
 
 

The Pathways to Success Project 

 

Ray Legler1 

 

Keywords: university-community collaboration, college readiness, system-level 

change 

 

Author Biography: Ray Legler, is an Assistant Professor of psychology in the School 

of Psychology and Behavioral Sciences at National Louis University in Chicago, IL. 

Dr. Legler earned his Ph.D. in Ecological/Community Psychology from Michigan 

State University and has been working on urban youth and education issues in the 

Chicago area for over 20 years. Prior to joining the faculty at National Louis, he 

served as Director of Research and Evaluation at After School Matters in Chicago. 

Dr. Legler’s current research interests focus on community-based approaches to 

addressing and preventing urban poverty by building partnerships between high 

schools, post-secondary institutions, and businesses. He has published research 

and policy work on school-to-work transition, academic achievement gaps, and 

educator quality. In addition, Dr. Legler has led program evaluations of educational 

technology and after-school programs, as well as leading school-community 

partnership programs in the Roseland, Brighton Park and Bronzeville neighborhoods 

of Chicago. 

 

Recommended Citation: Legler, R. (2023). The Pathways to Success Project. 

Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice, 14(3), 1 - 12. Retrieved from 

Day/Month/Year, from (https://www.gjcpp.org/).  

 

 
1 College of Psychology and Behavioral Sciences, National Louis University 

https://www.gjcpp.org/


Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice 

Volume 14, Issue 3                                                                                 October 2023 

 

Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice, http://www.gjcpp.org/           Page 2 

Corresponding Author: Ray Legler. National Louis University. Email: rlegler@nl.edu.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.gjcpp.org/
mailto:rlegler@nl.edu


Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice 

Volume 14, Issue 3                                                                                 October 2023 

 

Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice, http://www.gjcpp.org/           Page 3 

The Pathways to Success Project 
 

Abstract 
 

This paper describes the Pathways to Success Project (PSP), which was designed to 
help students in a low-income community in Chicago more easily navigate the 
transition from high school to postsecondary education. Statistics from Chicago Public 
Schools show that only about two-thirds of high school graduates enroll in post-
secondary education. This can leave many students ill equipped to succeed in our skills-
based economy, and contribute to the ongoing problems of unemployment and poverty. 
Programs that provide support for students as they work to enroll in a college, 
university, or career/technical school can be effective at facilitating this transition and 
helping students gain the skills they need to compete in the 21st century workforce. In 
addition, collaboration that builds connections between the K-12 system, colleges and 
universities, and local businesses and organizations, can create a system of support for 
such programs and further ease for students the process of transition from school to 
employment. The pilot intervention described here built on existing college and career 
activities in 3 local high schools and engaged an existing community-based 
collaborative (the Bronzeville Community Action Council) to help address these issues. 
During the project, 202 students participated in 10 interactive visits to two local 
universities and two large, international corporations. Successes and challenges to 
implementing system-level change with high schools are discussed. 
 
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) students face 
serious barriers in their efforts to obtain a K-
12 education. With a student population that 
comes largely from low-income households, 
many families struggle with economic 
challenges that can limit parents’ involvement 
in the education process. According to data 
from the Chicago Public Schools web site, 
76.4% of students are from economically 
disadvantaged families (CPS, 2021). In 
addition, the violence that has become well-
documented in Chicago can make the journey 
to school a challenge for students and lead to 
adverse childhood experiences (ACES) that 
further interfere with student learning 
(Mersky, Topitzes & Reynold, 2013). 
 
A number of other factors affect student, 
family and community development 
negatively. In particular, these issues affect 
the rates at which Chicago Public School 
students graduate and attend college. A 

report by the Consortium on Chicago School 
Research at the University of Chicago found 
that 74.8% of students graduate within four 
years (Allensworth, et al, 2016).  However, 
only 44% of 2015 CPS graduates enrolled in 
college (Allensworth, et al, 2016). We know 
that some kind of post-secondary education – 
university, college, or trade/technical school 
– is essential for people to compete in a 21st 
century economy oriented around high-level 
skills and technology (Carnevale, Smith, & 
Strohl, 2015). One approach to addressing 
this issue would be to provide extensive 
support for high schools and their students as 
they navigate the process of applying to 
college or other post-secondary training. 
 
This paper describes a community-based 
pilot program that was designed to address 
structural challenges that impair the ability of 
many students to navigate successfully the 
transition from high school to some type of 
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post-secondary education or training. The 
Pathways to Success project was 
implemented in collaboration with three high 
schools and a community-based organization 
in Chicago in an effort to test the premise that 
a system of community support for high 
schools could create opportunities for 
students to explore post-secondary options 
and transition successfully into post-
secondary education or training. More 
broadly, such an strategy – if successful – 
could provide an approach to education and 
training that leads to increased employment 
and reduced problems often associated with 
poverty. 
 
The transition from school to work, and the 
process of facilitating this transition, has been 
an issue of study for a number of years 
(Legler & Reischl, 2003). In particular, the 
transition from high school to post-secondary 
training or education can be a leverage point 
for addressing the perpetual cycle of 
unemployment and poverty in our low-
income communities. This paper describes 
one approach to helping students in these 
communities think about and plan for 
college/vocational programs in ways that are 
realistic and sustainable.  
 
As the U.S. economy continues to transition 
from one primarily based on manufacturing 
to one based more on technology, the 
importance of advanced education and 
training for young people is becoming clearer. 
Multiple studies have documented the 
benefits of college education, including higher 
lifetime earnings and lower rates of 
unemployment (Oreopoulis &  Petronijevic, 
2013). Ma, Pender, and Welch (2016) found 
that a college degree is associated with lower 
rates of poverty and usage of public 
assistance, and higher earnings. These 
authors also noted that higher rates of 
income lead to higher amounts of taxes paid, 
suggesting additional, societal-level benefits 
of higher education. 
 

For some groups of students, the path to 
college or other post-secondary education 
can be especially challenging.  In particular, 
examination of data from the National Center 
for Education Statistics (2018) shows that 
students of color and low-income continue to 
be under-represented in college compared to 
their white and more affluent peers. Research 
has also shown that students from low-
income and single parent families face unique 
challenges in navigating from high school to 
college (Horn & Carroll, 1997).  Students 
whose parents had not completed college 
were much less likely to attend college (47%) 
than students whose parents had college 
degrees (85%) (Engle, 2007).   
 
Most research on the path from high school to 
college has focused at the individual, family, 
and program levels. For example, Nagaoka, et. 
al (2013) explored individual-level variables 
related to student academic mindset, 
perseverance, social skills, and learning 
strategies. Others have focused on the college 
selection process (Cabrera, 2000), the role of 
parents (Leonard, 2013), student support 
(Karp & Hughes, 2008), and programs such as 
Gear Up (Engle, 2007). However, less 
attention has been paid to a system-level 
analysis of the issue of helping students move 
from high school to college. 
 

Improving the process of transition from 
high school post-secondary education and 

training 
 
The need is becoming apparent for a new 
paradigm for the process of helping students, 
especially students of color and low-income, 
transition from high school to post-secondary 
education. Symonds, et. al (2011) suggested 
that the long-time approach of ‘college for all’ 
that ignores career-oriented programs is 
doomed to fail. In addition, Conley (2005) 
argued that high school and college are 
mostly disconnected and not aligned, and 
advocated for a restructured K-16 system 
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that reduces the distinction between high 
school and college. 
 
An examination of the K-16 education system 
reveals several flaws, and suggests areas 
where better alignment and other 
improvement could be beneficial for students. 
Karp and Hughes (2008) stressed that 
collaboration and communication across the 
secondary and post-secondary would be 
helpful. Other experts have suggested that 
better links between career-focused paths, 
community colleges, and four-year 
institutions would lead to greater student 
success (Symonds, et. al, 2011), and that 
“higher education will need to expand its 
collaborative activities with K-12 education 
to better prepare students” (Hurtado, 1997, p. 
66).  
 
Part of a new approach to education may 
involve a reexamination of the popular 
conception that all students should go to 
college.  In particular, a more effective 
approach may be to acknowledge that all 
students need some kind of post-secondary 
education or training that will allow them to 
acquire a marketable skill.  For some 
students, this may be a traditional, four-year 
college degree.  For others, it may be 
vocational training.  Regardless, our approach 
to education requires system-level change 
that acknowledges both career and college 
tracks (Mulroy, 2011).  
 
Better tailoring of educational strategies to 
student needs and talents could serve to 
address on-going, system-level challenges 
like high drop-out rates – particularly in 
urban school systems.  By better matching 
post-secondary education and career plans to 
student needs and interests, students are 
likely to be more engaged in the educational 
process and less likely to drop out of high 
school before graduating (Symonds, et al., 
2011).  
 

On the other side of the educational equation, 
business and industry have recognized an 
“ever-worsening skills gap” between the skills 
of those in the labor pool and those required 
by business (Tyszko, Sheets, & Fuller, 2014, p. 
4).  In particular, the private sector has 
advocated for system-level change that will 
better allow our education and workforce 
development systems to meet the needs of 
the developing economy, and advocated for 
the involvement of the business community 
in helping to address the skills gap (Tyszko, 
Sheets, & Fuller, 2014). 
 
There are several models of how to support 
students in their transitions from high school 
to post-secondary education. In the 1990s, a 
model called College Access was developed to 
help students of color and low income 
navigate the college entrance process 
(Bornstein, 2007). This model focused on 
supporting students in their efforts to 
complete college applications, personal 
statements, and applications for financial aid 
and scholarships. Another model, the 
Meyerhoff Scholars program (Legler, 2004), 
was designed to support students of color, 
once they entered college, through peer 
support and intensive academic support. 
Evaluations of both the College Access model 
(Ironbridge Systems, 2010) and the Myerhoff 
Scholars program (Maton, et al., 2008; Maton, 
et al., 2009) found that they were effective at 
helping students enter college, and succeed 
once there, respectively. 
 
In addition to the research on college 
readiness programs, this project drew on a 
primary paradigm of community psychology 
– that of action research. With its historical 
roots in the work of Kurt Lewin, “action 
research involves the idea of testing theories 
and methods by putting them into practice, 
evaluating their impact, and using the results 
to refine future theory, method, and practice” 
(Dalton, Elias, & Wandersman, 2001, p. 313). 
A related concept, experimental social 
innovation (ESI), involves the dissemination 

http://www.gjcpp.org/


Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice 

Volume 14, Issue 3                                                                                 October 2023 

 

Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice, http://www.gjcpp.org/           Page 6 

and evaluation of new social programs and 
policies in various contexts, and has been 
applied to a variety of social problems 
including substance abuse, youth violence, 
and others (Mayer & Davidson, 2000). In 
particular, Oxley (2000) has documented the 
substantial involvement of community 
psychologists’ use of the ESI approach in the 
school reform movement. Finally, system-
level approaches to social problem solving 
(Foster-Fishman & Watson, 2012) are 
designed to facilitate long-term, sustainable 
(second-order) change. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The current project 
 
The pilot project described here focused on 
facilitating the transition from high school to 
post-secondary education or training and was 
designed to provide students (particularly 
students from disenfranchised 
neighborhoods and students of color) post-
secondary experiences and knowledge. In 
addition, the initial model included 
components designed to: provide students 
with the knowledge and support they need to 
navigate issues such as choosing colleges or 
training programs to which to apply; how to 
complete applications for post-secondary 
education and financial aid and make wise 
decisions about student loans; and how to 
effectively complete the enrollment process 
(see Figure 1).

  
        
Student activities –  
College path  Short-term outcomes 
- college visits  - increased rates of college  
- discussions with college          acceptance 
  students - increased rates of college 
- assistance with applications graduation 
- assistance with financial aid  
  and scholarships 

 
 
     Long-term results 
 - increased employment 
 - reduced poverty 
 - reduced social  
    problems 
 
 
Student Activities – 
Career/technical school path   Short-term outcomes 
- visits to career and technical - increased rates of participation 
  schools  in skills training 
- visits to businesses 
- internships/apprenticeships  - increased rates of skill  
- assistance with applications  acquisition 
- assistance with financial aid 
  and scholarships 

 
Figure1. Logic Model for Pathways to Success 

 

http://www.gjcpp.org/


Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice 

Volume 14, Issue 3                                                                                 October 2023 

 

Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice, http://www.gjcpp.org/           Page 7 

As detailed above, some of the proposed 
activities focused on students, while others 
focused on creating connections between 
high schools, post-secondary institutions, and 
businesses. These kinds of connections can be 
facilitated by community-based coalitions 
such as Community Action Councils (CACs). 
Chicago Public Schools supports Community 
Action Councils as a way to allow parents and 
community members to provide input to and 
participation in the school improvement 
process. Composed of parents, teachers, and 
representatives of community-based 
organizations and businesses, Community 
Action Councils represent a powerful vehicle 
for school and community improvement.  
This pilot project began through work with 
the Bronzeville Community Action Council 
(BCAC) and built on the successes of the 
BCAC by leveraging the connections it had 
developed. The Bronzeville CAC included 
most of the main community-based 
organizations in the neighborhood as well as 
several businesses. The PSP built on these 
relationships to increase the number of 
connections between 3 high schools in the 
Bronzeville area and organizations and 
businesses in the city. It also worked to 
provide opportunities for students to visit 
college campuses in the area, meet and talk 
with college students, and learn about the 
important step to enrolling in post-secondary 
education such as completing applications for 
colleges, financial aid, and scholarships. 
These initial efforts relied primarily on staff 
at the high schools and colleges, college 

student and community volunteers, and 
youth peer leaders.  
 
When the PSP began, the project worked in 
collaboration with the executive committee of 
the BCAC to select two Chicago public high 
schools for involvement in the project. After 
the first year, one of the schools withdrew 
from the project and was replaced by another 
local public high school. The PSP employed a 
community psychology model of community-
based collaboration that applies knowledge 
about building system-level connections to 
address a social problem – in this case, the 
problem that too many students do not make 
the transition successfully from high school to 
employment. This multidisciplinary approach 
synthesized information across the fields of 
education, economics, and community 
psychology.  
 
The PSP is innovative in that it builds on 
previous approaches to the issue of access to 
post-secondary education by adding a career 
and technical component to previous models 
of college readiness. By including career and 
technical education, in addition to college 
readiness, the project was more inclusive of 
high school graduates and addresses the 
needs of many students who are either 
unwilling or unable to attend a college or 
university. In addition, the project included 
system-level intervention that worked to 
build relationships between multiple 
stakeholders – with the goals of permanent 
change and long-term sustainability (see 
Figure 2).

 

http://www.gjcpp.org/


Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice 

Volume 14, Issue 3                                                                                 October 2023 

 

Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice, http://www.gjcpp.org/           Page 8 

 
Figure 2. Pathways to Success System-Level Connections 
 
 
The PSP took a collaborative, 
interdisciplinary approach to building on and 
strengthening an existing community 
partnership (the Bronzeville CAC). This, in 
turn, was intended to facilitate a 
comprehensive response to the critical policy 
issues of unemployment and poverty. 
 
In summary, the Pathways to Success Project 
involved intervention at two different levels – 
the program level and the community/system 
level. At the program level, the project 
involved high school staff, college staff, 
college students, and community volunteers 
in assisting high school students with the 
process of applying to post-secondary 
educational opportunities. This assistance 
involved support for students with 
completing applications to schools, personal  
 
 

 
 
statements, applications for financial aid, and 
other requirements related to post-secondary  
 
education. The program also involved 
exposing students to various post-secondary 
educational opportunities by facilitating visits 
to college campuses, career and technical 
training schools, and businesses. At the 
community level, the author worked with CPS 
staff and members of the Bronzeville 
Community Action Council to build 
relationships between the business and 
nonprofit sector, colleges and technical 
schools, community members, and three high 
schools in Bronzeville. The goals of building 
and strengthening connections between 
employers, post-secondary educational 
institutions, and the local high schools were 
to increase opportunities for students and 
create a sustainable system of support for 
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their transition from high school to post-
secondary education and/or career training. 
 
As this was a pilot project, no systematic data 
collection was conducted for the purposes of 
evaluation. Informal feedback was collected 
from student participants and school staff 
about their experiences in the project, and 
their suggestions for improvement. 
Ultimately, the project’s primary goal was to 
improve long-term outcomes such as high 
school graduation rates, college application 
and acceptance rates, and employment rates. 
 
A total of 10 trips involving 202 Bronzeville 
students took place, including visits to two 
local universities and two large corporations 
in Chicago. The feedback from students about 
these visits was consistently positive. The 
quotes below are examples of typical student 
comments regarding their visit to a local 
corporation: 
 

“I liked the trip because I learned 
different things I never knew about. I 
got an understanding about different 
things that each coworker does. Also I 
would enjoy coming back and doing 
something similar.” 

 
“I felt that the trip was helpful for me 
because all the information that they 
gave me, I took to mind. I really believe 
that I would come back again because 
this would be somewhere to do an 
internship.” 

 
Students who visited a local university had 
similar positive comments: 
 
“This experience has been great, they informed 
me on a lot about college life and being flexible 
with school, home and work. And the different 
ways to pay. Also the culture of the school in 
students.” 
 
“I like it. It was a great visit at ___ today. I 
really love the presentation which was not 

about coming to ___ but what would we do 
after high school. Also the most interesting 
part is the class size, and the opportunity of 
scholarships. I am (interested) to come to their 
school and be happy.” 
 

Successes 
 
As mentioned, 10 total student visits 
involving 202 students took place. These trips 
involved more than simply providing tours 
and information. During visits to universities, 
students not only participated in a tour but 
also had the opportunity to engage with some 
college students. These conversations over 
lunch allowed an informal time for the high 
school students to ask the college students 
questions about their college selection and 
enrollment process, and also about other 
important issues such as obtaining financial 
aid, housing, and related issues. In addition, 
the college students typically reflected the 
diversity and socioeconomic backgrounds of 
the visiting high school students. This helped 
create a situation where the high school 
students could feel comfortable and envision 
themselves as college students. 
 
Also, the project facilitated partnerships 
between high schools and businesses. In the 
short term, these relationships lead to the 
arrangement of visits by groups of high 
school students to the businesses. Similar to 
their experience during the college visits, the 
visits to the businesses allowed opportunities 
for the young people to engage with company 
staff about the work of the company, the 
education required to work in various 
positions, and the range of compensation that 
was available.  
 

Challenges 
 
The main challenge in the implementation of 
this project was building a foundation of trust 
and collaboration that would allow for 
attempts at creating community connections 
and fostering system-level change. The 
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author spent about a year attending 
Bronzeville Community Action Council 
monthly meetings and executive committee 
meetings in order to build relationships. The 
process of selecting the schools was a 
collaborative one that involved BCAC 
executive committee members. Once the 
schools were selected, executive committee 
members and the author met together with 
the school principals. Unfortunately, changes 
in leadership at the schools and the BCAC 
undermined much of the progress that had 
been made during the first year. 
 
Another challenge for the schools was 
organizational capacity and resources. Most 
Chicago public high schools have one or two 
postsecondary counselors. These dedicated 
staff members already have their hands full in 
trying to make sure that all graduating 
seniors have completed a financial aid 
application and applied to at least one college. 
The effort that is required to build and 
maintain relationships with local colleges and 
businesses is frequently more than school 
staff is able to handle. Future efforts to 
replicate this project will need to address this 
issue. One idea that arose during this pilot 
was that parent volunteers or community 
members, possibly supported with small 
stipends, could provide support for these 
kinds of efforts.  
 
The implementation of the Pathways to 
Success Project was guided by many of the 
practice competencies advocated for by The 
Society for Community Research and Action 
(SCRA). The fundamental model of the 
project, illustrated in Figure 2, reflects the 
ecological model put forth by Bronfenbrenner 
(1979). The primary goal of the project was 
to empower students to navigate successfully 
the transition from high school to post-
secondary education, and secondarily to 
empower school staff to build and maintain 
systems of support for these transitions. The 
partnership with the Bronzeville Community 
Action Council allowed for collaboration on 

project development and management, with 
the hope that better access to education and 
employment for students would help prevent 
poverty and related social problems. Lastly, 
capacity building was exemplified by creating 
connections between schools, universities, 
and businesses, and the emphasis on 
collaboration and coalition development was 
intended to facilitate community and social 
change. 
 
The description of the pilot project presented 
here provides initial evidence for its 
fundamental premise – that efforts to build 
connections with local colleges and 
businesses can contribute to a system of 
support for students as they transition out of 
high school. In addition to efforts that focus 
on individual students, such as support for 
completing financial aid and college 
applications, students need to have 
opportunities to engage with college students 
and business staff in order to have a better 
understanding of the opportunities that await 
them after high school. These system-level 
connections, if supported and nurtured, can 
create powerful opportunities for students to 
explore their career interests, and make 
clearer the connections between what they 
are studying in high school and their future 
success. 
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