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With a declining economy, rising unemployment rates, and a rising number of
people who do not earn a sufficient wage to make ends meet and hold on to
homes that they are either renting or buying, Skyline College faculty and staff
began to see students arriving with needs that ran much deeper than
traditional academic needs. In the past, students might present with typical
college challenges such as insufficient money to buy textbooks or concerns
about paying fees. Today, more and more, students are presenting with a
different level of need, such as not enough food to eat or inadequate shelter.
We realized that it was not enough to address academic needs, but that we
had to shift our perspective and think of our vision in a different way—one that might lead to far-reaching
changes in both instruction and student services. If we deconstruct our vision statement and highlight not
only the notion of inspiring learners to achieve intellectual and social fulfillment (which is quite common
in an institution of higher education), but to accomplish economic and personal fulfillment as well, then
we can appreciate the need to re-think and broaden the ways in which we serve the community to include
poverty reduction and enhancing overall personal and community economic sustainability.
Over the past three years we have been strengthening student services using a model that is based on the
Annie E. Casey’s Center for Working Families concept. This model is grounded in research related to its
effectiveness in reducing poverty and increasing assets of the participants through the use of bundled
services including career technical training, income and work supports (accessing public benefits) and
financial services/asset building. 1 An evaluation of the effectiveness of programs that provide bundled
services linked through a hub or center has found that participants are three to four times more likely to
2
achieve major economic outcomes than are participants receiving non-bundled services . This means that
the bundling of services is a more effective way to support participants in achieving career success. We
partnered with the United Way of the Bay Area (UWBA) as they launched the regional SparkPoint Center
initiative aimed at reducing poverty in the bay area by 50% by the year 2020. The SparkPoint initiative is
modeled after the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Centers for Working Families. According to UWBA, they

”…represent a best practice model that shows great promise for significant and measurable community
impact and a long term commitment to economic recovery.” 3

We conceptualized the SparkPoint Center as both a retention strategy and a physical location. As a
retention strategy, we recognized that seemingly minor economic challenges or inconveniences actually
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