In Support of Replicating the PluggedIn VA Curriculum Pilot for                                       Transition Programs in Urban and Rural Locations

The Virginia Literacy Foundation in partnership with The Literacy Institute at Virginia Commonwealth University, the Virginia Adult Learning Resource Center, and the Wish You Well Foundation proposes to adapt its innovative transition program, PluggedIn VA, from its rural setting in Southwest Virginia to Richmond, VA.

The Need 

There is a sense of urgency in the field of adult and continuing education to better prepare adults for success in post secondary education and for current and future employment demands. PluggedIn VA, an integrated adult education curriculum framework, helps adults interested in post secondary education and training to overcome the significant gaps in academic skills and workplace readiness that many still possess after earning a GED credential. PluggedIn VA's curriculum integrates traditional GED instruction with professional soft skills, technology instruction, and 21st Century Skills, demonstrated through the development and completion of a capstone project. Through dual enrollment with local community colleges, students can also earn up to 24 college credits during the six-month program. It is estimated that 36,000 adults in Virginia have the basic academic skills at a level high enough to allow them to be successful in this program.

In 2008/2009 PluggedIn VA developed an integrated, project-based curriculum to simultaneously prepare qualified adults to pass the GED, earn a Career Readiness Certificate (CRC), and gain exposure to the technology skills required to succeed in the 21st century workplace. The pilot was developed with the aim of quickly transitioning workers who lack a high school credential to gainful entry-level IT employment, or transitioning them into community college or other post secondary institutions faster than through traditional educational and workforce channels.

In the 2008/2009 pilot project, The Literacy Institute partnered with the Virginia Department of Education, Southwest Regional Adult Education, and Southwest Virginia Community College, along with other educational and government agencies and two technology-sector industries in southwest Virginia to prepare adults to take advantage of the much-needed employment opportunities in this region. Almost forty percent of adults aged 25 or older in southwest Virginia lack both a high school credential and career training.  PluggedIn VA fills the need for an efficient educational training program. 

The PluggedIn Curriculum

The program lasts six months and is broken into two distinct phases with four core content areas:

· GED Curriculum and Career Readiness Certificate (CRC)

· Professional Soft Skills

· Digital Literacy Skills

· 21st Century Skills

All four phases are included in instruction from the outset in order to maximize learner interest and motivation. As learners earn their GED and CRC certificates in Phase One, the instructional focus shifts to developing their knowledge and skills required for the digital literacy certificates. Learners progress through several certification areas, such as Microsoft Digital Literacy and Internet and Computing Core, through both Phases of the curriculum. 

The curriculum also requires learners to complete a mini-capstone project at the completion of Phase One and a capstone project at the end of Phase Two. In these projects, learners collaborate to identify issues that challenge the local community, conduct research from multiple sources, critically evaluate information, synthesize research, develop a strategic plan to address the challenge, and communicate their findings via a formal presentation. The completion of these projects serves as a demonstration of acquired job skills that are necessary for success in the 21st century workforce, particularly those requiring critical thinking skills and effective team work. All graduates of the pilot class were eligible for a full tuition scholarship for their first two semesters. With these skills and support, along with 24 dual-enrollment college credit hours each student earns, graduates of PluggedIn are able to transition quickly into a community college or other post secondary education, or to enter the workforce. 

The Impact of PluggedIn VA

The impact of PluggedIn on undereducated workers includes preparation to pass the GED Tests, exposure to and training in 21st century workforce skills, fast transition into a community college or other post secondary education, as well as opportunities to acquire technology industry certifications, such as the Microsoft Certified Application Specialist (MCAS) certification, which is preferred for many positions in today's industries. 

The Results of the 2008/2009 Program 


Of the 17 enrolled students who enrolled in February 2009, nine—three males and six females—completed the intensive, six-month program. In addition to completing their course work and capstone project, all nine graduates received a GED credential, a Career Readiness Certificate, Microsoft Digital Literacy certification, help desk training, and 24 college credits.  Four students received Internet and Computing Core (IC3) certification, with the remaining 5 graduates passing at least 1 of the three IC3 exams. PluggedIn VA graduates were offered Alcoa scholarships to attend college as well. Seven of the nine graduates enrolled in Southwest Virginia Community College during the fall 2009 semester. 

Traditional GED programs are typically three months in length and offer approximately 80-90 hours of instruction. The PluggedIn VA pilot program was twice as long, and offered over 280 hours of instruction. Despite this challenging and intensive schedule, the student attrition rate for PluggedIn—about 53%--was comparable to that of a traditional GED program. The pilot class faced another significant challenge as well, notably the severe economic downtown that affected the US economy during the span of the pilot course. 

Replicating the PluggedIn VA Model

The partnerships and curriculum developed for the pilot project of PluggedIn VA for Southwest Virginia were unique to the area. In the fall of 2009 additional PluggedIn VA projects were started in Lebanon and Dickenson County, Virginia and in southeast Kentucky.  In the 2008/2009 pilot project 17 learners participated in Southwest Virginia; 18 were involved in the first replication; and 10 students are currently enrolled in the Dickenson County project. Modifications to the project and curriculum were made to accommodate the mining and weatherization industries and to include on-the-job training; this program will be launched in the fall of 2010.

Our proposed PluggedIn VA project for an urban area will create a well-researched, vetted pilot curriculum that can be replicated by other educational and transitional programs across the Commonwealth.  The processes for forming partnerships between institutions, recruiting students and instructors, developing curriculum, and recruiting mentors and career coaches are transferable to future projects and sites. The total costs for development, materials, evaluation, and implementation are approximately $250,000 for each project. In addition, we request $20,000 for scholarships to help students in Southwest Virginia who complete the PluggedIn program to continue their education at a community college.

Six months will be required for the development of the project, including locating funding sources, writing the curriculum, forming partnerships between local institutions and businesses, and recruiting students and staff. The curriculum itself is a six-month program, culminating in a graduation ceremony. 

Mr. David Baldacci and his guests are invited to attend the August ceremonies in Dickenson County, Virginia of the second PluggedIn graduation class.

