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CALIFORNIA’S HIGH SCHOOLS ARE FACING AN ARRAY OF CHALLENGES. Almost 
a third of today’s ninth graders will drop out of high school before graduation. Unfortunately, 
attempts to significantly reform the curriculum at high schools often get bogged down in the 
complex political systems surrounding public education. 

A few years ago, The James Irvine Foundation met with some of the leading experts on high 
schools and student achievement and became interested in a promising alternative approach 
to high school. Rather than starting from scratch, this approach took the best components of a 
range of high school programs, combining the relevance of technical learning with the rigor of a 
college-prep curriculum. Now known as Linked Learning, this approach to high school education 
connects strong academic coursework with real-world experience in a wide range of fields such 
as engineering, arts and media, biomedicine and health, and business and finance. Schools that 
follow the Linked Learning approach have found that linking classroom learning with student 
interests and job preparation motivates students and helps them gain an advantage in high school, 
college and careers.

For example, a sample high school program might include an engineering pathway. A student 
following that pathway would take the standard state-required academic courses needed to get 
into college as well as technical courses such as Introduction to Engineering Design and Digital 
Electronics. In those classes, the student would work on engineering units such as bridge building 
and green design. The curriculum in all of the student’s classes would be linked and relevant to an 
engineering career path. In eleventh grade, the student would intern with an engineering firm. The 
student would leave high school with a mix of strong academics, technical education and real-
world experience.
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NORTHERN CALIFORNIA GRANTMAKERS (NCG) is a regional association of foundations, corporate contributions programs and other public 
and private grantmakers. Started in 1965 and incorporated in 1981, NCG has grown to support the activity of 170 member grantmakers active 
in the Bay Area, with combined grantmaking of more than $3 billion annually. NCG enhances the effectiveness of philanthropy by supporting 
regional grantmakers’ efforts to learn, promote the field and connect to peers and resources. For more information visit: www.ncg.org.
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“[Linked Learning] can help make sure all of our students are ultimately 

prepared for success in school, in their career and for the rest of their life.”                                   

                —JACK O’CONNELL,  

STATE SUPERINTENDENT OF PUBLIC INSTRUCTION,  
5/12/2010, CALIFORNIA CHANNEL

The Foundation decided to make a major investment in the Linked Learning approach, starting in 
2006 with the establishment of ConnectEd: The California Center for College and Career, which 
is a hub for developing innovative practice, policy and research to expand the Linked Learning 
approach. By convening disparate education interests and reaching across boundaries to build 
an unusual alliance, the Foundation helped transcend some of the political barriers that have 
traditionally hindered education reform in California. 

To test the approach, the Foundation and ConnectEd supported Linked Learning demonstration 
projects in a number of schools across California. In 2009, the demonstrations expanded to the 
district level, and there are now nine districts across the state that are committed to transforming 
their high schools to provide any interested 
student the opportunity to be part of a Linked 
Learning pathway. Northern California districts 
that are taking part in this initiative include 
Sacramento City, West Contra Costa, Antioch and 
Oakland Unified School districts. 

The Foundation’s unique ability to serve as a 
catalyst for this type of education reform coupled 
with its commitment of more than $25 million 
in support of Linked Learning is paying off for 
California’s youth. Research is showing that this 
approach is leading to higher graduation rates, increased college 
enrollments and higher earning potential for students around the state. 

In the spring of 2010, the California Department of Education released a report endorsing the 
Linked Learning approach as one that reduces dropout rates, increases graduation rates and helps 
better prepare students for entry into the workforce and into college.

With ongoing support from the Irvine Foundation and from the state of California, Linked 
Learning is positioned to change the way that California’s high students are preparing for 
their future.

THE JAMES IRVINE FOUNDATION: The James Irvine Foundation is a private, nonprofit 
grantmaking foundation dedicated to expanding opportunity for the people of California to 
participate in a vibrant, successful and inclusive society. The Foundation’s grantmaking focuses on 
three program areas: Arts, California Democracy and Youth. Since 1937 the Foundation has provided 
over $1 billion in grants to more than 3,000 nonprofit organizations throughout California. With $1.4 
billion in assets, the Foundation made grants of $67 million in 2009 for the people of California.
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