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Abstract 
This report analyzes sustainability practices of workforce programs at four community 

colleges, emphasizing that sustainability is achieved through institutional embedding of 
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Executive Summary 
This report synthesizes sustainability practices across four community colleges—Heartland 
Community College, Kansas City Kansas Community College (KCKCC), Jackson Community 
College, and Hudson Valley Community College (HVCC). Using a common analytical framework, 
the study examines how institutions design, implement, and sustain workforce programs beyond 
the life of federal grant funding. Across all four sites, sustainability is defined not as post‑grant 
survival, but as the intentional embedding of programs into institutional systems, employer 
relationships, and long‑term planning. 

Taken together, the four colleges demonstrate that sustainability is achieved through different but 
complementary practices shaped by institutional context. Heartland illustrates the importance of 
embedding sustainability into institutional operating systems. KCKCC demonstrates how employer 
financial commitment, particularly through apprenticeship, can anchor long‑term viability. Jackson 
highlights disciplined governance and program vitality processes as sustainability mechanisms. 
HVCC shows how institutional stability and leadership willingness to invest ahead of demand can 
support long‑range workforce readiness.  

While institutional contexts differ, common patterns emerged. Sustainability begins before 
programs launch; grants are treated as catalysts rather than operating lifelines; and long‑term 
viability depends on alignment between mission, employers, governance, funding structures, and 
institutional capacity. Collectively, these cases reinforce that sustainable federal investments are 
achieved through alignment rather than replication. 
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Executive Brief 
Audience: American Association of Community Colleges (AACC), U.S. Department of Labor (DOL), 
and Community Colleges Nationwide 

This executive brief distills findings from a multi-site analysis of sustainability practices across four 
community colleges participating in EV and advanced workforce initiatives. The analysis focuses 
on how institutions design, implement, and sustain workforce programs beyond the life of federal 
grant funding. While institutional contexts vary, the findings offer practical, transferable lessons for 
policymakers, funders, and college leaders. 

Why Sustainability Matters 
Federal workforce investments increasingly require institutions to demonstrate that programs will 
continue after grant funding ends. Across the four colleges examined, sustainability is not defined 
as securing replacement funding. Instead, it is understood as the intentional embedding of 
programs into institutional systems, employer relationships, and long-term planning processes. 
Programs that rely solely on time-limited funding, stand-alone staffing, or isolated curriculum 
development face significant risk once grant periods conclude. 

Cross-Site Findings: What Sustains Programs 
Despite differences in size, governance, and funding structures, the colleges share several core 
sustainability principles. First, sustainability begins before a program launches. Institutions that 
treat sustainability as a design constraint—rather than a post-award activity—are better positioned 
for continuity. Second, employer engagement must move beyond advisory roles toward shared 
ownership, financial commitment, or co-delivery. Third, credit and non-credit pathways function as 
sustainability tools when they are intentionally integrated. Finally, disciplined governance and 
planning processes enable institutions to adapt, scale, or sunset programs based on evidence 
rather than inertia. 

Preeminent Practices from the Field 
Heartland Community College demonstrates the importance of embedding sustainability into 
institutional operating systems. Workforce programs are aligned with multi-year planning, annual 
budgeting, and apprenticeship infrastructure from the outset. This approach reframes 
sustainability as an operational expectation rather than a funding contingency. 

Hudson Valley Community College (HVCC) shows how institutional stability and leadership 
willingness to invest ahead of demand can support long-term workforce readiness. Grants are 
treated as seed funding, with programs positioned to mature within stable public funding 
structures. 

Kansas City Kansas Community College (KCKCC) illustrates how employer financial 
commitment—particularly through Registered Apprenticeship—can serve as the primary 
sustainability mechanism. Employer co-ownership reduces institutional risk while ensuring 
continued relevance and scale. 
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Jackson Community College highlights the role of disciplined governance in sustainability. Formal 
program vitality processes and hybrid budgeting allow the institution to sustain strong programs 
while redesigning or sunsetting others based on data and labor market alignment. 

Implications for AACC, DOL, and Community Colleges 
For federal agencies and intermediaries, these findings suggest that sustainability criteria should 
emphasize institutional alignment, employer ownership, and governance capacity rather than 
promises of future funding. For community colleges, the lessons reinforce the importance of early 
planning, realistic capacity assessment, and intentional integration of grant-funded initiatives into 
core operations. No single sustainability model is universally applicable, but the practices 
documented here provide a flexible framework adaptable across diverse institutional contexts. 

Conclusion 
Sustainable workforce programs are built through alignment—not substitution. Alignment between 
grants and institutional priorities, between employers and curriculum design, and between short-
term innovation and long-term capacity is the defining feature of programs that endure beyond 
grant cycles. The practices highlighted in this brief offer a practical roadmap for strengthening the 
long-term impact of federal workforce investments. 
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Notable Trends and Best‑Practice Signals Across the Four 
Colleges 
A Cross-College Analysis of Strategies that Drive Lasting Impact 

Taken together, the four colleges demonstrate that sustainability is not a single model or tactic, but 
a pattern of institutional behaviors. Across sites, the most consistent signals of sustainable 
practice were not new funding streams, but alignment—between employer demand and 
institutional capacity, between speed and governance, and between short‑term innovation and 
long‑term systems. 

The visits consistently showed that sustainability challenges are best understood as capacity and 
timing problems, not funding cliffs. Colleges that performed best over time were those with 
systems capable of making difficult decisions: pacing growth, integrating programs into budgets, 
leveraging employer co‑ownership, and redesigning or sunsetting initiatives when conditions 
changed. In this context, sustainability emerges less as an endpoint and more as an ongoing 
process of disciplined alignment. 

The list below identifies the top seven trends and best practices that emerged from the visit 
analysis. 

1. Sustainability Is Treated as Institutional Embedding, Not Post‑Grant 
Survival 
Trend observed: 
Across all four colleges, sustainability was consistently defined as the ability to embed programs 
into core institutional systems—planning, budgeting, governance, and employer partnerships—
rather than as securing replacement funding after a grant ends. Grants were framed as catalysts or 
accelerators, not operating revenue. 

Best‑practice signal: 
Programs designed to live inside existing institutional cycles (multi‑year planning, annual budgets, 
program review) demonstrated greater resilience than stand‑alone grant initiatives. 

2. Employer Co‑Investment Emerges as a Primary Sustainability Lever 
Trend observed: 
All sites emphasized employer engagement, but the depth of engagement varied. Where 
sustainability was strongest, employers moved beyond advisory roles into financial participation, 
co‑delivery, cohort purchasing, or apprenticeship sponsorship. 

Best‑practice signal: 
Employer co‑investment/ownership—not just endorsement—reduces institutional risk, stabilizes 
enrollment, and aligns program scale with real labor market demand. 
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3. Governance and Program Vitality Processes Function as Sustainability 
Infrastructure 
Trend observed: 
Formal governance structures (program vitality committees, hybrid or zero‑based budgeting, 
evergreen strategic agendas) were repeatedly cited as the mechanisms through which 
sustainability decisions are actually made. These processes governed not only growth, but also 
redesign and sunsetting. 

Best‑practice signal: 
Institutions that normalize evidence‑based decisions about sustaining, adapting, or ending 
programs demonstrate stronger long‑term capacity than those that protect programs solely 
because they are grant‑funded. 

4. Credit–Noncredit Integration Is Used Strategically to Balance Speed 
and Stability 
Trend observed: 
All four colleges intentionally blurred traditional boundaries between credit and non‑credit 
programming. Non‑credit offerings were used for speed, piloting, and incumbent worker training, 
while articulation pathways preserved long‑term credential value. 

Best‑practice signal: 
Integrated pathways allow colleges to respond more quickly to employer needs without sacrificing 
academic integrity or sustainability. 

5. Transferable Skill Design Is Used to Hedge Against Demand 
Uncertainty 
Trend observed: 
Sites acknowledged that student demand is often harder to predict than employer demand. 
Programs designed around transferable, stackable skills were viewed as more durable amid 
shifting technologies and labor markets. 

Best‑practice signal: 
Programs that serve multiple industries and credentials reduce enrollment volatility and protect 
students if specific sectors fluctuate. 

6. Intentional Pacing Is Valued Over Rapid Expansion 
Trend observed: 
Rather than celebrating speed alone, site discussions repeatedly emphasized discipline in scaling. 
Colleges described resisting pressure to expand programs faster than faculty recruitment, 
equipment, or apprenticeship infrastructure would allow. 
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Best‑practice signal: 
Phased growth and early investment ahead of demand—when paired with stable funding and 
governance discipline—are viewed as indicators of institutional maturity. 

7. Faculty Capacity Is Recognized as a Structural Constraint 
Trend observed: 
Faculty recruitment and retention challenges were acknowledged at every site, particularly in 
technical and emerging fields. Competition with industry wages and shrinking pipelines were 
framed as system‑level constraints rather than isolated institutional issues. 

Best‑practice signal: 
Colleges that adapted delivery models (e.g., employer co‑delivery, slower ramp‑up, repeatable 
program design) showed more realistic sustainability postures than those assuming traditional 
faculty expansion. 
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Lessons for the Field 
The Preeminent Best Practices Identified from the Participating Colleges 

The four colleges collectively illustrate that sustainability is not a single strategy but a set of 
complementary institutional practices that must be aligned to the context of the operating 
environment.  

Heartland Community College demonstrates that sustainability is strongest when programs are 
embedded into institutional operating systems from the outset. Kansas City Kansas Community 
College shows how employer financial commitment—particularly through apprenticeship—can 
serve as the primary sustainability mechanism. Jackson Community College highlights the 
importance of disciplined governance and program vitality processes to sustain, adapt, or sunset 
programs over time. Hudson Valley Community College illustrates how institutional stability and 
leadership willingness to invest ahead of demand can carry programs through early stages of 
workforce transformation. Collectively, these practices suggest that sustainable federal 
investments are achieved not through replication of a single model, but through alignment between 
mission, employers, governance, funding structures, and long-term capacity. 

Heartland Community College 
Preeminent Best Practice:  

Designing sustainability into institutional operating systems rather than treating it as a post-grant 
activity. 

Heartland defines sustainability as institutional embedding. Workforce programs are planned to 
live within multi-year planning cycles, annual budgeting processes, employer partnerships, and 
apprenticeship infrastructure from the outset. Rather than relying on future funding, the college 
integrates grant-funded initiatives into existing systems for program review, equipment planning, 
staffing, and employer engagement. This approach reframes sustainability as an operational 
expectation rather than a funding contingency. 

Hudson Valley Community College (HVCC) 
Preeminent Best Practice:  

Leveraging institutional stability to invest ahead of demand while maintaining adaptability. 

HVCC’s sustainability approach is anchored in institutional ballast. Stable public funding, strong 
leadership support, and deep industry engagement allow the college to absorb short-term costs in 
order to prepare for long-term workforce needs. Grants are treated strictly as seed or acceleration 
funding, not operating lifelines. This approach enables HVCC to remain responsive to emerging 
technologies while maintaining continuity and scale. 
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Jackson Community College 
Preeminent Best Practice:  

Formalizing sustainability through disciplined governance and program vitality processes. 

Jackson operationalizes sustainability through structured decision-making. A formal Program 
Vitality Committee, supported by hybrid budgeting and an evergreen strategic agenda, reviews 
programs using enrollment data, labor market outcomes, and academic performance. This system 
allows the institution to sustain strong programs while also redesigning or sunsetting those that no 
longer align with mission or demand. Sustainability, in this context, is defined by institutional 
discipline rather than program expansion alone. 

Kansas City Kansas Community College (KCKCC) 
Preeminent Best Practice:  

Using employer financial commitment, particularly through Registered Apprenticeship, as the 
primary sustainability mechanism. 

At KCKCC, sustainability is driven by employer co-ownership. Programs are intentionally designed 
to be repeatable across employers, with Registered Apprenticeship serving as both a delivery 
model and a sustainability anchor. Employers contribute financially through wages, training 
support, and cohort participation, reducing institutional risk and ensuring continued relevance. 
This model positions employer demand—not grant continuation—as the driver of long-term 
viability. 
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Recurring Sustainability Challenges 
Common Challenges in Program Sustainability with Insightful Solutions 

Across all four colleges, sustainability challenges were not primarily framed as funding gaps, but as 
capacity, governance, workforce, and timing constraints. Faculty recruitment and retention—
particularly in technical and emerging fields—was a universal challenge, driven by industry wage 
competition, retirements, and limited instructor pipelines. Closely related were constraints around 
staffing capacity, knowledge concentration, and the ability to scale programs without sacrificing 
quality. 

In addition, the site visits consistently surfaced a structural mismatch between the speed of industry 
and the speed of the college or institution. Employers often operate on rapid timelines shaped by 
market demand, production schedules, and workforce shortages, while colleges must navigate 
curriculum approval processes, faculty hiring cycles, accreditation requirements, and public 
budgeting timelines. This temporal misalignment created pressure either to accelerate 
unsustainably or to miss windows of employer demand, and it was repeatedly described as a 
system-level tension rather than an institutional failure. 

Where mitigation strategies existed, they emphasized intentional pacing and structural alignment 
rather than quick fixes. Colleges relied on employer co-ownership (e.g., apprenticeship, cohort 
purchasing) to synchronize timelines, used non-credit pathways to respond more quickly while 
protecting long-term academic integrity, applied disciplined governance processes to decide when 
speed was warranted, and designed programs around transferable skills to reduce risk if industry 
needs shifted. Taken together, these approaches suggest that sustainability challenges are best 
understood as problems of alignment—between workforce demand, institutional capacity, and 
decision-making speed—rather than solely as questions of funding continuity. 

The discussion below includes a cross‑site synthesis of recurring sustainability challenges 
observed across the four colleges, followed by documented mitigation strategies where colleges 
explicitly described how they are addressing those challenges.  

1. Faculty Recruitment and Retention 
Observed at: 

• All participating institutions 

Description: 

All four colleges identified difficulty recruiting and retaining faculty in technical and emerging 
fields. Competition with industry wages, retirements, shrinking pipelines of qualified instructors, 
and resistance to non‑traditional instructional models were cited as persistent constraints. 

Mitigation strategies identified: 

• HVCC: Acceptance of slower program ramp‑up and early financial loss while investing 
selectively in faculty aligned to long‑term workforce needs rather than short‑term demand  
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• KCKCC: Employer‑anchored models that allow industry partners to help offset costs, sell 
cohort seats, and co‑invest in instructional delivery, reducing reliance on full‑time faculty 
expansion  

• Jackson: Reliance on systematized program vitality processes to avoid over‑expansion of 
programs that cannot be staffed sustainably  

2. Mismatch Between the Speed of Industry and the Speed of the 
Institution 
Observed at: 

• All participating institutions 

Description: 

All four colleges identified a persistent tension between the speed at which employers need talent 
and the speed at which colleges can design, approve, staff, and sustain programs. This mismatch 
was framed as structural—not a failure of effort—and was linked to accreditation timelines, faculty 
hiring constraints, governance processes, and capital planning cycles. The risk identified was 
either missing employer demand or over-accelerating unsustainably. 

Mitigation strategies identified: 

• Heartland: Embed sustainability and relevance checks into existing budgeting and 
academic review cycles to manage pace intentionally rather than reactively. Design 
programs with broader applicability to avoid constant redesign in response to short-term 
industry shifts 

• HVCC: Accept slower program ramp-up when faculty or apprenticeship infrastructure is 
not yet mature. Invest ahead of demand using stable funding, rather than accelerating 
delivery solely to meet immediate employer timelines  

• Jackson: Rely on formal Program Vitality and evergreen strategic agenda processes to 
balance responsiveness with institutional discipline. Use governance structures to decide 
when speed is warranted and when restraint is necessary  

• KCKCC: Use employer cohort purchasing and Registered Apprenticeship as pacing 
mechanisms that align institutional delivery speed with employer readiness. Let industry 
demand data, not urgency alone, determine whether programs are launched or expanded 

3. Staffing Capacity and Knowledge Concentration 
Observed at: 

• Jackson  
• KCKCC  
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Description: 

Colleges reported over‑reliance on a small number of specialized staff or champions. This creates 
vulnerability during leadership transitions, staff turnover, or periods of rapid program growth. 

Mitigation strategies identified: 

• Jackson: Formal governance structures (Program Vitality Committee, evergreen strategic 
agenda) distribute decision‑making and reduce dependence on individual staff knowledge  

• KCKCC: Repeatable, employer‑driven program models reduce bespoke program 
management demands on staff  

4. Scaling Programs Without Sacrificing Quality 
Observed at: 

• Heartland  
• KCKCC  

Description: 

High employer demand creates pressure to scale programs faster than staffing, equipment, or 
institutional processes can support, risking quality erosion or unsustainable growth. 

Mitigation strategies identified: 

• Heartland: Embedding sustainability questions into budgeting and program review cycles 
to slow or redesign programs when capacity is constrained  

• KCKCC: Selling guaranteed cohorts to employers and using apprenticeship as a pacing 
mechanism for scale  

5. Equipment Costs and Rapid Technology Change 
Observed at: 

• Heartland  
• HVCC  

Description: 

Advanced technical and EV‑related programs require expensive, quickly outdated equipment, 
creating long‑term sustainability risk beyond the grant period. 

Mitigation strategies identified: 

• Heartland: Creative sourcing of used or failed equipment and integrating sustainability 
discussions into capital planning cycles  

• HVCC: Willingness to absorb short‑term costs and invest ahead of demand using stable 
public funding  
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6. Measuring and Predicting Student Demand 
Observed at: 

• Heartland  
• HVCC  

Description: 

Colleges reported difficulty predicting student interest in emerging fields, even when employer 
demand is clear. This creates enrollment volatility and financial uncertainty. 

Mitigation strategies identified: 

• Heartland: Early recruitment and foundational skills development to broaden the student 
pipeline  

• HVCC: Designing programs around transferable skills so students retain value even if 
specific industries fluctuate  

7. Administrative and Governance Complexity 
Observed at: 

• Heartland  
• Jackson  

Description: 

Managing multiple grants, compliance requirements, and review cycles strains institutional 
capacity and can obscure sustainability planning. 

Mitigation strategies identified: 

• Heartland: Regular cross‑unit review (academic affairs, business services) embeds 
sustainability into existing governance rather than parallel processes  

• Jackson: Hybrid budgeting and zero‑based review align grants with institutional priorities  
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Field‑Level Recommendations 
Recommendations Derived from Cross-Site Visit Analysis 

Across the four colleges, the most consistent recommendation was to stop treating 
sustainability as a funding promise and start treating it as institutional behavior. Where 
colleges were most confident, it was because they had systems that could make hard decisions—
not because they had identified new revenue streams. 

1. Shift Sustainability Expectations from “Post‑Grant Funding” to “Institutional 
Capacity” 
What the field evidence supports: 

Across all four colleges, sustainability was discussed as a question of governance, staffing, 
budgeting, and relevance—not as a promise to secure future grants. Site discussions repeatedly 
cautioned against sustainability plans that rely on replacement funding. 

Field‑level recommendation: 

• DOL: Continue emphasizing sustainability language that prioritizes institutionalization, 
governance capacity, and integration into existing systems rather than future funding 
commitments. 

• AACC: Reinforce to members that sustainability narratives should describe what becomes 
embedded (programs, positions, review processes), not what will be funded later. 

• Community college presidents & provosts: Require that every grant proposal explicitly 
answer “What becomes part of our core operations if the grant ended tomorrow?” and 
ensure that answer is reflected in planning and budgeting conversations—not just the 
application narrative. 

2. Explicitly Recognize Faculty Recruitment and Retention as a Structural 
Constraint 
What the field evidence supports: 

All four colleges identified faculty recruitment and retention—particularly in technical fields—as a 
persistent, system‑level challenge driven by industry wage competition and retirements. This was 
not presented as an isolated institutional issue. 

Field‑level recommendation: 

• DOL: Allow and encourage sustainability strategies that mitigate faculty constraints 
structurally (e.g., employer co‑delivery, apprenticeship instructors, slower scale), rather 
than expecting traditional full‑time faculty expansion. 

• AACC: Elevate faculty workforce constraints as a national issue tied to industry demand, 
not institutional performance. 
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• Community college presidents & provosts: Normalize non‑traditional instructional 
models (industry‑supported faculty, shared instructors, phased growth) and avoid 
approving program expansion plans that assume faculty hiring pipelines that do not exist. 

3. Encourage Employer Co‑Ownership as a Sustainability Mechanism, Not Just 
Engagement 
What the field evidence supports: 

Where mitigation strategies existed, they centered on employer financial and operational 
co‑investment and/or co-ownership (e.g., cohort purchasing, apprenticeship sponsorship), not 
advisory participation alone. 

Field‑level recommendation: 

• DOL: Continue to signal that credible employer commitment includes financial 
participation or co‑delivery—not just letters of support or hiring guarantees (employers 
hesitant to give). 

• AACC: Share models that demonstrate employer co‑ownership as a sustainability practice 
rather than a partnership ideal. 

• Community college presidents & provosts: Set expectations that priority workforce 
programs include concrete employer commitments (e.g., paid apprenticeships, cohort 
purchasing, equipment, or instructional support) before approving long‑term institutional 
investment. 

4. Normalize Slower, Disciplined Program Scaling 
What the field evidence supports: 

Multiple sites explicitly recommended resisting rapid scale when faculty, infrastructure, or 
apprenticeship systems were not ready. Sustainability was framed as pacing growth responsibly. 

Field‑level recommendation: 

• DOL: Avoid implicit signals that faster expansion equals stronger performance; allow 
sustainability narratives that justify phased growth. 

• AACC: Reinforce that disciplined pacing is a sign of institutional maturity, not lack of 
ambition. 

• Community college presidents & provosts: Protect leadership space to say “not yet” to 
scaling decisions when capacity is constrained, and treat phased implementation as a 
strategic choice rather than a weakness. 
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5. Elevate Governance and Program Vitality Processes as Sustainability 
Infrastructure 
What the field evidence supports: 

Sites emphasized that formal program review, vitality committees, and budgeting integration were 
the primary mechanisms for sustainability decisions—not grant timelines. 

Field‑level recommendation: 

• DOL: Continue to value evidence of governance structures that can sustain, adapt, or 
sunset programs as conditions change. 

• AACC: Encourage colleges to document and share governance‑based sustainability 
practices, not just program outcomes. 

• Community college presidents & provosts: Ensure that grant‑funded programs are 
reviewed through the same program vitality and budgeting processes as non‑grant 
programs, rather than being insulated from difficult decisions. 

6. Promote Transferable Skill Design to Hedge Against Demand Uncertainty 
What the field evidence supports: 

Sites acknowledged difficulty predicting student demand even when employer demand was strong. 
Transferable skill design was repeatedly recommended to reduce risk to both students and 
institutions. 

Field‑level recommendation: 

• DOL: Continue supporting sustainability language that values broad, stackable 
competencies rather than narrow occupational specificity. 

• AACC: Highlight transferable skill design as a student‑centered sustainability strategy. 
• Community college presidents & provosts: Prioritize programs that give students mobility 

across industries and credentials, especially in rapidly evolving technical fields. 

7. Acknowledge That Sustainability Is a Process, Not a Static Outcome 
What the field evidence supports: 

Visits consistently framed sustainability as ongoing decision‑making—requiring periodic 
reassessment, redesign, or sunset—rather than a fixed end state. 

Field‑level recommendation: 

• DOL: Frame sustainability expectations around adaptive capacity and continuous 
improvement, not permanence of every funded activity. 

• AACC: Help colleges understand that responsible sunsetting is a sustainability success, 
not a failure. 
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• Community college presidents & provosts: Model and communicate that redesigning or 
ending programs based on evidence is a leadership responsibility—and a sign of 
institutional strength. 
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What Sustainability Means for Grant Applicants 
Community colleges seeking federal workforce funding can strengthen both competitiveness and 
long-term impact by embedding sustainability into pre-award planning and program design. 
Findings from four institutions highlight practical actions applicants can take to meet funder 
expectations while reducing post-grant risk. 

Before You Apply 
Successful applicants start by selecting opportunities that align with existing institutional strengths 
and priorities. Programs should be designed around transferable skills rather than narrow job titles, 
with early employer engagement that goes beyond letters of support. Applicants should be able to 
clearly articulate who will own, operate, and fund the program once grant funding ends. 

During Program Design 
Programs that endure are designed for integration. This includes intentional connections between 
non-credit and credit pathways, realistic staffing models, and delivery approaches that can scale 
or adapt as demand changes. Apprenticeship and other employer-funded models can significantly 
reduce long-term institutional risk. 

During the Grant Period 
Grant implementation should focus on building institutional capacity, not parallel systems. 
Applicants should plan to use early grant years to reinforce partnerships, refine curriculum, and 
test demand, while later years focus on institutionalization, budgeting integration, and transition 
planning. 

What Reviewers Are Increasingly Looking For 
Reviewers increasingly favor proposals that demonstrate alignment with institutional strategy, 
credible employer commitment, clear governance structures, and a realistic path to continuity. 
Sustainability narratives that rely on future grants or aspirational funding sources are viewed as 
high risk. 

Strong applications treat sustainability not as a compliance section, but as a throughline 
connecting program design, partnerships, budgeting, and long-term relevance. 
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Sustainability Checklist for Community Colleges 
Pre‑Award Through Four‑Year Grant Lifecycle 

As an appendix to this report, and as a primary deliverable for the study, a sustainability checklist is 
included as a guide for all community colleges in approaching sustainability following best 
practices identified during this study. The checklist provides a structured, practical workflow 
designed to help community colleges plan and sustain federally funded programs over a four-year 
grant lifecycle. 

The checklist is presented in a breakdown of Pre-Award and Grant Period Phases with 
recommendations for each phase and year of the grant period. Where grant periods are 
longer/shorter than 4 years, the checklist can be adapted to meet the timeline of the grant period. 

• Pre-award planning essentials: Programs should align with institutional mission and 
strategic priorities, build transferable skills, connect credit and non-credit pathways, and fit 
existing governance and staffing. Institutional leadership must support the initiative with 
clear roles beyond the grant period, and employer involvement should be authentic and 
demand-validated. Funding opportunities must align with college strengths, avoid 
unsustainable structures, and have manageable compliance requirements. Sustainability 
plans should not depend on future grants, and post-grant ownership should be identified 
early.  

• Year 1 foundation building: Programs should be embedded within existing departments 
with clear understanding among faculty, staff, and partners. Data systems for tracking 
enrollment and outcomes must be established. Employer engagement is critical through 
advisory groups and curriculum feedback. Early signals of sustainability include piloting 
non-credit offerings and drafting articulation pathways.  

• Year 2 validation and adjustment: Program performance is reviewed via enrollment trends 
and feedback, with curriculum and faculty workload adjustments as needed. Institutional 
integration involves including the program in budgeting and marketing, and initiating post-
grant funding discussions. Risk management requires identifying barriers to scaling and 
adjusting the program scope accordingly.  

• Years 3 and 4 institutionalization and continuity: Successful program elements are 
integrated into core operations and revenue models, with formalized employer 
contributions and refined non-credit offerings. Governance includes program review and 
documented decisions on growth or sunsetting. Lessons learned are shared internally and 
externally. Preparing for post-grant continuity involves stabilizing leadership, finalizing 
budgets, documenting outcomes and narratives aligned with institutional strategy, and 
positioning the program for future evolution. 

• Year 4: Finalize post‑grant continuity and document outcomes. 
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Policy Memo: What Sustains Workforce Programs Beyond Grant Funding 
To: AACC Leadership, U.S. Department of Labor, Community College Presidents and Provosts 

From: Stacy Fitzsimmons, MBA 

Re: Designing Federal Workforce Investments for Long-Term Impact 

 

As federal workforce investments expand, sustainability has become a central requirement for 
both funders and institutions. Evidence from four community colleges engaged in advanced 
workforce and EV-related initiatives demonstrates that programs endure not by securing 
replacement funding, but by being intentionally designed to align with institutional systems, 
employer commitments, and long-term planning. 

Across the sites, sustainable programs share several characteristics. First, sustainability is treated 
as a design constraint during program development—not as a post-award obligation. Second, 
employer engagement moves beyond advisory roles toward shared ownership, financial 
participation, or co-delivery, particularly through apprenticeship models. Third, institutions 
integrate credit and non-credit pathways to balance speed, access, and long-term credential 
value. Finally, disciplined governance and budgeting processes allow colleges to adapt, scale, or 
sunset programs based on evidence rather than inertia. 

The implications for policy and practice are clear. Federal funding criteria should prioritize 
institutional alignment, employer commitment, and governance capacity over promises of future 
grants. Intermediaries such as AACC play a critical role in reinforcing these expectations and 
disseminating practical sustainability models. For community colleges, early planning, realistic 
capacity assessment, and integration of grant-funded activities into core operations are essential. 

Sustainable workforce programs are built through alignment—not substitution. Aligning grants with 
institutional priorities, employers with curriculum design, and short-term innovation with long-term 
capacity is the most reliable path to lasting impact. 
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Policy Memo: Aligning Sustainability Expectations in DOL Workforce 
Grants 
To: AACC Leadership, U.S. Department of Labor, (Employment and Training Administration) 

From: Stacy Fitzsimmons, MBA 

Re: Strengthening Sustainability Criteria in Workforce NOFOs 

 

Recent DOL Notices of Funding Opportunity (NOFOs) and application guidance consistently 
emphasize institutional capacity, partnership alignment, and post-award continuity rather than 
reliance on replacement funding. Analysis of four community colleges implementing federally 
funded workforce initiatives demonstrates that programs most likely to endure are those 
institutionalized within core systems and employer relationships. 

Consistent with DOL Employment and Training Administration guidance, sustainable programs 
exhibit clear governance structures, credible industry engagement, and integration into existing 
service delivery systems. Colleges that embed grant-funded activities into planning, budgeting, and 
sector partnerships are better positioned to meet performance expectations throughout and 
beyond the period of performance. 

These findings support continued emphasis in NOFOs on: (1) alignment with institutional mission 
and strategy; (2) documented employer commitment and co-ownership; (3) capacity to manage, 
adapt, or sunset programs using data-informed decision-making; and (4) plans for 
institutionalization within existing workforce systems. Sustainability narratives that depend on 
future discretionary funding introduce risk and are less consistent with current DOL guidance. 

Aligning sustainability criteria with these elements reinforces DOL’s sector-based and systems-
oriented approach to workforce development and supports stronger long-term outcomes for 
participants, employers, and communities. 
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Site Profiles 
The following site profiles highlight how the four participating community colleges are 
operationalizing sustainability principles within their workforce programs. Each profile provides 
insight into the strategies, structures, and partnerships that enable these institutions to embed 
grant-funded initiatives into their core operations, ensuring lasting value for students, employers, 
and local communities. By examining the real-world approaches and challenges faced by these 
colleges, this section offers practical examples that reinforce the importance of aligning 
sustainability with institutional capacity and sector-based collaboration. 

Across all four visits, recommendations focused far more on governance, pacing, and alignment 
than on finding new money. Faculty recruitment and retention was explicitly acknowledged as a 
constraint everywhere, and recommended responses emphasized structural mitigation (employer 
co‑investment, slower growth, transferable design, and disciplined review) rather than quick fixes. 
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Heartland Community College 
Visit Context 

The visit examined Heartland’s EV workforce initiatives with senior leadership, faculty, and 
apprenticeship staff, focusing on how programs are sustained beyond federal grants. 

Working Definition of Sustainability 

Heartland defines sustainability as the ability to continue relevant programs by embedding them 
into institutional planning, budgeting, and operational systems. 

Program Development and Adaptation 

Programs are designed to avoid boutique offerings, emphasizing pathways applicable across 
employers and evolving technologies. 

Challenges 

Challenges include equipment costs, alignment of academic timelines with employer needs, and 
managing program redesign. 

Funding and Resource Model 

Heartland relies on tuition, local support, grants, and foundation funding integrated into multi‑year 
planning. 

Apprenticeship and Employer Integration 

Employers financially support apprenticeship participation, reinforcing sustainability. 

Sustainability Profile Summary 

Heartland exemplifies sustainability through institutional systems embedding. 

Sustainability Recommendations 

1. Embed sustainability questions into regular budgeting and academic review cycles 
Visit discussions repeatedly returned to the need to ask “what continues if funding ends” 
during existing annual budget reviews and five‑year academic program reviews, rather than 
treating sustainability as a grant close‑out issue.  

2. Avoid automatically backfilling grant‑funded positions 
A recommendation surfaced to allow attrition to trigger intentional review, rather than 
automatically refilling positions created under grants. This was framed as a way to force 
relevance and sustainability decisions.  

3. Redesign programs toward broader applicability rather than narrow EV specialization 
Faculty and leadership discussions emphasized ensuring EV and advanced technology 
coursework remained applicable across multiple industries, reducing risk if employer 
demand shifted.  
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4. Address faculty resistance through clearer relevance and outcomes framing 
Notes reflect recommendations to explicitly connect new programs to industry relevance 
and student outcomes to reduce internal resistance to change. 
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Hudson Valley Community College (HVCC) 
Visit Context 

The visit focused on sustaining advanced technical programs through institutional readiness and 
industry engagement. 

Working Definition of Sustainability 

Sustainability is the ability to maintain mission‑aligned programs through stable funding and 
foresight. 

Program Development and Adaptation 

Programs are evaluated using a four‑dimension framework. 

Challenges 

Faculty recruitment, measuring student interest, and apprenticeship development timelines. 

Funding and Resource Model 

Tuition, state, and county support provide stability; grants serve as seed funding. 

Apprenticeship and Employer Integration 

Employers engage through advisory boards and workforce intermediaries. 

Sustainability Profile Summary 

HVCC represents an institutional balance model. 

Sustainability Recommendations 

1. Accept slower program ramp‑up to ensure faculty and infrastructure readiness 
Visit discussions explicitly recommended resisting pressure for rapid scaling when faculty 
recruitment and apprenticeship infrastructure were not yet mature.  

2. Design programs around transferable skills to hedge against demand uncertainty 
Given challenges measuring student interest, recommendations emphasized ensuring that 
students gain broadly applicable credentials even if specific industries fluctuate. 

3. Continue treating grants strictly as seed or acceleration funding 
Leadership reinforced the recommendation that grants should not be used to sustain 
ongoing operations, and that programs must be viable within tuition, state, and county 
funding structures. 

4. Use the four‑dimension evaluation framework consistently for go/no‑go decisions 
The visit highlighted the importance of continuing to apply the mission, financial, market, 
and academic lens before expanding or continuing programs. 
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Jackson Community College 
Visit Context 

The visit examined how governance and planning systems support sustainability beyond grant 
funding. 

Working Definition of Sustainability 

Sustainability is the capacity to sustain, adapt, or sunset programs based on data‑informed 
evaluation. 

Program Development and Adaptation 

A Program Vitality Committee guides program decisions using enrollment and labor market data. 

Challenges 

Reliance on specialized staff and managing multiple review cycles. 

Funding and Resource Model 

Hybrid budgeting and zero‑based review align resources with priorities. 

Apprenticeship and Employer Integration 

Apprenticeship infrastructure is built with institutional and Perkins funding. 

Sustainability Profile Summary 

Jackson exemplifies a systems‑driven sustainability model. 

Sustainability Recommendations 

1. Rely on formal Program Vitality processes for sustainability decisions 
The visit reinforced continued use of the Program Vitality Committee as the primary venue 
for deciding whether programs should be sustained, adapted, or sunset—rather than 
relying on grant momentum or informal advocacy.  

2. Reduce dependence on individual staff knowledge by strengthening systems 
Notes and transcripts explicitly identified the risk of knowledge concentration and 
recommended further institutionalization of processes so sustainability decisions do not 
depend on specific individuals.  

3. Align grant activity more deliberately with long-term budgeting structures 
A recurring recommendation was to continue tying grants to hybrid and zero-based 
budgeting processes so that long-term cost implications are visible early.  

4. Continue using Perkins and institutional funds to build durable apprenticeship 
infrastructure 
Apprenticeship infrastructure was recommended as something that should not be 
grant-dependent, reinforcing long-term continuity.  
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Kansas City Kansas Community College (KCKCC) 
Visit Context 

The site visit focused on employer‑driven workforce models emphasizing repeatable program 
design and shared ownership. 

Working Definition of Sustainability 

Sustainability is defined as continuation through employer investment, tuition support, and 
scalable delivery. 

Program Development and Adaptation 

Programs are designed for replication across employers, using non‑credit pilots to inform credit 
pathways. 

Challenges 

Scaling programs while maintaining staffing capacity and quality. 

Funding and Resource Model 

Employer cost‑sharing and cohort purchases complement grant start‑up funding. 

Apprenticeship and Employer Integration 

Registered Apprenticeship anchors sustainability through employer financial commitment. 

Sustainability Profile Summary 

KCKCC demonstrates an employer‑anchored sustainability model. 

Sustainability Recommendations 

1. Use employer cohort purchasing to stabilize enrollment and revenue 
A clear recommendation was to continue—and expand—the practice of selling full cohorts 
to employers (rather than individual seats), which guarantees fill rates and reduces 
financial volatility. 

2. Leverage employers to offset faculty recruitment and retention pressures 
Visit notes explicitly referenced the wage gap between industry and faculty salaries and 
recommended deeper employer investment (e.g., shared instructors, industry-supported 
faculty roles) to mitigate this constraint. 

3. Let industry demand, not enrollment alone, drive program prioritization 
Leadership discussions emphasized the recommendation to avoid launching or sustaining 
programs unless industry demand data justified the investment—even if student interest 
existed. 

4. Use apprenticeship as both a delivery and sustainability mechanism 
Apprenticeship was repeatedly cited as a recommended way to slow unsustainable growth, 
pace scale, and ensure employer accountability. 
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Sustainability Checklist for Community Colleges Seeking 
Federal Funding 
A Practical Guide from Pre‑Award Through a 4‑Year Grant Lifecycle 

PRE‑AWARD: Sustainability Starts Before You Apply 
Strong applications treat sustainability as a throughline connecting program design, 
partnerships, governance, and long-term institutional capacity—not as a standalone 
compliance section. 

Program Design & Readiness 

 Program aligns clearly with institutional mission and strategic priorities 
 Program builds transferable skills, not narrow or short‑term job titles 
 Credit and non‑credit pathways are intentionally connected and planned 
 Program can exist within current governance, staffing, and policy structures 
 Equipment acquisition and curriculum development timelines can meet employer and 

grant timeline requirements 

Institutional Commitment 

 Cabinet‑level or dean‑level leadership is aware of and supports the initiative 
 Roles and responsibilities are clear beyond the grant period 
 Grant activities complement—not replace—core institutional functions 
 Staffing model is realistic beyond the grant period 

Employer & Workforce Alignment 

 Employers involved before the application (design, not just endorsement) 
 Employer roles include co-design, financial participation, and faculty identification 
 Employer demand validated through more than job postings alone 
 Pathways to internships, apprenticeships, or hiring are realistic and feasible 

Finding the Right Opportunity 

 Funding opportunity aligns with what the college already does well 
 Grant does not require creation of unsustainable positions or structures 
 Reporting, data, and compliance requirements are manageable 

Application Development 

 Sustainability plan does not rely on “future grant funding” 
 Post‑grant ownership (department, division, employer, budget line) is clearly identified 
 Budget reflects gradual institutional absorption or transition 

GRANT PERIOD: Refinement & Capacity Building 
Sustainable programs are built through alignment, not substitution—alignment with mission, 
employers, students, governance, and long‑term capacity. 
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YEAR 1: Build the Foundation 
Implementation & Infrastructure 

 Program embedded within existing departments or workforce units 
 Faculty, staff, and partners understand how the program fits institutionally 
 Data systems established for enrollment, completion, and outcomes 

Employer Engagement 

 Advisory structures activated and meeting regularly 
 Employers engaged in curriculum feedback and delivery where appropriate 

Early Sustainability Signals 

 Non‑credit pilots or modular offerings tested for demand 
 Early articulation or stackability pathways drafted 
 Begin answering: “What continues if grant funding ends tomorrow?” 

YEAR 2: Validate and Adjust 
Program Performance 

 Data systems track enrollment, completion, and employment outcomes 
 Enrollment trends reviewed alongside student interest indicators 
 Curriculum adjusted based on employer and student feedback 
 Faculty capacity and workload reviewed realistically 

Institutional Integration 

 Program included in annual budgeting or planning conversations 
 Marketing and recruitment aligned with institutional channels 
 Early discussions begin about post‑grant funding or ownership 

Risk Management 

 Identify barriers to scale (faculty, equipment, policy, enrollment) 
 Adjust scope or delivery model if assumptions prove inaccurate 

YEAR 3: Institutionalize What Works 
Sustainability Transition 

 Governance processes guide scale, redesign, or sunset decisions 
 Successful components integrated into core operations or revenue models 
 Employer contributions (cash, in‑kind, apprenticeships) formalized where possible 
 Non‑credit offerings refined to support long‑term demand 

Governance & Policy 

 Program included in formal program review or vitality processes 
 Decisions documented: grow, adapt, integrate, or sunset 

Replication & Learning 
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 Lessons learned documented for internal and external audiences 
 Practices shared across departments or partner institutions 

YEAR 4: Prepare for Post‑Grant Continuity 
Post‑Grant Readiness 

 Clear answer to: “What continues if grant funding ends tomorrow?” 
 Program leadership and staffing stabilized 
 Employer commitments formalized beyond the grant end date 
 Budget plan finalized beyond grant period 

Evidence & Storytelling 

 Outcomes documented beyond compliance metrics 
 Employer and student voices captured 
 Sustainability narrative aligned with institutional strategy 

Future Positioning 

 Program positioned for evolution as industry needs change 
 Grant experience strengthens—not distorts—future funding strategy 
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Sustainability Questions to Consider Alongside the Checklist 
The answers to these questions serve as a sustainability profile for your institution, department, 
or program. 

1. If grant funding ended tomorrow, what continues — and why? 

• Which programs continue because employers are buying cohorts or guaranteeing 
seats? 

• Which positions persist because employers are directly providing instructional staff? 
• Which activities stop because they rely solely on time-limited curriculum development 

or equipment purchases? 

2. How is employer demand formally translated into institutional priority? 

• Is employer demand explicitly referenced in: 
o strategic planning documents? 
o annual program review? 
o leadership or board-level prioritization decisions? 

• What data are reviewed (enrollment, completions, credit hours generated, placement) 
before deciding to invest, support, or sunset a program? 

3. Is the program designed for repeatability or for a single employer? 

• Does the curriculum emphasize generalizable, transferable learning outcomes? 
• Can the same curriculum be adapted for multiple employers with minimal redesign? 
• Are MOUs, RAP documents, and approval processes templated (“rinse and repeat”)? 

4. Where does the program live on the credit–noncredit continuum? 

• Can the program launch quickly in non-credit if speed is required? 
• Is there a clear, intentional pathway into credit (certificate, AAS, 2+2)? 
• Are credentials designed to avoid stranded non-credit outcomes? 

5. What financial levers support long-term sustainability? 

• Are employers contributing financially through: 
o cohort purchases? 
o instructional staffing? 
o equipment donations? 

• Are alternative mechanisms used (e.g., redirecting adjunct pay to the foundation) to 
create ongoing support? 

• Are students able to access Pell, state promise, or workforce funds to reduce reliance 
on grants? 

6. What limits scale — and how are those limits addressed? 

• What are the current constraints on: 
o lab space? 
o equipment availability? 
o instructor capacity? 



  Page 30 of 33 

• Are employers helping solve these constraints (e.g., funding instructors, sharing space, 
donating equipment)? 

• Is there a plan to grow instructional talent internally when industry wages outpace 
academia? 

7. How central is apprenticeship to the sustainability strategy? 

• Is registered apprenticeship used as: 
o funding mechanism? 
o an employer-commitment mechanism? 
o a curriculum-alignment mechanism? 

• Does the institution act as a multi-employer intermediary to reduce employer burden 
and increase adoption? 

8. How are employers engaged beyond initial program launch? 

• Do advisory committees: 
o meet regularly? 
o include decision-makers, not just technical staff? 
o influence curriculum and equipment decisions? 

• Are employers expected to participate long-term, not just during grant periods? 

9. How is internal alignment maintained? 

• Is there: 
o a clear internal point of contact for employers? 
o shared language across leadership, faculty, and staff about RAP, credit, and 

workforce processes? 
• Are difficult conversations about feasibility, capacity, and timelines happening early 

and transparently? 

10. What signals indicate a program should not be sustained? [Add institutional-specific 
markers] 

• Declining or absent employer demand 
• Lack of employer financial or staffing commitment 
• Inability to scale beyond a single cohort or partner 
• Persistent misalignment between academic capacity and industry speed 

 

 


	EVHUB_Cover
	Master_Report_Sustaining_Workforce_Programs_Full
	Executive Summary
	Executive Brief
	Why Sustainability Matters
	Cross-Site Findings: What Sustains Programs
	Preeminent Practices from the Field
	Implications for AACC, DOL, and Community Colleges
	Conclusion

	Notable Trends and Best‑Practice Signals Across the Four Colleges
	1. Sustainability Is Treated as Institutional Embedding, Not Post‑Grant Survival
	2. Employer Co‑Investment Emerges as a Primary Sustainability Lever
	3. Governance and Program Vitality Processes Function as Sustainability Infrastructure
	4. Credit–Noncredit Integration Is Used Strategically to Balance Speed and Stability
	5. Transferable Skill Design Is Used to Hedge Against Demand Uncertainty
	6. Intentional Pacing Is Valued Over Rapid Expansion
	7. Faculty Capacity Is Recognized as a Structural Constraint

	Lessons for the Field
	Heartland Community College
	Hudson Valley Community College (HVCC)
	Jackson Community College
	Kansas City Kansas Community College (KCKCC)

	Recurring Sustainability Challenges
	1. Faculty Recruitment and Retention
	2. Mismatch Between the Speed of Industry and the Speed of the Institution
	3. Staffing Capacity and Knowledge Concentration
	4. Scaling Programs Without Sacrificing Quality
	5. Equipment Costs and Rapid Technology Change
	6. Measuring and Predicting Student Demand
	7. Administrative and Governance Complexity

	Field‑Level Recommendations
	1. Shift Sustainability Expectations from “Post‑Grant Funding” to “Institutional Capacity”
	2. Explicitly Recognize Faculty Recruitment and Retention as a Structural Constraint
	3. Encourage Employer Co‑Ownership as a Sustainability Mechanism, Not Just Engagement
	4. Normalize Slower, Disciplined Program Scaling
	5. Elevate Governance and Program Vitality Processes as Sustainability Infrastructure
	6. Promote Transferable Skill Design to Hedge Against Demand Uncertainty
	7. Acknowledge That Sustainability Is a Process, Not a Static Outcome

	What Sustainability Means for Grant Applicants
	Before You Apply
	During Program Design
	During the Grant Period
	What Reviewers Are Increasingly Looking For

	Sustainability Checklist for Community Colleges
	Policy Memo: What Sustains Workforce Programs Beyond Grant Funding
	Policy Memo: Aligning Sustainability Expectations in DOL Workforce Grants
	Site Profiles
	Heartland Community College
	Hudson Valley Community College (HVCC)
	Jackson Community College
	Kansas City Kansas Community College (KCKCC)

	Sustainability Checklist for Community Colleges Seeking Federal Funding
	PRE‑AWARD: Sustainability Starts Before You Apply
	GRANT PERIOD: Refinement & Capacity Building
	YEAR 1: Build the Foundation
	YEAR 2: Validate and Adjust
	YEAR 3: Institutionalize What Works
	YEAR 4: Prepare for Post‑Grant Continuity


	Sustainability Questions to Consider Alongside the Checklist


