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Executive Summary

The Catalyze Challenge seeks to inspire a reimagining of the K-12 educational experience, 
focusing on career-connected learning as a means of expanding economic opportunity and 
lifelong success to all students.  

The Challenge offers grants of up to $500,000 for applicants to design, pilot, and launch 
innovative solutions that support students in accessing economic opportunity through 
career-connected learning and experiences. Grants will fund novel and inventive ideas for 
career-connected learning at middle and high schools, and programs supporting the 
transition to early college coursework (i.e., grades 13 and 14). 

OVERVIEW
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Design Question

How might we reimagine education for young people               
in grades 6-14 to better prepare them to access                

career success and economic opportunity?

 Winning programs will successfully answer the following design question: 

Target Population: 
Students grades 6-14

$500K



The Opportunity

Too many people in the U.S. spend their early years in the labor market financially unstable, 
pessimistic about the future, and without access to a path to economic prosperity. This is 
especially true for students of color and other historically underserved groups, who 
experience higher rates of unemployment and lower salaries than their peers across all 
postsecondary education levels. While a two or four-year college degree still provides a 
significant long-term advantage, it does not guarantee a good early career outcome. Data 
show that ~40% of recent college grads1 are working in jobs that don't require a degree. At 
the same time, data show that career-focused experiences are vital for longer term success.

Career-connected learning plays a crucial role in improving the connection between 
education and employment. It has been linked with higher graduation rates, better early 
career employment outcomes, and greater lifetime earnings. Fortunately, today’s young 
people embrace college and career. They want educational experiences that help them build 
the skills, knowledge, and mindsets to prepare them for lifelong career success. They want 
reliable information and access to professional networks. Particularly since the pandemic, 
young people have demonstrated an entrepreneurial spirit and an intention to design their 
own path—one that no longer creates divergent futures for those who have and have not 
graduated from college. 

The Catalyze Challenge was developed to take advantage of this moment and, by doing so, 
increase the economic opportunity available to young people in the U.S. because all 
students will benefit when we build career-focused experiences into our education 
system. 
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OVERVIEW

Providing Access to 
Social Capital

Providing access to 
social capital and 
networking skills 
necessary for upward 
mobility

Strengthening Employer 
Engagement

Strengthening the 
connection and 
signaling between 
employers and 
educators

Promoting Credentials 
of Value

Providing education 
and training pathways 
such as work-based 
learning opportunities 
and earn-and-learn

Gaps in the grade 6-14 landscape...

Exploring Careers and 
Occupational Identity 

Enabling students to 
identify and explore 
career opportunities 
that match their 
interests and aptitudes

...as examples of opportunities for innovation

1 New York Federal Reserve Bank
 

https://www.newyorkfed.org/research/college-labor-market/college-labor-market_underemployment_rates.html
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AWARDS
Award Categories

The Catalyze Challenge will give awards in two categories: Accelerate and Ignite. 

Additional Benefits for Winners

In addition to receiving financial assistance, Catalyze Challenge winners will: 

● Receive nationwide recognition, press, and exposure for their work
● Build relationships with other entrepreneurs and funders focused on launching 

similar programs nationwide
● Have the opportunity to participate in a research program focused on 

understanding and measuring innovation and the most effective solutions in the 
education-to-career field

Ignite Award

The Ignite Award is for early-stage ideas 
or programs that need support with 
program planning, research, or design. 
Funds may be used for a wide range of 
development activities, such as: 

● Learner or market research
● Program planning
● Community engagement

Winners of the Ignite Award will receive up 
to $50,000 in grant funding for a 1-year 
grant. 

The Accelerate Award is for solutions that 
are ready for pilot or implementation. 
Funds may be used for:  

● Program implementation in the 
designated school year

● Pilot program development with 
target student audience

● Expansion of relevant features or 
components of an existing program

Winners of the Accelerate Award will 
receive up to $500,000 in grant funding 
for a 1-2-year grant. 

Accelerate Award



Now is the time to reimagine K-12 education and shine a spotlight on career-focused 
innovations that expand economic opportunity and lifelong success for all students.

The Catalyze Challenge is designed for organizations working to design, pilot, and launch 
models and programs that expand career-connected learning and drive equitable economic 
opportunities for youth. Successful applications will:
● Center on inventive or novel approaches to creating economic opportunity through 

career-connected learning
● Serve students currently enrolled in grades 6-14; or serve young people 

disconnected from education at these grade levels
● Demonstrate a deep understanding of how the solution serves at least one 

historically underserved community  
● Display a potential for direct impact on learners

In addition, successful Accelerate programs will have demonstrate: 
● Commitment to a defined target audience 
● Detailed implementation plan (or existing pilot program)
● Viable financial model for operations

Applicant Types

Programs may focus on any aspect of career-connected learning serving students through 
grades 6-14, including but not limited to career exploration and navigation, social capital, 
career-relevant instruction and curricula, work-based learning experiences, credentials, 
non-college paths, or other models and programs that enhance students’ career readiness 
through both postsecondary education and work. Applicant organizations can include, but 
are not limited to: 
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APPLICANTS & ELIGIBILITY

School districts and 
local school leaders

Charter schools and 
charter management 

organizations

Postsecondary 
institutions

Nonprofit organizations 
and associations

Small, medium, and 
enterprise employers

For-profit companies, 
including education 

technology companies

Government leaders 
and state agencies
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APPLICANTS & ELIGIBILITY

Ignite Award

● Any individual or organization, 
including tax-exempt organizations 
and for-profit entities

● Individuals and for-profit applicants 
may need to meet additional 
eligibility criteria as defined in the 
Grant Agreement

● Organizations designated by the 
IRS as a tax-exempt organization 
(for-profits, individuals, and 
organizations awaiting 
determination are eligible only when 
partnering with a benefitting 
tax-exempt organization)

● Organizations implementing 
programs in the relevant school 
year (e.g., Applications submitted in 
August 2021 for funding in School 
Year 2021-22)

Accelerate Award

Eligibility

Organizations fulfilling the following eligibility requirements for each track are welcome to 
apply to the Catalyze Challenge: 

While all are welcome and encouraged to apply, we will give priority to programs and 
entrepreneurs that are responsive to and embedded in their local communities. 
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Challenge Timeline & Evaluation 
The Catalyze Challenge will run from June 2021 through February 2022, accepting program 
applications and distributing grants along two tracks (Accelerate and Ignite Awards). We will 
select and fund the first round of programs in late September 2021 and second round in 
early 2022.  

Successful Accelerate applicants’ programs must be implemented in the relevant school 
year. For applications submitted in August 2021, programs must impact students in the 
school year 2021-2022. Programs submitted for consideration in the Fall 2021 grant 
distribution cycles will serve students in the school year 2022-2023. 

Evaluation Criteria

Successful applicants for both the Accelerate and Ignite tracks will:
● Have a unique solution to career-connected learning 
● Demonstrate community demand and input from students and families served
● Possess the experience and skills to execute

In addition to the above, Accelerate Award winners’ programs will display a/an:
● Good potential for adoption
● Reasonable financial model 
● Ability to deliver impact to students

Award Timelines
  

Applications 
open

Applications 
close

Dates to be 
announced

School Year 2021-2022 (Summer 2021)

School Year 2022-23 (Fall 2021)

June 24 August 15

Fall 2021

Finalist
interviews 
(30-minute 

Zoom)

Early September

Grantees 
notified

Early 2022

Grantees 
notified

Late September

Grantee 
selection / 

due diligence

Mid-September
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Challenge Timeline & Evaluation 
Selection Process

After the application close date, the Challenge selection process will follow the steps below: 

1. First evaluation round: Applications will go through a first round of review by a 
diverse panel of evaluators representing educators, communities, investors, and 
entrepreneurs.

2. Finalist selection: A high-quality set of finalists will be selected based on evaluator 
feedback.

3. Second evaluation round: Finalists will be notified and participate in a live interview 
with a decision committee via video conference.

4. Winner selection and notification: Winners will be selected by the decision 
committee and notified via email.

All winners must sign a Grant Agreement in order to receive funding.

Supplemental Requirements

In addition to participating in the Challenge evaluation process, Challenge winners will be 
required to: 

● Complete a survey that will contribute to research and evaluation supported by the 
funding organizations;

● Complete and submit interim and final grant narrative and budget reports outlining 
goals and objectives and results to date; and

● Share impact metrics and related data and implementation milestones with funders 
and a designated third-party research organization for one to three years following 
the Challenge.
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Challenge sponsors & partners
Catalyze Challenge Sponsors

The Challenge is a collaborative funding initiative co-sponsored by American Student 
Assistance (ASA), Charter School Growth Fund (CSGF), and the Walton Family Foundation.

Catalyze Challenge Partners

Management Partners

Management partners leverage their expertise in program design, innovation, and 
communications to deliver the Challenge experience and build on its success.

Affiliate Partners

Affiliate Partners bring unique experiences and perspectives to advise on and advance 
specific objectives of the Challenge, including the core focus on serving historically 
underserved communities. 

Narrative Partners

Narrative Partners, to be announced in summer 2021, will leverage their reach and 
communications channels to promote Challenge winners and extend the Challenge 
message. 

  


