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 In the coming months, the State Board of Education will be asked to consider the adoption of “common core” standards for math and language arts literacy.  At the high school level, these standards seek to define the skills and knowledge all students need to be “college and career ready.”  I would like to take this opportunity to share with you the NJ Council of County Vocational-Technical Schools’ position on the common core standards, as well as some evolving national debate about what it means to be college and career ready.

As outlined in the attached submission to the National Governor’s Association and Council of Chief State School Officers, the latest draft of the math standards took a step in the right direction by recognizing that there is not a single set of high school math standards appropriate for every youngster.  Differentiating between the math content needed by students pursuing advanced studies and careers in the STEM fields and the content appropriate for students with non-STEM goals is a positive approach that will help educators, students and parents understand the mathematical skills needed for success in college and beyond.

However, we remain concerned that the draft standards include many elements that are not essential skills and knowledge for all students.  The central question that applies well beyond consideration of the common core standards is how should college and career readiness be defined for the purpose of setting curriculum standards and graduation requirements?  

· Is it readiness to succeed at a competitive four-year college?

· Is it readiness to enter credit-bearing academic courses at a public college/university or a community college, with no need for remedial courses in college?

· Is it adequate preparation for technical training or success in the workplace?

The Council believes the appropriate benchmark for defining the standards all students should achieve by the end of 12th grade is the knowledge and skills that will enable students to graduate from high school ready to succeed in credit-bearing academic college courses, workforce training programs, and entry-level jobs.  Our concern is that while improved, the draft common core standards still exceed this benchmark, including many concepts that may be desirable but not essential for all students to master.
This has significant implications because these standards will ultimately drive high-stakes exams that determine whether students graduate from high school. If New Jersey adopts common core standards, multi-state exams will soon follow.  If these exams measure too many skills that exceed the entry-level college benchmark, emphasis will shift from foundational skills that students need for successful entry into collegiate study or the workplace to the higher-level skills measured on the exams.  Setting the bar too high could have the unintended consequence of squeezing out time available for career and technical education programs, frustrating marginal students who cannot pass graduation exams, and even reducing student’s facility with basic calculations due to over-reliance on calculators. 

Is College and Career-Readiness the Same?

The Association for Career and Technical Education points out in a new paper that being ready for credit-bearing college work is not necessarily synonymous with career readiness.  ACTE notes that in addition to academic skills, career-ready students must be able to apply academics in context, demonstrate 21st century skills such as critical thinking, adaptability and problem-solving, and have some job-specific skills. While the large majority of students who graduated from county vocational-technical schools last year went on to postsecondary education, we believe that New Jersey must continue to provide opportunities for students who want or need to move directly into the workplace after high school.  While such students need strong academic skills, they also need a chance to apply learning in a hands-on environment and build career-ready skills.  CTE programs provide this critical opportunity.

For your information, I have attached two recent articles from the New York Times and the Associated Press citing experts who question whether college after high school should be the goal for every student.  Both articles point to the high cost of college and poor completion rates, and recognize that technical training leading to a certificate is a valuable alternative for many individuals. Some students may opt to pursue a degree as part of advanced career training, while others will benefit from continued technical training that does not terminate in a college degree.   

As the Board moves forward with consideration of common core standards, we ask you to keep the college and career readiness question in mind. The bar should be set at an appropriate level to prepare students for entry into college or workforce training. While all students need strong academic foundations and 21st century skills, not everyone needs to master the advanced mathematical concepts included in the draft common standards.   Please ensure that New Jersey does not adopt multi-state standards that are not appropriate for all students.  We must not limit opportunities for those who wish to pursue career and technical education, or other pathways that will lead to a fulfilling and sustainable career.      

