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Preparing students to succeed in a rapidly changing society and economy has been the goal of
the Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education (MBAE) since it began advocating for
education reform in 1988. In response to employer concerns about the quality of public
education and the skills graduates were bringing to the workforce, MBAE developed and
promoted the conceptual framework that resulted in the Education Reform Act of 1993. The
goal of the Act was to establish measurable standards, accountability for performance, and an
equitable funding formula to improve education opportunities for all students in
Massachusetts. While considerable progress has been made, many challenges remain to
prepare students to succeed in a competitive globalized world. Primary among these challenges
is the need for all students to graduate from high school with the academic and applied skills
necessary for college and work readiness.

There is a strong and growing body of knowledge about high school re-design, and many
models of excellence exist in our state and nation. However, there is little consensus on a
practical plan to improve all of our state’s schools. To hasten progress, MBAE convened
employer stakeholders from across the state as members of its Commission on Educating a
21st Century Workforce with the goal of outlining a framework and proposal for action on
high school reform. The Commission’s purpose was to review what the education and business
communities already know about high school reform, and to convert this experience into a set
of recommendations for action by both education policy-makers and employers.

The report that follows is a proposed plan of action that the Commission believes is both
necessary and achievable. It is the result of careful deliberations informed by existing research,
policy proposals, and the varied experiences of Commissioners. The strategies and
implementation tactics proposed in this report are designed to achieve results deemed critical
by the business community. Our intent is to advance the current discourse on high school
reform and to provide a basis for employers and educators to discuss the changes that can and
should be made in our communities.

The vitality of our state’s economy is inextricably tied to education. Future
prosperity for our students and for our communities depends upon our
schools preparing all students for college and, ultimately, for careers. The
actions needed will require changes in the way we think about education, as
well as new kinds of partnerships between the education and business
communities. Employers can, and must, play a pivotal role in advocating for,
and sustaining, reforms.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Massachusetts enjoys a reputation as a national leader in education. While we celebrate our

achievements, we must also recognize that the work of maintaining a relevant and exceptional

education system is never truly complete. Indeed, the economic and political environments in
which our children will live and work are changing dramatically. There are
ample indications that our current system of education is simply not
meeting the challenges of the 21 century. Many of our students graduate
from high school unprepared for college and career, too few pursue the
scientific and technical disciplines our knowledge-based economy demands,
and an unacceptably high proportion leave high school before graduating,
especially in underserved communities.

At this pivotal moment when the Governor of the Commonwealth has issued
an Education Action Agenda, our state has the opportunity to serve as a national model for
educational excellence. Recognizing the important role that education will play in our state’s
future prosperity, MBAE's Commission on Educating a 21*Century Workforce has identified
three critical challenges that we have to address:

Increase Awareness of 21°Century Demands. Building the resolve necessary for change
is the first step toward fighting complacency and increasing understanding that a high
school diploma is insufficient in today’s economy.

Prepare ALL Students for College, Career, and Citizenship. Regardless of their
postsecondary choices, ALL students need the same basic academic and applied skills to be
productive citizens in a 21%century society. Our schools must ensure that all students
graduate from high school with mastery of these skills.

Close the Persistent Achievement Gap. Our educational system must provide the oppor-
tunities to all children, regardless of their geographic location or socio-economic status, to
be ready for college, career and citizenship. Our workforce needs, and the future of our
society depend upon our ability to close this gap.

To create a system capable of meeting these challenges, several dimensions of our current
system have to be restructured—from the way we think about high school, to our curriculum
and system of assessments, to the role of business and community in supporting our schools
and our students. Accordingly, the Commission offers a four-pronged strategic approach to
achieve results:
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STRATEGY 1:
Reform the Fundamental High School Model

It is increasingly clear that our agrarian school schedule is inadequate to meet the needs of a
knowledge-based economy. Incremental changes cannot reform a system that has become
increasingly obsolete. Today’s students need to learn in a supportive environment, flexible
enough to meet their unique needs.

Students are clamoring for more career counseling and guidance support early and
throughout their educational experience so they can explore their interests and make
informed choices.

Students need increased instructional time and flexible alternatives to a four-year
schedule so that every student has the opportunity to succeed regardless of his or her
academic skill level when he or she enters enter high school.

Finally, students need increased access to dual enrollment programs to allow them to
experience the reality of college and remain constructively engaged throughout their time
in high school.

STRATEGY 2:
Align Curriculum with the Demands of College and Career

Regardless of their postsecondary goals, all students need a solid base of math, reading, and
applied skills to succeed in today’s economy. Therefore, with flexible support systems in place,
standards and achievement can be raised to ensure that all students complete a rigorous
academic curriculum that is also relevant to students’ current interests and future pursuits.

The first tactic recommended is to implement the MassCore course of study statewide
as the minimum requirement for a diploma.

These rigorous academic standards alone are not enough to ensure that students will
develop the competencies they need, so it is also necessary to include skills that are
essential in the 21%century across the curriculum.

Employers and students alike also emphasize the value of real-world experience as part of
education, so it is crucial to provide opportunities for work-based or service learning
activities.

STRATEGY 3:
Ensure Assessments Measure Relevant Skills and Content Mastery

Our knowledge of how to assess performance has improved greatly over the past fifteen years
of education reform. While we maintain a steadfast commitment to requiring students to
demonstrate proficiency in basic skills to earn a diploma, we must continually validate that
progress is being made to bring students beyond this level.

Ensuring that students develop the applied, 21%century skills they need requires that we
develop exit assessments that measure college and career readiness.

If we are to encourage students to pursue a rigorous course of study with the promise that
they will be ready for college work and job training, we should ensure that the content and
instruction in these courses will lead to mastery of relevant knowledge and skills through
a statewide end-of-course assessment system.
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The future prosperity

STRATEGY 4:
Create a System of Partnerships to Support and Sustain Reforms

To succeed, schools need on-going support from the communities that depend on their
success. Employers have an enormous stake in the quality of our education system, and must
take responsibility for supporting and sustaining these reforms.

« One approach is to formalize regional School-Business Partnership Programs.

«  There are also many successful models that can be replicated to establish long-term and
meaningful partnerships between schools and businesses at the local level.

The promise of public education is to provide all students with the opportunity to succeed in
civic and economic life, but for too many students our system of education falls short. The
future prosperity of our students and our communities is at risk, unless we guarantee a system
of education in which each student who enters high school graduates with the skills necessary
to succeed in college and in the workforce. Massachusetts can lead the way toward this new
frontier—a true 21%century high school education system.

The Commission’s full report follows. It is organized into two main sections. The first (The
Challenge) describes the challenge facing our state and policy-makers. The second (Meeting the
Challenge) outlines the Commission’s four-pronged strategic action plan and implementation
tactics for each strategy, and includes pertinent examples. Although estimating expenses and
savings related to these proposals was beyond the scope of the Commission’s
work, funding is, of course, of great concern as education budgets strain to
cover rising costs, so this issue is addressed at the report’s conclusion.
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THE CHALLENGE

In 2007, the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (ESE)
announced that 80 percent of the nearly 75,000 students who entered 9th grade in 2002
graduated four years later—ten points ahead of the national average. However, like the
performance of the Commonwealth’s students on the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP), where Massachusetts outscored other states despite unacceptably low raw
scores, a look at the details behind the data indicates that the Commonwealth still has a
problem. Graduation rates may exceed the national average but are still too low at 80 percent.
Urban areas in the state lag behind suburban areas, with a graduation rate of only 64 percent,
and more than 50 schools report graduation rates below 60 percent.

Moreover, the graduation rate is only one part of the challenge of high school reform. A recent
study by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research estimates that, in 2003, only 38 percent
of Massachusetts teenagers finished high school with sufficient coursework and basic reading
skills to be considered college-ready.” This lack of preparation results in substantial rates of
remediation in colleges, with over one in three Massachusetts high school graduates requiring
remedial coursework in one or more subjects in their first year in the state’s colleges and
universities.’ Because remedial coursework typically cannot be applied to degree requirements,
enrollment in these courses can increase the expense and length of time it will take a student
to earn a degree. National studies also suggest that a substantial proportion of students
requiring remediation will fail to earn a degree.’

Students who proceed directly into the workforce find themselves equally unprepared.
Massachusetts is not training and retaining enough skilled workers with the talents necessary
to sustain our economy and quality of life. MBAE focus groups with Massachusetts employers
indicated that those who hire directly from high school were dissatisfied with new graduates’
basic written and verbal communication skills, math and computer skills, problem-solving, and
overall demeanor and work ethic. These findings are consistent with a national study, which
found that 40 percent of employers report that high school graduates or G.E.D equivalents
were “deficient” in their preparation for entry-level positions.” When workers do not have the
skills that employers need, jobs in our communities may go unfilled and the unskilled may
remain unemployed, an opportunity cost our state’s citizens and its businesses simply cannot
afford in an increasingly competitive and unforgiving global economy.

The business community has been vocal and clear about the need to develop talent that will

maintain and increase our state’s competitive edge in global markets. In addition to building

strength in the science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields, we must also

ensure that all of our students have the skills to support the innovation and creative work that
will fuel economic growth and prosperity in the future.® These skills, termed
“21%century skills,” include global awareness, financial literacy, critical
thinking, communication, collaboration, and an ability to engage in life-long
learning as well as traditional core academic subject knowledge.”

To ensure that all students graduate prepared for college, career, and
citizenship, the Commission identified three challenges to overcome:
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1. Increase Awareness of 21st Century Demands

The impact of education reforms over the past fifteen years has been significant. Student
performance on the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) tests has
consistently improved, and Massachusetts students score among the highest-performing in the
nation on NAEP exams. This success has led to a public perception that education reform is
complete when, in fact, it has not met the goal of preparing students for college and career.

« The most recent results of the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA),
which assesses the ability of 15-year-old students to apply knowledge and skills to real-life
contexts, indicate that U.S. students test below other developed nations in mathematics
and science.®

«  The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education estimates that 49 percent of
our state’s young adults (aged 25 to 34) attain an associate’s degree or higher.” While this
rate compares well with top countries, and is surpassed by only Japan and Canada,"
college enrollment rates are increasing substantially in other advanced market

economies.™

These results are unacceptable when we consider that our state and its students compete
internationally.

Success today depends on the awareness, understanding and ability to
navigate various customs and cultural differences, economic and
political climates, work force conditions and expectations, unions and
laws, customers and competition—in essence, a global mindset."
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This “global mindset” is of growing importance, as approximately 4.5 percent of our state’s
workforce is currently employed by foreign-owned enterprises. Massachusetts is ranked
eleventh of all U.S. states in the value of its exports per worker, one measure of global linkages
and economic activity. **

Our first task is to combat complacency about the state of our schools. As state and municipal
policy-makers struggle to maintain services in the face of rising costs and declining revenues,
the business community can be a powerful voice for ensuring that education receives the
attention and primacy it deserves among competing state policy priorities. It is critical that a
united business community advocate strongly for making the education we provide the one
that our students need, even if it is vastly different from the education system we have had in
the past.

2. Prepare ALL Students for College and Career

The economic and political environments in which we live and work are constantly changing,
yet the way that education is delivered has changed very little over the last century. The result
is a system-wide lack of capacity to prepare all students adequately to meet the challenges of a
21*century economy."

The Massachusetts Department of Workforce Development estimates that 56 percent of all
new jobs created in the state between 2004 and 2014 will require an associate’s degree or
higher."” Further, the pace of technological change is expected to accelerate, requiring all
workers, whether they proceed directly to college or not, to possess a capacity to learn new
skills. A comprehensive agenda for education reform must create systems that address both
college and career readiness. Research suggests an important convergence between the skills
needed for higher education and those required in the workforce,'® and for most students, the
choice is not college or career, but college and career.

Therefore, all students need (1) exposure to career options to better inform and motivate their
future choices as well as (2) opportunities to learn relevant career skills prior to high school
graduation. Increasingly, college and workforce readiness means readiness for future learning
and training, and all of our graduates will need to see themselves as capable lifelong learners in
order to succeed in life, citizenship and employment.

3. Close the Persistent Achievement Gap

Education has the potential to disrupt cycles of poverty. A wide body of research has shown

significant positive correlations between a person’s skill level and his or her economic

benefits."” ** Yet, too many economically disadvantaged students attend under-resourced
schools where they do not acquire the skills and knowledge that are compa-
rable to that of their more affluent peers or that are necessary for
postsecondary success. The National Center for Public Policy and Higher
Education estimates that young adults from low-income families in
Massachusetts are only half as likely to attend college as those from high-
income families." The Center also notes that the state’s “gap in college
participation rates between whites and non-whites is substantial,” with 39%
of young white students enrolled in higher education, compared with 28%
of non-white students.”

Present demographic trends make this challenge even more urgent. African

American and Hispanic populations are projected to comprise an increasing
share of our state’s total population and workforce over the next ten years. Unless our schools
are able to substantially close the achievement gap, the education level of our state’s workforce
is likely to decline, along with the standard of living of many of our state’s residents.” Our
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education system must provide to all students the opportunities that the most advantaged
among us experience, so that all students, regardless of their race or ethnic origin, family
income or geographic location, are well prepared for college, career and citizenship.

MEETING THE CHALLENGE

Considerable knowledge exists about policies and practices to increase graduation rates and
better prepare all students for college and career. The challenge is to use this understanding to
effect change that leads to positive results.

Our proposals focus on four key strategies, as well as specific actionable tactics for each. These
tactics depend upon on-going collaboration between the business community, educators, and
policy-makers. This reflects the underlying reality that the economic environment in which we
all live and work is changing exponentially, and our schools cannot be expected to keep pace
without constant support from, and interaction with, the communities that depend on their
success.

The Commission’s principal charge was to investigate high school reform. However, parallel
challenges exist at all levels of education. Developing higher levels of competency requires a
strong foundation of skills built over successive grade levels, particularly with regard to literacy
skills, which are key to success in other content areas. Supporting strategies will be necessary
across all grade levels to transform all of our schools into 21*century learning communities.
However, the challenge is most acute at the high school level, where students are at the inter-
section between traditional compulsory education and the demanding postsecondary world of
college and career. Therefore, it is extremely urgent to focus our attention here.

STRATEGY 1:
Reform the Fundamental High School Model

Adapt Programs So All Children Can Succeed

The current system of educational delivery is a “one-size fits all” model in which all students
attend school for the same length of time, regardless of their background or needs. However,
we know that students arrive with different levels of basic skills, and for many—especially
those with limited English proficiency or from economically disadvantaged backgrounds—the
traditional approach is simply not enough. For those who are achieving at high levels, four
years may be too long to wait to begin college work.

Furthermore, students typically have limited opportunity to participate in the design,

planning, and execution of their learning, which may prevent them from feeling fully invested

in their own educational process. As one Commissioner noted, “like it or not, students are

acting like consumers,” disengaging from schools when they fail to see connections between

what is being taught in the classroom and their own personal goals and postsecondary plans.
The changes we urgently need require totally re-thinking how, where and from
whom students learn—changes that will not result from merely tinkering with
the current system. Although these changes must be made throughout our pre-K
to higher education system, important gains can be realized immediately by
restructuring high schools. Personalizing education, rather than delivering educa-
tional services using an industrial model, would benefit all students, especially
those who otherwise might not graduate.
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KEY TACTIC 1:
Strengthen career counseling and guidance support

High school students are frequently expected to make educational decisions that will influence
their ability to pursue certain careers, including decisions about high school course of study,
educational testing, and application to college. Yet, access to resources that can inform these
decisions is sorely lacking. Students who met with Commissioners emphasized that most
schools provide only limited information about college and career realities, and it often comes
too late in a student’s secondary career to make a material difference. An increasing number of
states are addressing this need by requiring students to develop individualized learning plans,
often in middle school, that will guide their course selection and preparation.”” Resource
constraints and substantial demands made on guidance counselors, however, have left most
schools with insufficient staff to advise and counsel students. Instead, students report getting
information from their parents, internet sites, and peers—often sources of incomplete or
incorrect information.

Many of the state’s vocational technical schools provide excellent models of career counseling,
combining individualized career plans, vocational career advice, and mandatory student advi-
sories, in which students regularly meet with faculty in small group settings to discuss
academic and career issues. MBAE focus groups found that students from these programs were
more knowledgeable with respect to workplace expectations,” as well as their own professional
abilities. However, these schools (and their students) represent the exception rather than the
rule.

All high schools can benefit from the technical school model by formalizing a career readiness
component to provide guidance for their students, supported by at least one career devel-
opment specialist in the building at all schools. These specialists should have industry
experience as well as broad knowledge about career opportunities and corresponding skills and
educational requirements. The impact of this resource should be measured statewide using
relevant metrics, such as the number of work-based learning plans completed, internship
placements, and job shadowing opportunities. An additional benefit is that these specialists
could serve as liaisons for school-business partnerships, providing much-needed direction to
local businesses and volunteers and ensuring that programs are coordinated to contribute to
key strategic initiatives at each school. While it would be advantageous to expand these
programs to all middle schools, those districts with themed choices for high school enrollment
(e.g., Boston), must ensure that middle school students have exposure to career
options before selecting their high school and course of study.

Guidance and support services should also be targeted to reduce the state’s
dropout rate, as it is well-documented that the economic and social consequences
of dropping out of school are severe, both for the individual student and for
society as a whole.” The Alliance for Excellent Education estimates that
Massachusetts dropouts who should have graduated in 2008 alone will cost the
state’s economy more than $4.3 billion in foregone income over their lifetimes.”
Yet, students at risk of dropping out show warning signs as early as 4th grade,
including poor attendance, failing grades, low test scores, and insufficient credit
attainment. Systems that track students using these indicators, and periodically review data to
identify new indicators, have helped schools identify at-risk students and target critical inter-
vention resources more effectively.” Providing intervention services for students identified as
unlikely to graduate would be an effective investment both in workforce talent and in state
funds that would reduce future costs.
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Student Voices

KEY TACTIC 2:
Incorporate flexible alternatives to a four-year schedule and increase instructional time

Across the Commonwealth, “the most commonly reported obstacle to improved student
achievement was the lack of time.””” Many high performing urban schools have found ways to
increase time through incremental adjustments, such as extending the school day or adding
weekend and summer school programs to help bring all students to proficiency.

High schools should continue to increase instructional time for students; they should also
become more active in the state’s Expanded Learning Time (ELT) initiative, which is designed
to lengthen the amount of instructional time available to students across the Commonwealth
(either day-by-day or by lengthening the school year). An expanded learning curriculum must
include opportunities for students to apply their academic lessons in an engaging context, as
well as opportunities to pursue coursework that prepares them for specific careers in which
they are interested. Additional time does not necessarily need to be added onto the beginning
or end of the traditional school day, but could include evening or weekend special sessions or
classes.

For students who arrive in high school substantially behind or who are at-risk of dropping out,
however, more dramatic changes will be necessary to ensure that they remain fully engaged. As
one Commissioner noted, “spending four years in high school in four discrete units—
freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior—is sacrosanct but not meaningful,” and may in fact
not be realistic for all students. When students are unable to conform to this standard “high
school process,” they are at an increased risk of dropping out or earning a diploma without
acquiring fundamental capabilities.
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An alternative approach for these students would be to identify outcomes or graduation
requirements for all students, and allow at-risk students or those who are substantially behind
(or ahead) to develop a personalized education plan, mapping out their own plan for achieving
those objectives. These plans could be implemented in a manner similar to the individualized
education plan model that has been adopted in the special education context. Activities for
which students can earn credit might include independent study, directed or focused foreign
travel, certain work experience, and structured internships. Creative thinking about what
constitutes learning is needed, and schools should consider awarding credit for a variety of
learning opportunities that captivate and engage students while teaching them essential
competencies.

KEY TACTIC 3:
Increase dual enrollment program opportunities

Dual enrollment programs allow students to earn college credit or even complete an Associate’s
degree while in high school. For students who need fewer than four years to achieve profi-
ciency, these programs can keep students challenged and engaged. With five universities, six
comprehensive state colleges, three specialized state colleges, and fifteen community colleges,
Massachusetts has a robust public higher education system that can be leveraged to provide
high school students with exposure to college-level courses and a head-start toward completing
a degree. These programs have the potential to:

Expose students to the expectations of higher education so they can apply themselves
effectively and make informed decisions in high school.

Help make college more affordable and accessible to students with limited financial
resources by decreasing the time and cost necessary to earn a degree.”

Start high school students on a path to college, especially those who do not consider
themselves college eligible or who might aspire to earn a degree but are not sure how to
get there.

Provide alternative options to reengage struggling students and returning dropouts.

Dual enrollment opportunities, which have been restricted in the past because of
limited funds, should be expanded. Any new or re-designed systems must ensure
that all students have equal access to these opportunities by addressing trans-
portation, textbook costs, and related issues. In addition, high schools should
partner with local community colleges to provide distance learning opportunities
using technology, on-site instruction through the location of a satellite campus at
the school site, or similar course options for students. These measures would
ensure meaningful access for students with limited financial resources and those
without home computers or the means to travel to local community colleges.
Since few schools are able to invest in specialized technical equipment, this is an
opportunity for local businesses to provide support through the use of their
conferencing facilities.

These tactics suggest some ways to re-examine the current high school model. There must also
be a commitment to review successful practices on an on-going basis and to develop innovative
approaches to meeting the needs of students and the greater community.

STRATEGY 2:
Align Curriculum with the Demands of College and Career

Ensure Consistent Rigor and Relevance for All Students

The cornerstone of effective educational practice is a relevant curriculum that engages
students as active participants in their own learning. Preparing all students for college and
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career requires providing the same opportunities and courses to everyone. Research by ACT
suggests that workforce entrants require similar levels of proficiency in reading and mathe-
matics as do first year college students if they are to achieve self-supporting wages.”

While the academic rigor of a student’s high school course of study is the single best predictor
of whether the student will successfully attain a college degree,” it is also critical that
curriculum and instruction keep students fully engaged and motivated to succeed. In a
national study, nearly half of recent high school dropouts said that a major factor in their
decision was that their classes were not interesting.* Providing a rigorous and relevant high
school curriculum for all students imposes demands on school systems that they may not be
equipped to meet. Business can and should support this effort in innovative ways.

Thinkfinity.org

KEY TACTIC 1:
Make MassCore the Statewide Minimum Requirement for a Diploma

In November 2007, the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education
approved a recommended minimum curriculum (MassCore) that should be completed before
high school graduation. MassCore is aligned with entrance requirements for the state’s public
colleges and universities and consists of four years of English and mathematics, three years of
laboratory-based science, three years of history and social science, two years of the same
foreign language, one year of an arts program, and five additional academic courses that may
include business education, health, and/or technology. MassCore also includes additional
learning opportunities, including Advanced Placement (AP) classes, dual enrollment, a senior
project, online courses for high school or college credit, and service or work-based learning.

Because each Massachusetts school committee sets its own graduation requirements, not all
communities require the same levels of rigor of their students, a factor that contributes to the
overall achievement gap. A preliminary survey conducted by the Massachusetts Department
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of Elementary and Secondary Education suggests that nearly 80 percent of students from
suburban high schools completed coursework consistent with MassCore requirements in 2006,
but fewer than 46 percent of students from urban high schools completed this coursework.”

A statewide graduation requirement would ensure that expectations and course offerings are
consistent for all students regardless of which school they attend. If we are serious about
closing the achievement gap, this is an essential step to ensuring that all schools and districts
provide the supports needed for high achievement and that expectations are not lowered for
struggling students. Only with consistent standards and equal opportunities can we ensure
that ALL graduates are prepared for the demands of college and career.

The Massachusetts State Scholars Initiative
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KEY TACTIC 2:
Include 21*Century Skills Across the Curriculum.

High school is a time “when young adults begin to mix educational experiences with their
growing independence in families and communities, and with their early attachment to the

world of work.”*

While MassCore would ensure that every student graduates with sufficient
coursework to be considered college-ready, a 21%century education requires more than mastery
of core subjects. In an increasingly global economic and political environment, students must

also master a set of skills that spans disciplinary boundaries. These include®:

21%century themes: Global awareness, financial, economic, business and entrepreneurial
literacy, civic literacy, and health literacy;

Broader skills of learning and innovation: Creativity and innovation, critical thinking and
problem-solving, communication and collaboration.

Information, media, and technology skills

Life and career skills: Flexibility and adaptability, innovation and self-direction, social and
cross-cultural skills, productivity and accountability, and leadership and responsibility.

These skills, outlined in greater detail in Appendix A, are essential to meaningful participation

in our communities and workplaces and, therefore, must be part of a 21%century education if
our students are to be competitive globally. They should not be viewed as “add-ons,”
but rather should be incorporated across the curriculum in such a way that students
learn and apply these skills in the course of core subject learning. This approach to
academic instruction has the potential to reinforce the connection between what
students learn in the classroom and the real-world skills that they will need once
they graduate. A study of career academies, which combine academic instruction
with career/technical education and work-based learning opportunities, found that
these programs improved labor market outcomes, particularly among young men of
color, without compromising postsecondary participation.*® Acquiring these skills
will benefit all students, whether they pursue employment or higher education

immediately after high school.

KEY TACTIC 3:
Provide elective credit for work-based or service learning

Another important way to increase students’ exposure to the world of work is through work-
based or service learning activities. Boston high school students who met with Commissioners
indicated that they both need and value opportunities for meaningful internships and work
experience that allow them to apply their skills to real-world challenges as well as to develop
new skills. Providing elective credit to students for these activities could encourage greater
participation among our students.

For their part, businesses can provide meaningful opportunities and work with students to
ensure that they have realistic expectations about what they are qualified to do in the work-
place. The pressure to increase the number of internships and service-learning opportunities
where limited mentoring support is available can lead to disappointing experiences for both
business and intern. The use of “work-based learning plans” can greatly aid businesses in the
process of setting expectations with interns, establishing goals, and evaluating progress.
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Work-Based Learning Plans
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STRATEGY 3:
Ensure that Assessments Measure Relevant Skills
and Mastery of Core Content

Validate Progress in the Right Direction

Establishing standards for student learning has been a key feature of education reform. The
business community continues to advocate for high standards, measurement of achievement,
and accountability for results. Our state’s system of academic standards and assessments
ensures that all students in all districts have the chance to develop and demonstrate the basic
competencies required for graduation. There are currently few assessments, however, that
evaluate the skills and knowledge essential for success in college and career. An exception is the
Certificate of Occupational Proficiency awarded to students in vocational technical high
schools. Because these assessments have “the power to dictate what gets taught in the
classroom,” they must be well-aligned with the demands of postsecondary education and
work.*

As we raise expectations of proficiency for all students, it is important that we continually
evaluate our assessment system to determine whether our standards are the right ones, assess-
ments are reliable and valid, and that targets are ambitious, yet fair and achievable. The MCAS
will continue to inform us about students’ basic skills, yet readiness for college and career must
be demonstrated with a higher standard of performance. The MCAS test has not yet met the
needs of business and higher education communities in this regard.

KEY TACTIC 1:
Ensure that Exit Requirements Measure College and Career Readiness

Effective performance metrics convey information about important underlying outcomes. The

MCAS test currently “provides limited information related to postsecondary readiness” with

respect to writing, computation, algebra and math reasoning,*” and a score of “proficient” on

the MCAS only reflects mastery of eighth grade material. As a result, MCAS results are rarely
considered in employment and college admissions decisions, and many students
fail to see the real-world significance of the test beyond its importance as a high
school exit requirement.

A more effective measurement and accountability tool is needed to directly test
skills that we know relate to college and career readiness. In addition to core
subject matter, 21°century skills such as critical thinking, collaboration, and
adaptability are significant skills necessary for success in college and career and
must be assessed to hold both schools and students accountable for teaching and
learning, respectively. Behaviorally-based applied skills are increasingly important
to student success in modern workplaces. These can be better assessed with
rubrics-based systems than traditional standardized testing. The “work-based
learning plans” described previously provide an excellent example of a rubrics-
based diagnostic, goal-setting and assessment tool. Because such rubrics have yet
to be developed and brought to scale, however, educators and others too often rely on the
readily available traditional tests. Rubric-based assessments would help students become more
active participants in their educational experience, as well as learn the important skill of giving
and accepting feedback. Students may also emerge from this process with realistic expectations
about what they are qualified to do in the workplace.
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KEY TACTIC 2:
Implement a Statewide System of End-of-Course Assessments

Mastery of content in a rigorous course of studies is the single best predictor of success in
college, but Massachusetts does not have a system to validate the academic rigor of course
offerings. To ensure that all students have access to the same core content regardless of where
they attend school will require Massachusetts to develop and distribute statewide standards
for key courses and end-of-course assessments to validate student learning. For example, while
the MassCore curriculum is an important requirement, completing coursework does not guar-
antee mastery of content. End-of-course assessments, such as the Algebra II exam that
Massachusetts has worked with eight other states to develop, can assess whether students
have mastered a subject, and further, whether different school systems cover the same course
content equitably and rigorously.

By 2015, fourteen states expect to use end-of-course assessments, up from two in 2002.*
Among the reasons given for adopting end-of-course assessments are improving overall
accountability, increasing academic rigor, and aligning state standards and curriculum. Some
states are also considering how to use these assessments to determine college and career
readiness. Massachusetts is engaged in this process. To earn a high school diploma, students
will be required to pass an end-of-course science or technology exam beginning in 2010, and
an end-of-course (or end-of-series) U.S. history exam beginning in 2012.* These requirements
are in addition to the 10th grade MCAS comprehensive exam. The impact of these assessments
must be closely monitored to assure that the intended result—equitable and rigorous courses
across school systems and validating student mastery of content—is achieved.

STRATEGY 4:
Create a System of Education-Business Partnerships

Support and Sustain Reforms

Our economy will suffer greatly if our education system does not prepare all students for
college and career. Employers, who have a great stake in this endeavor, can and must play a
pivotal role in advocating for, and sustaining, much-needed reforms. Many businesses across
the state are already actively involved with local schools providing financial support, volun-
teers, and direct classroom services. However, in an era of limited resources and local financial
pressures, leaders of most schools frequently find it difficult to develop and sustain corporate
support over the long-term. New ideas and relationships are needed.
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Business leaders can

provide a vital

IBM School Partnerships

KEY TACTIC 1:
Formalize Regional School-Business Partnerships

Business leaders can provide a vital connection between our schools and the dynamic global
environment in which our graduates must compete. The fact that many individual businesses
are actively involved with individual local schools does not substitute for a
system-wide structure for business participation. The fragmentation that
currently characterizes the school-business partnership landscape is further
compounded by school administrators’ lack of time to manage volunteers, which

connection between ouyy ultimately limits the extent to which business programs can align with either

schools and the dynamic
global environment in

school-wide or statewide initiatives.

Bringing together employers and education leaders regionally to address specific
local needs could maximize the benefit of existing business involvement as well

which our g raduates as encourage new participation. Such initiatives would build on the success of

must compete.

similar efforts to unite corporate and community leaders and can focus on
targeted priorities in each region to direct business involvement more effectively
towards common objectives.

As part of this partnership, employers must clearly articulate the 21*century knowledge and
skills that they require from the labor force to compete effectively. Similarly, schools must
work with employers to identify ways that business leaders can support development of these
skills in their students.
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Equally as important is encouraging employers to work directly with students and teachers,
not only to help students understand the relevance of academic work for future career options
and goals, but also to expose teachers to new and changing business realities. Incentives to
encourage participation could include public recognition and/or awards for significantly high
thresholds of contribution. Crediting businesses that provide high quality internships in the
scoring process for state contract bids could serve as another incentive. Incentive programs
should also be tailored for small businesses to encourage their involvement, especially in
regions where small- to medium-sized businesses make up a large proportion of employers.

Berkshire Compact for Higher Education

KEY TACTIC 2:
Establish long-term and meaningful partnerships between schools
and businesses at the local level

Businesses currently engaged in supporting local schools should continue these activities while
actively working to form long-term strategic partnerships. These partnerships can take
multiple forms, depending on the needs of the school and the business partner. However, to be
sustainable, partnerships must be based on mutual benefit, obligation, and trust. For example,
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businesses can provide expertise, knowledge, and critical resources to schools. In return,
schools could open doors during non-school hours to provide workforce training programs,
some of which can be open to high school students. These types of programs utilize otherwise
unused building capacity while generating revenue for core high school programs and
contributing to regional workforce development activities.

Worcester Technical High School and Entrustment

COSTS AND CONSEQUENCES

Cost is a major obstacle to innovation in many government programs, and education is no
exception. With the price of most public services exceeding revenues allocated to meet needs,
the availability of funding will be a factor in implementation of the recommendations in this
report.

The Commission was charged with developing a blueprint for action by employers to improve
the college and career readiness of Massachusetts youth. Our purpose is to share the strategies
and tactics identified here as a basis for decisions and action by all stakeholders and to accel-
erate progress on necessary reforms. In some cases, our recommendations will have a
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significant cost attached. In others, an operational change is required that can be accomplished
with little or no impact on existing budgets. In many, expenditures can be fully or partially
offset by associated savings. In all cases, the opportunity costs of inaction are staggering.
Researchers at the Center for Labor Market Studies at Northeastern University estimate that a
single high school dropout will cost the state nearly $145,000 in additional transfer payments
and lost tax revenue over his or her lifetime when compared to a high school graduate,
concluding that increasing graduation rates could improve “the fiscal position of state and local
governments.”’ Graduating students without the skills for success in postsecondary education
or the workforce also imposes economic consequences on our state and communities. These
include remediation costs at state and community colleges, foregone income and tax revenue,
and transfer payments. Massachusetts cannot afford to absorb this expense, multiplied
annually, and remain economically competitive.

As part of the Governor’s Education Action Agenda, a Readiness Finance Commission was
appointed in June 2008 to review the Commonwealth’s spending on education and to project
costs; recommend systemic savings and efficiencies; identify potential sources of new revenue;
and outline options for comprehensive re-design of the state’s education finance system to
support a 21%century education structure. The information developed through this process,
with the involvement of MBAE Board and Advisory Council members, will be valuable in prior-
itizing the proposals made in this report and will guide future deliberations. To be effective,
action taken to reform high schools so students can achieve and succeed must also be
sustainable. If we are serious about reforming high schools, we must develop the political will
to pay for these reforms.

CONCLUSION

In today’s dynamic and unforgiving economy, all Massachusetts students must graduate from
high school with the academic and applied skills necessary for success in college and career.
Economic and political changes have rendered the current “one-size fits all” model—where
education is delivered primarily in classroom settings with limited opportunities for applied
learning across disciplines—inadequate to prepare all students for success. The results are
unacceptably low graduation rates, substantial remediation rates in college, and limited oppor-
tunities for many graduates to find jobs at wages sufficient to support a family.

Massachusetts needs a multidimensional strategy that effectively replaces our current

outdated approach to education with one that can sustain our knowledge-based economy.
Reforms must ensure that our education system: (1) tailors education services to
the unique needs of the student, providing necessary supports for success, (2)
engages our students in rigorous studies while teaching them relevant skills for
postsecondary academic, economic, and civic participation, (3) monitors progress
using relevant assessment tools, and (4) provides long-term, community-based
support so that our schools have the direction and resources they need. Each of
these reforms can help all Massachusetts students prepare for the challenges that
await them after graduation.
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The first step will be to change the way that we think about high school. Students learn
best in supportive, flexible environments with access to focused career counseling and
guidance support; increased instructional time and alternatives to a four-year schedule; and
access to early college experiences. It is up to us to ensure that our educational institutions
provide these supports.

With these systems of support in place, standards can be raised to guarantee that the
education we provide is the one that students need. To succeed, students need the oppor-
tunity to learn relevant skills in engaging settings similar to those in which they will live and
work. We must require the rigorous MassCore curriculum for graduation statewide; infuse
21%century skills and themes across the curriculum; and expand work-based and service
learning if our students are to be adequately engaged while they are in high school and
prepared for postsecondary life when they leave.

To monitor progress, our state’s assessment system must measure skills that indicate
readiness for college and career. It is no longer sufficient to exclusively rely upon state exit
exams that only measure basic skills. New assessments that evaluate critical thinking and
applied skills—which are increasingly important in modern workplaces—as well as those that
validate the rigor of course offerings are necessary to ensure that all students have the oppor-
tunity to master the requisite skills for success.

Finally, we must develop new and innovative ways to support and sustain our schools for
the long-term. To continually improve, schools need on-going support from the communities
that depend on their excellence. Business and community groups must form long-term mean-
ingful partnerships with schools and focus initiatives on key priorities for the region.

Failure to keep pace with a changing world places our students’ futures and our state’s
prospects for prosperity at risk. The time has come to move beyond agreement about the need
for change to actively transforming our schools into the 21%century learning centers that our
students deserve and our communities need. In doing so, Massachusetts can once again lead
the way in education reform, with a 21*century education system that will serve as a source of
competitive advantage for our state, its students, and its employers. Our goal must be a high
quality public education that equips all Massachusetts students with the knowledge and skills
they need for successful life, citizenship and employment in a globalized world.
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Appendix A—21st Century Skills

The phrase “21%Century Skills” is commonly used to refer to the applied skills that are increas-
ingly important in a global, technological society and workplace. These do not replace, but
rather complement, a strong academic foundation.

In employer focus groups MBAE held across Massachusetts, employers expressed dissatis-
faction with new workforce entrants’ applied skills, particularly communication skills, basic
math and computer skills, problem-solving skills, and “soft skills” such as overall demeanor
and work ethic.' Over 400 employers cited similar concerns about the preparation of workforce
entrants in a national survey conducted by the Partnership for 21*Century Skills.? This corre-
lation underscores the importance of 21%century skills to the business community, and the
urgent need to better prepare students for postsecondary realities.

A 21%century education involves integrating these skills into curriculum and instruction in
every classroom. These skills must be incorporated across disciplines through articulation in all
curriculum frameworks as measurable and high standards (as is the case for the state’s
Vocational Technical Education Frameworks * and Certificate of Occupational Proficiency);
featured in rubric-based assessments that measure competency (such as the Connecting
Activities Work-Based Learning Plan*); and evaluated by an effective accountability system.

The Partnership for 21*Century Skills has brought together business and education leaders to
outline the skills and content-knowledge that today’s students should master to succeed. These
“21%century outcomes” include: °

Core Subjects and 21*Century Themes. Mastery of core subjects and 21*century themes
is essential for students in the 21*century. Core subjects include: English, reading or
language arts; world languages; arts; mathematics; economics; science; geography; history;
and government and civics. In addition to these subjects, schools must move beyond a
focus on basic competency in core subjects to promoting understanding of academic
content at much higher levels by weaving 21°century interdisciplinary themes into core
subjects. These include: global awareness; financial, economic, business and entrepre-
neurial literacy; civic literacy; and health and wellness awareness.

Learning and Innovation Skills. Learning and innovation skills increasingly are being
recognized as the skills that separate students who are prepared for increasingly complex
life and work environments in the 21%century, and those who are not. A focus on
creativity, critical thinking, communication and collaboration is essential to prepare
students for the future.

Information, Media, and Technology Skills. People in the 21*century live in a technology
and media-suffused environment, marked by access to an abundance of information, rapid
changes in technology tools, and the ability to collaborate and make individual contribu-
tions on an unprecedented scale. To be effective in the 21%century, citizens and workers
must be able to exhibit a range of functional and critical thinking skills related to infor-
mation, media and technology.

Life Skills. The ability to navigate the complex life and work environments in the globally
competitive information age requires students to pay rigorous attention to developing
adequate life and career skills. These skills include: flexibility and adaptability; initiative
and self-direction; social and cross-cultural skills; productivity and accountability; lead-
ership and responsibility.

Massachusetts is one of nine 21 Century Skills Leadership States. For more information, visit:
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org.
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A simple question to ask is, ‘How has the world of a child changed in the last 150
years?” And the answer is ‘It’s hard to imagine any way in which it hasn’t changed.’
Children know more about what’s going on in the world today than their teachers,
often because of the media environment they grow up in. They’re immersed in a
media environment that was unheard of 150 years ago, and yet if you look at school
today versus 100 years ago, they are more similar than dissimilar.®

—DPeter Senge, Director, Center for Organizational Learning, MIT
In Learning for the 21% Century, Partnership for 21*Century Skills
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MBAE

MASSACHUSETTS
BUSINESS ALLIANCE
FOR EDUCATION

27

Acknowledgements

MBAE is grateful to the members of this Commission for their participation and contributions
to this project. Each Commission member provided a unique and valuable perspective from his
or her professional and industry experience. Everyone shared a common concern about the
prospects for young people who are not receiving the educational opportunities they need to
succeed in our companies and to pursue the higher education or training that is essential for
advancement in most careers. Members also conveyed their anxiety as employers about
educating a qualified workforce that can lead their businesses forward in the 21%century. This
motivation, and dedication to solutions, resulted in thoughtful analysis, constructive discus-
sions and insightful conclusions. We thank them all for attending meetings and reviewing
drafts, and for their expertise and support.

MBAE also thanks the Boston Student Advisory Council for welcoming us to their meeting and
offering their candid and heartfelt opinions. Worcester Technical High School graciously
hosted us, providing an informative tour and delicious opportunity to sample the work of their
talented students. We appreciate the courtesy extended by the Massachusetts Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development (MASCD) in allowing us to attend a meeting of their
High School Redesign Task Force.

Stefanie Santaniello provided staff support not only with research and development of reports,
but also with her flexibility, professionalism and acuity. Her colleague at the University of
Massachusetts Donahue Institute, Steve Ellis, also provided valuable critiques and suggestions
along the way.

This work was funded through a generous grant from the AT&T Foundation as part of the
AT&T Aspire program. MBAE is also grateful to the Nellie Mae Education Foundation for its
support of our work on high school reform.

The contributions of everyone involved, including members of MBAE’s Board of Directors who
reviewed this report, are greatly appreciated.

Linda M. Noonan, Executive Director
Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education

About the Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education The Massachusetts Business
Alliance for Education is committed to a high quality public education system that will prepare
all students to engage successfully in a global economy and society. We bring together
business and education leaders to promote education policies and practices based on meas-
urable standards of achievement, accountability for performance, and equitable educational
opportunities for all students. Our work is made possible by support from Abt Associates,
AT&T Foundation, Braver, Citizens Bank, Comcast, The Irene E. and George A. Davis
Foundation, Eastern Bank Charitable Foundation, EMC Corporation, IBM, Intel, The Nellie
Mae Education Foundation, Pearson, Shields Healthcare Group, Slowey/McManus, TD
Banknorth and Verizon.

Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education
400 Atlantic Avenue

Boston, Massachusetts 02110

617-737-3122

www.mbae.org



MBAE

Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education
400 Atlantic Avenue

Boston, Massachusetts 02110

617-737-3122

www.mbae.org



