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Partnership Structure, Services, and Participants Served
Partnership Mission and Structure
The Partnership for Automotive Career
Education (PACE) is designed to create a
sustainable collaboration between the
automotive service sector and several
community partners dedicated to the
improved employability of low‐income
workers and job seekers. SkillWorks’
Year 5 represented PACE’s fourth year of
program implementation.
PACE is a collaboration among eight
automotive service employers, two
educational institutions, and one Boston
community‐based organization (CBO).
Led by the Asian American Civic
Association (AACA) as fiscal agent,
PACE chose to focus on the unmet need
for automotive maintenance technicians,
a broad labor classification in the
automotive service industry. With input
from the employer partners, PACE
developed an automotive training
program and offered it to Boston
community residents through its training
partners, Benjamin Franklin Institute of
Technology (BFIT) and Madison Park
Technical Vocational High School
(Madison Park). Over the four‐year
period of implementation, the
partnership grew from three employer
partners to eight. A total of 42 separate
employers also hired graduates over this
period.
Originally, AACA partnered with La
Alianza Hispana (LAH) and Urban
League of Eastern Massachusetts
(ULEM). Each CBO was partially
responsible for participant outreach and
recruitment within its community. LAH
and ULEM decided to discontinue their
participation in 2007 and 2008,

respectively. The decisions to leave the
partnership were motivated by a
combination of factors including changes
in organizational leadership and
capacity, and internal decisions to focus
more intently on what they perceived to
be more “mission‐critical” programs.
Services Planned and Delivered
PACE helped automotive service
employers fill entry‐level positions with
workers who were qualified, trained, and
motivated to pursue careers as service
technicians. The two principal courses of
PACE training, Module 1 and Module 2,
were packaged together as a two‐
semester program. Depending on the
student, job placement took place at any
point during the training. Students also
earned college credits at the end of each
course from BFIT, which could be
applied towards an Associate’s Degree at
any higher education institution.


Introduction to Automotive
Training (Module 1): In this course,
students studied workplace safety,
gained a foundation of technical
knowledge about automotive
mechanics, and gained hands‐on
experience changing and balancing
tires, performing oil changes, and
conducting basic diagnostic routines.



Intermediate Automotive
Maintenance (Module 2): In this
course, students received more
intensive training in select
automotive systems and components
(e.g., brake service, electricity, and
suspension). This was aimed at
promoting long‐term career success
and advancement through more
specialized training.
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In addition to the training modules, all
pre‐employment participants received
career coaching and could access
supplementary training courses. These
courses included Automotive English for
participants who need extra support;
Workplace Communication I which focused
on the job search process and soft skills
needed in the automotive industry; and
Workplace Communications II which
provided time to discuss the job search
process with those individuals who were
not placed between Modules 1 and 2.
A second feature of the partnership was
the incumbent worker training
component that was implemented among
employer partners. This component
allowed incumbent workers to enroll in
Modules 1 and 2, receive individual
career coaching, and attend on‐site
Automotive Service Excellence (ASE) test
preparation courses. 1 In practice, most
incumbent participants enrolled in ASE
test preparation courses rather than
enrolling in Modules 1 or 2. This
emphasis reflected employer partners’
belief that they had sufficient systems in
place to provide automotive skill training
and mentoring to existing employees.

Instead, the employers preferred that
PACE concentrate its efforts on training
unemployed or underemployed entry‐
level workers and providing ASE test
preparation courses.
Finally, at the request of their employer
partners, PACE provided supervisor
training to 93 supervisors at employer
partners. The training focused on
diversity issues among staff,
communication with staff, and working
with non‐native English speakers.
Through these trainings, supervisors
gained insight into their staff and into
their own communication style.
Participant Characteristics
PACE enrolled 144 pre‐employment
participants over eight cycles which is
close to the initial enrollment goal of 149.
A total of 164 incumbent workers
enrolled in the program. PACE enrolled
incumbent workers in Year 2 (8) and Year
3 (1) in Modules 1 and 2. PACE also
enrolled 155 incumbent workers in
Automotive Service Excellence (ASE)
certification courses in Years 2 through 5.

Table 1: Total Enrollments
Year 1
Cohort
Pre-employment
Incumbent – new Module 2 enrollees*
Incumbent – ASE Test Prep enrollees**
Incumbent ASOL Only***
Four-Year Total Pre-employment and Incumbents

Year 2
Cohort
34

Year 3
Cohort

Year 4
Cohort

33

41

Year 5
Cohort
36

TOTAL
144

8

1

0

0

9

106

21

2

20

149

0

0

0

7

7
309

* "Module 2 enrollees" includes those participants who participated in Module 1 or Module 2 and may or may not have completed an ASE certification.
** "ASE Test Prep enrollees" does not include those participants who participated in Module 1 or Module 2.
*** One pre-employment participant was enrolled in ESOL. This participant is included in the count of enrollments for pre-employment.

1

ASE certifications indicate an advanced
knowledge base and are necessary for
achieving a higher rate of pay.

2 | Abt Associates / Mt. Auburn Associates

The number of ASE course enrollees
varied per year with 106 enrolling in Year
2 and 26 enrolling in Year 5. The
decrease in enrollments was due to
participants taking ASE courses and
exams in multiple years – either because
they did not pass the first time or because
they chose to take another ASE exam in a
different skill area. The total number of
participants (155) does not include these
duplicate participants. Additionally, 7
incumbent participants received weekly
ESOL tutoring services arranged and
supervised by PACE staff.
Overall, PACE was successful in serving
the SkillWorks target population – low‐
skilled and low‐income adults. PACE
had less success in serving Boston
residents – only 65 percent of PACE
participants were Boston residents.
However, it did have more success at
recruiting Boston residents for the pre‐
employment program (66 percent)
compared to the incumbent program (44
percent).
The majority of all participants had at
least a GED certificate or high school
diploma (94 percent). Of these
individuals, 8 participants also
completed some postsecondary course
work and 10 had previously earned a
postsecondary degree.
The average proportion of pre‐
employment participants earning less
than $25,000 per year was 71 percent.
About half of the Module 1 and 2
incumbent participants (four
participants) reported earning less than
$25,000 per year. 2 One incumbent
participant earned between $25,000 and
2

$39,999 per year and the rest did not
report income information.
PACE participants continued to be a mix
of immigrants and longer‐term English‐
speaking Boston residents. Nearly 50
percent of pre‐employment participants
spoke English as their primary language,
while close to 80 percent of incumbent
participants who enrolled in Module 1 or
2 (seven participants) indicated English
was not their primary language.

Service Outcomes
PACE helped pre‐employment and
incumbent participants as well as
employer partners achieve positive
outcomes. The following sections will
describe these outcomes in greater detail.

Participant Outcomes
Pre-Employment Participants
Of the 144 pre‐employment participants
who enrolled in Module 1, 107 (74
percent) completed the course. Seventy‐
one of these participants (49 percent of
Module 1 enrollees) went on to complete
both Modules 1 and 2. In terms of
placement, PACE participants were
placed in 58 automotive jobs – this
represents 40 percent of pre‐employment
participants who initially enrolled in
Module 1 and 82 percent of those who
completed both Modules 1 and 2.

Demographic information was only
available for incumbent workers that
enrolled in Module 1 or 2. No
demographic information was provided
for incumbent ASE participants.
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The twelve‐month retention rate was
uneven for Year 2, 3, and 4 participants,
ranging from 71 percent in Year 3 to 24
percent in Year 2. 3 Employer partners
reported that retention rates for PACE
graduates were generally better than for
off‐the‐street hires.
The average wage at placement ranged
from $10.26 in Year 2 to $11.15 in Year 5.
This modest increase over four years
likely reflects the recent decrease in
demand for entry‐level automotive
technicians as the economy has slowed
and external factors such as mild winters
have intervened.
One PACE program goal was to provide
an opportunity for participants who
would not otherwise enroll formally in a
postsecondary education institution to
begin to earn college credit. Through
partnership with BFIT, 63 Module 1 and 2
graduates earned up to 15 college credits
while enrolled in PACE; these credits
have been a source of pride and
achievement for PACE participants and
have enabled 8 participants to continue
toward an Associate’s Degree. Of those
8, 3 used PACE credits to enroll at BFIT
in automotive technology and 1 enrolled
at BFIT in medical electronics.
Incumbent Participants
As noted previously, there were 164
incumbent participants enrolled in
PACE. The majority of incumbent
participants (155) enrolled in Automotive
Service Excellence (ASE) courses; 61
passed an ASE exam, gaining an industry
recognized credential. The pass rate of 39
percent for PACE participants was less

3

The Year 5 cohort is excluded from this
measurement since 12 months have not
elapsed since these participants were
placed.
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than the national pass rate average for
ASE exams, which generally falls
between 50 and 65 percent. 4 However,
two factors should be noted that might
shed light on the PACE participants’ pass
rate. First, the test prep course offered by
PACE was a one‐day course that
provided students with test‐taking
strategies and practice with answering
similar questions. The course did not
provide detailed instruction in concepts
tested by the exam. Additionally, just
sitting for the exam is often a significant
step for lower‐skilled incumbent
employees. Even if participants did not
pass the exam, the fact that incumbents
even attempted the exam may have
increased their likelihood of passing the
exam in the future.
Of the 164 incumbent participants
enrolled in PACE, 77 were still employed
at the initial employer partner at the end
of Year 5. This represents a 47 percent
retention rate. The retention rate
increased in recent years from a low of 32
percent for Year 2 participants to a high
of 100 percent for Year 4 and 5
participants.
Four of the nine incumbent participants
who enrolled in Module 2 experienced a
wage increase. In addition, 48 ASE
graduates received a wage increase,
which represents 32 percent of the total
incumbent participants who enrolled in
the ASE course. There also were nine
promotions for ASE graduates.
Additionally, nine incumbent
participants worked with PACE staff to
find new employment after they left their
previous place of employment.

4

The National Institute for Automotive
Service Excellence, 2009.

Employer Outcomes

“[An employer partner’s] role is to find

The employer partners reported several
positive outcomes as a result of their
participation in PACE.

young people, pay them a fair rate, and



Increased applicant pool of trained
candidates for entry‐level
automotive technician jobs;

–Employer Partner



Reduced turnover rate among entry‐
level technicians; and



Improved relations among
employers and new relationships
between CBOs and employers.

PACE increased the applicant pool of
trained candidates for entry‐level
automotive technician jobs. The program
graduated 107 participants from Module
1 and 81 from Module 2. These
graduates were routinely interviewed
and some were hired by employer
partners and other employers in the
industry.

“It is good to have another pipeline for
hiring entry-level workers.”
– Employer Partner

Employers indicated during interviews
that PACE helped to reduce their
turnover rates among entry‐level
technicians. Prior to engaging with
PACE, employer partners reported
significant turnover rates for entry‐level
technicians. As a group, they reported
that nearly half (46 percent) left during
the first year of employment. For PACE
graduates, the one‐year turnover rate
was 35 percent. This enhanced level of
job stability created direct savings to
employers by maintaining productivity
and reducing hiring and training costs.

teach them the industry. [My] job is to
invest in [the participants].”

Finally, the employer partners noted that
their relations with each other have
improved as a result of their participation
in PACE. This stemmed from their
shared commitment to addressing
common workplace challenges in a
collaborative manner. PACE also was
successful in building relationships
between employer partners and CBOs.
Employer partners described their
participation in PACE as having “opened
the doors” for future collaborations with
CBOs. They readily acknowledge an
improved understanding of the way that
these organizations can address
workforce challenges. They are now
making expanded use of these
community organizations in supporting
the recruiting and training functions of
their businesses.

Systemic Changes
Changes in Employer Practices
Several systemic changes were reported
by employer partners as a result of their
participation in PACE. One employer
partner reported that since participating
in PACE it had applied for and received a
Workforce Training Fund grant to train
incumbent employees on customer
service representation and preventative
maintenance. Approximately 200
employees were trained using this grant.
This training effort was tied to the firm’s
bottom line and provided the employer
partner with additional revenue.
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Employer partners also reported gaining
an improved understanding of the
educational barriers facing adults in the
labor market. The training providers
noted that employers now have a “better
idea of what is going on in society” and
the challenges of preparing low‐income,
low‐skilled individuals for employment.
This broadened understanding is
evidenced through employer partners’
involvement in preparatory and work
readiness activities that precede job
placements. Examples include:


Educating participants on the
automotive industry and answering
questions about employment;



Conducting mock interviews with
participants and providing feedback;
and



Participating as part of a panel to
screen potential participants.

Employer partners also noted that
language barriers are a large problem
within the industry. Employees are
expected to be able to communicate with
management, colleagues, and customers
on a regular basis. Involvement in PACE
brought attention to this barrier and
provided an avenue to address it through
ESOL tutoring. One employer partner
reported that approximately 5 percent of
her employees were affected by language
barriers and the company had become
consistently committed to sending
employees to ESOL courses provided
through PACE.
Several employer partners experimented
with institutionalizing the purchase or
subsidization of tool kits as part of a job
retention incentive. One employer
purchased the tool kit for PACE
graduates and allowed them to keep it
after two years of employment. Other
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employer partners agreed to purchase
tool kits in advance and deduct partially
subsidized payments from the worker’s
wages. While employers have not
adopted wide‐scale policies to provide
tools to all low‐income or entry‐level
employees, their initial effort does
indicate an expansion of thinking and
may eventually lead to a larger policy
change.
It is important to note that there were
employer partners that reported no
significant organizational changes as a
result of their participation in PACE.
While they continued to rely on PACE as
a source of entry‐level candidates, most
of their incumbent training was provided
in‐house, including ASE preparation
courses.
Changes in Workforce System Practices
A major change in workforce system
practices emerging from PACE involved
Benjamin Franklin Institute of
Technology (BFIT) and Madison Park
Technical Vocational High School
(Madison Park). PACE helped to connect
the two institutions by drawing on the
strengths and experience of each:
Madison Park with its shop facilities and
technical instructors and BFIT with
access to college credits and financial aid.
As a result of PACE, these two
institutions partnered to create a
curriculum and teach the technical
training. Through the PACE program
Madison Park acted as a satellite of BFIT,
with its instructors serving in an adjunct
teaching capacity under the supervision
of the BFIT automotive department chair.
Finally, it is important to note that AACA
indicated positive institutional outcomes
as a result of its interaction with other
SkillWorks partnerships. The
organization reported gaining greater

insight into designing and implementing
a career coaching model. Additionally,
PACE is the first AACA program where
employer partners were responsible for
covering the full cost of training for
incumbent workers. In the future, AACA
is planning to charge employer partners
for these incumbent services across each
program they offer.

Conclusion
Over a four‐year period, PACE created a
sustainable partnership between the
automotive service sector and CBOs and
helped approximately 300 low‐skilled,
low‐income individuals pursue careers as
service technicians. Through the training
PACE provided, 58 participants found
employment, 47 participants received
wage increases, and 9 participants
received promotions. In addition,

employer partners gained increased
access to trained candidates for entry‐
level automotive jobs and reduced the
turnover rate for entry‐level technicians.
While the long‐term funding future of
PACE is uncertain, AACA is committed
to proceeding with the program.
Operations for the current year are
funded through the Workforce
Competitive Trust Fund, a Massachusetts
state grant program that competitively
awarded PACE three years of grant
funding. AACA is also maximizing the
use of Individual Training Accounts
offered through the state to help cover
the cost of student training. In addition
to these funding sources, AACA is
actively pursuing other funding sources
and collaboration models as they plan for
the future.

Key Lessons for Workforce Partnerships:


Create realistic expectations for participants and employers. The automotive employers in this partnership had very high
expectations for entry‐level workers. They were looking for ideal candidates (i.e., motivated, responsible individuals with
communication skills). Many of the best PACE candidates, however, had language barriers, poor driving records, and/or
criminal records. While there were efforts to resolve some of these employment barriers (e.g., ESOL instruction and tutoring),
further work needs to be done with participants and employers regarding these other barriers to employment.



Adequately orient prospective participants to the occupation. Many participants did not understand the nature of the business:
promotions and wage increases are available but not immediate for new employees. This led to dissatisfaction and turnover
within entry‐level positions. Participants should have a clear understanding of the promotion and advancement pathways
within the industry before they enter training. In the automotive industry, experience and the ability to provide services more
quickly turns out to be the key to increased earnings, not necessarily just training or credentials alone.



Align administrative systems in order to maximize resources. Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology, PACE’s training
provider, had hoped that CBO partners would pre‐quality pre‐employment participants for federal grants to reduce the amount
of PACE funds dedicated to training costs and free up resources for additional program components. However, CBOs struggled
to get participants to complete the needed financial aid forms. The partnership needed a strategy to increase compliance with
financial aid requirements and maximize reimbursement for the costs associated with providing training to low‐income
participants.



Understand the impact of external factors on industry hiring trends. The economy and weather were significant factors in
PACE’s struggle to achieve expected outcomes. The main goal was to bring pre‐employment participants into the industry, but
as the economy declined and mild winters dampened customer demand, this became more difficult because employers were not
hiring at the anticipated levels. If PACE had better understood and/or anticipated the impact of these external factors,
contingency plans could have been developed to ensure desired outcomes.
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