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PITTSFIELD -- Without flair or flourish, the Berkshire Compact for Education has reached a five-year mark along its path to promote a better-skilled and educated Berkshire County. 

The volunteer group, comprised of 73 educators and education administrators, state legislators, business and community leaders, first met in 2005 to assess the educational needs and aspirations of county residents, and have since become a vehicle for county-wide educational efforts to encourage all residents to finish grade school, go to college and/or continue training in the workforce. 

It has since developed and helped to implement dozens of programs, documents and discussions for making these goals a reality. 

"You might not be aware of this, but the Berkshire Compact is very famous in Eastern Massachusetts. It is often held up as a model in education," said Aundrea Kelly, deputy commissioner of the Massachusetts Department of Education. "We talk about strategies and ways of helping students succeed but you actually do it." 

Kelly and Saeyun Lee, policy analyst for the state Executive Office of Education, attended a Compact meeting on Friday to observe and take part in the discussion of the past, present and future of the Berkshire Compact. 

"It's hard to believe five years have gone by already, but we still enjoy it and continue to work at it," said James Brosnan, Compact member and superintendent of the Northern Berkshire Vocational Regional School District which operates McCann Technical School. 

In the spring of 2006, the group published a 20-page manifesto detailing its assessment of education in the county and a list of goals for progress. 

The Compact's initial findings showed that Berkshire County had a workforce whose skills and levels of education were not meeting the needs of regional employers, that the full county population is not accessing or aspiring to take advantage of educational opportunities, and that there was a general lack of exposure among students and residents to the education and workforce opportunities that are available in county. 

Since then, the Berkshire Compact has collaborated with area schools, colleges and other community organizations to address goals for workforce readiness, to work at raising educational access and aspirations, to better show the work of the Compact and its affiliates, and to develop something called the Berkshire Readiness Center for teacher preparation and the enhancement of instruction. 

Formerly known as the Berkshire Compact for Higher Education, the group realized the importance of implementing some of its initiatives at the early childhood level, and recently dropped the "Higher" from its name to be more inclusive. 

Looking ahead, the group hopes to continue to develop its strategies and membership, and most importantly outreach. 

So far, the number of residents engaged through Berkshire Compact projects show effective efforts: Nearly 1,300 sixth-graders have participated in a college visit program; 1,750 high school students have participated in career exploration activities; and more than a thousand people have either taken courses or participated in other programs at Intermodal Education Center, which opened in 2008 in downtown Pittsfield. 

Deputy Education Commissioner Aundrea Kelly lauded the Compact's work so far. "You've created a college-going culture for an entire county, and that's wonderful," she said.

