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Good afternoon, and thank you for the opportunity to speak to you
today. | am Dr. Whitney Oakley, proud superintendent of Guilford

County Schoos.

First, | want to thank you for your service to public education. The
people in this room do extremely important work to support our
schools and ensure that we are good stewards of taxpayer dollars.
Your work truly makes a difference. Every decision you make
impacts how effectively we can serve our students, families and

staff.

One of the shared commitments we made in Guilford County
Schools as part of our strategic direction was to operate efficiently

to maximize resources for students, and you know better than most



what a challenge that can be. That commitment to efficiency

became even more critical as federal pandemic relief funds ended.

When we were faced with the sunsetting of ESSER funds, we took a
hard look at the programs we were funding in GCS. This was a
monumental effort that involved all Central Office departments,
including Finance. The Finance department has to be a part of all
major decisions involving programs that support our students.
Public education, while free to our students, can be quite expensive
to our districts. We needed to think through what made financial

sense to continue, and what didn’t.

We looked at the district’s initiatives, from our celebrated high-
dosage tutoring program to our districtwide Employee of the Month
program, to quantify and prioritize their impact on students and

staff in alignment with our strategic direction. Through this year-long
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process, we consolidated from 121 initiatives to just 51 with the

most proven results.

As federal funding diminished, we made thoughtful decisions about
the programs to cut and ways to modify and sustain the ones that
were working. For example, high-dosage tutoring was restructured
to serve the students who were shown to benefit the most, which
resulted in literacy for K-3 students and math for middle school
students. We changed our high school Learning Hubs program to
serve only Title | schools. We stopped offering hiring and attendance

bonuses for certain employee groups.

You know as well as | do that our people are our greatest investment
and our greatest budget expense, so we’ve adjusted the caseloads
for the employees who serve our Exceptional Children and our

English Learners.



These were not easy choices and not always ideal outcomes, but
we know they were the most fiscally responsible and effective
decisions we could make based on our data as we examined
programs that were showing the most return on investment. So |
invite you to ask yourselves, what is the return on investment for

your district initiatives?

At the same time, we grappled with the truth we are all facing -
declining enrollment. There are many reasons we are seeing this,
from private school vouchers to the increase in charter schools, to

the simple fact that families are having fewer children.

But we knew there were things we could do to retain as much of our
market share as we could, and so we launched the Guilford

Experience — a three-pronged approach involving a team of nearly



100 employees. The three teams tackled areas where we believed
we could make improvements to increase enrollment — including

customer service, marketing, and program alignment.

We have smart people working for us, and when we asked them to
work together and solve problems creatively, they delivered. This

work continues in smaller groups through our strategic initiatives.

This reevaluation work has also meant taking a hard look at the
number of schools we operate and taking the unpopular route to
close schools that are small and unlikely to grow. These are hard
conversations to have with families and staff, but they are a
necessary part of right-sizing a district that did not always have a

long-term plan for facilities, as we do know.



In 2020, and again in 2022, our community supported two bond
referendums totaling $2 billion dollars. At the time, it was the largest

ever bond investment in North Carolina history.

But | don’t have to tell you that a lot has changed in our economy
since the pandemic. We’ve had to reset expectations for what our

bond dollars can do and refine our project scope and sequence.

Still, we are moving forward with new and renovated buildings that
meet today’s standards for learning environments and building
efficiency. To date, since 2020, we’ve opened six schools (Peeler-
Hampton VPA, Kiser Middle, Claxton, Foust, Peck and Brooks
Elementary Schools) with three more under construction (Sumner,
Allen Jay and Sternberger Elementary Schools) and three in the

design phase (Erwin Montessori, Lindley, and Swann VPA.) These



are investments that will serve our community now and for decades

to come.

We’ve also set aside bond money to make critical upgrades at
schools that won’t get a new building in the near future. These
investments strengthen safety, security, and technology at all
schools so that every student benefits from safer, more secure and

better-equipped learning environments.

Strong schools build strong communities, and we are proud of the
progress we have made to give our students and staff buildings that

are accommodating, accessible and future ready.

In many ways, our school districtis an economic engine for our

communities. And that’s not just because we’re often the largest



employer, or because of the work we create through construction
and other vendor work. That same growth and investment is visible

across Guilford County.

In this 650-square-mile county, we have seen tremendous industrial
growth, from the Toyota battery plant to our south, to Boom
Supersonic and Jet Zero to the northwest, to the Publix and future

Food Lion distribution centers to our east.

Guilford County businesses are booming, and we are making sure

our students reap the benefits of that marketplace.

Academically, our students are achieving great things. The
graduation rate for the Class of 2025 stayed nearly constant at

92.1%. For most of the past 10 years, GCS has consistently had a



higher graduation rate than the State of North Carolina (87.7%), and

all other large districts in our state.

That same class of 2025 also earned a record high of more than
$233 million in scholarships and grants, up from $183 million the

year before.

We’ve also seen a trend for our students to participate in programs
that give them a jump start on their futures. Last year, GCS students
earned more than 12,000 career credentials through our CTE
pathways and took more than 10,000 college courses through the

Career and College Promise program.

Our students are showing us that they are ready to take that first

step toward their future, be it college or career.



However, it is also true that many students graduate without full
knowledge of what they want to do next. Nationally, 72% of students
say they don’t feel prepared for life after high school, and 77% say
they would have been more engaged if they had known what their
strengths were, according to data from the YouScience post-

graduation readiness report.

And more and more students are choosing to avoid college debt and
forego a four-year degree. In 2019, 55% of graduates were headed
to college, whereas in 2024, that number had dropped to only 35%,

a steep decline in such a short period of time.

So, as we took a hard look at these facts, it became clear that
Guilford County Schools can be the solution to workforce

development in this area. When our students have an
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understanding of their strengths and interests, and when we equip
them with the skills that meet the demands of today’s job market,
we’re not just preparing them for high-wage careers — we’re fueling
economic growth, supporting families and strengthening the future

of our entire community.

We can end generational poverty and prepare our graduates for
successful futures, while also meeting the needs of the businesses

that are choosing Guilford County.

With this knowledge, we created The Guilford Guarantee, our
promise that every student — not just a few — can graduate with at
least a semester’s worth of college credits up to an associate’s
degree or an industry-recognized credential, or a meaningful
workplace experience like an internship, apprenticeship, or job

shadowing.
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We are working closely with our community college network and
transportation partners to make sure that students can earn college
credit and career credentials for free, while still in high school. They
can pursue fields such as mechantronics or pharmacy tech or

aviation and earn credentials that employers are seeking.

Students can also transfer those credits and enroll in four-year
colleges, where they might earn degrees in pharmacy or engineering

or aviation management.

Another option is that students can enroll in one of our six Signature
Career Academies, where hands-on learning connects to career
pathways; from transportation and logistics to computer science, to
advanced manufacturing and engineering. In these programs,

students are working with expert instructors and gaining real-world
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experiences that directly connect them to lucrative jobs right here in

Guilford County.

But before students can take any of those steps, they have to know
that these career fields exist and also know whether they are suited

for them.

That's why we start early, helping our elementary students get
curious and excited about the world of work. Then in middle school,
that curiosity turns into exploration. In 7th grade, our students take
an assessment through YouScience to help them develop their
career development plan. It’s a series of brain games that show
students their strengths and then pairs them with careers that

interest them and that they would be successful in.
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This information can help them explore magnet school options,
select CTE pathways and take partin college classes, depending on

their future goals.

Students revisit the YouScience assessment in 10" grade to see
what has changed and really zero in on a plan that works for them.
Students can spend their final high school years fully connected to
the paths they’ve chosen and graduate with a solid plan for their

future.

By redefining career pathways and investing in infrastructure and
technology, we are ensuring our students don’t just get jobs; they

will thrive in future careers.
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Research shows that access to postsecondary education in the U.S.
remains inequitable. Students from low-income families are only
half as likely to earn a postsecondary credential by age 26
compared to their higher-income peers. This gap is even wider for
students of color and first-generation collegegoers, who face

disproportionately lower rates of success.

As a district, we have the opportunity—and the responsibility—to
change these outcomes while students are still enrolled in GCS. By
accelerating their pathways to postsecondary credentials, we can

directly impact their economic mobility.

When we coordinate efforts at the district level, we can remove
barriers and open doors to workforce-aligned credentials and

college coursework — and clear pathways that put students on
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track for success. Together, we can ensure our students have

equitable access to opportunities that lead to meaningful futures.

We know the Guilford Guarantee has the power to transform
learning and life outcomes for our students and strengthen our local
economy. We also believe it has the potential to redefine what’s
possible in public education — showing that when access and

opportunity align, every student can thrive.

Parents want their children to have a future that not only nurtures
their passions but also allows them to become independent and

financially secure.

Today, K12 education is a competitive marketplace, and it’s

incumbent upon us to offer the best possible educational
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experience and tell our story boldly with the most people possible.
Public education is still the only place that welcomes and accepts

all students, and that mission is critically important.

We believe we offer a world-class education that serves all families,
because it serves all students. Regardless of their starting point,
each child in GCS can discover who they were meant to be and take
the first steps into their future before graduation while they are with

us.

I’ve given you a lot of information today, but | want to leave you with
a story. Bo Nguyen (win) graduated last year from Kearns Academy.
He had always been a hands-on learner and loved working on cars

or construction projects with his dad.
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He enrolled at Kearns Academy, a Signature Career Academy in
High Point that focuses on computer science. But he realized that
computers weren’t his thing — he wanted something a bit more

hands on.

In his sophomore year, a recent Kearns graduate came to talk to one

of his classes about his career in welding. Bo was intrigued. He took

a career management class at Kearns and then applied for dual

enrollment at GTCC, where he took three welding classes.

He had built relationships with his teachers, like history teacher
Forrest Littleton and Heather Jones, a former counselor at Kearns
who now works at GTCC as a student success coach. Both adults
saw the potential in Bo and encouraged him to try his hand at

something new, even if it wasn’t the school’s area of focus.
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Even though he could have graduated early, he stayed at Kearns so
that he could continue taking classes at GTCC for free. His principal
wrote about Bo, ““His journey is proof that success isn’t just about
following a predetermined path — it’s about discovering what drives

you and making the most of every opportunity.”

That’s the Guilford Guarantee in action. We can help our students
choose their path and take their first steps, so that when they

graduate, they are well on their way to a bright future.

Thank you.
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