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Remarks of Brenda Dann-Messier, Assistant Secretary of Vocational and Adult Education, at the 2009 Association for Career and Technical Education (ACTE) Convention
[applause] 

Brenda Dann‑Messier: Good morning, everybody. How's everybody this morning? Thank you for that very nice introduction, Ed. I'm really honored to be here with such a dedicated and accomplished group of career and technical educators and administrators. Thank you for the invitation. 
The work you do every day is invaluable, not only to your students, schools and states, or even to the United States Department of Education, but to this entire nation. According to the last national assessment of vocational education, as well as the data from our office that we received from the states, students who participate in career and technical education are making considerable progress in closing the gaps in the rates of academic achievement, high school graduation and postsecondary transition compared to other students.

And all of this is thanks to your hard work. I applaud ACTE's national mission to help more secondary and postsecondary students, and especially those who traditionally face greater barriers to success, meet their goals. I want to thank ACTE and Jan Bray for inviting me to join you today and putting this session together. Thank you, Jan.

I also want to recognize and thank my dear friend and colleague, Assistant Secretary Jane Oates. And I need to applaud all the very dedicated OVAE [Office of Vocational and Adult Education] staff that are here in the audience as well as back at the office working on behalf of all of us. Thank you.

I've spent my entire career expanding educational opportunities for low‑income youth and adult students, many who were enrolled in adult education, CTE and community college programs. I know and respect your work. But I also know that we must do more to strengthen our CTE system.

Together we have an unprecedented opportunity to reform career and technical education. Together we can help ensure that students of all backgrounds and skill levels successfully attend and complete college and secure a better standard of living through wider education and employment opportunities.

It is this Administration's fundamental belief that all students can learn and thrive when met with high expectations, proper supports and learning environments as well as excellent teaching and school leadership. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has said that the gifts, in fact he calls it the genius in every student, must be nurtured. You and I know from our experiences that career and technical education can spark the genius in students who might not otherwise engage academically.

Your strategies can make concepts leap to life, help students find challenging and fulfilling professions, and fire a lifelong love of learning. The Secretary has called an excellent education the one true path out of poverty for all Americans regardless of race, creed, class or zip code. He has also referred to a world‑class education system as America's economic salvation. And he often says that this moment is our country's perfect storm for education reform.

Here are a few reasons why. We have a president and first lady who embody the power for great education to unlock potential and open any doors, even the doors of the White House. Both the president and the secretary believe deeply that access to a quality education is the key civil rights and social justice issue of our time.

And nationwide, we have a range of evidence‑based practices to rely on as we work to take beacons of excellence to scale in all of our states and schools, and for all of our students. At the same time, the secretary has also identified four major areas where American education falls short and the broad solutions that will direct our investments and efforts where they can have the greatest impact.

Briefly, these four reform goals are building a workforce of effective educators, adopting college- and career-ready standards and assessments, turning around low-performing schools, and developing a robust data system.

With these reforms in mind, the secretary has set a goal of transforming the United States Department of Education from a monitor of compliance to an engine of innovation. 
As you heard from Ed, I've been the assistant secretary in the Office of Vocational and Adult Education for five weeks now. Since joining the Department of Education I've been very excited about the amazing opportunity before us. President Obama has said, “In a world where countries that out‑educate us today will out‑compete us tomorrow, the future belongs to the nation that best educates its people." Graduates in the 21st century face advances in technology, information and globalization that were unimaginable to earlier generations. In this knowledge economy demands for low-skilled, less educated labor have given way to demands for high-skilled, well educated workers.

Companies routinely cross national boundaries and rapidly reconfigure the way that work is done, calling for unprecedented flexibility and adaptability in the workforce. Today in the United States our students compete not just with kids in the next county or state, but with students in China, Denmark, India and Canada. The best jobs, those with meaningful career paths and family-supporting incomes go to those with strong academic skills, especially in math, science and technology; solid technical skills; and the ability to reason, problem solve and communicate. Our nation's prosperity and competitive edge in the international market place hinges on our ability to academically prepare every student.

A generation ago our educational system was the envy of the world, but that reality right now is that we've slipped from that position. We now rank tenth in the world in the rate of college completions for 25 to 35 year olds. The global achievement gap is growing. We want to be first in the world again, and to get there we cannot waste a minute. Every year counts, every class counts and every student counts. We need to educate our way to a better economy.

This fact places career and technical education at the forefront of this Administration's education agenda. So all of us in this room have an incredible opportunity to make a significant difference in the lives of thousands of current and future students. I'm very much looking forward to working with you to make this happen, because I truly believe this is our time.

We know that we will face significant challenges as we struggle to throw off a deep recession. President Obama has responded by signing into law the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act aimed at jump‑starting our economy. This has meant roughly $100 billion in education stimulus dollars to help revert the crisis for our teachers and schools and to drive key reforms.

There's no question that a strong education system is the foundation for a strong economy. Recognizing the tides between workforce development, economic development and the K-16 education reform will help keep our students competitive and our nation competitive in the marketplace.

Part of our mission is to produce capable and enterprising citizens, America's next generation of professionals, innovators and entrepreneurs; individuals who are well equipped to compete in the global economy, who can fuel a new wave of discoveries in science, engineering, technology and medicine. And who can lead advancement in green and green tech fields.

President Obama has set the bar high for educational achievement nationwide. In order to regain America's position as the best‑educated, most competitive workforce in the world, he's set a simple goal: by 2020, this country will once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world.

We know though that by 2016, just seven years from now, four out of every 10 new jobs will require some advanced education or training. Thirty of the fastest growing fields will require a minimum of a baccalaureate degree. Yet today only 40 percent of Americans hold either a two‑year or four‑year degree. To meet the president's challenge, we need to get to 60 percent. 
These challenging times call for innovative strategies in career and technical education to maintain our competitive edge in the global economy. Career pathways and Programs of Study are seen by many as the bridge to economic and individual success. Students today are asking for relevant, challenging learning environments, and career pathways provide this opportunity.

Employers of all types are playing an increasing role in education reform, and career pathways build beneficial connections among students, teachers, employers and the world of work.

As a nation, we pay a very high price when students perform poorly in school, when classes are not engaging, when students drop out or require remediation in college, and later, when they are not prepared to succeed in the world of work.

Today our students must be college‑ready and career‑ready. By college‑ready, we mean a student has the knowledge and skills to qualify and succeed in credit‑bearing college courses without remediation. By career‑ready, we mean that a student has the knowledge and skills to qualify and succeed in postsecondary job training, education and a career.

Businesses are seeking employees equipped with 21st century skills from day one: critical thinking and problem solving skills, the ability to synthesize data and information from multiple sources, and the ability to be part of a cross‑functional team.

These are not two separate tracks. Research conducted by Achieve, as well as others, shows a convergence in the expectation of employers and colleges in terms of the knowledge and skills high school graduates need to be successful after high school. Developing and strengthening a pipeline of talented students who are ready for college and careers puts us ahead in the search for a skilled workforce.

So how can we strengthen this talent pipeline? We can all help our students find a purpose in school, select an area of interest, help them to plan their future and develop a program of study.

With this in mind, this past summer OVAE convened a group of experts to discuss the new vision for career and technical education, to define a framework with all its component parts that constitutes a new model for education reform. We're calling this the “Programs of Study model,” and I just want to share briefly this vision with you today.

The goal is to change education and create true reform so that all students will be college‑ready and career‑ready. This means providing courses for students with a higher level of rigor and establishing high expectations for each student. 

The Programs of Study model focuses particularly on assuring a smooth transition for students from secondary schools to either a postsecondary institution, or a career. All students must leave high school prepared to move directly into a fulfilling career or to engage without the need of remediation in postsecondary education.

In this new model, legislation and policies, partnerships, evaluation, and accountability support the educational activities and make them possible. These elements provide the support needed for the implementations of Programs of Study at the national, state and local levels. And as you well know, federal funds are available to states to improve CTE through the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act of 2006. The federal and state policies flow from this legislation.

Most Programs of Study are based on the career cluster model, driven by what students need to know and be able to do to graduate fully prepared for further education and careers. Career clusters have been embraced at the secondary and postsecondary levels and include a focus on building successful transitions between the two.

The Programs of Study model has student success at its heart by offering courses that meet college and career readiness standards, curriculum instruction aligned with career clusters and pathways. It also includes a strong guidance and counseling component so that we can help students to make informed decisions. We view the implementation of career clusters and Programs of Study as key to achieving President Obama's challenge for 2020.

Let me just briefly highlight a few other initiatives underway at the national level to help us meet this goal. In support of the Programs of Study model, OVAE has funded six states—Florida, Hawaii, Indiana, Nebraska and New Hampshire, South Carolina—to promote rigorous Programs of Study through statewide articulation agreements.

They're entering their second year of this grant program, and these states will be able to share their lesson learned and best practices with other states to promote the models and to provide support to states in overcoming difficult barriers.

We're also funding through the National Research Center for Career and Technical Education a technical assistance academy for green‑focused Programs of Study. Five states—Ohio, New Jersey, Oregon, Georgia and Illinois—have been funded to develop and to build replicable implementation models to bring Programs of Study to scale within states.

The National Center is also conducting three field‑based studies on Programs of Study, specifically on different approaches to assessing the effectiveness of this education reform initiative.

And we've formed partnerships with many other federal agencies to develop model programs as part of the President's stimulus package. Assistant Secretary Jane Oates mentioned the work of the Department of Health and Human Services, and we're also working with them to manage a new initiative on health information technology. We're also collaborating with the Departments of Labor and Energy to link the US workforce to jobs, training and educational opportunities in the field of clean energy.

As I mentioned earlier, approximately $100 billion covering pre‑kindergarten through college has been targeted to education funding to states through the Recovery Act. We are also very excited about making available an unprecedented pool of discretionary funds, and we're considering these funds as a further way to help spark innovation to fund effective models and to help take them to scale.

The Race to the Top Fund and the Investing in Innovation Fund are the final piece of the Recovery Act. They will make another $5 billion available to states and local partnerships. Under the Race to the Top application just released this week, more than $4 billion in competitive funding will go to states that are moving furthest and fastest towards reform. The money will only go to a handful of states that are making real and meaningful progress in all four areas of reform, and at least half of the funding must flow to the local level.

Finally, the Investing in Innovation, or i3, Fund reserves $650 million for districts and non‑profits that are collaborating on innovative research‑based efforts around the same set of four key reforms.

All of us have a role to play. I want to emphasize that all of these efforts and funding opportunities will require close collaboration between state and local education agencies, and public and private partnerships will be more critical than ever before to innovation and reform.

We'll be looking to fund applications that represent the strongest and broadest collaboration possible. Career and technical education community, we have a big stake in these grant opportunities, since CTE prepares students to be college- and career‑ready and competitive in the global economy, so I urge each and every one of you to find a seat at the table in the development of partnerships, applications and implementation plans for these discretionary dollars.

In closing, let me pledge to you that your voices and perspectives, as well as our shared background, will constantly inform my efforts. I will work very closely with you to insure that CTE is front and center in every discussion. Moreover, along with all of you, I will be one of the loudest voices, both within the department and externally, advocating for CTE.

Our charge at the national level is to improve the quality of education for every career and technical student, be they in secondary schools or community colleges in this country. This is a once‑in‑a‑lifetime chance to create real change and expand educational opportunities for every learner in America.

But this change will not occur without consensus, commitment and bold action from all of us, and especially from all of you, hard at work where change really takes place at the state and local levels. You are identifying and implementing and sharing the strategies that will help more students enter college, excel in their coursework, and cross the finish line with the skills and credentials they need to succeed.

You are the ones working with students everyday, developing the innovative programs and solutions that break down the barriers to their success. Thank you for your dedicated service and deep commitment to your students. I look forward to working with each and every one of you to expand educational opportunities for all CTE students, and I hope during my eight‑year tenure that I can come out and visit many of you.

Together we can accomplish the goal of building world‑class college and career pathway programs and enhancing transitions for all our nation's students. Thank you.
[applause] 
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