacy in a local meatpacking plant, in addition to 
college coursework options. Lincoln Land Community 
College’s general education instructors partner with area 
employers to contextualize their general education curric-
ulum and infuse real-world scenarios and application into 
their programs. 

Continuing education, professional development, and 
incumbent worker training are key levers for rural col-
leges and their industry partners to offer scalable and 
customized options for workers to upskill and advance in 
their careers—while also strengthening connections with 

opportunity for students and employers alike.60 Since the 
expansion of their industry partnerships and workforce 
education pathways, Lincoln Land has seen exponential 
increases in their student enrollment and retention rates, 
with close to thirty percent of their students enrolled in 
CTE pathways and reflective of the demographics of their 
communities.

The scale of rural communities can also shape colleges’ 
understanding of the local labor market and foster cre-
ative approaches. In some areas, having fewer employers 
in their immediate district can encourage rural colleges 
to use labor market information from a larger geographic 
region to identify broader workforce needs and opportu-
nities.61 With the rapid expansion of remote work opportu-
nities, employers are increasingly looking at a broader tal-
ent pool. Rural populations are a potential source of this 
talent.62 Colleges can also reach out to employers from 
the larger regions or nearby urban centers to engage in 
workforce planning to meet the skill needs of employers 
within commuting distance.63 

DATA ROADBLOCKS EXPERIENCED BY 
RURAL COLLEGES
Many rural colleges and national experts note 
challenges in accessing quantitative data on labor 
market supply, demand, and student outcomes. For 
some rural community colleges, student sample 
sizes are so small that much of the information is 
redacted. This makes it hard to fully analyze equity 
and impact and use the data to inform decision 
making and funding. For other colleges, both 
urban and rural, there are limited data systems to 
enable the tracking of employment outcomes and 
longitudinal effects, making it a very manual and 
labor-intensive process that is particularly taxing 
for colleges with limited personnel capacity. 

In many cases, community colleges across regions 
have trouble accessing the data from the state 
that would help them understand student labor 
market outcomes and make informed decisions, 
including data that are matched to Unemployment 
Insurance wage records.64 Better data from the 
state that enables all community colleges, includ-
ing rural institutions, to know how their students 
fare once entering the job market, and support in 
making connections between industry, colleges, 
and the workforce system, would greatly benefit 
their ability to form partnerships that meet local 
employer demand and result in strong outcomes 
for learners.
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local employers. Shelton State offers incumbent worker 
training to increase career progression and retention, 
offering workers English for Speakers of Other Languages 
courses and Spanish in the Workplace courses for super-
visors interested in better supporting their multilingual 
and multicultural workforce. In their adult education 
programs, Shelton State recognizes that the GED and high 
school equivalency is not the end goal. They design their 
program so students can earn a livable wage by earning 
workforce certificates concurrently. In the 2022-2023 
academic year, they granted 1,600 certificates to adult 
education students—increasing their career opportunities 
and supporting local employers with a skilled talent pool.67

Rural colleges also work with industry partners to cre-
ate tailored programs in in-demand fields to meet rural 
students where they are and also ensure local employers 
have access to a workforce with needed skills and creden-
tials. At Shelton State, on-site Pre-K classrooms, family 
literacy services, and a two-generation approach provide 
a family-friendly environment for their parenting stu-
dents. They offer a truck driving class for single mothers, 
a cohort training that can be completed in two months or 
less. Graduates leave with stackable and industry-recog-
nized credentials and connections to local day jobs that 
offer family-sustaining wages and schedules that work 
for their families. They also take a holistic approach to 
serving justice-involved individuals. Shelton State has 
education programming in juvenile correctional facilities 
and participates in Second Chance program, which gives 
people who cannot pay their court costs a chance to 
enroll in workforce training at the college to earn the skills 
and credentials they need to secure jobs that will allow 
them to pay their fees and provide for themselves and 
their families. 

Paid Work-Based Learning, Dual Credit, and 
Other Skills-Focused Educational Opportunities
Effective industry partnerships result in and create work-
based learning, dual credit programs, apprenticeships, and 
other skills-based education opportunities that can boost 
equitable student success and expand career pathways. 
Implementing these approaches also benefits employers 
by creating an expanded pool of local candidates with 
experience in their industry and giving businesses the 
chance to train, mentor, and develop future employees. 

In particular, dual enrollment opportunities for regional 
high school students through the community college 
and clear articulation agreements and transfer pathways 
with university partners help community members in 
rural settings see and easily access career pathways and 
“education in place” that lead to good jobs in their own 
communities.68 This also helps to increase the number of 
learners interested in pursuing and completing the work-
force education programs and credentials that industry 
partners have helped inform and design.

Work-based learning is another key element of a strong 
workforce development program informed by industry 
partnerships. Work-based learning opportunities increase 
wages post-graduation, are tied to noneconomic success 
and boost awareness about their career field.69 They also 

provide employers with 
a potential talent pool to 
hire after program comple-
tion. One way for colleges 
to partner to offer training 
and education that aligns 
with industry needs is 
through work-based learn-
ing programs that provide 
employers a chance to 
train potential workers 
while contributing to their 
learning.70 

In a rural context, paid 
and/or credit-bearing 
work-based learning, 
including apprenticeships, 
can be a valuable strategy 

to help recent high school graduates, current high school 
students considering higher education, and new majority 
learners see the career opportunities that are available 
in their own community and the educational pathways to 
get there. It can help counter historical narratives that 
still exist in some rural communities that good jobs do 
not require any postsecondary education in the manu-
facturing, agriculture, or energy sectors.71 Similarly, paid 
work-based learning and apprenticeships can also counter 
any perception that postsecondary education would pull 
family members away from family responsibilities by 
making connections between education and local work 
clear while providing a wage at the same time.72 Many 
rural colleges are also finding ways to award credit for pri-
or-learning or for work-based learning to promote student 
success and accelerate a student’s path to completion and 
into employment.

Apprenticeships offer a win-win solution for rural learners 
and employers. Many rural colleges are increasing their 
apprenticeship programming and extending into nontra-
ditional fields beyond the building trades. Mississippi 
Gulf Coast Community College, located in southeast 
Mississippi, offers Licensed Practical Nursing, automotive, 
and shipbuilding apprenticeships that map to college 
credentials and career placements. Iowa Valley is add-
ing apprenticeship opportunities in partnership with all 
major hospitals and clinics in the region, thanks to a state 
grant that supports the related tuition and on-the-job 
training. The apprenticeship opportunities include part-
time options for high school students, collaboration with 
community-based organizations to create opportunities 
for people experiencing poverty, and options for organi-
zations to create pathways for advancement, to “grow 

Effective industry 
partnerships result 
in and create work-
based learning, dual 
credit programs, 
apprenticeships, 
and other skills-
based education 
opportunities that 
can boost equitable 
student success 
and expand career 
pathways.



COLLEGE AND CAREER POSSIBILITIES ROOTED IN PLACE16  

from within.”73 Centralia partners with community-based 
pre-apprenticeship programs, employers, and unions to 
offer electives, remedial skill development, or the techni-
cal skill instruction required.

Braided Funding to Support Rural Community 
College-Industry Partnerships
Rural community colleges rely on a constellation of pol-
icies, funding, public-private partnerships, and systems 
to support their industry partnerships and the resultant 
programs and services. Frequently, to keep the college 
budget solvent, community colleges braid together a mix 
of federal, state, and local funding, in addition to raising 
donations and seeking grants to supplement where public 
investments fall short. They employ this same approach 
to cover the costs of college for students, to provide 
the financial assistance and holistic supports that stu-
dents need to enroll in workforce education and training 
programs, and to support industry partnership efforts. 
Community colleges, especially in rural areas, must be 
creative in sourcing and braiding funds for the array of 
programs, services, and partnerships they offer because 
they have been long underfunded at both the state and 
federal levels.74

Federal Funding 

Community colleges receive federal funding from a mix 
of sources, in addition to federal student aid for tuition 
and fees received by eligible students.77 These include, 
for example, the Strengthening Career and Technical 
Education for the 21st Century Act, better known as 
Perkins V; Titles I and II of the Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act (WIOA); Department of Education 
(DOE) Title III Student Success grants, and American 
Rescue Plan Act funds. Federal grants have supported 
the formation of, and activities related to, implementing 
community college-industry partnerships. These grants 
include Strengthening Community College Training Grants 
from the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) and grants from 
the U.S Department of Agriculture (USDA) and DOE. The 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Employment 
and Training (SNAP E&T) program and Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant helps 
colleges provide programming, student coaching, and 
holistic supports to help students access transportation, 
tuition, fees, books, tools, and more.

Colleges use federal dollars in a range of ways. For exam-
ple, Shelton State leverages WIOA funding, including 
Title II, and Ability to Benefit funds to support their adult 
education students in completing workforce credentials 
and persisting in credit-bearing certificate and degree 
programs.78 Columbia Gorge secured funding from a 
USDA Rural Utilities Service Distance Learning Grant to 
increase the infrastructure necessary for high school 

ROADBLOCKS TO ADEQUATE FUNDING 
FOR RURAL COMMUNITY COLLEGES
While rural colleges are adept at securing, lever-
aging, and braiding multiple funding streams to 
fund their industry partnership efforts and related 
programs and services, the work this requires is 
not sustainable over the long term. This reality, 
combined with the potential for funding gaps due 
to funding volatility, limits the scaling of effective 
programs and practices. Adding to this challenge 
is the fact that not all rural colleges have the 
internal infrastructure necessary to apply for 
public and private grants, nor the staff capacity to 
keep up with the extensive reporting requirements 
and tracking of differing metrics, outcomes, and 
data that varies across federal, state, and local 
grants. Although the increase in state investments 
in workforce education and training programs at 
community colleges is a welcome trend, many of 
these investments fail to adequately cover the 
costs of attendance for students and the expenses 
incurred by the college to offer the programs and 
sustain industry partnerships—costs that go far 
beyond the direct instructional costs. 

Many colleges point to the need to modernize 
the antiquated approach to funding the nation’s 
higher education system, including state funding 
methodologies that are frequently based on full 
time equivalency (FTE) formulas. FTE formulas 
are based on the number of students enrolled in 
credit-bearing courses, rather than the overall 
headcount of enrolled students, which inherently 
disadvantages community colleges, which com-
monly enroll part-time students and offer an array 
of credit- and noncredit programs and pathways.75 
These funding formulas rarely factor in noncredit 
and workforce development training, making it 
more challenging for college leaders to equitably 
and consistently fund both this work and industry 
partnerships. This frequently puts the burden back 
on the student or employer to find the funding to 
pay for these programs. 

For smaller rural colleges, this can lead to espe-
cially volatile funding cycles, where small fluctu-
ations in enrollments can have a more significant 
impact on college operations. As one leader 
described it, this lack of stable funding leaves 
them “constantly scratching and clawing for 
money, whether for equipment or human capital, 
funding for faculty and navigators” to meet the 
needs of their learners and industry partners.76
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State Funding 
State funding is the primary means by which community 
colleges support operations and industry partnership 
efforts, in addition to federal student aid.86 In a survey by 
the American Institutes of Research, seventy percent of 
community college and industry partnerships were funded 
by the state to some degree.87 State policies supporting 
industry partnerships tend to target educational and cre-
dential attainment and work-based learning opportunities; 
incentives to students or institutions; aligning data across 
the education and workforce systems; and supporting the 
convening of intermediary working groups or commis-
sions to build shared education and workforce goals and 

strategies.88 State funding 
can incentivize colleges to 
develop new career path-
ways programs for students 
in high demand industries 
that include stackable 
credentials.89 

To help cover the costs 
incurred by institutions to 
build and maintain industry 
partnerships, states have 
passed a range of legisla-
tion that supports these 
partnerships directly and 
indirectly.90 State policies to 
expand career pathways and 

stackable credentials, work-based learning opportuni-
ties including registered apprenticeships, credit for prior 
learning, articulation agreements, and other strategies 
that align with state educational attainment goals can 
all support community colleges’ ability to partner with 
employers and train learners for in-demand jobs. There 
are also examples of state investments in data tools and 
resources to be able to provide college program outcomes 
data, labor market information, and enrollment data that 
can help drive partnership opportunities.91

The approaches to supporting college and industry part-
nerships differ by state. Iowa, for example, has allocated 
resources for businesses to train new and existing workers 
through the Iowa Jobs Training Program (260F) and the 
Iowa Industrial New Jobs Training Program (260E) in 
partnership with community colleges across the state, 
including Indian Hills. The 260F program allows compa-
nies to train their existing employees with state resources 
through one of the fifteen community colleges across the 
state. The 260E program supports businesses which are 
creating new positions with new employee training offered 
by community colleges and financed through bonds sold 
by the colleges. In Alabama, where Shelton State is 
located, the state is very supportive of incumbent worker 
training and has harnessed federal COVID-recovery funds 

students located in the region’s frontier land to be able 
to enroll in and access dual credit courses.79 Through this 
funding, Columbia Gorge purchased Zoom remote teach-
ing carts that were distributed pre-pandemic to these high 
schools. They also purchased laptops that can be checked 
out from local libraries, to expand access to education for 
adults experiencing barriers.

A major source of federal funding for community col-
lege-industry partnerships was the U.S. DOL’s Trade 
Adjustment Assistance Community College and Career 
Training (TAACCCT) program. Between 2011-2018, the 
TAACCCT program made an historic federal investment 
of $2 billion in grants to over 700 community colleges 
designed to expand their capacity to offer industry-driven 
postsecondary education credentials that lead to careers 
for adult learners.80 Grantees were required to partner 
with key stakeholders in their communities—including 
employers and industry associations—to ensure alignment 
with labor market demand and employer and industry 
needs.81 

Evaluations of TAACCCT grantees demonstrate how they 
leveraged grant funds to support a range of activities, 
from building partnerships with employers and other 
community stakeholders, to operating training programs 
across a mix of industries and enhancing their capacity 
to support student persistence, completion, and employ-
ment.82 Key student success strategies implemented by 
colleges included, for example, career pathways programs, 
stackable credentials, credit for prior learning, compe-
tency-based training, and one-on-one advising/coaching. 
Grant funds also commonly supported strategies aimed 
at developing programs geared toward key employment 
opportunities, such as purchasing equipment for training 
programs, renovating training spaces to enable work-
based learning, and hiring career coaches.83 Building 
partnerships and referral pipelines to holistic supports 
was also an allowable use of funds, enabling colleges to 
connect students to, for example, child care access and 
transportation assistance that would help them enroll, 
persist, and complete.84 

TAACCCT evaluations demonstrate that, for the most 
part, students who benefited from grant-funded programs 
and services experienced positive completion, attain-
ment, and employment and wage outcomes.85 These 
evaluations provide support for the effectiveness of 
career pathways, work-based learning, career navigation, 
competency-based education, and IET for encouraging 
student success and employment that can meet employ-
ers’ demands for skilled workers. They also indicate that 
continued dedicated funding to support these activities 
at community colleges alongside intentional employer 
engagement and partnerships would be an effective way 
to promote student success and talent development that 
meets’ employer needs.

State funding 
can incentivize 
colleges to 
develop new 
career pathways 
programs for 
students in 
high demand 
industries that 
include stackable 
credentials.



COLLEGE AND CAREER POSSIBILITIES ROOTED IN PLACE18  

to cover the costs of this training, so industry partners 
do not incur the costs. 

An increasing slate of policies and state financial aid 
programs that provide direct support for students also 
support the ability of colleges to provide the workforce 
education and training programs that result from and 
benefit industry partnerships.92 Many of these policies 
also include funding to cover a portion of the colleges’ 
costs too, which is important to ensure colleges can 
offer necessary programs and services. As one commu-
nity college leader shared, while they will benefit from 
additional funding regardless of where it originates, 
“all the conditions attached to the dollars makes it 
difficult. Our students and community would be better 
positioned if [community colleges] were just equitably 
funded for their operating budgets.”93 

For example, at Iowa community colleges like those 
in the Iowa Valley Community College District and 
Indian Hills Community College, students and institu-
tions benefit from the Gap Tuition Assistance Program, 
which provides financial aid to cover the cost of tuition, 
fees, direct training, books, holistic supports, and equip-
ment, as well as access to a Gap navigator who provides 
academic and career guidance and connects students 
to other supports.94 While Gap funds are largely geared 
towards direct aid and support for students, a share 
of the funding can be used by institutions to support 
colleges’ provision of these activities, such as funding 
navigator staff positions, marketing, or equipment 
upgrades.95

In addition, the Maine Community College System, 
located in a state with only two areas not considered 
rural, credits Maine’s Free College Scholarship, signed 
into law by Governor Mills in 2022, with contributing 
to dramatically increased enrollment in short-term 
workforce training, bringing students and tuition dollars 
to Maine’s community colleges.96 The Free College 
Scholarship offers the high school graduating classes 
of 2020-2025 the ability to enroll in community college 
tuition-free, including enrollment in short-term work-
force training programs.97 Since 2021-2022, Maine has 
seen enrollment in short-term workforce training at 
community colleges grow by 300 percent, or 12,000 
people.98

In Illinois, where Lincoln Land is located, a statewide 
grant program called the Workforce Equity Initiative 
provides support to students with low incomes, sev-
enty five percent of whom must be African American, 
to complete short-term education/training programs 
that lead to employment in high-wage and in-demand 
occupations. The funding helps support navigators at 
the college and contributes to the costs of attendance 
and holistic supports for students, advancing equitable 
access, retention, completion, and job outcomes.99

LEVERAGING STATE FINANCIAL AID 
TO PROVIDE INDUSTRY-CONNECTED 
CAREER PATHWAYS AT MOHAWK 
VALLEY COMMUNITY COLLEGE
Mohawk Valley Community College, located in 
a rural area of upstate New York, is reimagining 
legacy workforce training and placement strat-
egies in response to an explosion of semicon-
ductor manufacturing. The college is working to 
align and blur the lines between K-12, community 
colleges, universities, and workforce systems to 
create faster and more cohesive pathways into 
careers. To expand access to living wage careers 
for underserved populations, and meet the needs 
of employer partners, Mohawk Valley is scaling its 
FastTrack program.100 

FastTrack offers free short-term training experi-
ences, offered both for credit and not-for-credit. 
Short programs of fourteen weeks or less are 
designed to jumpstart learners on the path toward 
a living wage career while minimizing the oppor-
tunity costs of enrolling in training. FastTrack also 
provides students with numerous opportunities 
to earn credentials through extended career 
pathways. FastTrack students are connected to 
navigators who support students while they are in 
training, on the job, and when they come back to 
advance in their education. Mohawk Valley envi-
sions FastTrack as a long-term relationship with a 
student along their educational and care progres-
sion. Students enrolled in and accessing FastTrack 
services tend to be much more racially diverse 
and older than the college’s traditional population, 
populations that have not historically accessed the 
college for advanced training.101 

FastTrack is funded by braiding a range of sources, 
including federal, state, and apprenticeship funds, 
as well as significant seed funding from Oneida 
County. It has also received grants from Empire 
State Development’s Office of Strategic Workforce 
Development and New York State’s Office of People 
with Developmental Disabilities.102 In addition, the 
college is leveraging the expansion of New York 
State’s Tuition Assistance Program (TAP) to help 
cover students’ cost of attendance. As of 2024, 
TAP is available to students pursuing non-degree 
programs leading to jobs in high demand, growing 
fields across SUNY and CUNY campuses.103 This 
braiding happens behind the scenes so students 
do not have to worry about navigating a complex 
system and can instead concentrate on learning 
and training.
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Private Funding 

Philanthropic support and public-private partnerships are 
also a major source of support for colleges to fill gaps 
in public funds to cover costs related to program offer-
ings, maintaining industry partnerships, and supporting 
students. For example, Columbia Gorge, in addition to 
leveraging federal funding sources like SNAP E&T, WIOA, 
USDA, and TANF, seeks philanthropic support to ensure 
they have enough funds to provide needed student sup-
ports. Grants from the Metallica Scholars Initiative and 
the Roundhouse Foundation enable the college to cover 
the added costs of tools and other expenses that can be 
especially expensive and cost prohibitive for CTE stu-
dents.104 The funding allows students to take these tools 
and safety equipment with them onto their job sites once 
they graduate from the programs, eliminating barriers to 
employment. 

The Maine Community College System has leveraged 
public and private partnerships to create programs 
that benefit learners and employers.105 There are seven 
community colleges and four offsite locations within 
the system. Ninety percent of the state’s residents live 
within twenty minutes of one of these locations. In 2021, 
the Community College System garnered investments to 
launch the Harold Alfond Center for the Advancement 
of Maine’s Workforce. They brought in public and private 
funding for the colleges, including American Rescue Plan 

Act Funds, resulting in a total of $60 million to fund work-
force training for entry-level, skill-up training and incum-
bent worker training.106 

To support incumbent worker training, the Maine 
Workforce Development Compact, including the commu-
nity college system, businesses, industry associations, 
municipalities, and others, was established. Through this 
agreement, the Harold Alfond Center provides up to fifty 
percent of training costs for incumbent frontline workers, 
with the other half paid for by participating businesses.107 
In turn, incumbent workers are also eligible for half off 
up to six community college courses per year. Workers, 
not businesses, can choose which degree and program 
of study they want to pursue. Over half of the incumbent 
workers in the state are now represented by the Maine 
Workforce Development Compact.  
 
In addition to paying for the training, the model also 
provides $4 million in funding for equipment, program 
development and start-up costs, and personnel to col-
leges/programs. It also supports the system’s Center staff. 
Dan Belyea, Chief Workforce Development Officer at the 
Maine Community College System, notes that “the part-
nership between public and private sectors is key to our 
success. This is working because of the statewide network 
we’ve built with dedicated personnel at the colleges, our 
Center staff, and the system office, who prove essential 
support to Compact members and students. By facilitating 
program and financial management, we are enhancing the 
capacity of our colleges and programs across the state.”

Rural community colleges are a microcosm 
of the economic base of the region they 
represent. Philanthropy alone cannot sustain 
or build programming to support our rural 
workforce education—it takes creative 
partnerships. Across the country, roughly 
seven percent of philanthropic dollars 
support rural and frontier communities. 
While that investment is low, when used 
creatively to leverage additional dollars 
to these places, we can see successful 
programming, successful students, and 
successful communities. Everyone has their 
own pathway to the workforce—oftentimes 
a small investment in a rural community 
college can reduce barriers to access for 
students, elevate programs, open doors to 
additional dollars and have a huge impact on 
the region they are based. 

Erin Borla, Executive Director, The Roundhouse Foundation
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V. KEY SUCCESS FACTORS FOR 
STRONG RURAL PARTNERSHIPS

NSC’s research finds that effective rural community 
college and industry partnerships feature, prioritize, and 
result in: 

 Listening to rural communities and addressing the 
past to build trust

 Bridging siloes across industries and systems to cen-
ter students and adapt to employer needs

 Fulfilling the promise of industry partnerships by 
supporting students holistically

  Using data to inform decisions and boost the impact 
of industry partnerships 

Listening to Rural Communities and 
Addressing the Past to Build Trust

Memory is long for these communities.

Julianne Dunn, Senior Program Officer – Workforce and 
Financial Prosperity, Rural LISC

The long history of harm to workers and communities of 
color in rural areas can jeopardize even the best-inten-
tioned efforts to form partnerships today. In particular, 
the shuttering of plants, decay of social infrastructures, 
and loss of manufacturing and other living wage jobs 
loom large in the collective memory in many rural 
communities. Many rural regions have a long history of 
human exploitation and deep resource extraction—with 
many communities reliant on a single resource economy 
like timber, cotton, or coal presently or in the past.108 
People recall the false promises of recent years and 
decades, having borne witness to the aftermath of eco-
nomic development efforts that resulted in low quality 
and dangerous jobs, instead of careers that offered 
economic security. 

Several national experts and college leaders emphasized 
the need to understand rural communities’ past experi-
ences and concerns if present-day partnerships efforts 
are to succeed. Julianne Dunn of Rural LISC notes that 
the historic harm experienced by rural communities 
of color can get in the way of opportunities to build 
partnerships, especially when these histories are not 
addressed out in the open. For example, Tribal Nations 
and their land have endured significant harm from 
employers and may have a sensitivity and hesitation 
around the prospect of partnering with industry.109 Rural 

communities also experience mistrust and burnout 
due to a history of external organizations ‘parachuting 
in’ to ‘help’ and then abruptly leaving after superficial 
engagement—thus perpetuating patterns of extractive 
engagement.110 

Creating new career opportunities and industry part-
nerships in rural areas that bear the scars of these past 
harms requires a nuanced approach and commitment 
to understanding the needs of learners, workers, and 
employers in the community. David Bevevino and Ben 
Barrett of the Aspen Institute observe that getting 
community colleges on board with offering new pro-
grams in advanced manufacturing, for example, can 
require college leaders to facilitate a grieving process 
that acknowledges the costs of past industry losses 
and enables the community to move on.111 Community 
colleges and college presidents play a delicate and 
multifaceted role in trying to move their communities 
forward, attract businesses, and form partnerships, while 
also socializing the idea of such partnerships. They need 
to balance the needs of industry and the community, 
and support engagement from families who may have 
suffered harm at the hands of business and industry in 
the past. In some cases, this leads college presidents to 
turn down potential partnerships if the community is not 
on board.112 

Dr. Leslie Daugherty of Education Design Lab describes 
the importance of “grassroots listening” and consis-
tently “showing up” as essential for building trust 
among colleges, learners, and employers. In addition, 
having people who come from and represent the com-
munity lead local initiatives and develop partnerships 
can increase their success, as these local leaders are 
able to establish trust, build relationships, and identify 
roadblocks in ways someone coming from outside of the 
community cannot. This can make a major difference 
in the success of partnerships in rural communities of 
color. For example, Rural LISC saw one initiative to triple 
its number of participants when the leader of the initia-
tive was a community member.113 

Shelton State Community College sees this approach 
as foundational to their work. College leaders emphasize 
that they are part of the community and do not “stand 
apart.”114 They live in, work in, and reflect their com-
munity. College staff and faculty represent the demo-
graphics of their students—who range in age from four in 
their pre-k classrooms to ninety-two at the college—and 
advocate for the needs of the many diverse, smaller 
subcommunities of which they are part. Colleagues and 
partners like the West Alabama Chamber are focused 
on and committed to making a difference every day for 
their community–listening and responding to the needs 
of their students, local employers, and their region.115 
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Rural colleges are also mindful of language and framing. 
For many people, the process of pursuing higher educa-
tion and going to college has been perceived as abandon-
ing their community. There is a lot of sensitivity around 
population loss and the export of talent.116 Although rural 
communities generally have substantial support for their 
local community colleges, there is also growing distrust of 
higher education writ large.117 

It can be challenging for college leaders to navigate this 
contrast—reinforcing support for community colleges, 
while also working to shift the narrative surrounding 
higher education. These leaders want community college 
to be valued for affordability and accessibility, and their 
responsiveness to student goals and community and 
employer needs. They also want to expand the perspec-
tives of community members about who today’s college 
students are and ensure community colleges and the 
range of workforce education and training pathways 
available lead to good jobs and careers in the regional 
economy.

“RELATIONSHIPS MOVE AT THE SPEED  
OF TRUST”118 
Engaging with stakeholders in rural communities 
to deepen awareness of residents’ and organiza-
tions’ interests, needs, and challenges can illumi-
nate strategic partnership opportunities. It can 
also inform key strategies for a community college 
that can benefit current and prospective learners 
and regional employers. Education Design Lab’s 
BRIDGES Rural is a multiyear initiative involving 
five rural community colleges aimed at increasing 
pathways to economic mobility.119 The initiative 
uses a human-centered design process to build 
understanding of rural learners’ journeys and 
gather iterative input that leads to the formulation 
and piloting of solutions to local challenges. 

One design insight from the BRIDGES Rural Design 
Challenge was that rural community colleges ben-
efit from understanding their constituents, espe-
cially as rural population demographics continue 
to change.120 At the College of Eastern Idaho, one 
of the five colleges involved in the initiative, they 
were able to reach into their smaller subcommuni-
ties, hosting a community gallery walk in the Teton 
Valley Business Center to seek input and better 
understand the needs and training opportunities in 
the region to inform the design of college services 
and programs.121 In response, the College increased 
its presence, services, and offerings in the commu-
nity based on this feedback.

Bridging Siloes across Industries and Systems 
to Center Students and Adapt to Employer Needs
While being especially attuned to the needs of local 
employers, rural colleges also focus on creating pathways 
for career advancement within and across industries for 
their students. They take care to buffer students from the 
effects of economic downturns and industry fluctuations 
that may be felt more acutely in rural regions by preparing 
students with broad sets of foundational skills that can 
be applied in a wide variety of jobs. For example, Ivy Tech 
aligns their curriculum to the needs of industry partners to 
prepare students with a comprehensive set of competen-
cies and skill sets. They identify the automated manufac-
turing competencies that might cross semiconductor and 
electric vehicle battery production, and other jobs in their 
regions. 

At Columbia Gorge, they also want their education  
and training to bridge systems and industries. Instead of 
looking at programs in silos, they have identified foun-
dational skill sets that are required across their Aviation, 
Advanced Manufacturing, Construction, Electro-Mechanical 
Technology, and Uncrewed Aerial System programs.Rather 
than offering standalone clean energy programs like wind 
energy, they ‘green’ existing curriculum—meaning they inte-
grate clean energy and green job skills and competencies 
into existing programs and courses—and embed the skills 
into their Electro-Mechanical Technology program. In offer-
ing students a broader suite of skills, stackable credentials, 
and greater career options, they have increased enroll-
ments and job placements. This approach ensures students 
can adapt and find good jobs, even as the workforce needs 
shift in the region. It also supports diversification of the 
workforce, as workers can move across and advance more 
readily with employers in their communities.

To further bridge systems, rural colleges are increasingly 
at the forefront of breaking down long-held silos within 
their institutions, such as those between academic, stu-
dent services, and workforce divisions–blurring the lines 
between credit and noncredit programs. This systems 
transformation can increase a college’s ability to center the 
needs of students, create seamless pathways that increase 
credential attainment, and facilitate college and career 
progression. It can also enable colleges to nimbly respond 
to the needs of industry partners, especially amidst rapidly 
evolving shifts in technologies and skills. However, while 
this seamless and aligned structure has many benefits for 
learners and industry partners, it is important to acknowl-
edge these structural transformations are complex and can 
be hindered by current federal and state funding formulas, 
community college administration structures (state and 
local), and accreditation requirements. Lessons gleaned 
from the rural community colleges that have undertaken 
this work to re-envision how colleges operate can benefit 
the field more broadly.
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ELIMINATING SILOES AT MISSISSIPPI GULF COAST COMMUNITY COLLEGE TO 
ACCELERATE ECONOMIC PROSPERITY FOR STUDENTS, EMPLOYERS, AND COMMUNITIES
Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College is located in southeast Mississippi, covering four counties and a 
range of small and midsize towns and rural areas along the coastline between New Orleans, Louisiana, and 
Mobile, Alabama. Their region is driven economically by several large manufacturing industries, hospitality/tour-
ism, and banking.122 In addition, shipbuilding, defense, oil and gas, and port activity have a huge impact on the 
regional and state economy. With an abundance of industries and employers, Mississippi Gulf Coast plays a criti-
cal role in the state and regional economy by ensuring all community members have access to the training they 
need to secure good jobs. The needs of industry partners drive college offerings. This relationship allows local 
employers to have access to a diverse and skilled talent pool. Driven by the college’s strategic plan, Dr. Jonathan 
Woodward, Executive Vice President, Teaching & Learning & Community Campus, describes a shared vision of all 
college stakeholders that is centered around creating economic prosperity for their students, industry partners, 
region, and state.

Mississippi Gulf Coast partners extensively with business and industry to design and offer relevant programs and 
hands-on learning opportunities.123 To make this a reality, the college completely restructured the Teaching & 
Learning division, eliminating silos between credit and noncredit, as well as CTE and university parallel programs. 
Mississippi Gulf Coast is now organized into eight schools according to industry sectors. Each school includes 
noncredit, credit, CTE, and university parallel programs. This has streamlined their industry partnerships. 

In the new model, employers engage in college advisory councils and the annual Workforce Summit during which 
they partner with all noncredit and credit faculty, staff, and administrators who support their sector, at one time 
and in one place.124 This has also allowed Mississippi Gulf Coast to offer seamless pathways and increase the options 
for students to earn credit for their noncredit training and hands-on learning. The college has been able to offer 
innovative Licensed Practical Nursing, automotive, and shipbuilding apprenticeships that map to college credentials 
and career placements. They have expanded their educational offerings in correctional facilities. In addition, the 
Mississippi Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training (MI-BEST) program leads to high school equivalency and 
in-demand credentials simultaneously for adult learners. By embracing emerging technology, Mississippi Gulf Coast 
has led statewide initiatives on cybersecurity and AI technologies; this includes training students, upskilling the 
current workforce, and applying cyber and AI to College operations.

Fulfilling the Promise of Industry Partnerships 
by Supporting Students Holistically

“A student is a student is a student. We 
don’t care if they are in a noncredit or credit 
program. We are here to support them and 
are working to ensure our systems are 
aligned to support them no matter what door 
they enter the college through.” 

Timothy Thomas, Chief Strategy Officer, Mohawk Valley 
Community College

The success of college-industry partnerships also relies 
on investments in holistic student support services. Rural 
community college students face systemic obstacles and 
affordability constraints that can impede their ability to 
enroll, persist in, and complete college credentials, partic-
ularly new majority learners who juggle family and work 
responsibilities while focusing efforts on their studies.125 
The costs of college extend far beyond tuition and fees, 

and include basic needs like food, housing, transportation, 
digital technology and broadband access, and child care 
for parenting students. These costs far outpace financial 
aid investments and leave many students struggling to 
meet their basic needs, reducing the odds that they will 
be able to access or complete the college credentials or 
programs that allow them to secure jobs with local indus-
try partners.126

In addition, students in rural communities often face 
unique constraints related to transportation, technol-
ogy and infrastructure compared with their urban and 
suburban peers.127 Many rural communities are spread out 
geographically, so students may need to travel further to 
attend classes on campus. Some of these communities, 
like some areas surrounding Columbia Gorge Community 
College, do not have access to public transportation. 
Personal transportation can be challenging for many 
learners, considering the financial costs. 

Reliable broadband access and/or access to digital 
devices can also be limited in rural settings.128 If rural 
students are struggling with transportation challenges, 
online or hybrid instructional delivery could be a viable 
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alternative to in-person 
classes, yet without 
accessible broadband, 
this limits opportunity. 
This reality is similar for 
high school students 
looking to take advan-
tage of dual enrollment 
courses. Community-
based organizations 
can provide certain 
resources and supports, 
but rural colleges and 
public entities may have 
fewer resources and lim-
ited staffing capacity.129

College and industry partnerships can assist students in 
addressing these funding and resource gaps by support-
ing students throughout their training, from enrollment 
through to completion.130 Employer partners can increase 
a college’s capacity and provide much-needed funding, 
in-kind support, or equipment donations—expanding the 
college’s ability to devote resources and staff to support-
ing students.131 In rare, but important, cases, employers 
can help colleges to provide vital supports to students 
that they know are essential to student success and their 
ability to fill in demand jobs through direct funding or 
lending their political influence. For example, one of the 
community colleges in Education Design Lab’s BRIDGES 
cohort, Washington State College of Ohio, was able to 
partner with local child care partners and employers to 
establish non-traditional evening child care that could 
serve both caregivers returning to take classes and shift 
workers.132 

Rural community colleges understand the holistic needs 
of their students and community and find creative 
ways—including braiding funding and partnering with 
community-based stakeholders—to address their needs. 
For example, Shelton State prioritizes support for the 
whole family, offering access to food and other essential 
resources to support their students and their families. At 
Centralia, they ensure funding for wraparound student 
supports is factored into their grant applications. They 
also partner with their local workforce development board 
to provide student support services. Iowa Valley works 
with Mid-Iowa Community Action to support individuals 
with low incomes who are interested in pursuing sustain-
able career pathways. 

Beyond the many ways that colleges and industry part-
ners seek to provide financial assistance and holistic sup-
ports to students, navigators or coaches are also essential 
for student success.133 All colleges interviewed for this 
report noted the importance of having staff who can 
support learners access the right programs and resources 
they need to access and complete college and move into 

good jobs with local employers. Research supports the 
importance of one-on-one navigation and/or coaching for 
successful student outcomes. Third-party evaluations of 
round four TAACCCT grants, for example, identified that 
all of the grantees showing positive program completion, 
educational attainment, and employment outcomes, used 
grant funds to provide a dedicated staff person to support 
learner success.134 These staff help students navigate col-
lege, workforce development, and social service systems 
to access the resources and supports they need, in addi-
tion to helping students identify career goals and deepen 
awareness of their chosen industry sector.

Using Data to Inform Decisions and Boost the 
Impact of Industry Partnerships 
Understanding the outcomes of rural college-industry 
partnerships, and the role that particular programs, strat-
egies, or investments had in those outcomes, is important 
not only to inform the shape of partnerships moving 
forward, but also to make the case for more funding and 
for building additional employer partnerships.135 When 
partnerships are successful, employers can hire and retain 
highly skilled individuals from their local community, are 
better positioned to diversify their workforce, and can 
create clear pathways for advancement. The innovative 
programs, holistic supports, and skills pathways that 
result from industry partnerships can boost equitable 
college access, retention, and completion as they better 
respond to the needs of new majority learners looking for 
faster pathways to earn quality credentials and move into 
jobs that offer economic stability. Understanding student 
and program outcomes is essential to scaling what is 
working or changing course when gaps are identified.136 
Rural colleges use a mix of quantitative and qualitative 
information to evaluate the progress they are making and 
make data-informed decisions moving forward.

For example, Harvard University’s Project on Workforce 
highlighted Mississippi Gulf Coast for their data-in-
formed decision making.137 The college evaluates their 
CTE programs using fourteen health metrics and they use 
quantitative and qualitative data to ensure their programs 
are relevant and result in positive outcomes.138 They also 
use these data to make annual program development and 
closure decisions. The data can be disaggregated by 114 
metrics, including age, race, gender, socioeconomic state, 
job placement, county, and more. Impressively, they put 
these data in the hands of their faculty and staff through 
a user-friendly dashboard. Faculty and staff can use this 
information to better understand their individual and 
program effectiveness, devise strategies for improvement, 
conduct targeted outreach, and create employer engage-
ment strategies. This approach boosts equitable student 
success—supporting increased enrollment, retention, com-
pletion, and career outcomes—and supports achievement 
of the economic development goals and strategies that 
emerge from their robust industry partnerships. 

Employer partners 
can increase a 
college’s capacity 
and provide much-
needed funding, 
in-kind support, 
or equipment 
donations—expanding 
the college’s ability 
to devote resources 
and staff to 
supporting students.
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Rural colleges note that qualitative and anecdotal evi-
dence of the impact of industry partnerships plays an 
equally important role as quantitative data. Each day, 
rural college staff and faculty see and hear students lift 
up the transformative impact that education has on their 
lives and on their families—the feelings of accomplish-
ment, hope, and new sense of possibility for generations 
to come. The joy and pride felt by students, parents, 
children, siblings, cousins, grandparents and great-grand-
parents at college graduations cannot be distilled on the 
page. In rural communities, colleges are more likely to 
have continuing touchpoints with former students, to 
hear about their career experiences and progression—and 
continue to inform and drive employer partnerships. At 
Columbia Gorge, for example, former students are now 
in manager roles and partnering with the college through 
their industry partnership efforts and advisory commit-
tees.139 Word of mouth referrals and enrollments, espe-
cially in the form of family members, are another powerful 
indicator of a program’s impact and success.

Another important outcome of rural community college 
and industry partnerships that is difficult to measure are 
the shifts in industry practices and perceptions that occur 
over time, resulting from relationships where trust and 
shared goals have been established. Most colleges have 
undertaken extensive efforts in the last decade to shift 
how they serve learners and communities. To improve 
outcomes and serve changing student demographics, 
community colleges are working to center equitable 
student success and design their programs and services 
accordingly to better meet the needs of adult learn-
ers, students of color, first generation college students, 
immigrants and English Language Learners, and those 
with income constraints. Through industry partnerships, 
colleges can also partner with employers to make similar 
shifts in the workplace to improve job quality and equity 
practices. They can illuminate when employers are over-
looking talent and people in their communities who are 
seeking good jobs and opportunities for career advance-
ment.140 Colleges can help note barriers and bias in local 
hiring processes. They can encourage employers to elimi-
nate the paper ceiling and arbitrary degree requirements, 
elevating skills-based hiring practices that can expand 
their talent pool and benefit their bottom line. 

VI. POLICY, FUNDING, AND SYSTEMS 
IMPLICATIONS: SUPPORTING AND 
SCALING WHAT WORKS

Policies are ultimately about people—the learners, the 
families, the college staff and faculty, the employers, 
and the myriad other community members striving to 
create thriving rural communities. Evidence has shown 
that rural regions that experience economic advantage 

and positive wellbeing outcomes, have enacted policies 
that promote shared prosperity, collective wellbeing, and 
equitable access to education.141 Too often investments in 
rural programs and holistic supports that provide people 
with the resources they need to realize their college and 
career potential, and to be able to contribute to their local 
community and economy, are viewed through a zero-sum 
lens. To provide everyone with a fair shot to succeed does 
not take anything away from others—it contributes to our 
collective wellbeing, benefiting people, employers, and our 
economy. 

Advancing a rural economic agenda requires understand-
ing and addressing the deep inequities that affect rural 
regions and disproportionately impact people of color. 
One cannot advance rural development and place-based 
college and career pathways, without also promoting 
racial and economic equity.142. As rural community college 
and industry partners design strategies, programs, and 
services that meet the workforce and economic develop-
ment needs of their region, they must center the needs of 
rural learners and those doing the work each day in their 
communities who have been left out and face structural 
barriers to education and good jobs. Rural community 
college and industry partnerships can also shift the nar-
rative, to amplify that advancing equity and meeting the 
needs of all people allows everyone to benefit and thrive.

While there are promising practices, policies, and invest-
ments that support the efforts of rural community college 
and industry partnerships, too often they work despite 
our systems, not because of them. State and local poli-
cymakers, officials, and administrators can support rural 
community college and industry partnerships by mod-
ernizing investments, centering rural learners, expanding 
capacity, and engaging and listening to rural voices. To 
amplify the impact of rural community college and indus-
try partnerships—their ability to propel equitable college 
access, credential completion, and career opportunities 
and progression to meet the needs of local employers—
policy leaders should consider a slate of commonsense 
policies, investments, narrative shift, and systems changes 
to drive inclusive economies in rural communities.

As rural community college and industry 
partners design strategies, programs, 
and services that meet the workforce and 
economic development needs of their 
region, they must center the needs of rural 
learners and those doing the work each day 
in their communities who have been left out 
and face structural barriers to education 
and good jobs. 
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Modernize Investments 
  Increase and Modernize Funding for Community 

Colleges: Especially in rural communities, community 
colleges play a significant role in driving economic 
equity and opportunity in local and regional econo-
mies. The antiquated formulas for funding community 
colleges that are largely based on credit enrollment 
numbers need to evolve to meet the needs of the 21st 
Century, recognizing the importance of the range of 
education and training programs they offer. In addi-
tion, funding formulas need to factor in the additional 
roles that rural community colleges fill in their regions 
and for their students, providing essential resources 
and supports and serving as a community hub and 
convening space. They should also take into account 
the holistic student supports, equipment, and facilities. 
Additionally, funding formulas should consider the 
skilled faculty and coaching staff needed to prepare 
learners for good jobs in their local communities. 
Modernizing the funding mechanisms for community 
colleges, including providing funding for industry part-
nerships, is essential for driving equitable and inclusive 
economies where people and businesses can prosper. 

 Support and Sustain Rural Community College and 
Industry Partnerships: Rural colleges need dedicated 
and sustained funding earmarked to support industry 
partnership efforts. This funding should go beyond 
improved investments in rural workforce ecosystems, 
infrastructures, and community colleges. Colleges 
should not have to rely on time-limited federal grants 
or one-time state surpluses to develop and sustain 
strong industry partnerships. Rural community colleges 
require sustainable and predictable funding to support 
the infrastructure, staff capacity, and equipment and 
program costs that are foundational for dynamic and 
effective industry partnerships. Flexibility and local 
control over these funds are also necessary to enable 
rural colleges to respond to the needs of their local 
employer partners and community, especially as new 
industries emerge and skill needs and career pathways 
evolve. Investing in and empowering rural community 
colleges and their industry partners to determine what 
is needed will ensure they can employ an aligned, mul-
tifaceted, and comprehensive approach that improves 
programs and services, boosting the college and career 
outcomes for new majority learners and advancing 
economic prosperity for the region’s employers and 
communities.

 Invest in Rural Workforce Ecosystems and 
Infrastructure: Regional economic and workforce 
development strategies require a strong ecosystem of 
systems and infrastructure to allow rural community 
colleges and their workforce partners to capitalize on 
economic opportunities in ways that will benefit the 
local region and its residents. As a result of ongoing 
disparities and lack of equitable investment in rural 

regions, opportunities for economic and workforce 
development in rural communities are too often left to 
luck. They become dependent on a perilous patchwork 
of time-limited funding or one-time tax breaks. Rural 
regions need sustained investment to build cohesive 
education and workforce training systems. They need 
to align these systems with strengthened support sys-
tems and infrastructure that enable working families to 
access postsecondary pathways and good jobs, such as 
child care, transportation, and housing.

Center Rural Students 
 Invest in Today’s College Students: Federal and state 

student financial aid is essential to realizing the pos-
itive impact of effective rural community college and 
industry partnerships. In addition to funding that flows 
directly to institutions and/or industry partnerships, 
direct student financial aid supports student access to 
college pathways and their ability to enter careers with 
local employers. Federal and state financial aid, how-
ever, has not kept pace with the aspirations and needs 
of today’s students, which include help covering the 
costs of tuition/fees, along with expenses connected to 
required materials and equipment, digital technology, 
broadband access, books, transportation, child care, 
and basic needs like food and housing. Rural commu-
nity college students and students pursuing short-term 
credential program and pathways have limited access 
to financial assistance and community-based resources. 
This makes access to federal and state-based financial 
aid even more essential. If students cannot access and 
complete college workforce programs, it does not mat-
ter how innovative and aligned they are with the local 
labor market and needs of industry partners. 

Expand Capacity 
 Increase Access to Data and Information: To support 

rural community college and industry partnerships, 
colleges need better access to user-friendly student 
and labor market data and information that allow them 
to take stock of student and program outcomes. Too 
often, labor market data are not available and data 
reporting tools have been focused on measuring com-
pliance, instead of impact. Rural colleges need stream-
lined access to data and information that can help 
them understand what is working and what is not, and 
for whom, to inform decision making, advance equity, 
and boost outcomes that benefit learners, employ-
ers, and the regional economy. They need access to 
accurate labor market data and information, including 
longitudinal wage records and outcomes. Data must 
be easily disaggregated by learner demographics 
and program outcomes to help them illustrate trends 
across the college. Rural college staff and faculty 
should inform metrics, access, and usability, to ensure 
the data can help to measure the impact and return on 



COLLEGE AND CAREER POSSIBILITIES ROOTED IN PLACE26  

investment of their industry partnership efforts. State 
data systems and dashboards can help ease the burden 
for rural colleges, in terms of costs and capacity. They 
can also increase data transparency and efforts to 
put data into the hands of key stakeholders, including 
college leaders, staff, and faculty. Identifying ways 
to incorporate qualitative data and student voice is 
another important lever. It helps in understanding the 
role that rural community colleges play in their regions 
and how industry partnerships can increase economic 
prosperity.

 Promote Public and Private Partnerships: 
Understanding that public policies and investments 
may fall short of covering all the costs of and infra-
structure required for effective rural community 
college and industry partnerships, public-private 
partnerships are an essential solution that should be 
promoted and incentivized. Federal grants, such as 
the Strengthening Community College grant, USDA 
Rural Infrastructure projects, or SNAP E&T programs, 
can encourage public-private collaboration. States can 
also incentivize rural employers to invest in their local 
communities. This can be achieved by encouraging 
employers to partner with their community colleges 
and donate their time and effort, used equipment, 
space and facilities, or provide funding for upskilling 
and scholarships. Various place-based tax and hir-
ing incentives can be leveraged. Additionally, private 
philanthropy can play an instrumental role in provid-
ing unrestricted funding to spark innovation, creative 
solutions, and close opportunity and resource gaps for 
students. Private foundations should be encouraged to 
collaborate and allocate significant funding to support 
rural education and economic equity. These resources 
can also help to establish communities of practice and 
fund technical assistance, proven strategies for scaling 
what works.

Engage and Listen to Rural Voices
 Bring Stakeholders Together to Inform Policy and 

Funding Solutions: Too often state policy solutions 
or investments are designed without the input of key 
stakeholders, especially those who will be impacted 
and involved in the implementation. To close the oppor-
tunity gaps facing rural communities, rural community 
colleges and their industry, economic and workforce 
development, and human service partners, and the 
learners themselves, need to be at the table to share 
their expertise and offer a nuanced understanding of 
the issues facing rural community communities and 
solutions required. Bringing all stakeholders together 
to inform state strategies and systems change efforts 
can reduce duplication of efforts, dismantle silos, and 
increase collaboration towards achieving shared goals 
and establishing the systems required for success. On 
a statewide level, it ensures that the needs of rural 
communities and their constituents are factored into 
funding allocations, policy design, adoption, and ongo-
ing implementation and improvement.

 Listen to Rural Community Members and Learners: 
State policy leaders and advocates need to trust and 
amplify the voices of rural community college students, 
college staff and faculty, industry partners, and other 
rural economic development, human service, advocate, 
and community leaders. Too often, rural voices, stories, 
and perspectives are swallowed in national and state 
policy conversations and public narratives. Too often, 
the stories of rural regions are never told. When it 

comes to supporting rural 
community college and 
industry partnerships, 
centering and listening 
to the voices of rural new 
majority learners and 
workers is essential. This 
helps in understanding 
the diversity of their 
needs, hopes, and aspi-
rations and the impact 
that industry partnerships 
can have. When design-
ing policies, programs, 
and systems to advance 
college and career oppor-
tunities and support eco-

nomic development, rural learners must be centered, 
involved, and viewed as key partners. Additional work 
is needed to continue to elevate the voices of rural 
community college leaders, industry partners, commu-
nity stakeholders, and rural learners. Understanding 
the place-based solutions, innovations, and needs of 
rural community colleges and industry partners is key 
to reversing harms of the past and creating equitable 
economic opportunity in the future.

When designing 
policies, programs, 
and systems to 
advance college 
and career 
opportunities and 
support economic 
development, rural 
learners must be 
centered, involved, 
and viewed as key 
partners.
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APPENDIX A. METHODS AND LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

National Skills Coalition (NSC) conducted interviews with leaders from ten rural community colleges and sixteen national 
and issue-area experts to inform this report. While not intended to represent the immense diversity of partnerships and 
impactful work happening around the country, effort was made to learn from a range of perspectives, with hopes the 
findings can help render ideas and solutions that can be applied to a breadth of states, communities, and national policy 
efforts. Interviewees were given the chance to review and approve content attributed to them. Interviews were supple-
mented with a review of existing literature on rural communities, community colleges, and industry partnerships, and 
interactions during and lessons learned from national and regional rural community college convenings.

ISSUE-AREA EXPERT INTERVIEWS:

 Carla Freeman, Senior Research Associate, Georgia 
Health Policy Center

 David Bevevino, Former Director, Research and 
Knowledge Management and Ben Barrett, Senior 
Program Manager, Aspen Institute

 Dr. Darlene Miller, Former Executive Director, National 
Council for Workforce Education

 Erin Borla, Executive Director & Trustee, and Kathy 
Deggendorfer, Founder and Trustee, The Roundhouse 
Foundation

 Dr. Girard Melancon, President/Founder, Durango 
Works

 Dr. Alexandria Radford, Managing Researcher 
and Senior Director, and Helen Muhisani, Senior 
Researcher, Center for Applied Research in 
Postsecondary Education, American Institutes for 
Research

 Jennifer Freeman, Senior Director, Jobs for the Future

 Julianne Dunn, Senior Program Officer - Workforce and 
Financial Prosperity, Workforce Development, Rural 
LISC

 Dr. Leslie Daugherty, Senior Director of Design 
Programs, Education Design Lab

 Olivia Steele, President, Jackson Area Manufacturing 
Association

 Dr. Paul Hill, Utah State University Extension

 Steve Jurch, Associate Vice President, Association of 
Community College Trustees

 Will Durden, Director, Basic Education for Adults, 
Washington State Board of Community and Technical 
Colleges

COLLEGE PARTNER INTERVIEWS:

 Centralia College: Monica Brummer, Director, Pacific 
Northwest Center of Excellence for Clean Energy

 Columbia Gorge Community College: Dr. Jarett Gilbert, 
Vice President of Instructional Services, Robert Wells-
Clark, Director of Technology and Trades, Katherine 
Raymond, Director of Workforce Development and 
Community Engagement 

 Indian Hills Community College: Dr. Jennifer Wilson, 
Vice President of Business Solutions 

 Iowa Valley Community College District: Jacque 
Goodman, Vice President, Business and Community 
Solutions

 Ivy Tech Community College: Sue Griffith Smith, Vice 
President Advanced Manufacturing, Engineering, and 
Applied Science

 Lincoln Land Community College: Dr. Nancy Sweet, 
Dean, Workforce Institute

 Maine Community College System: Dan Belyea, Chief 
Workforce Development Officer 

 Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College: Dr. 
Jonathan Woodward, Executive Vice President, 
Teaching & Learning & Community Campus

 Mohawk Valley Community College: Timothy Thomas, 
Chief Strategy Officer 

 Shelton State Community College: Kristen Bobo, 
Director of Adult Education, Nicole DuBose, Director 
of Workforce Development, Holly Glasgow, Director of 
Child Development, and Dr. Margaret Purcell, Director 
of Grants, with The Chamber of Commerce of West 
Alabama’s Donny Jones, Executive Vice President and 
CWO, and Sabrina Thomas, Regional Workforce Council 
Liaison, Alabama Department of Commerce, Workforce 
Development Division

https://www.centralia.edu/
https://www.cgcc.edu/
https://www.indianhills.edu/
https://www.iavalley.edu/
https://www.ivytech.edu/
https://www.llcc.edu/
https://www.mccs.me.edu/
https://mgccc.edu/
https://www.mvcc.edu/
https://www.sheltonstate.edu/
https://westalabamachamber.com/
https://westalabamachamber.com/
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