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About 150 people turned out on a cold and icy Tuesday evening in Denver to help state education officials continue crafting descriptions of postsecondary and workforce readiness. 

This, the third in a series of 12 meetings across Colorado to develop the descriptions, drew mostly people from the worlds of primary, secondary and higher education, though a significant contingent of businesspeople turned out as well. A smattering of college students, policy wonks and elected officials also attended.

It’s all part of the Colorado Achievement Plan for Kids (CAP4K), which requires that the State Board of Education and the Colorado Commission on Higher Education adopt the descriptions by next Dec. 15, although the two bodies are hoping to have them drafted by June.

Generally, there was significant overlap between what participants described as workforce and postsecondary readiness. Among the skills and attributes high school graduates need to be ready for the working world or higher education:

· Soft skills, which include being comfortable working in teams, dependability, respect for others, comfort with a diverse pool of colleagues;

· The ability to communicate well, verbally and in writing;

· Critical thinking  and “higher-order learning” skills;

· Perseverance and self-discipline;

· Creativity and problem-solving abilities;

· Specific technical skills, which can be honed and deepened over time.

In addition, participants said that to be ready for post-secondary education, high graduates need to be able to:

· Read, write and do college-level math without remediation;

· Demonstrate motivation, perseverance and stamina;

· Know how to advocate fore themselves in the “education game;”

· Develop “analog” research skills – meaning book research, not just Google searches;
One table of college students said that to be successful in college, young people also need some basic life-skills training, including money management, personal responsibility, how to navigate the financial aid thicket, and how to do their own laundry.

Representatives of the state education and higher education departments have the unenviable task of taking this broad and general input and turning it into a measurable, comprehensible set of standards.
But this is vitally important work, speakers told Tuesday’s crowd. 

“That's your job tonight: imagine a great community, that imagines greatness for every child,” said Jefferson County Schools Supt. Cindy Stevenson.

And Rollie Heath, a newly minted state senator from Boulder, said his career in business convinced him that in some key ways, the education system is off track. “What we're doing here is not either or,” Heath said. “We're presenting it as all or nothing. Go to college or you fail. There are lots of ways to be successful, but it all starts with that high school diploma.” 

The description of postsecondary and workforce readiness is one of the central elements of CAP4K (The state board already has adopted a school readiness description.)

While the school readiness description is more of a goal – there won’t be entrance requirements for kindergarten – CAP4K’s other reforms are supposed to align with the postsecondary and workforce description (“PWR” in educator jargon). 

So, revised state content standards, new tests, updated high school graduation requirements and college admissions standards all are supposed to be driven by the PWR description.

The CAP4K law also envisions that readiness will include not only academic proficiency but also the “21st century skills” that educators are talking about these days. And, crafting the description requires the cooperation of K-12 education and the state colleges and universities, two realms that historically have followed their own, separate agendas in Colorado.

The Colorado Department of Education and the Department of Higher Education are following separate but regularly intersecting paths to draft recommendations for their respective boards. 

Research has been done, memos have been written and circulated, meetings have been held and many more meetings are scheduled.

The CDE has rolled PWR, school readiness, 21st century skills and new content standards into a single “scoping” process that involves an outside consultant, reassigned staffers, an online survey, public meetings around the state, outreach to constituent groups like superintendents, teachers and school board members and a 25-member “stakeholder” group of educators, business leaders and others. CDE executives also are meeting regularly with higher ed officials.

Last fall CDE held a series of meetings around the state and tabulated responses from those along with those from an online survey that gathered opinions about school readiness, postsecondary and workforce readiness and 21st century skills. 

The survey produced some interesting results. Respondents by far rated critical thinking as the most important 21st century skill students need to acquire, well above the rankings given 11 other skills. When asked what constitutes postsecondary readiness, about 63 percent of respondents said it includes not only being accepted to a postsecondary institution but also successfully completing a degree or certificate.
The respondents also provided a surprise when about 61 percent disagreed or strongly disagreed that the knowledge and skills needed to enter the workforce from high school are the same as those needed for college. But Tuesday’s metro-area crowd clearly felt the two overlapped in significant ways.

More recently, a dozen content subcommittees selected by CDE have begun working on detailed new content standards in various academic subjects. The state board is supposed to adopt the new standards by Dec. 15.

The CDE’s fall meetings are being followed up by the joint CDE-DHE meetings, which are supposed to gather public comment on such questions as: What do students need to be workforce ready? What do students need to be postsecondary ready? Are there special consideration for the workforce or higher education in your region of the state?

Tuesday evening’s session at Auraria was the third such meeting. Previous gatherings were Nov. 10 in Gunnison and Dec. 3 in Colorado Springs. Education officials have been concerned that they’re not getting enough participation by business leaders and are working to attract more businesspeople to the regional meetings.

Future community meetings are scheduled for Thursday, Feb. 12, in Fort Collins at the Colorado State University’s Lory Student Center (4-6 p.m.) and Wednesday, March 4, in Grand Junction at the DoubleTree Hotel.

Additional meetings are tentatively planned on Thursday, March 26 in northeastern Colorado; Wednesday, April 15 in Alamosa; Thursday, April 16 in Pueblo; Wednesday, April 22, in Sterling; Tuesday, May 5 in Steamboat Springs; Thursday, May 14, in Glenwood Springs; and Tuesday, May 19, in Durango. Locations and times are to be announced.

Do your homework:

CDE resources, background and links

DHE CAP4K resources
