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and Mobility through 
Education



A Detroit-Based Professional 
Services Company
Rocket Central is a Detroit-based professional services 
company. Part of the Rock Family of Companies, it comprises 
nearly 100 separate businesses spanning fintech, sports, 
entertainment, real estate, and more. 

Rocket Central provides services (across human resources, 
technology, accounting, marketing, legal services, to name just 
a few) to support the diverse needs of each company under 
the Rock Family umbrella. Rocket Central acts as the central 
pillar supporting its partners with innovative and effective 
solutions to achieve and exceed their strategic priorities. One 
of its primary goals is to empower its more than 30,000 team 
members1 nationwide and unleash their maximum potential 
with world class career growth and development.

Tuition Reimbursement: An 
Unused Benefit
The company has long offered a tuition reimbursement 
program linked to U.S. universities and colleges. The program 
was aimed at providing access to professional courses and 
degrees to develop critical skills for advancing its team 
members’ careers within and outside the organization. 
However, participation in the program was extremely low, and 
the learning team received multiple requests from business 
leaders to create courses that were already covered under the 
tuition offering. The learning team wanted to do a root-cause 
analysis to determine why there was such low participation in 
the tuition-reimbursement program.

Taking a closer look at the tuition reimbursement process 
itself, and augmented with team member feedback and 
research insights, Rocket Central uncovered deeper 
problems that needed to be addressed. First, the process of 
signing up for the program was manual and tedious. Also, a 
bigger issue surfaced: the tuition reimbursement programs 

1  Rocket Companies refers to all its employees as “team members” and considers them “the 
lifeblood” of their success. In 2021, the company was included on FORTUNE’s list of 100 
Best Companies to Work For” for 18 consecutive years.

could not address financial barriers to education. “One of 
the real challenges in America is access to education for 
underrepresented groups, and while tuition reimbursement 
programs may seem to offer a solution, the programs exclude 
people who do not have the ability to pay for the classes 
upfront or wait until the end of the course to get reimbursed 
by their employer,” said KimArie Yowell, Chief Learning Officer 
at Rocket Central.

Summary
Challenge

Solution

Results

•  Providing world class career growth and development to 
the entire Rock Family of Companies.

•  Tuition reimbursement was one of the programs in place to 
support career growth through education, but the 
participation was minimal.

•  Reimbursing tuition costs excluded people who did not have 
the ability to pay upfront or wait until the course was finished.

•  Launched Rock Academy, an educational benefit program 
that offers tuition assistance: 100% tuition is covered by 
Rock Academy, with no out-of-pocket costs from workers.

•  Rock Academy partnered with business leaders to develop 
career pathways and to receive guidance on which skills and 
capabilities will be required for the future.

•  Launched DevBuild, a program that any team member can 
sign up for at no cost, to become a qualified software 
engineer in 20 weeks. 

•  Set up a team of career coaches, known as THRIVE, to help 
team members navigate career opportunities and help 
match team members’ interests and aspirations with the 
right opportunities.

•  Team member feedback and sentiment upon attending Rock 
Academy or DevBuild has been very positive.

•  Participation in the tuition assistance program has gone up 
500% within 16 months since Rock Academy’s launch. 

•  Over 1,000 team members have been accepted into 
different courses within the first year of launch. 

•  Over 60 DevBuild participants are now placed as software 
engineers across Rocket Companies. The placement rate 
within the organization is 95%.
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Guided by the company’s ISMs2—20 philosophies of which 
the Rock Family of Companies’ corporate culture is based on—
the company became obsessed with finding a better way to 
address barriers to education and enable growth for all its 
team members.

Addressing Barriers and 
Enabling Growth
Triggered by what started as an effort to drive participation 
in the tuition reimbursement program and streamline the 
process, the company undertook a larger strategic initiative to 
provide equitable growth opportunities for all team members 
while supporting the priorities and upskilling needs of the 
business. Objectives included the following:

•  Provide greater opportunity and access to education

•  Develop knowledge, skills, and abilities aligned with 
business objectives

•  Empower team members to own and navigate their 
careers in the way they best see fit

2  The ISMs Make Us Who We Are, myrocketcareer.com. 

These objectives led the organization into an ongoing 
multiyear journey aimed at addressing and removing barriers 
to education and opening new avenues for career mobility 
and growth. Rocket Central developed three distinct programs 
that advance these objectives in multiple ways. These 
programs include:

•  Rock Academy

•  DevBuild

• THRIVE 

Rock Academy: Facilitating Educational 
Goals and Career Pathways
In 2019, Rocket Central launched Rock Academy in 
partnership with Guild Education—connecting employers 
and learning providers to drive education, skilling, and career 
mobility at scale—to streamline the process and remove the 
financial barrier of team members paying for classes up front. 
Rock Academy is an educational program open to both part-
time and full-time members who have been with the company 
for more than six months. The program provides access to 
more than 200 educational courses ranging from certificates 
to master’s degrees, with access to new career pathways and 
100% tuition assistance (See Figure 1).

Source: Rocket Central, 2022

Figure 1: Rock Academy (Rock Central's Education Program)
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Tuition Assistance: 100% Debt-Free Education 
Rock Academy covers 100% tuition for all team members 
with no out-of-pocket costs. Team members now receive 
assistance instead of reimbursement, meaning that team 
members do not have to pay a lump sum fee upfront and 
be reimbursed at a later stage. Team members only need to 
cover the cost of books and any additional tech fees charged 
by the school. This renewed approach has opened access to 
education for frontline workers and underrepresented groups, 
for whom a degree may have been a far-fetched dream.

Career Pathways: Building the Road to the Future
Rock Academy is also partnering with business leaders 
across functions and portfolio businesses to develop career 
pathways in multiple areas such as marketing, technology, 
product strategy, and sales. 

These pathways are aimed at opening as many career 
opportunities as possible for all team members, contingent 
on their interests and aspirations, helping them navigate 
alternate careers within the organization. Rather than merely 
providing team members financial support to earn degrees 
or certificates while working, Rocket Central also helps guide 
people into developing skills and capabilities that will be 
required for the future. 

DevBuild: A Software Engineering 
Career Pathway 
Based on feedback from the business, Rocket Central realized 
software engineering roles were critical to the business 
and the need for these roles would continue to increase as 
the business grows. To meet this need while also creating 
opportunities for team members to choose a technology 
career path, Rocket Central developed and launched 
DevBuild. This program specifically targets team members 
who are interested in becoming software engineers but do 
not have the requisite skills or qualifications. DevBuild is a 
20-week, full-time technology training program geared toward 
developing skills needed to become a full-stack software 
engineer. With DevBuild, team members can learn C# within 
the ASP.NET MVC framework and front-end development. 
Upon completion, team members can apply for software 
engineering positions within the organization.

THRIVE: Personalized and Assisted 
Career Navigation
Rocket Central also designated a team of career coaches to 
help team members navigate career opportunities within 
Rocket Companies. The THRIVE Program sits within the 
purview of Rocket Central’s Talent Strategy and Solutions 
Team, which offers personalized guidance and coaching to 
match team members’ interests and aspirations with the right 
opportunities on the internal job portal. This team also points 
them to programs and resources they can leverage to develop 
the skills they need to thrive in those jobs.

Implementation and Rollout
The multiyear journey started with a pilot program prior to 
the launch of Rock Academy, which provided a group of 500 
to 700 team members with access to online courses to get a 
pulse of the workforce’s appetite for trainings and the areas 
they were most interested in. The team also aligned with 
key stakeholders in the organization to determine the most 
critical skills and abilities needed for the success of different 
businesses within the organization. 

As the new programs started shaping up, the chief learning officer 
(CLO) and senior business leaders championed the communication 
and messaging across the organization. These communications 
continue to play a critical role in creating awareness and driving 
participation. Team members learn about these programs during 
orientation, as well as when they have been with the company for 
six months (when they become eligible for these programs), and 
throughout various touchpoints with leaders.

If you identify what the barriers are and 
find ways to remove them, then identify the 
needs of the business and marry that with 
the voice of the business leader to lean into 
why that’s important for team members—
you will have a solution that employees will 
want to take advantage of.
KimArie Yowell
Chief Learning Officer at Rocket Central
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Results and Next Steps
The sentiment and feedback of participants in Rock Academy 
and DevBuild are the biggest testimony to the success of 
these programs (See Figures 2 and 3). Team members who 
did not think it would be possible to go to school or bear the 
financial burden are now taking advantage of the programs. 
Team members feel empowered to own their careers and 
navigate opportunities they previously did not have the skills 
or abilities to pursue. 

Although the programs are still in early stages, the results 
have been outstanding so far.

•  Participation in Rocket Central’s tuition assistance 
program has gone from 1% to 5.5% within 16 months 
since Rock Academy’s launch. 

•  Over 1,000 team members have been accepted into 
different courses within the first year of Rock Academy’s 
launch. Eight team members have completed their 
courses already.

•  Over 60 DevBuild participants are now placed as 
software engineers across Rocket Companies. The 
placement rate within the organization is 95%.

Rocket Central continues to focus on evolving and optimizing 
these programs, building more career pathways, and exploring 
ways to expand these opportunities to more team members in 
a scalable and personalized manner. Rocket Central, through 
its programs focused on removing barriers to education and 
enabling equitable career growth, is playing a significant role 
in transforming people’s careers and their lives.

Equity is at the heart of everything. You 
have to understand where all your people 
are coming from—their perspectives, 
experiences, and aspirations. Only then you 
can create equitable growth for everyone, 
and truly maximize the potential of your 
company.
KimArie Yowell
Chief Learning Officer at Rocket Central

I never thought I would be able to go 
back to school. And it's showing my 
son that anything is possible. 

The education benefits that my company offers show me a continued 
investment in my growth as a team member, and a willingness to provide me 
both the funding and flexibility required to accomplish a personal goal. Guild 
has made it so that I can focus on my education and not have to worry about 
the tuition costs and logistics that typically come along with attending college.

Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2022

Figure 2: Feedback Quotes from Rock Academy Participants

I'm sure I'm not alone in saying that this 
has been really life-changing in many 
ways, and it's showed me what I'm 
capable of and where I can go with this.

I want to show my sons that their mom was able to go back to school 
and get a degree. I plan on making use of my degree to further my 
career with my company. Not only do I love my job and employer, I 
appreciate their willingness to invest in their employee's education.
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Source: The Josh Bersin Company, 2022

Figure 3: Feedback Quotes from DevBuild Participants

The DevBuild program gave me the tools and skills I needed to succeed in 
a brand-new environment, while supporting me every step of the way. I 
was able to access a field that I'd always been interested in but never had 
the time or ability to reach before now. And it opened up a new world of 
possibilities for me. I totally changed my career trajectory for the better.

DevBuild changed my career path by opening doors 
and giving me an opportunity to learn a completely new 
set of skills. With some handwork and help of excellent 
instructors, I was able to learn multiple languages.

This is something I knew I wanted to do, but 
since I didn’t go to school for technology, I 
needed a window in. DevBuild has given me 
the opportunity to transition my career

I always used to think the dream scenario would be 
to get paid to learn. How amazing would that be? 
And now they are just doing that. It’s invaluable 
what that actually means in peoples’ lives.
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