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The Linked Learning Approach to High School Reform 
What is it and why do we need it?

Introduction 

This series

This brief is one of a series on the Linked Learning high 
school reform effort that focuses on preparing gradu-
ates for both college and career. This first brief will 
discuss achievement gaps and employment and eco-
nomic trends that support the need for high schools 
that prepare all students for both career and college. 
The following briefs will be informed by interviews with 
members of governance teams from districts that are 
implementing the Linked Learning approach, and will 
explore how career and college preparation programs—
including Regional Occupational Programs/Centers 
(ROP/C)—promote success for underserved and under-
performing students. 

What is Linked Learning?

Linked Learning is a high school reform effort that 
includes cross disciplinary instruction, career-themed 
experiences and content, and opportunities for solving 
real-life problems as strategies to increase student mo-
tivation, engagement, and learning. Linked Learning is 
equity focused and has the specific goal of providing all 
students—particularly students of color and low-income 
students—with the opportunity to access the instruc-
tion, guidance, and experience that will lead to the capa-
bilities and behaviors they will need to succeed in both 
college and career. The approach aims to prepare all 
students to be able to make the choice between college 
and career—or both—based on their wishes, not on 
the limitations of their preparation. Linked Learning, 
therefore, identifies 21st Century college readiness skills 
as a necessary foundation for students no matter what 
they choose to do after high school. 

What are the Essential Elements  
of the Linked Learning Approach? 

Partnerships

Collaboration is a hallmark of Linked Learning: partner-
ships with a range of individuals and entities are es-
sential to the Linked Learning approach. For example, 
Linked Learning combines the knowledge and resources 
of a range of existing programs, including those offered 
through Regional Occupational Programs/Centers 
(ROP/C). It builds on the strengths of these longstanding 
efforts and in many cases partners with ROP and other 
career focused programs as an integral part of the ap-
proach. Business enterprises and community organiza-
tions also work with Linked Learning to provide students 
with career-focused content and real world learning and 
work opportunities. Because Linked Learning is a com-
prehensive, cross-disciplinary approach, it requires col-
laboration among district office staff, between district 
offices and schools, and among teachers and leaders at 
schools sites. 

Access to rigorous academics  
and personalized supports

A fundamental Linked Learning strategy for eliminating 
achievement gaps is to provide students of color with 
access to a rigorous college preparatory academic curric-
ulum. Linked Learning does not define access as simply 
enrolling these students in A-G courses, but includes 
access to academic support and other supports that stu-
dents need in order to succeed in rigorous courses. 

Linked Learning focuses on: 

1. A-G courses emphasizing real work applica-
tions

2. Technical core of courses that meet industry 
standards

3. Systemic approach to work-based learning

4. Personalized academic, socio-emotional,  
and other student supports
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Figure 2: English–Language Arts California Stan-
dards Test (CST): Percentage of Students Profi-
cient & Above by Subgroup 

Career-themed real-world experience and 
problem-based learning via partnerships

Another foundational Linked Learning strategy for 
closing achievement gaps is to provide career themed 
instruction and experience. This aspect of Linked Learn-
ing increases students’ understanding and motivation 
as they learn through real-world problems—and pro-
vides students with experience that builds the skills, 
knowledge and behaviors necessary for career success. 

Teachers with attitudes and skills to implement 
Linked Learning successfully

1. Linked Learning has the central goal of providing 
underserved and underperforming students with 
access to instruction that will promote their opportu-
nity to learn and close achievement gaps. Central to 
achieving this goal are teachers who have a range of 
capabilities, professional skill, and attitudes. Among 
these are expectations for success of students of 
color and low-income students, as well as the ability 
to: 1) use inter- and intra-disciplinary collaboration 
in curriculum design and delivery; 2) develop lessons 
using problem- and project-based learning; 3) create 
industry and postsecondary education partnerships; 
and 4) develop learning experiences that integrate 
career-technical standards, academic standards, and 
work-based learning experiences.1

In sum, Linked Learning differs from other high school 
reforms. It is unique in its combination of comprehen-
siveness, partnerships, strong equity emphasis, and 
college and career focus.

Why We Need High School Reform: 
Outcome Gaps in California

The achievement gap in California

On a positive note, over the last decade all California 
students—including low-income students and students 
of color—have made gains on the California Standards 
Tests, the state academic achievement measure, and 
some gaps have closed slightly. Nonetheless, large gaps 
remain and California’s low-income, African American, 
Latino, and English learner students are over-represented 
among students scoring at the lowest levels and under-
represented among those scoring the highest on these 
statewide tests (Figures 2 and 3). In order to eliminate or 
narrow these gaps, California educators must find the 
ways to foster more rapid and dramatic achievement for 
students of color and low-income students.

Figure 3: Mathematics California Standards Test 
(CST): Percentage of Students Scoring at Profi-
cient and Above by Subgroup 
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NAEP results

The National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) reflects gaps among subgroups of California 
students as well. The NAEP is given to a random selec-
tion of students nationwide and is considered by many 
to be the most informative measure of how students 
are doing because it allows for cross-state compari-
sons. While achievement gaps on this measure among 
California students have closed slightly, significant gaps 
persist. Achievement gaps between African American 
and White students on both mathematics and reading 
NAEP tests have not changed significantly since 1990. 
For Latino students over the same time period, these 
gaps in math scores have not changed significantly, but 
have narrowed slightly in reading (Figures 4 and 5).

Figure 4: 2011 NAEP 8th Grade Reading: % Cali-
fornia Students Scoring Proficient or Above
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Figure 5: 2011 NAEP 8th Grade Mathematics: % 
California Students Scoring Proficient or Above
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The California Department of Education’s current ap-
proach to calculating the graduation rate is to count 
students entering the 9th grade in a given year, and 
count the same students at the end of four years to see 
if they have graduated (or have transferred, are con-
tinuing in high school, or have dropped out). Although 
its critics note that this methodology has limitations 
(for example, undercounting both graduates and drop-
outs by not considering what happens to students who 
remain enrolled after four years), it nevertheless pro-
vides a picture of differences among student groups. 
In the latest CDE report, California’s African American 
and Latino students show lower rates of high school 
graduation than their White and Asian peers (Figure 6).  

Figure 6: California Cohort Graduation Rate for 
the Class of 2011-12 Statewide Results

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Asian White Latino Black

Downloaded 7-26-13 from http://bit.ly/HprbiA 



CSBA | Governance Brief | November 2013 4

Why We Need High School Reform: 
Costs of Less and Benefits of More 
Education 

Cost to individuals and society of dropping out

Dropping out is costly for individuals. Research indicates 
that dropouts are more likely to participate in crime, 
to become teen parents, to have poor health, and to 
report overall less “well-being” than high school grad-
uates. Moreover, this cost may be enduring: children 
who are born poor are strongly likely be poor adults, 
and “Because high school dropouts are twice as likely 
to be poor as high school graduates, children of drop-
outs are also more likely to become poor adults.”2 

All of these factors have an obvious cost to society. A 
perhaps less evident cost to society is in the area of 
civic engagement, a long-held goal of public education 
that citizens be involved in political and community life. 
High school dropouts are much less likely to vote or 
participate in the political process in any way. They are 
also much less likely to be involved in their communities 
by, for example, volunteering or donating blood.3 

Ongoing effects of less rigorous  
high school education

The less rigorous high school preparation of many 
students of color and low-income students continues 
to affect the progress of these students when they 
graduate and go on to college. It not only results in an 
academic barrier, but also adds to the cost and time 
it takes to complete a college degree. This is because 
students with less robust high school preparation often 
must take remedial classes before enrolling in those 
that meet degree requirements: nearly 60 percent 
of current new college enrollees must take remedial 
classes before they can take credit-earning courses.4 
The results of this challenge can be seen in the data 
documenting the percentages of students from dif-
ferent subgroups who graduate from public colleges 
within six years.5  For Asian and White students these 
numbers are fairly high: 69 percent and 66 percent 
respectively while for Latino students only 52 percent 
graduate within six years and only 42 percent of Afri-
can-American students (Figure 7).    

Figure 7: 2009, Among Students Who Entered 
Public Colleges, % Who Graduated within Six Years

Downloaded 7-26-13 from: http://www.edtrust.org/sites/ 
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Effect of greater and less education on 
employment and income 

These disparities have real and far-reaching conse-
quences to our state, our local communities, as well 
as to individual students. The economic downturn of 
the last decade highlighted the relationship between 
education and economic security as those who lost 
jobs were the least educated.6 This translated into a 
disproportionate impact on minorities. For example, as 
a result of the recent recession, African Americans are 
twice as likely to be unemployed as their White coun-
terparts and three times as likely to be unemployed if 
they are young.7 

Relationship of education to growing  
income inequity

According to The Economic Policy Institute, California 
has one of the greatest income disparities in the U.S. 
among ethnic groups. Nearly 40 percent of Latino and 
30 percent of African-Americans, while—though still 
too high—only 18 percent of Asian-Americans, and 15 
percent of Whites do not earn a living wage in Cali-
fornia. These income disparities are increasing between 
those with more and those with fewer years of educa-
tion. Between 1973 and 2003, wages of workers with 
less than a high school degree decreased by 14 percent. 
During the same period, wages for those with a college 
degree increased by 19 percent.8 This disparity in income 
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between those with and without education translates 
into income disparity among ethnic groups. Between 
2000-2005, only 6 percent of immigrant Latinos, 12 
percent of U.S.-born Latinos, and 23 percent of Afri-
can-Americans earned college degrees compared to 37 
percent of Whites, 46 percent of U.S.-born Asians, and 
49 percent of immigrant Asians (Figure 8).9

Education requirements related to changing 
workforce needs

The trend of increasing education requirements for em-
ployment is projected to continue. By 2020, 65 percent 
of all jobs in the U.S. economy will require postsecond-
ary education and training beyond high school. At the 
current production rate, by 2020 the United States will 
fall short by 5 million workers with postsecondary edu-
cation.13

This shortfall in the college-educated workforce is pro-
jected to be even more pronounced in California. Sta-
tistics on the state’s economy indicate that it is continu-
ing along a trajectory of increasing demand for a highly 
educated workforce and, if current trends persist, will 
have one million fewer college graduates than it needs 
in 2025. Given the state’s increasingly diverse student 
population, and considering the lower educational 
opportunity and attainment for students of color dis-
cussed above, a particular focus on improving educa-
tion attainment among currently underserved and un-
derperforming students will be necessary if California is 
to come close to meeting this need.14

Linked Learning: A Promising  
Approach for Closing High School 
Achievement Gaps
Linked Learning holds promise for schools and districts 
as they look for ways to target their resources under 
the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) to improve 
high school student outcomes. As noted above, Linked 
Learning blends a range of research-supported strat-
egies into an overall approach to high school reform.  
Among the most fundamental Linked Learning strate-
gies are: academic supports for students to ensure that 
all can participate in rigorous, career-themed courses 
earning A-G college prep credit; cross-disciplinary in-
struction; professional collaboration among teachers 
and leaders; career-themed experience and instruction 
based on solving real-world problems; guidance from 
one or more caring adult at school as well as guidance 
and or mentoring from adults in the world of career or 
business.15

The blending of these strategies into the overarch-
ing Linked Learning approach is relatively new—most 
schools have been implementing Linked Learning for 
fewer than five years—and until recently, it has been 
implemented in a small number of schools. Nonethe-
less, the approach has shown promise in increasing 
various student outcomes. For example, a study of 

Figure 8: % Earning a College Degree 2000-05
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Benefits of college education

The other side of this coin is the benefit that individu-
als and society derive from college education. A 2012 
nationwide report based on analysis of U.S. census 
and education statistics, finds that “almost without 
exception, each successive level of higher-educational 
attainment yields additional economic benefits.”10 
For example the authors report that Americans who 
complete a bachelor’s degree have a median income 
of $50,360, compared with a median of $29,423 for 
people with only a high-school diploma. Those with an 
associate degree earn some $9,000 more than those 
with only a high-school diploma.11

More education is also associated with better health. 
A 2012 study that followed more than 7,000 people 
over a number of years revealed that those who had at 
least a bachelor’s degree had better mental and physi-
cal health by mid-life.12
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Linked Learning in three California school districts found 
it to be associated with an increase in achievement 
and graduation among African American, Latino and 
English learner students in all three.16 Another study of 
four schools with certified Linked Learning pathways 
found that the approach mitigated or eliminated bar-
riers to students completing college prep coursework 
and resulted in higher graduation rates, although stu-
dents in these schools demonstrated mixed results on 
standardized assessments of academic achievement. 
The authors of this latter study also explore both the 
areas of Linked Learning promise, such as those men-
tioned above, and the challenges that schools and 
districts face as they implement the approach. These 
include providing “all students with meaningful work-
based learning opportunities,” developing and commu-
nicating “a well-articulated vision for college and career 
preparation that spans the K-12 continuum and ensures 
that students are progressively challenged at each 
grade level”, and “organizing multiple systems and co-
ordinating their efforts.”17 This information about both 
the promise and challenges associated with Linked 
Learning provide useful guidance for schools and dis-
tricts that are interested in implementing the approach. 

Summary
Although there has been some improvement, there are 
persistent gaps in achievement between students from 
most Asian groups and White students and their Latino 
and African American peers. Both now and in the past, 
this lower education attainment has resulted in less 
remunerative employment and more unemployment 
among these groups. Over the last decades the share 
of jobs in the U.S. and California that require some 
college education has been increasing, and according 
to economists, will continue to do so as the country 
rebounds. Linked Learning seeks to prepare students 
to take advantage of these opportunities: its goal is to 
provide students with the capabilities and behaviors 
that prepare them to go to college and to ensure no 
matter what route students choose to take after high 
school, these choices are a result of students’ wishes, 
not the limitations of their educational preparation. 

Questions and Considerations  
for School Boards
1. Does the board have a clear and common un-

derstanding of its high school students and their 
achievement levels and challenges?

2. Has the board identified early warning indicators 
for high school dropout and does it gather evi-
dence of these from its feeder schools? 

3. Has the board established and articulated clear 
goals for addressing both opportunity and achieve-
ment gaps for underserved and underperforming 
students? 

4. Do the board’s decisions about allocation of re-
sources demonstrate its commitment to closing 
these gaps?

5. Has the board worked with the superintendent to 
clarify the indicators of success of current efforts to 
close these gaps?

6. Has the board made clear to the community its pri-
orities with regard to closing outcome gaps? 

7. Has the board worked with district staff to deter-
mine the potential of Linked Learning as a potential 
approach to close achievement gaps in the district?

8. Has the board shared information about and ex-
plored community interest and concern regarding 
the Linked Learning approach and its central fea-
tures?

9. Has the board explored the possibility of commu-
nity and business partners for the Linked Learning 
to provide valuable career-focused experiences for 
students? 

10. Has the board worked with staff to determine to 
what extent teachers are prepared for and inter-
ested in teaching in a Linked Learning environment, 
and what it would take to provide the necessary 
teacher and administrator expertise and time to 
implement the approach?
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