
Gateway to College program  
gives students a second chance  
to earn their high school diploma, 
improving college readiness
Gateway to College at Camden County College

Overview
In September 2011, the Gateway to College program at Camden County College 
in New Jersey opened its doors to help out-of-school youth simultaneously 
earn a high school diploma and Camden County College credits toward an 
associate’s degree or certificate. Part of the Gateway to College National 
Network, the program works in close collaboration with the Camden City 
School District, the Pennsauken School District, and Camden County College. 
The Camden Gateway program offers an array of support services to help 
students achieve academic success and improve college readiness. The 
program’s commitment to developing the whole student has paid off. For  
the last three years, the graduation rate for seniors has been 100 percent. 
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Challenge
Camden City, New Jersey, faces many of the same challenges that 
other urban areas confront, including socioeconomic hardships. 
From 2009 to 2013, 39.8 percent of the population was living  
below the poverty level, compared to 10.4 percent in New Jersey  
as a whole. 

The Camden Gateway to College program was launched to help 
students facing socioeconomic struggles such as homelessness 
and teenage pregnancy, as well as students for whom a traditional 
high school was not the right fit, improve college readiness. “Our 
objective is to give young people a second opportunity,” explained 
Dr. Irvin Sweeney, director of the program. “Those who may along 
the way not have achieved their high school diplomas for whatever 
reason, whether they dropped out of high school or find themselves 
behind in credits, we bring them into a collegiate environment, give 
them an opportunity to earn their high school diploma, and, at the 
same time, earn some college credits.”

To help students succeed, the program focuses on the total 
development of each student. In the words of Scott Oliver, lead 
resource specialist, it provides students with a “safe haven.”

Solution
The goal of the Camden Gateway to College program is to help 
learners achieve college readiness and become successful college 
students and members of the workforce. While the start-up was 
originally funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the 
program now primarily receives funding from its partner school 
districts as well as in-kind services from Camden County College  
and training and technical services from its national network. 
Camden Gateway, a scholarship program, pays for students’  
tuition and books. 

Candidates for the program must be between the ages of sixteen 
and nineteen, live within the boundaries of the Camden City School 
District or the Pennsauken School District, be out of school or behind 
in credits for their grade level, and be able to read at an 8th-grade 
level or higher. They undergo a rigorous application process because 
the program requires a high level of commitment; students, as well 
as their families, must be prepared to make sacrifices, to change. 

On average, seventy-five to eighty students are enrolled in the 
program each year, and it takes students one to two years to 
graduate. The program operates on a college schedule and gives 
students multiple opportunities to graduate, as opposed to a 
traditional high school. Students take Foundation term courses, 
which include reading, writing, math, an academic lab, and a  
college experience class. They are enrolled as Camden County 
College students to earn credits for a high school diploma and  
work toward an associate’s degree or certificate. 
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City/State 

Camden, New Jersey

Administrators/Instructors

13

Enrollment

73 students

Ethnicity

  53% African American/Black

  38% Hispanic/Latino

  9% Other

PROFILE



In addition to attending college classes and courses that are unique 
to the Gateway program, students use GradPoint®, a set of online 
courses and services now part of the Pearson Connexus™ suite of 
offerings, aligned to the Common Core State Standards, for credit 
recovery. Approximately 95 percent of all students are assigned 
at least one GradPoint course as they complete the requirements 
to earn their high school diploma, and these courses account for 
approximately 25 percent of the overall high school credits earned  
in the program. 

GradPoint, a web-based solution, provides flexibility and 
personalized learning. “It enables you to work at your own pace  
and to accelerate yourself if you so desire. It enables you to work 
from a remote location,” Sweeney explained. GradPoint allows 
students to use whatever free time they have to gain the credits  
they need, a particularly helpful feature for students who work  
part-time or who contend with difficult circumstances that prevent 
them from attending classes on location.

The Camden Gateway program makes great demands on students. 
The staff holds students to high standards and does not “make  
any excuses for failure,” according to Gwendolyn Mickens, a  
parent of a Camden Gateway graduate and a former writing 
instructor in the program. As both a parent and an instructor, 
Mickens saw how the program teaches students to take 
responsibility for their own education. 

Seventeen-year-old Melissa Volkert learned that “you’ve got to 
help yourself.” Melissa enrolled in the program because a medical 
condition made a traditional high school schedule challenging. The 
program helped her gain self-confidence and put her on the path 
to achieving her goal of becoming a dietician. “A large portion of 
students’ success,” according to Sweeney, “is dependent on getting 
them to understand that they can succeed.”

Support services are therefore an intrinsic part of the program and 
a key to its success. Each student is assigned a resource specialist, 
and the program offers personal counseling, academic advising, and 
referrals to resources such as tutoring and health services. Projects 
such as Dress for Success, in which students receive a complete suit 
at the end, prepare students for the world of work. Field trips and 
guest speakers help expand students’ horizons. The staff makes 
sure that students have a secondary readiness plan by the time they 
receive their high school diploma so they can continue on to further 
education, a career, or military service.

Pointing out the window of her office at a counseling center, which 
looked out on a bridge and Camden County College, Mickens would 
tell students, “Those buildings are bridges to your future. There’s 
more than just your corner store, than just your local neighborhood. 
There’s a whole world out there. And Gateway to College is truly a 
connection to that world.”

Instructors like Mickens serve as counselors and advocates as 
well, fully invested in their students and putting in extra hours to 
support them in any way that they can. “They really care about you,” 
said Melissa. “I could stop in whenever I wanted to and they’d drop 
whatever they were doing and help me.”
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A large portion of 

students’ success is 

dependent on getting 

them to understand that 

they can succeed.

—Dr. Irvin Sweeney 
Director, Gateway to College 
 at Camden County College

The program turned my 

life around. I’m on track. 

Second chances do exist.

—Melissa Volkert 
Student, Gateway to College  
at Camden County College



Results
In just four years, the Camden Gateway program has achieved 
impressive results in helping students gain their high school 
diploma and college readiness. Students have maintained their 
commitment to their studies, as shown by the data. From 2011 
to 2014, the average attendance rate was over 94 percent. The 
persistence/retention rate was 85.6 percent, one of the highest in 
the nation, according to the Gateway to College National Network. 

From 2013 to 2015, the program achieved a 100 percent high 
school graduation rate for seniors, with forty-nine students 
graduating in 2013, fifty-five graduating in 2014, and forty-one 
graduating in 2015 (see Figure 1). Of the 2013 and 2014 graduates, 
84.6 percent either enrolled in college or enlisted in the military.  
In 2015, approximately 87.5 percent of graduates have indicated 
an interest in enrolling in college or enlisting in the military.

Camden Gateway students have also been recognized nationally. 
In 2014, two students were selected to attend the GradNation 
Summit in Washington, D.C. One of the students introduced 
Senator Cory Booker, the featured speaker, and the other was a 
presenter at the summit. Two students represented the Camden 
Gateway program at the Gateway to College National Network’s 
2013 Peer Learning Conference in St. Louis, and five students 
attended the 2014 conference in Boston.

Melissa Volkert completed the program in one year, graduating 
in June 2015. She will continue her education at Camden County 
College. When Melissa first heard about the program, she thought, 
“This place is too good to be true.” But she learned that everything 
she was told about the program was indeed true. “The program 
turned my life around. I’m on track,” she remarked. “Second 
chances do exist.”

Rachel Haston, Kathryn’s mother, said that Kathryn’s older siblings 
agree with her. “They envy Kathryn. They feel like college is going 
to be a breeze for her.”
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Learning 
makes
us

Learning is a journey of discovery, challenge,  
and wonder. Along the way, we are transformed. 
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For more information about digital learning solutions, visit

pearsoned.com/transforming-learning

FIGURE 1

http://www.pearsoned.com/prek-12-education/topics-in-prek-12-education/online-and-blended-learning/

