
 

 

 

What Do We Want for Our Students? 

By Robert Rader, Executive Director, CABE 
 

As the State continues to examine its difficult fiscal situation, the strengthening of our workforce is important to 

our attaining a secure financial future. For example, the Connecticut Commission on Fiscal Stability and 

Economic Growth’s Final Report stated the following as one of its 10 “key recommendations”: 

 

“Undertake a series of growth initiatives, led by the executive branch, with the funding and support from the 

legislature to (1) develop and retain the workforce Connecticut needs…” 

 

Who can argue with that proposition? Who doesn’t think that we need a strong workforce to sustain us in the 

years to come? For our fiscal situation to improve, filling jobs in any of our financial sectors will require a creative, 

well-educated workforce. 

 

Connecticut has long prided itself on having an extremely well-educated labor force. Even now, in spite of the 

other weaknesses in our economy and education system, our state is ranked number three in the U.S. News Report 

on Best States for PreK-12 and number one in college readiness, based on ACT and SAT scores. We’re also 

number 4 in NAEP reading scores for eighth graders in public schools. 

 

While those are our best scores in PreK-12, we don’t shine in other areas. For example, we are ranked 20th in 

Math NAEP scores and 36th in preschool quality. 

 

The Alliance 

 

CABE is now working, on behalf of our member school boards, on two different initiatives on workforce quality. 

One is the Steering Committee of The Connecticut College and Career Readiness Alliance, which is led by 

Connecticut Voices for Children and funded by a grant from the Nellie Mae Foundation. This effort is aimed at 

building an alliance “of grass tops and grassroots leaders” to build “awareness, understanding, support and 

demand for the importance of college and career readiness for the future of [Connecticut] and its families.” 

 

This group has just begun to move forward, now that its Steering Committee is intact. It includes CAPSS, CBIA, 

the Center for School Change, CAS and the Connecticut Council for School Reform. 

 

The Campaign 

The other is an informal group, the Campaign for Working Connecticut, which is a “statewide group of 

experienced Connecticut-based workforce development stakeholders, including employers, educators, training 

providers, labor, planners and funders.” It focuses on “promoting timely implementation of specific, evidence-

based, practical recommendations to alleviate significant workforce skills misalignment challenges confronting 

many Connecticut employers in key industry sectors…”  

 

The Campaign provided testimony to the Commission on Fiscal Stability. It called attention to the “Skills 

Misalignment/Gap,” by which it means that Connecticut employers “frequently cite difficulty finding skilled 

workers… Yet a review … reveals that although there is a gap in some occupations, there is no critical workforce 
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gap per se… The pool of available workers in Connecticut’s labor force maps closely to the percentages of current 

job openings requiring low-skills, or middle-skills, or high-skills…” 

That would appear to be good news, but, according to the Campaign, “there is a misalignment between workers’ 

current skills and those employers require for these job openings, resulting in a skills gap.” 

 

One of the major recommendations of the Campaign is to increase apprenticeship opportunities, especially in 

“key occupations and vital sectors (e.g., manufacturing, healthcare, information technology, insurance and 

finance, etc.).” The Campaign also calls for expanding “pre-apprenticeship opportunities into comprehensive and 

sector-focused high schools (academies) to provide related instruction credit toward apprenticeships and develop 

cross-occupation foundational skill…Create structures to encourage and support employers to invest in 

pre/apprenticeships…” 

 

According to the Campaign, “Connecticut needs almost 13,000 apprenticeships, bringing us closer to the number 

of 15,000 middle-skills job openings. For comparison, 65-70 percent of teenagers in some European countries 

have received apprenticeship experiences. In the U.S. this percent is 5 per cent.” 

 

Are Academics Being Lost? 

I spoke with the Chair of the Connecticut Technical Education and Career System Board Robert Trefry, who serves 

as a CABE Associate Director, about the technical schools. He reminded me that “even in trade/technical 

education, academics are still very important. In order for a technically trained individual to keep up with all of 

the advances in technology and the application of technology, the individual needs a strong academic foundation. 

For instance, technical manuals are written at a college reading level. Knowing the fundamentals of the science 

behind an application in a trade is so important when technology advances and the individual must adapt.”  

 

A “pre-apprenticeship,” providing experience to our students, is a good option for those who might not otherwise 

be exposed to what the work is like in their chosen area. In addition, pre- or post-high school graduation 

apprenticeships, are very appropriate for students who may not be interested in or able to go to college, have not 

made up their minds about their futures or have a real desire to break into a “key” field.  

 

Board members and Superintendents will have to make decisions in these areas in the next few years. They will 

have to consider where to put their resources. What, for instance, will schools need to do to help their students get 

these apprenticeships if they want to take this option? At the very least, better understanding of these opportunities 

by guidance counselors and mentors will be necessary.  

 

We shouldn’t forget the unintended consequences if we put more resources into helping students enter the 

workforce. For example, would districts’ college enrollment percentage decrease because of the focus on filling 

our private sector’s needs? What will be the effect on higher education, including community colleges at a time 

when enrollment is decreasing? 

 

I think our schools have a duty to provide our students with the skills, knowledge and understanding of all of the 

opportunities before them. While filling businesses’ needs for skilled employees is important to all of us, the best 

interests of every student must remain the mission of the public schools. 

 

Editor’s Note: The U.S. News report can be found at www.usnews.com/news/best-states/rankings/education.  
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