
 

Education, opportunity — lasting solution to 
poverty: Guest commentary 
By George Pla 
POSTED: 12/11/14, 2:21 PM PST | 
 

I was fortunate to grow up at a time when hard work, perseverance and a good education, while 
no guarantee, at least gave my generation a fighting chance at success, regardless of one’s 
background or socioeconomic status. What’s more, our parents had hope that their children 
would enjoy a level of prosperity they never did. 

We had our problems. When Lyndon Johnson declared War on Poverty a half century ago, one 
in five children lived under economic disadvantage, our education and health care systems were 
fracturing along socioeconomic lines, and the ability of government to be a game changer had 
eroded since the days of the New Deal. 

The “war,” while never lost, was never won either, and today in Southern California, one in four 
children live in poverty, middle-class opportunities are quickly vanishing and the ability to move 
from dependency to self-sufficiency is arguably more difficult than ever. 

Over the past year, the Southern California Leadership Council and the Southern California 
Association of Governments have elevated the regional discussion on this issue. First by hosting 
a summit in August which commemorated the 50th anniversary of the War on Poverty and asked 
the question: Where do we go from here? And last week, by unveiling a Poverty Action Plan at 
their Annual Economic Summit that emphasizes education, workforce training and job creation 
as the key to economic opportunity. 

I agree. As a job creator and someone who has benefited from the community college and state 
university systems, I believe the path forward starts with a commitment to developing our human 
capital through education and training. This means investing in all levels of education and 
understanding that every child — regardless of his or her background — deserves a chance. 

My path was not easy by any means, but the opportunities were there. I emigrated from Mexico 
at the age of 5 and grew up in East Los Angeles. Nothing was a given for me or my four brothers 
and sisters, but we were taught the value of hard work and a good education. 

 Advertisement 
In California, you didn’t have to be a rich kid to get ahead. The community college system was a 
viable option for those who could not afford to attend a four-year university out of high school, 
but were willing to put in the work. In fact, my proudest achievement as a student was earning 
my associates degree from East Los Angeles College. With this degree under my belt I was able 
to transition from community college to a bachelor’s degree from California State University Los 
Angeles and a master’s degree in public administration from the University of Southern 
California. 



All of that opened up opportunities for me I never would have had — eventually launching one 
of the state’s most influential civil engineering, program and construction management firms, 
currently overseeing more than $1 billion in design and construction projects. 

Sadly, the educational opportunities I benefited from are fewer and farther between, as 
community colleges are more crowded, state college costs have risen, competition for admissions 
has grown and traditional post-college career paths have gradually disappeared. 

Therein lies the biggest challenge, and opportunity, for us as a state and region as we try to fix 
the poverty problem: connecting accessible and affordable education and training opportunities 
with workforce development and job creation. 

It is apparent that the current state of education is not doing enough to reduce the rate of poverty, 
but the more far-reaching impact of the growing gap between our education system and the 
reality of the job market is a local economy and infrastructure that are unable to meet the 
demands of the future. 

To shrink this gap we have to start early: Make investments and adjustments in preschool and 
elementary school education, including focusing curricula on science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics; give children the option to pursue technical skills and vocational training in 
high school instead of following the more traditional path to a four-year college; and align 
traditional four-year degree programs with the job market. 

Many of the jobs that will help rebuild our economy don’t require university degrees, but do 
require something more than a high school diploma. It might sound old school, and in some ways 
it is. But as different as the America of 50 years ago was from the America of today, the solution 
to the poverty challenge remains the same — in educational attainment and opportunity. 

George L. Pla is president and CEO of Cordoba Corp. and 2014 co-chair of the Southern 
California Leadership Council, a nonpartisan, nonprofit public policy partnership. 
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