


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Committee for Economic Development.     Research and Policy Committee.
The employer’s role in linking school and work    /    a statement by

       the Research and Policy Committee of the Committee for
       Economic Development.

p.      cm.
Includes bibliographical references
ISBN 0-87186-132-1
1. Industry and education — United States.    2. School-to-work transition —

            United States.    3. Career education — United States.
I. Title.

LC1085.2.C65      1998
371. 19' 5' 0973 — dc21 97-51686

  CIP

First printing in bound-book form: 1998
Paperback: $18.00
Printed in the United States of America
Design: Rowe & Ballantine

COMMITTEE FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
477 Madison Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10022
(212) 688-2063

2000 L Street, N.W., Suite 700, Washington, D.C. 20036
(202) 296-5860

http://www.ced.org



iii

CONTENTS

RESPONSIBILITY FOR CED STATEMENTS ON NATIONAL POLICY v

PURPOSE OF THIS STATEMENT viii

INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 1
Roles for Employers 4
The Role of Schools 6
The Role of Government 6
Conclusion 7

CHAPTER I:  YOUTH AND CAREERS 8
What Is Different About Today’s Youth Labor Market 8
Why Young People Are Having More Trouble Finding Good Jobs 9
How Employer Skill Requirements Are Changing 10
The Challenge for Schools and Society 11
The Costs of the Skills Gap 12
Conclusion 14

CHAPTER II:  LEARNING FOR THE NEW ECONOMY 15
The First Priority: Raising Academic Achievement 15
Motivation and Instruction: The Keys to Achievement 16
School-to-Career: A Strategy for Motivation and Instruction 18
Evidence on the Effectiveness of Programs Linking School and Work 22
The Challenge of Moving to Scale 25

CHAPTER III:  EMPLOYER ROLES IN IMPROVING LEARNING 27
Promoting Academic Achievement Through High Standards and Supportive Company Practices 27
Advocating School-to-Career Reforms 30
Providing Work Experience for Students and Teachers 31
The Critical Role of Intermediaries in Facilitating Employer Participation 37
Conclusion 40

CHAPTER IV: RECOMMENDATIONS 41
The Role of Employers 41
The Role of Schools 44
The Role of Government 45
Conclusion 47

APPENDIX:  SCHOOL-TO-CAREER RESOURCES LIST 48

ENDNOTES 49

MEMORANDA OF COMMENT, RESERVATION, OR DISSENT 54

OBJECTIVES OF THE COMMITTEE FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 57





The Committee for Economic Development
is an independent research and policy organi-
zation of some 250 business leaders and educa-
tors. CED is nonprofit, nonpartisan, and non-
political. Its purpose is to propose policies that
bring about steady economic growth at high
employment and reasonably stable prices, in-
creased productivity and living standards,
greater and more equal opportunity for every
citizen, and an improved quality of life for all.

All CED policy recommendations must have
the approval of trustees on the Research and
Policy Committee. This committee is directed
under the bylaws, which emphasize that “all
research is to be thoroughly objective in char-
acter, and the approach in each instance is to
be from the standpoint of the general welfare
and not from that of any special political or
economic group.” The committee is aided by a
Research Advisory Board of leading social sci-
entists and by a small permanent professional
staff.

The Research and Policy Committee does
not attempt to pass judgment on any pending

specific legislative proposals; its purpose is to
urge careful consideration of the objectives set
forth in this statement and of the best means of
accomplishing those objectives.

Each statement is preceded by extensive dis-
cussions, meetings, and exchange of memo-
randa. The research is undertaken by a sub-
committee, assisted by advisors chosen for their
competence in the field under study.

The full Research and Policy Committee
participates in the drafting of recommenda-
tions. Likewise, the trustees on the drafting
subcommittee vote to approve or disapprove a
policy statement, and they share with the
Research and Policy Committee the privilege
of submitting individual comments for publica-
tion.

Except for the members of the Research and
Policy Committee and the responsible subcommit-
tee, the recommendations presented herein are not
necessarily endorsed by other trustees or by the
advisors, contributors, staff members, or others
associated with CED.
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Rapid technological change and globaliza-
tion have dramatically raised the value of brain
relative to brawn in the U.S. labor market. Work-
ers with education beyond high school and with
preparation for managerial, professional, or tech-
nical jobs will prosper in the new economy, but
high school dropouts and many who end their
training with high school will fall behind. Un-
fortunately, nearly half of American youth are in
the latter category, often because they fail to see
the relevance of traditional classroom education
to their economic future.

The national school-to-career movement re-
cently has sought to bridge this gap between
learning and work. Employers and schools, as-
sisted by intermediary organizations, are try-
ing to bring greater purposefulness, higher as-
pirations, and increased motivation to young
people, while giving employers new options
for meeting their future work force needs. Un-
like older forms of vocational education, school-
to-career programs have the potential to raise
the academic achievement of all participating
students, which has been an underlying goal of
the larger education reform movement for the
past fifteen years.

LINKING ACADEMICS AND
EXPERIENCE

As an organization of business leaders and
educators, CED believes that school reform ef-
forts to raise academic achievement for all stu-
dents can be strengthened through coordina-
tion with school-to-career programs. We have
developed this policy statement, The Employer’s
Role in Linking School and Work, to guide em-
ployers and intermediary groups which wish

to foster school-to-career programs in their
firms and communities. It provides practical
information on ways that different types of
employers can participate in these programs,
both individually and through intermediary
organizations. In addition, this report offers
educators and parents a clear rationale for con-
textual and work-related learning as a means
of improving academic achievement and open-
ing up previously unknown career opportuni-
ties for young people.

A FOUNDATION OF KNOWLEDGE
The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work

is the second product of a major CED program
on work and change in the American economy
and owes much to more than a decade of CED
policy work in education. Please see page 56
for a list of CED policy statements in these
areas.

I would like thank the dedicated group of
CED Trustees and advisors who served on the
subcommittee that prepared this report (see
page vii). Very special thanks go to the
subcommittee’s chairman Frank P. Doyle, Re-
tired Executive Vice President of General Elec-
tric, for his wisdom and leadership. We are
also indebted to Project Director Richard Kazis,
Vice President for Policy at Jobs for the Future,
for the knowledge, experience, and clarity he
brought to this important issue. Thanks are
also due CED Senior Vice President and Direc-
tor of Research, Van Doorn Ooms, and Robert
Fleegler, CED Research Associate, who played
a major role in the research and drafting of the
policy statement. Additional thanks go to
Sandra Kessler Hamburg, Vice President and
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Director of Education and Special Projects and
Ronald S. Boster, former Vice President and
Director of Business and Government Policy.

Finally, we would gratefully acknowledge
the important financial and intellectual con-
tributions made by the private and corporate
foundations listed on page 56 that have so
generously supported this CED project.

Josh S. Weston
Chairman
CED Research and Policy Committee
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1

Introduction and Summary
of Recommendations

The dramatic changes sweeping the United
States economy have benefited the majority of
Americans, but they have left young, less-skilled
workers behind. During the past two decades,
the real earnings of young men with a high
school education or less have fallen signifi-
cantly, and those of comparable young women
have stagnated. Education and skills have be-
come a more stark dividing line between suc-
cess and failure in the new labor market. Skills
that were sufficient to earn a good living 20
years ago are inadequate today.

This problem is among the most pressing
facing our society today. Our nation cannot
afford to waste the productive potential of its
most valuable resource, its young people. Nor
can we afford a society sharply divided into
“haves” and “have nots” by differences in edu-
cation and skills. Widening inequality threat-
ens social cohesion and stability. Moreover,
the political viability of the market-oriented
policies that have helped revitalize the Ameri-
can economy could be compromised by such
division.

There are no immediate or simple solu-
tions. In its 1996 policy statement, American
Workers and Economic Change, CED recom-
mended a combination of policies to promote
growth with opportunity for all Americans, but
we acknowledged that this would remain a long-
term challenge.1 At the same time, we identi-
fied one important element of any solution:
improving the marketable skills of young
people, particularly those who end their for-
mal education with a high school diploma or
less.

We believe that one of the most promising
strategies for helping young people improve
academic achievement and labor market con-
nections is to strengthen the links between
local employers and schools, with the help of
intermediary organizations that connect the
two. Exciting efforts to do this are taking root
in cities and towns across the country, bringing
employers and schools into active partnerships
to improve both academic achievement and
preparation for careers. In this policy state-
ment, we recommend constructive actions for
employers—large and small, in the public, pri-
vate, and non-profit sectors—to strengthen the
connections between school and work.

Our primary focus in this statement is high
school, although we recognize that high school
is already too late for some young people. Diffi-
cult family environments and poor prepara-
tion in elementary and middle school leave
many youths with a weak academic foundation
that is hard to overcome. As CED has stressed
in previous policy statements, strong parental
support and consistently high-quality learning
in the early grades are critical to later success
in school.2 *

However, it is in high school that young
people make their first important career deci-
sions. And it is in high school that young
people’s economic and educational choices first
become intertwined. Will they complete high
school? What will their early work experiences
be? How will those experiences shape their
career plans? Is their school program rigorous
enough to prepare them to pursue their
dreams?

*See memorandum by ROBERT B. CATELL, (page 54).
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The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work

The decisions made for and by high school
students have become more critical as long-
term economic success has become more
closely tied to education and skills. Because of
this, we believe that our businesses and com-
munities must collaborate more closely with
schools and must do so in new, more active
ways. In our view, such collaboration will re-
quire creating and strengthening organizations
that aggregate employer and school interests
and reduce the burdens of collaboration on
both.

For most of the 20th century, American
high schools have sorted students into the work-
bound and the college-bound. Until the 1970s,
the social costs of this tracking system were
limited. Schools focused attention and re-
sources on those who performed well academi-
cally. Employers were generally satisfied with
the quality of high school graduates. Most young
people who entered the labor market immedi-
ately after high school could, within a few years,
secure relatively stable employment that even-
tually paid enough to support a family.

This arrangement no longer works for many
young people or for their employers. As a re-
sult of new technologies, increased global com-
petition, and other factors, the limited-skill,
high-paying jobs that were so important a gen-
eration ago have all but vanished. Today, there is
little difference between the skills needed for higher
education and those needed for success in the labor
market.

Yet, while labor market realities have
changed rapidly, the American educational sys-
tem has been slow to respond. Our schools
continue to provide adequate academic and
personal preparation to the college-bound, but
they have made little progress in raising achieve-
ment for the rest of their students. For those
young people, poor educational preparation
has become a serious economic disadvantage.

The challenge facing our nation’s schools is
to extend to all students the quality of aca-
demic preparation traditionally provided only

to the college-bound. This is no easy task. As
one scholar has written:

Although it is not new to include thinking,
problem-solving and reasoning in someone’s
school curriculum, it is new to include it in
everyone’s curriculum. . . . It is a new chal-
lenge to develop educational programs that
assume that all individuals, not just an elite,
can become competent thinkers.3

The changing economy demands not only
solid academic preparation, but also an expanded
set of skills. In today’s workplaces, all but the
least-skilled, dead-end jobs require working in
groups, communicating with others, solving
problems, and facility with basic computer tech-
nologies. These skills, too, must become part
of the core curriculum for all students.

These new realities demand far-reaching
reform of the way the nation’s schools, particu-
larly its high schools, are organized for learn-
ing. In our view, high schools should incorpo-
rate the following:

• A rigorous academic program effectively
delivered to all students

• An end to distinctions between the academic
preparation needed for college and that
needed for employment

• Work as a learning experience for young
people

• Classroom curricula and methods related
to students’ work experience

• Connections among high schools, employ-
ers, and postsecondary educational institu-
tions to improve young people’s academic
and career options

Specifically, we recommend the melding of
two promising education reform efforts—the
movement for high academic standards and
the school-to-career movement—into a single,
coordinated strategy. The two complement one
another. School-to-career, with its emphasis on
contextual, experiential learning and on com-
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Introduction and Summary of Recommendations

bining school and work-based learning oppor-
tunities, provides young people with motiva-
tion and opportunities for developing skills
that are both work-related and prerequisites to
further education.4* The standards movement,
built on state systems for setting high academic
goals and assessing student and school progress
toward those goals, raises expectations and cre-
ates new incentives for academic achievement.
Each needs the other if it is to reach its full
potential.

The school-to-career approach recently has
come under sharp attack from a number of
observers, including Lynne Cheney, former
chairwoman of the National Endowment for
the Humanities, and Phyllis Schlafly, chair-
woman of the Eagle Forum. They contend that
the School to Work Opportunities Act of 1994
is an attempt by the federal government to
usurp local control of education and train stu-
dents for specific occupations, rather than edu-
cate them broadly in the liberal arts. They view
the school-to-career approach as “a plan to
train children for specific jobs to serve the work
force and the global economy instead of edu-
cate them so they can make their own life
choices.”5

We believe these criticisms are unjustified.
School-to-career initiatives are designed to mo-
tivate all students to attain a higher level of
academic achievement than was expected of
their parents. These programs seek to expand
young people’s choices, not limit them, by pre-
paring students to succeed both in college and
in today’s complex workplaces. By combining
improved classroom instruction with learning
experiences outside school, these programs
encourage students to take more demanding
math, science, English, and history courses than
are found in the traditional curriculum.

Other critics interpret calls for closer con-
nections between school and work as a pro-
posal to “import” European models for prepar-
ing young people for work. This is not our
goal. Training systems in countries such as Ger-
many, Denmark, and Switzerland are certainly

impressive in their scale and quality: a majority
of 16-to-19-year-olds in these countries spend
most of the work week in structured worksite
training, augmented by one or two days of
related school studies. In Germany, for ex-
ample, more than 20 percent of employers
participate in the national youth training sys-
tem, and about 60 percent of young people
find careers through its apprenticeships.6 The
professionalism and stability of the institutions
that link these nations’ education and employ-
ment systems are also noteworthy.

The United States is not Europe, however.
We cannot and do not wish to replicate the
rigidities, early career decisions, centralized la-
bor markets, and heavily subsidized govern-
ment services of European youth training sys-
tems. Moreover, these systems are themselves
showing signs of severe stress in the face of
global economic forces.7

In our view, an American system of effective
links between schools and employers should
be embedded in the educational system of high
schools and postsecondary institutions, rather
than in European-style firm-led training pro-
grams. High school curricula should include
workplace learning experiences in addition to
rigorous academic studies, but these should
remain more varied and less intensive than in
European systems. Work-related learning in
America’s high schools should concentrate on
broadly applicable and increasingly important
“soft” skills, such as communication and prob-
lem solving, and leave most occupation-spe-
cific technical training to postsecondary insti-
tutions such as community colleges and
proprietary schools. Options for employer par-
ticipation should also remain more diverse than
in European apprenticeship models.

The seeds of a uniquely American system
for linking school and work have been planted.
Pockets of innovation exist in states and com-
munities around the country. But links between
employers and schools are still largely ad hoc,
the quality of local programs is uneven, and
work opportunities linked to academically rig-

*See memorandum by PETER BENOLIEL, (page 54).
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*See memorandum by PETER BENOLIEL, (page 54).

orous school curricula remain the exception.
While a number of these early initiatives have
shown encouraging results, the ultimate out-
comes from such programs at larger scale will
be in doubt for some time.

We believe, however, that the potential ben-
efits warrant our efforts, investments, and
hopes. Therefore, to advance this important
agenda, we urge employers to:

• Support high academic achievement through
policy and company practice

• Join and support intermediary organizations
that link employers and employer groups
with schools

• Participate in programs that use work expe-
rience to promote academic learning and
career exploration

In this statement, we ask employers to com-
bine state and national policy advocacy with
participation as partners with school districts
and individual schools. We propose ways for
employers to become more involved in the
reform of school practice and to align com-
pany practices with school reform goals. The
result is a blueprint for new, more comprehen-
sive school-business partnerships built around
high standards for achievement, engaging in-
structional methods, exposure to work and to
adults, and incentives for students to succeed.

A larger employer role will require commit-
ment not only from employers and their asso-
ciations, but also from educational institutions
and governments. Careful program design will
be necessary to ensure that employers are not
expected to contribute more than is feasible
and that educators and parents do not feel that
the social and civic purposes of schooling are
being compromised. We believe, however, that
the effort is critically important for our youth
and our communities. Moreover, we are con-
vinced that significant progress is possible.

We first propose actions by which employ-
ers can advance high academic performance
and effective labor market connections. We

then recommend ways that schools and gov-
ernment can promote effective employer in-
volvement in linking school and work.

ROLES FOR EMPLOYERS

Top Priority: Support High Academic
Achievement

Promote rigorous academic content and perfor-
mance standards.* CED has consistently sup-
ported voluntary national standards in a range
of academic subjects. Although we recognize
the political and technical challenges involved,
we urge employers to support the implementa-
tion of voluntary national educational tests,
particularly those that assess progress in lit-
eracy and numeracy. At the same time, we rec-
ommend that employers continue to encour-
age and help states to develop, refine, and
implement their own academic performance
and content standards. These standards should
encompass other skills needed in the work-
place, such as communicating with others, us-
ing technology, and working in teams. They
should be written to encourage contextual
teaching methods and the ability to apply knowl-
edge learned in school.

Change hiring and employment practices to rec-
ognize academic achievement. CED urges employ-
ers to link their hiring practices more closely to
student performance by using information on
student performance in hiring, such as that
contained in high school transcripts and teacher
recommendations. Legal obstacles to the con-
sideration of student records by employers
should be relaxed, while protecting prospec-
tive employees from discrimination. We also
urge employers to work with schools to make
student records more understandable and to
develop additional means of documenting stu-
dent achievement, including certification of
skills and portfolios of student work.

Provide employed students with incentives to
work hard in school. CED recommends that em-
ployers voluntarily limit employment of high

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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school students during the school year to no
more than 20 hours a week. In addition, we
recommend that, whenever feasible, employ-
ers require working students to maintain school
attendance and a minimum grade point aver-
age.

Join and Support Intermediaries
That Link Employers and Schools

Very few of the more than five million em-
ployers in the United States are large enough
to have the internal staff resources and scale
economies for sustaining effective, ongoing re-
lationships with schools and to provide a wide
variety of high quality, educationally relevant
part-time jobs. These large firms (as defined by
the Fortune 1000) employ only about one-fifth
of the work force.8

Large-scale efforts to connect school and
work will therefore require effective and sus-
tainable brokering organizations that simplify
employer participation and structure the rela-
tionships among schools, employers, and young
people. These intermediaries can increase the criti-
cal mass of any effort and are especially important for
the small and medium-sized firms that are at the
heart of local economic activity and employment.
Such organizations lower the burdens on indi-
vidual employers and schools of coordination,
administration, and supervision, thereby en-
couraging them to participate. CED urges em-
ployers to become active members of interme-
diary organizations in their communities. We
believe chambers of commerce, trade associa-
tions, and other private-sector organizations
should support the creation of intermediaries
and the expansion of the activities of existing
institutions that employers respect and trust.

Participate In Programs That Promote
Learning and Career Exploration

CED enthusiastically supports contextual
learning through the integration of academic
and applied curricula. A coherent sequence of
work experiences related to academic studies
should become part of the core curriculum for

high school students. To the extent possible,
employers should contribute to these efforts in
the following ways:

Provide students with quality work experiences
related to their academic studies. CED recom-
mends that employers participate in local ini-
tiatives that encourage work-based learning.
Employers should try to offer students high-
quality and varied work experiences, ranging
from job shadowing to brief rotations through
different departments and more intensive in-
ternships and employment. To the extent pos-
sible, they should match students with mentors
and provide regular assessments of their
progress.

Enrich the learning content of youth jobs. Tradi-
tional youth jobs, such as those in fast-food
enterprises, provide the first work experiences
for most young people. CED urges employers
in industries that rely on young workers, par-
ticularly regional or national chains, to work
with schools to enrich the learning content of
youth jobs and to integrate work-related les-
sons into school curricula.

Provide work experience to teachers and counse-
lors. CED recommends that employers make
available to teachers and other high school
staff, particularly during the summer months,
a variety of work experiences that can enhance
school-to-career programs for their students.
These experiences can usefully be incorporated
into school and district professional develop-
ment initiatives.

Support work-like learning opportunities in set-
tings other than workplaces. CED recommends
that employers support career-related, experi-
ential learning programs in non-workplace set-
tings, including school-based enterprises and
related entrepreneurship programs, commu-
nity service activities linked to school curricula,
and career-oriented youth organizations.

Help schools and teachers use experiential, con-
textual instructional methods. CED strongly rec-
ommends that employers and their organiza-
tions help local school systems introduce more
experiential and contextual learning. One way

Introduction and Summary of Recommendations
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to do this is for employers to serve as coaches
and judges of student projects, particularly of
field studies combining research done inside
and outside school that culminate in a formal
presentation to students and adults.

THE ROLE OF SCHOOLS
The following strategies can help school

systems address the needs of employers and
students by accelerating standards-based and
school-to-career reforms:

Eliminate lower-track programs. CED recom-
mends that high schools eliminate rigid distinc-
tions between academic and vocational tracks.
They should provide all students with both a
rigorous academic foundation and opportuni-
ties to apply academic learning in non-school
contexts. We also urge high schools to end
narrow occupational programs that train stu-
dents only for low-skill jobs or for employment
that no longer reflects labor market require-
ments.

Expand public school choice and charter schools.
In the past, CED has urged expansion of pub-
lic school choice and publicly funded charter
schools to increase educational options and
create incentives for public schools to improve
their performance. We reaffirm this recom-
mendation, noting that school-to-career initia-
tives can benefit from policies that encourage
new, non-traditional schools.

Provide incentives and support for teachers to
learn about modern workplaces and to use contex-
tual instruction. CED recommends that initial
teacher training and in-service professional
development place greater emphasis on con-
textual instruction and work-based learning.
Certification should be awarded for work in-
ternships, and teachers should be provided with
the time to gain work experience or exposure.
We also recommend more accessible alterna-
tive routes to teacher certification, which will
allow a more diverse group of individuals to
pursue second careers in teaching.

Hire staff to broker relations with employers.
CED recommends that school systems hire “job

developers” or “career coaches” to match stu-
dents and employers for part-time and sum-
mer jobs during high school and for perma-
nent placements after graduation.

Facilitate the transition from high school to two-
year and four-year colleges. CED strongly encour-
ages high schools and colleges to collaborate in
school-to-career programs. Two- and four-year
colleges should become members of school
reform partnerships and should assess the ways
in which their admissions and other policies
can encourage more rigorous high school learn-
ing. In this context, we urge four-year state
colleges and universities to complement tradi-
tional course-based admission requirements
with other competency-based measures.

THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT
Governments at the state, local, and federal

levels can provide, in different ways, important
support for the start-up, expansion, and insti-
tutionalization of employer-school collabora-
tions. Such support is consistent with CED’s
call for government to promote wider economic
opportunity and human capital development.
We believe that public activities should include
the following:

Support intermediaries that link employers with
schools. These organizations may be developed
and funded entirely by employers. However, in
many cases public funds may be needed to
support such activities, and CED supports such
public funding. State and federal governments
should use incentive grants and competitions
to stimulate their creation and growth. We do
not favor the expansion of tax incentives or
wage subsidies to attract employers, believing
direct support for intermediaries to be a more
effective use of public resources. However, we
do recommend careful evaluation of existing
state financial incentives to gain a better un-
derstanding of their effects.

Incorporate school-to-career principles into main-
stream education and workforce development fund-
ing. We strongly believe that continued public
funding for school-to-career reforms is justi-

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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fied by a public interest in their benefits for
education and workforce preparation. How-
ever, we recognize that the School to Work
Opportunities Act is likely to sunset, as planned,
in 2001. CED therefore urges states to provide
such funding. We also recommend that the
federal government incorporate the central fea-
tures of school-to-career programs into its
guidelines for funding mainstream education,
training, and youth programs, such as Title I,
vocational education, and the Job Training Part-
nership Act or its successor. Legislation and
regulatory guidelines for programs that com-
bine workplace experiences with classroom
studies should emphasize high academic stan-
dards, encourage experiential learning, and
create strong and stable partnerships among
schools, employers, and postsecondary institu-
tions. We also recommend that governments
make it easier to pool resources from different
funding sources for initiatives that combine
school and work.

Revise child labor and other laws that discour-
age work-based learning. CED recommends that
state and federal governments reassess their
child labor, workers’ compensation, and other
workplace-related laws and regulations with the
objective of removing unnecessary obstacles to
work-based learning for students. We believe

this can be done without compromising young
people’s health and safety protections or ex-
posing employers to unnecessary risk. Child
labor laws should encourage employment re-
lated to school learning and discourage exces-
sive hours of work for high school students.

Support evaluations of school-to-career programs.
While encouraging evidence on school-to-
career initiative is emerging, little is known
about the long-term effects on students’ educa-
tion, employment, and incomes of different
program models. Even less is known about em-
ployers’ assessments of program costs and ben-
efits or the effectiveness of local intermediar-
ies. CED recommends that the Office of
Educational Research and Information and
other research organizations, in collaboration
with national foundations, continue to support
research on these questions and disseminate
the findings.

Provide work experience. We urge our state,
local, and federal governments, in their capac-
ity as employers, to provide work experience
linked to academic programs for students and
teachers.

Use the bully pulpit. We also urge the Presi-
dent, governors, and other political leaders to
champion the integration of high academic stan-
dards and school-to-career learning.

Introduction and Summary of Recommendations

The steadily increasing demand for more
and different skills in the labor market is put-
ting productive, well-paying jobs out of the
reach of a growing number of our young
people. These economic changes make it im-
perative that we strive for high academic
achievement by all students. To this end, school
systems, employers and their organizations, and
community leaders must join to support a new
educational strategy that combines high edu-

CONCLUSION

cational standards and closer connections be-
tween schools and employers. The success of
this strategy will depend upon the develop-
ment of effective intermediary organizations
to create and nurture these connections. New
partnerships in support of this agenda are
needed both to help more young people suc-
ceed economically and to help employers find
and develop a more qualified work force.
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Chapter I

Youth and Careers

The new economy—with its greatly in-
creased valuation of education and skills—pre-
sents daunting challenges to growing numbers
of young Americans. The skill requirements of
new jobs are rising steadily, even for many
entry-level positions. At the same time, real
wages for workers with limited skills have de-
clined during the past quarter century. With-
out better preparation for the future, as many
as one-third to one-half of young people will
find themselves unable, even by age 30, to find
“good jobs” that pay family-supporting wages.9

This stark reality is the backdrop for CED’s
call for new and more effective linkages be-
tween employers and schools. In our 1996 policy
statement American Workers and Economic Change
we warned that the loss to society and the
economy from underdeveloped human capital
is rising dramatically in the new knowledge-
intensive, skill-based economy. We remain es-
pecially concerned about the declining oppor-
tunities for low-skilled workers, particularly the
roughly 40 percent of Americans who have no
formal education beyond high school. In our
view, reshaping schools and workplaces to pre-
pare all young people for lives of productive
employment and continuous learning is one of
our society’s most pressing responsibilities.

WHAT IS DIFFERENT ABOUT
TODAY’S YOUTH LABOR MARKET

Virtually all young people begin their work-
ing lives in low-skill and low-paying jobs. Youth
jobs are usually part time, often seasonal, and
offer limited potential for advancement. They

are concentrated in a few industries and occu-
pations, such as eating and drinking establish-
ments, retail sales, and personal services. Young
people also change jobs, employers, and indus-
tries frequently. Many work while in school,
and many alternate periods of education and
employment through their twenties. By age 29,
the average American worker has held more
than seven jobs.10

This early experimentation with jobs, some-
times called “churning,” is nothing new, and
has been relatively stable during the past two
decades.11 While the effects of youthful churn-
ing on later adult earning capacity are unclear,
for many young workers it serves the very use-
ful purpose of matching individuals with jobs.12

Young people test their interests against avail-
able work opportunities. They learn about var-
ied management styles and work tasks. They
develop skills, maturity, job-seeking contacts,
and valuable experience.

However, recent changes in both the youth
and adult labor markets have made the transi-
tion from school into well-paying jobs more
difficult for increasing numbers of young
people. Traditional routes out of low-wage, low-
skill entry-level employment are harder to find.13

Postsecondary credentials have become a pre-
requisite for many jobs that high school gradu-
ates once filled. Career ladders in many firms
and industries have become more truncated
and less regular. In the adult labor market, to
which youth jobs have been a natural stepping-
stone, rates of job loss have increased, even for
white-collar jobs that were previously relatively
insulated from economic downturns.14
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Skills acquired through education increas-
ingly hold the key to higher earnings and ca-
reer advancement. The most dramatic deterio-
ration in labor market prospects in recent years
has been that of high school dropouts. Be-
tween 1979 and 1995, the real annual earnings
of 25-to-34-year-old male dropouts declined 26
percent, while those of female dropouts of the
same age declined 15 percent.15 In addition,
dropouts are the one group for whom labor
market churning has increased.16

However, dropouts are not alone in encoun-
tering serious difficulties in the labor market.
In the past two decades the earnings premium
for those with a college degree relative to those
with a high school diploma or less rose to its
highest level since the 1930s.17 Furthermore,
the value of a high school education has fallen
in absolute as well as relative terms. Between
1979 and 1995, real average annual earnings of
young, male high school graduates working
year-round and full-time dropped 18 percent,
while the earnings of young male college gradu-
ates rose 8 percent.18

Although these developments affect all
Americans, they have had their most dramatic
impact on minority youth, and especially on
urban youth, who are disproportionately Afri-
can-American and Hispanic. Official unemploy-
ment rates for African-American and Hispanic
youths run two to three times those of white
youths. Furthermore, many minority youths are
simply dropping out of the labor market be-
cause of their poor earnings prospects. The
labor force participation rate for 20-to-24 year-
old black men fell from 81 percent in 1979 to
72 percent in 1997.19

WHY YOUNG PEOPLE ARE
HAVING MORE TROUBLE
FINDING GOOD JOBS

On balance, America's relatively flexible la-
bor and capital markets serve workers well,
particularly those qualified for technical, pro-
fessional, and managerial occupations. How-
ever, some of the very factors that have sparked
economic progress in recent years—rapid tech-

nical change, information-driven work pro-
cesses, economic deregulation, and global in-
tegration—have also contributed to the col-
lapse of wages in low-skill jobs.

A dramatic shift of employment out of rela-
tively low-skill industries and occupations that
paid well is one factor making it much harder
for less-educated youths to succeed. Manufac-
turing is the most prominent example. Between
1981 and 1997, the proportion of payroll em-
ployees working in manufacturing fell from 23
percent to 15 percent. A similar, though less
steep, decline occurred in transportation, utili-
ties, and other relatively high-wage/low-skill
industries. The service sector has accounted
for most of the growth in employment and has
been a boon to the economy overall. However,
although some service occupations that pay
above-average wages have grown very rapidly,
the largest numerical increase has been in low-
wage service jobs.20

The weakening of some traditional wage-
setting institutions, while increasing firms’
adaptability and economic efficiency, also has
contributed to shrinking real wages in low-skill
jobs. The steady drop in union representation
has restrained compensation in industries
where unions once had a major wage-setting
role.21 In addition, the real value of the federal
minimum wage has declined steadily: even af-
ter increases enacted in 1996, the real value of
the minimum wage is 17 percent lower than in
1979. Finally, government deregulation of tra-
ditionally high-paying industries, such as air-
lines, bus transportation, trucking, and tele-
communications, has promoted competition
and restrained wages in those industries.

The earnings of low-skilled workers have
also been affected by the globalization of labor
and product markets. Both trade with low-wage
economies and immigration have increased the
effective supply of low-skilled workers in the
United States. The demand for low-skilled work-
ers has not kept pace with supply, and their
wages have fallen. Immigration and trade to-
gether appear to be responsible for almost half
the decline in the relative wages of U.S. high
school dropouts over the past two decades.22



10

HOW EMPLOYER SKILL
REQUIREMENTS ARE CHANGING

More and more businesses seek workers who
have mastered what researchers Richard
Murnane and Frank Levy have called the “new
basic skills.”23 In addition to those qualities
employers have traditionally sought, such as
reliability, a positive attitude, and a willingness
to work hard, employers now look for “hard”
and “soft” skills that applicants would not have
needed 20 years ago. These skills include:

• The ability to read and to do math at the
ninth-grade level or higher

• The ability to solve semi-structured prob-
lems for which hypotheses must be formed
and tested

• The ability to work in groups with people of
varied backgrounds

• The ability to communicate effectively, both
orally and in writing

• The ability to use personal computers for at
least elementary tasks, such as basic word
processing

Just how quickly skill demands are increas-
ing has been the subject of much debate. Esti-
mates differ sharply regarding the pace at which
firms are moving from old, low-skill forms of
work organization to a “high-performance” or-
ganization requiring from workers more team-
work, greater communications skills, and com-
plex problem solving and decision making.24

As major employers, we have no doubt that
the rising demand for skills is real—and that it
will increase in the coming years. Recent re-
search supports our experience. A 1992 na-
tional survey reported the introduction of high-
performance practices in as many as 35 percent
of surveyed firms. A 1997 repeat of that survey
found substantial increases in the ensuing five
years.25

In our businesses, we have observed first
hand the “two-pronged” increase in the de-
mand for skills that Murnane and Levy identi-

fied through interviews with leading U.S. firms.
The first prong is a shift toward hiring college
graduates rather than high school graduates.
Employers are seeking relatively more workers
with college-level skills. Many are also using col-
lege diplomas as a screen for high school-level
skills because they lack confidence in the qual-
ity represented by the typical high school di-
ploma.

The second prong is a demand for more,
and more varied, cognitive and interactive skills
from all workers, including those in entry-level
jobs. Murnane and Levy compare the “warm
body” hiring practices used by the Big Three
automakers into the 1970s, in which they hired
almost any applicant who appeared physically
fit, with the demanding interviews and tests
used today by Diamond-Star Motors, the
Mitsubishi-Chrysler joint venture. Diamond-Star
assesses applicants for production and mainte-
nance jobs for their ability to read and perform
math at a “high school level,” to solve semi-
structured problems, to originate improve-
ments, to work in teams and communicate
orally, and to handle inspection and quality
control.

Diamond-Star is not an anomaly in the
American economy. Brawn is rarely a sufficient
qualification for any employment, let alone a
well-paid position. A recent survey of more
than 3,000 employers in metropolitan Boston,
Atlanta, Los Angeles, and Detroit concluded
that “the vast majority of jobs for non-college
graduates require daily use of at least some
major cognitive skills, such as reading/writing
paragraphs, doing arithmetic, or using com-
puters.”26 Only 5 to 10 percent of jobs for non-
college graduates in these four cities did not
require either cognitive skills or work creden-
tials.27

The “hurdle bar” for success is rising. In a
1995 survey of employers conducted by the
National Center for the Educational Quality of
the Workforce, 56 percent of employers re-
ported that the skill requirements for their
jobs were increasing; only 5 percent said they
were decreasing.28 Trends are similar in entry-

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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level employment. In a study of Los Angeles
and Detroit metropolitan-area employers, more
than 60 percent of managers reported increases
in skill requirements for entry-level jobs.29  The
above box illustrates the skills that business is
demanding.

THE CHALLENGE FOR SCHOOLS
AND SOCIETY

Employers have argued for some years that
America's public schools do not adequately pre-
pare the average high school student for today's
and tomorrow's workplaces. CED commis-

sioned a Louis Harris poll in 1991 to ask par-
ents, students, and employers whether high
school graduates were well-prepared in read-
ing, writing, and math. The differences in re-
sponse were dramatic: 71 percent of parents
and 63 percent of students said yes—but only
21 percent of employers agreed. 30 Four years
later, only 4 percent of business leaders said
public schools do a good job of preparing young
people for the world of work, compared with
44 percent of high school teachers and 68 per-
cent of school superintendents.31

Data from the National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress (NAEP) support these em-

Youth and Careers

In 1991, the Secretary (of Labor’s) Com-
mission on Achieving Necessary Skills
(SCANS), a blue-ribbon group representing
business, labor, education, and government,
issued the landmark study, What Work Requires
of Schools.*  In it, the commission specified a
set of skills and competencies that modern
workplaces demand from all workers. The
SCANS report has become a widely accepted
benchmark for employer expectations of its
entry-level workforce.

The report organized “workplace know-
how” into five competencies and a three-part
foundation of skills and qualities needed for
solid job performance. The foundation in-
cluded basic skills in reading, writing, math-
ematics, speaking, and listening; thinking skills,
such as problem solving, decision making, and
knowing how to learn; and personal qualities,
such as responsibility, self-esteem, and integ-
rity. The five competencies emphasized the
ability to collect, analyze, and organize infor-
mation; identify and use resources; work with
others; use technology; and understand and
design systems.

In 1993, a coalition of local community and
business organizations in Kalamazoo, Michi-
gan, undertook to identify the workplace skills

expected by its local employers. Through focus
groups with over 100 employers in a range of
manufacturing and service industries, the
Kalamazoo County Education for Employment
Outcomes Task Force identified 23 skills and
characteristics that map the SCANS skills. These
included:**

• Basic academic skills;

• Personal characteristics (honesty, integrity,
willingness to learn, and motivation);

• Task achievement competencies (punctuality,
problem solving, time management, and at-
tention to quality);

• Behaviors with respect to organization (e.g.,
understands and embraces mission, under-
stands “big picture,” takes ownership in job,
feels responsible for organization’s success);
and

• Interpersonal skills (teamwork skills, cus-
tomer orientation, and respect for diversity).

DEFINING THE ENTRY-LEVEL SKILLS EMPLOYERS VALUE MOST

* The Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills.
U.S. Department of Labor. What Work Requires of Schools. A
SCANS Report for America 2000. (Washington DC: U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, 1991).

** Kevin Hollenbeck, The Workplace Know-How Skills Needed to
be Productive. (Kalamazoo: W.E. Upjohn Institute, 1994).
p. 29.
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ployer concerns. According to NAEP, fewer
than half the nation’s eleventh and twelfth
graders read and write “proficiently”; four of
ten 17-year-olds have not mastered such basic
high school math skills as computing with frac-
tions or decimals and solving simple equations.
More important, the tests reveal that although
most students succeed in learning lower-level
rote skills, such as performing simple arith-

metic computation and recalling facts in sci-
ence, many fewer can solve problems that re-
quire several steps and have no obvious or
immediate answers. The former head of the
Educational Testing Service, Gregory Anrig,
noted that 20 years of NAEP tests have “docu-
mented a critical shortage of effective reason-
ing skills among our young people.”32

The problem is not that the education of
most young Americans is inferior to that of
their parents. Educational attainment in the
United States—the average number of years of
school completed—has risen significantly dur-
ing the past 20 years. Over the same period,
educational achievement—the quality of student
learning as measured by independent testing—
has risen slightly. (See Figure 1). However,
very slow improvement in student achievement
is not enough. To match the continuing in-
creases in the skill requirements of the work-
place, significant improvements in young
people’s mastery of academic and other skills
will be required.

THE COSTS OF THE SKILLS GAP
The costs of the gap between the skills

needed for economic success and those of
today’s youth burden not only those young
people, but also employers, consumers, and
taxpayers.

Youths who do not learn the “new basic
skills” and cannot compete successfully even in
the entry-level labor market are very likely as
adults to work less than they would like, at
lower wages, with few or no fringe benefits,
and with little job stability. Overrepresented in
jobs that provide minimal training and few
structured opportunities for advancement, their
productive capacity goes underdeveloped and
their future prospects are dim. The lost in-
come of non-working high school dropouts
may be as much as $177 billion each year.33

Immediate costs to employers, the bulk of
which are ultimately passed on to consumers
and workers, show up in remedial training and
excess turnover in entry-level jobs, as well as in
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less-visible expenditures, such as the need for
more supervision and more intensive screen-
ing of new employees. According to a 1995
survey in Training magazine, the proportion of
American businesses providing remedial basic
education for employees rose from 18 percent
in 1984 to 43 percent just 11 years later.34 A
significant amount of such activity could be
avoided if schools did a better job.

High turnover due to poor matches between
job requirements and the skills and attitudes of
new hires imposes additional costs. Recruit-
ment, testing, and screening, as well as fees
paid to temporary firms for suitable applicants,
all affect the bottom line. The Marriott Corpo-
ration estimates that entry-level turnover costs
it $1,100 a year in recruitment, hiring, and
orientation for each entry-level job.35

McDonald’s puts its annual turnover cost per
employee at about $700. According to Merck
& Co., Inc., it costs about 1.5 times annual
salary to replace a manager and about 75 per-
cent of salary to replace a technical or clerical
employee.36 These costs are especially heavy in
low-wage industries like retail trade, food ser-
vice, and hospitality, where annual labor turn-
over can reach 300-400 percent.

To compensate for the difficulty they face
finding workers with the skills they want, firms
frequently change work organization, revise
company procedures, or hire additional super-
visory staff. According to John Tobin, the Di-

rector of Vocational Education for Siemens
Corporation, his company could reduce costs
for trainers, mentors, managers, and supervi-
sors if front-line workers were better prepared
to take on more complex work responsibili-
ties.37

Taxpayers ultimately foot part of the bill for
inadequate education and its consequences.
Taxpayers contribute twice to the education of
many young people—once for an inadequate
high school experience and again for remedial
courses in college. Estimates of $1 billion a
year for remediation by public colleges and
universities are considered conservative.38 Tax-
payers also pay the costs of public assistance
and crime related in some degree to the fact
that many young people have become effec-
tively unemployable or alienated from the world
of work when they reach working age.39 These
problems are particularly acute among youths
who have dropped out of high school. We rec-
ognize that the obstacles to effective learning
for this population often stem from family and
cultural factors that transcend the educational
and economic issues addressed in this state-
ment. Nevertheless, the advantages of school-
to-career programs in motivating learning
through concrete, work-related experiences
and through mentoring are particularly rel-
evant to many of these young people. (See box,
page 14: “Linking Academic Achievement and
Work for Out-of-School Youths”)

Youth and Careers
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CONCLUSION
As the demands of the new economy raise

the hurdle for economic success for our young
people, they also raise the standard for accept-
able performance by our schools. A high school
diploma based on a watered-down curriculum
is no longer adequate. In the future, all stu-
dents leaving school will need to be adequately
prepared to make informed choices between

employment and further education—and to
succeed at either. Raising educational stan-
dards—and meeting them—will require new
partnerships among schools, employers and
other community stakeholders, new teaching
pedagogies, and new incentives for helping
young people link school and work effectively.

Out-of-school youths have been generally ill-
served by public education, training, and em-
ployment programs. The “second-chance” sys-
tem for out-of-school populations is essentially a
“second-class” system, dominated by short-dura-
tion programs that at best have short-duration
impacts.40 Given the multiple barriers that sepa-
rate these young people from both school and
work, it is not surprising that short-duration
programs have proven inadequate.

Improvements in earning and learning for
out-of-school youths require unique and flexible
institutions. Academic instruction must be pro-
vided in venues that are accessible and without
stigma, such as community colleges, alternative
diploma programs, and other community set-
tings. Case management support is typically
needed while young people with little labor mar-
ket experience or success search for, and be-
come acclimated to, work. Out-of-school youths
also tend to need some assurance of future paid
work while enrolled in learning programs.

Nonetheless, the principles that inform
“best-practice” efforts linking typical schools and
employers also guide some of the most success-
ful programs for out-of-school youths. These
include the residential Job Corps, alternative
diploma programs, and work-and-learning
models such as the Center for Employment and
Training and YouthBuild.41 These principles
include:

• Centrality of work-based learning

• Pedagogy that is active and experiential

• Emphasis on youth development,
responsibility, and empowerment

• Strong relationships with adults and peers

• Support that is consistent over time

• Standards for accomplishment that are
rigorous and respected by both
postsecondary institutions and employers.

LINKING ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT AND WORK FOR OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUTHS

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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Chapter II

Learning For
The New Economy

As employers who have restructured in-
dustries and firms, we know that major changes
in schools to meet the challenges described in
Chapter I will not be easy. Significant improve-
ments in school performance will require
support and pressure from outside the educa-
tional system as well as strong leadership from
within.

Schools are complex institutions, difficult
to change and, like many organizations, often
resistant to it. Conflicting mandates, guidelines,
incentives, and sanctions encourage a “protec-
tive confusion” that reinforces conventional
practice.42 Many teachers and administrators
are skeptical of reform initiatives, having seen
many come and go, typically with little long-
term impact. School personnel who support
reform often are unable to change a school’s
organization or curriculum. This is especially
true of high schools, which are hemmed in by
state and local requirements for graduation,
rigid schedules, isolated and inexperienced
teachers, and the conflicting priorities of mul-
tiple stakeholders. In many low-income com-
munities, inadequate resources for professional
development, materials, and technology com-
pound these problems.

CED’s proposed strategy for achieving
needed change is to strengthen and integrate
two education reform movements that have
separately taken root in recent years. The first
is the academic standards movement, which has
made strides in building public consensus on
what young people should know when they
graduate from high school and in urging

schools to make it happen. The second, the
school-to-career (or school-to-work) movement, has
engaged employers and schools in changing
both classroom instruction and the connec-
tion of students to the labor market.*

THE FIRST PRIORITY: RAISING
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

We noted in our 1994 policy statement, Put-
ting Learning First, that our nation had lost its
sense of priorities in public education—that
our schools must return to their fundamental
mission of raising academic achievement. Our
view has not changed. But raising academic
achievement has proven exceedingly difficult.
Student achievement as measured by standard-
ized tests has risen only slightly during the last
three decades, even though real per-pupil
spending has more than tripled and public
school student-teacher ratios have fallen by one-
third.43

In the 1980s, the nation turned its attention
to the need for reform in K-12 public educa-
tion. In 1983, A Nation at Risk focused emerg-
ing public and business attention on the inad-
equate academic preparation in high schools.
In the ten years that followed, 44 states imple-
mented the report’s recommendations and
strengthened minimum course requirements
for graduation. The proportion of students tak-
ing four years of English and three years each
of mathematics, science, and social studies rose
from 12 percent for the class of 1982 to almost
half of the class of 1992.44

*See memorandum by JOHN DIEBOLD, (page 54).
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While this curricular reform achieved many
of its specific targets, the impact on student
achievement was disappointing. Increased en-
rollment in academic core subjects too often
reflected little more than a renaming of unde-
manding courses. Educational inputs such as
courses taken and hours of instruction were
raised, but improved outcomes did not auto-
matically follow.

In the late 1980s, top-down reform strate-
gies based on strengthening state education
regulations were augmented by increased at-
tention to school-level issues such as school
“climate,” decision-making autonomy, and pro-
fessional development. Proponents argued that
decentralizing authority and making individual
schools and their staffs accountable would ac-
celerate academic improvement.

Today, a third wave of standards-based re-
form is under way that combines the most prom-
ising aspects of these two earlier strategies. This
approach combines state coordination, stan-
dard setting, and accountability with local flex-
ibility in organizing learning to raise achieve-
ment. In this model, states have responsibility
for crafting a public consensus on what stu-
dents should know and be able to do upon
graduation, with standards defined in terms of
competencies needed for success rather than
course requirements. States also design and
implement long-range instructional goals, ma-
terials development, professional training, and
the assessment of school and student outcomes.
Individual schools are encouraged to focus on
the heart of the learning enterprise: instruc-
tional content and pedagogy. Schools can or-
ganize instruction as they choose, but they are
responsible for meeting high state standards
for academic achievement.45

The standards movement has gathered re-
markable momentum since the 1989
Charlottesville Education Summit, when the
nation’s governors and President George Bush
agreed to national goals that included “dem-
onstrated competency in challenging subject
matter.”46 Almost all states have launched ef-

forts to define what schools should teach and
how outcomes should be measured. (See box,
page 17: “Kentucky’s Ambitious Approach to
Raising Academic Standards”) The federal gov-
ernment has accelerated this activity through
state and local grants under the Goals 2000
legislation. By January 1997, 47 states had de-
veloped or were in the process of developing
content standards in English, math, science,
and history.47

While this progress is promising, much re-
mains to be done before state academic stan-
dards will have a significant impact. Teachers
must be able to understand the new standards
and be prepared to teach to them. The quality
and rigor of most states’ standards are still
untested. Development of assessments to mea-
sure student progress has lagged, leaving most
states unprepared to hold either schools or
students accountable for meeting new stan-
dards.48

However, the emerging consensus among
educators, the public, business leaders, and
policymakers on the need for rigorous aca-
demic standards and accountability is encour-
aging. As the American Federation of Teach-
ers has put it, “Just as businesses can’t measure
improvements in production without knowing
what they want their products to look like,
schools can’t change without first determining
what they want children to learn.”49

MOTIVATION AND INSTRUCTION:
THE KEYS TO ACHIEVEMENT

High standards are essential, but no guar-
antee of learning. Students must be motivated
to learn, and new instructional strategies are
required to reach those young people for whom
abstract, passive learning is relatively ineffec-
tive. We believe that school-to-career practices
can address both these challenges.

Motivation: The sad reality today is that, ex-
cept for those competing for entry into the
best colleges and universities, many high school
students lack the motivation to learn. In a 1994
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national survey of more than 20,000 high school
students from all backgrounds, nearly 40 per-
cent admitted they were “just going through
the motions” in school. The study concluded
that student commitment to school is at an all-
time low in both urban and suburban set-
tings.53*

If students could learn more in school, why
don’t they? Why is their commitment so weak?
Unfortunately, students are to some degree
responding rationally to society’s signals about
the limited value of achieving in school. In
numerous surveys, high school students have
expressed their belief that their future success
in the job market depends only on whether they
graduate, not on their grades or what they

learn.54 This lesson is reinforced in school and
in the labor market. In school, the achieve-
ment demanded of most students is modest,
and no significant consequences result from
failing to meet even those limited expectations.
In the labor market, hiring for youth jobs does
not depend upon academic achievement. Stu-
dents see few signs that doing well in school
improves their prospects for employment or
higher earnings in their first jobs.55

Of course, young people’s economic per-
spectives are limited by short time horizons.
Working hard today for a payoff tomorrow is
often far less compelling than the immediate
rewards of social and extracurricular activities.
In this context, class time is seen less as time

In 1990, after the Kentucky Supreme Court
declared the state’s education system unconsti-
tutional because of gross funding disparities
among districts, Kentucky began an ambitious
statewide reform effort that focused on raising
academic standards. The Kentucky Education
Reform Act (KERA) enacted several radical
changes: funding equalization, increased
school-based management through parent-
teacher councils, curricular reforms stressing
high academic standards, and an accountability
system that rewards and penalizes schools on
the basis of student performance on annual
statewide tests.

The Kentucky business community, led by
Louisville-area firms such as Humana, Ashland,
and United Parcel Service, played a leading
role in the evolution and passage of KERA. In
1991, they formed the Partnership for Ken-
tucky School Reform to promote and sustain
public support.

Early results are instructive. Achievement
scores on state assessments have improved, with
the largest gains among fourth graders. Ken-
tucky has moved from the bottom into the
“middle of the pack” among states.50 Improve-

ments in middle and high school scores have
proven harder to achieve. Across the grades,
the greatest improvements are still at the lower
rungs of proficiency.”51

The situation in Louisville, Kentucky’s larg-
est city, illustrates the challenges and opportu-
nities presented by KERA. Some Jefferson
County middle and high schools are among the
lowest performers in the state, and the penetra-
tion of KERA standards into everyday teaching
has been slowed by inadequate professional
development and limited state guidance. Yet,
two middle schools that have made a school-
wide commitment to setting higher standards
and changing school practices to help students
meet the standards have bucked the local trend
and have edged into the “successful” category
in the state assessment.52 The school system is
looking to professional development, expan-
sion of work-based learning, and other strate-
gies to help middle and high school teachers
and students raise achievement levels. (For a
profile of employer involvement in Jefferson
County’s school reform and school-to-career
efforts, see the volume of case studies published
separately by CED.)

KENTUCKY’S AMBITIOUS APPROACH TO RAISING ACADEMIC STANDARDS

*See memorandum by PETER BENOLIEL, (page 54).
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for learning than as “the price [students] pay
to join their peers in the hallways, lunchrooms,
and practice fields, and eventually to reach the
ritual of graduation.”56

Moreover, the incentive and reward struc-
tures of the typical large high school impart
values that are inimical to success in today’s
world of work.57 Many high school students
learn from daily school experience: that just
showing up, avoiding negative behavior, and
working only a few minutes an hour are accept-
able; that advance preparation for work is rarely
necessary; that excuses remove the conse-
quences of failure; that relations with authority
concern winning and losing, rather than work-
ing together productively; and that anything
that goes wrong is the responsibility of some-
one further up the hierarchy. These lessons
are no preparation for the initiative, self-moti-
vation, and autonomy required for successful
careers.

Instruction: Cognitive scientists recently have
discovered much about how people learn. In
education, this new knowledge is being used to
improve instruction. One important finding is
that the passive, fragmented, and abstract learn-
ing common in high schools impedes mastery
of material and its application in non-school
settings for many students. Applied, experien-
tial learning that enables students to learn com-
plex concepts through real-world problem solv-
ing and to use what they learn in real-world
contexts is often more effective.

Passive learning undercuts the development
of higher-order cognitive skills that govern prob-
lem solving. Instruction without context works
against the natural drive to make sense of the
world. It also limits the transfer of learning
from schools to settings where people work
and live.58

Increasingly, success at work requires rapid
and creative responses to unexpected situa-
tions, particularly those in which normal rou-
tines break down. School-learned strategies for
solving problems are often of limited use in the
workplace, where most problems arise in the
context of time and resource constraints and

incomplete information. Instruction that places
inordinate emphasis on individual learning,
abstract thinking, and context-free skills may
not provide students with the tools they need
to become accomplished out-of-school learn-
ers.59

In contrast, contextual instruction can bet-
ter align school learning with the demands of
complex work settings. Group work, projects
that involve clients from business and the com-
munity, feedback from employers and other
adults, and classes that reflect on lessons learned
outside school can make schoolwork more like
real work. These instructional practices can
help students learn communication, negotia-
tion, and other problem-solving skills that are
of increasing importance to economic success.
(See box, page 19: “Applied Learning Takes
Root in Fort Worth”)

SCHOOL-TO-CAREER:
A STRATEGY FOR MOTIVATION
AND INSTRUCTION

We believe that the school-to-career
approach can help our schools and young
people address these issues of motivation and
instruction. School-to-career initiatives com-
bine:

• Applied learning in the classroom

• Work experiences in workplace or commu-
nity settings

• Coordination between learning at school
and at work

• Strong relationships between young people
and adults outside school.
By forging closer links between in-school

and out-of-school learning and promoting con-
textual learning, this approach can motivate
students and help them achieve the higher
standards demanded of them. (See box, page
20: “Work as a Context for Academic Learn-
ing”)

Like the movement for higher standards,
the school-to-career movement originated in

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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the 1980s. Early in that decade, a number of
high-profile studies directed attention to the
labor market problems of job seekers without
college education.60 At the same time, many
employers had become frustrated with scatter-
shot and largely superficial partnerships with
the public schools that failed to produce re-
sults. The poor results from vocational educa-
tion prompted Congress in 1990 to rewrite the
Vocational Education Act (PL 101-392), put-
ting much more emphasis on academic stan-
dards, connections with employers, and links
to postsecondary institutions, particularly two-
year colleges. In addition, with support from
foundations and the federal government,

schools and businesses across the country
launched or expanded innovative efforts to
connect school and work more effectively. En-
thusiasm for these models provided the cata-
lyst for the 1994 federal School to Work Op-
portunities Act (See box, page 21: “The School
to Work Opportunities Act”) Its passage has
led to further program experimentation and
growth through developmental grants to inno-
vative states and localities.

The design of school-to-career programs
varies greatly:

• Some programs are small and intensive, tar-
geting the labor needs of a few local em-
ployers. For example, the Wisconsin Youth

The Fort Worth Independent School District is a leader in professional development strategies
designed to help teachers understand and use applied learning methods. The district has developed
the following comparison between student and teacher roles in traditional versus applied learning
methods:

APPLIED LEARNING TAKES ROOT IN FORT WORTH

(For a detailed examination of employer involvement in Fort Worth’s school-to-career program, see the volume
of case studies published separately by CED).

Traditional Teaching Methods

Teacher knows answer.

Students routinely work in isolation.

Teacher plans all activities and projects.

Teacher decides method of assessment.

Information is organized, interpreted, and
communicated by teacher to students.

Reading, writing, and mathematics are treated
as separate disciplines; listening and speaking
are often missing.

Thinking is usually theoretical and syllogistic.

Applied Learning

No one knows answer (i.e. problem is
ill-defined).

Students routinely work with others, including
teachers, peers, and community members.

Students and teacher plan and negotiate
activities and projects.

Students routinely assess themselves and
negotiate summative evaluations.

Information is acquired, organized, inter-
preted, and communicated by students to
appropriate audience(s).

Integrated real-world merging of all
disciplines is necessary for problem solving;
listening and speaking are a fundamental
part of learning.

Thinking involves problem solving, reasoning,
and decision making.

Learning For The New Economy
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Apprenticeship Program in Printing is serv-
ing 129 students in five sites in the 1997-98
school year.

• Others are designed to change the learning
experience of an entire school. At Roosevelt
High School in Portland, Oregon, all ninth
graders have job shadowing experiences as
part of a mini-course in career exploration,
followed by a tenth-grade curriculum orga-
nized around one of six broad career clus-
ters.

• Career academies, pioneered in the late
1960s, are schools-within-schools that group

125 to 250 students with their own teachers
in a program frequently organized around
an occupational theme, such as health care,
graphic arts, or finance. Academies usually
admit ninth- or tenth-grade students and
emphasize interdisciplinary learning,
projects, employer involvement in curricu-
lum, and internships in the eleventh and
twelfth grades.

• Many vocational education programs have
tried to improve student outcomes through
closer connections to employers and/or
community colleges. Tech Prep vocational

Just as medical, business, and other profes-
sional schools use projects and work-based
experience to structure learning, innovative
high schools are using hands-on learning in
classrooms, workplaces, and the community to
help students master academic skills. These
strategies are proving as effective for top stu-
dents in elite suburban high schools as they are
for at-risk inner-city youths.

At the highly competitive Thomas Jefferson
School for Science and Technology in north-
ern Virginia, contextual learning and other
school-to-career principles are applied
throughout the school, including in advanced
placement classes. For example, students study
science through hands-on projects that require
teamwork (e.g., working in small groups to
build a vehicle that can climb a hill). These
activities culminate in a major senior project.
Although most students do their projects in the
school’s labs, one in five opts for a 15-hour-a-
week unpaid internship, usually with one of the
region’s premier science and technology firms.
Thomas Jefferson’s success belies the fear that
school-to-career programs distract students
from academic learning. Ninety-six percent of
students at Jefferson scored high enough on
their advanced placement exams to earn col-
lege credit.

Boston’s Fenway Middle College High

School attracts a very different student popula-
tion, many of whom are returning dropouts or
students who have been held back in tradi-
tional high schools.61 Yet, Fenway also uses
work to motivate academic learning. Fenway is
organized into three houses, each linked to a
broad career area and to local business part-
ners. In the ninth and tenth grades, interdisci-
plinary courses incorporate workplace situa-
tions, such as following a patient’s medical
history or exploring clinical and ethical dilem-
mas that arise in treatment decisions. Eleventh-
grade students undertake projects for a busi-
ness firm and rotate through different
departments. To help the CVS pharmacy chain
decide where to locate a new store, for ex-
ample, students analyzed demographic and
economic data, sought the advice of accoun-
tants and architects, made site visits, projected
design costs, and presented written and oral
reports to company executives.

In their senior year, students spend part of
each day on the job. In the final semester, they
undertake a full-time, five-week internship and
complete a work-related paper. Fenway assesses
internships and senior projects according to
the same criteria used for other course work,
focusing on how well the student has demon-
strated five “habits of mind:” perspective, evi-
dence, relevance, supposition, and connection.

WORK AS A CONTEXT FOR ACADEMIC LEARNING: A TALE OF TWO SCHOOLS
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programs promote smooth transitions be-
tween high school and community college,
and some have added work experience. Co-
op programs provide young people with
work placements, but only a minority of
them link work experience with reforms in
classroom learning.

• School-based, youth-run enterprises and
community service programs are the pri-
mary “real world” learning experiences for
students in many high schools.  As many as
18 percent of U.S. high schools house one
or more student-run enterprises. These in-
clude restaurants, graphic arts and print
shops, car repair businesses, and other re-
tail establishments.62 Students in service
learning programs might conduct environ-
mental quality checks in their neighbor-
hoods, serve as translators for non-English-

speaking patients at community health clin-
ics, or tutor elementary school children.

• In some communities, school-to-career strat-
egies are being used to reform curriculum
and learning activities in entire schools and
across the district. For example, the five
communities in Jobs for the Future’s Bench-
mark Communities Initiative—Boston, Lou-
isville/Jefferson County, Milwaukee, Phila-
delphia, and North Clackamas, Oregon—
have agreed to a common set of measurable
five-year goals for changes in instructional
practice, work-and community-based learn-
ing opportunities, and school and district
policies that are designed to extend school-
to-career opportunities to all high school
students.63

Whatever their specific program elements,
school-to-career initiatives are designed to help
young people overcome the cynicism and nega-

The School to Work Opportunities Act of
1994 (PL 103-239) provides five-year federal
“seed grants” to help states develop and imple-
ment school-to-career programs. These pro-
grams are required to involve broad collabora-
tion among employers, organized labor,
educators, and public agencies responsible for
economic and workforce development, educa-
tion, and human services. Key design elements
include:

 • School-Based Learning: Integration of high-
quality academic and vocational instruction,
improved links between high school and
related postsecondary programs, and strate-
gies for introducing students to all aspects
of a broadly defined industry.

 • Work-Based Learning: Opportunities for stu-
dents to obtain work experience, on-the-job
training, and adult mentoring coordinated
with school studies.

 • Connecting Activities: Activities to recruit

employer partners, match students with
workplace opportunities and mentors, and
help schools and employers strengthen
their collaboration.

 • Career Development: Activities in schools and
workplaces to help students become aware
of their interests and strengths, learn about
career options, formulate goals, and make
wise choices about their educational pro-
gram.

The Act provides a temporary infusion of
start-up resources to states and localities. By
early 1997, the federal government had pro-
vided $643 million to 37 states, which are re-
quired to pass the majority of these funds to
local and regional partnerships. More than
1,000 local partnerships have received federally
funded grants. Further grants from the $1.345
billion authorized by Congress will be awarded
over the next several years. The Act is sched-
uled to expire after 2001.

THE SCHOOL TO WORK OPPORTUNITIES ACT
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tive lessons about working that they currently
learn in school. When young people engage in
real work, they learn lessons they are often
unwilling to accept from teachers in school.
Work-based learning provides conditions for
learning that schools cannot easily simulate,
including real deadlines, customer feedback,
and problem solving with limited resources.
Seeing that their work matters to others and
that its quality has consequences can motivate
young people not just to do an assigned job but
also to rethink their commitment to school
and learning. (See box: “How Students View
Work-Based Learning Experiences”)

An important benefit of work-based learn-
ing is the opportunity for young people to
develop constructive relationships with adults.
Research on youths who overcome adversity

indicates that strong adult relationships are
essential to healthy development and success.64

According to Harvard psychologist Howard
Gardner, work-based learning can “permit as-
piring youngsters to work directly alongside
accomplished professionals, hence establish-
ing personal bonds as well as a sense of progress
towards an end.”65

EVIDENCE ON THE
EFFECTIVENESS OF PROGRAMS
LINKING SCHOOL AND WORK

Anyone who visits a well-run school-to-
career program immediately senses that some-
thing positive is going on. The classroom is
alive. Students and teachers are engaged and
proud of their accomplishments.

Young people can be very articulate about
the value of learning experiences outside the
classroom—and about the differences between
expectations and performance in school and at
worksites. Anecdotal comments such as the
ones presented here are remarkably consistent
across effective programs linking school and
work.66

One student intern at a commercial televi-
sion station was impressed by the value employ-
ees placed on learning from mistakes. He
noted that his supervisor “showed us a room
where they kept tapes back to 1984 . . . because
it helps them figure out what mistakes were
made in the past and how to improve.”

Another student attributed a renewed inter-
est in academic learning to her senior-year
work placement: “You know how it is with teen-
agers. We think we know everything. And
school doesn’t really do anything to change
that. But at Polaroid I saw that there were
things I didn’t know and skills I needed to
learn. And when I got back to school, I realized

I could pick up a lot of those things back
there.”

A high school senior in a program that com-
bined several days a week of work-based learn-
ing with a solid academic curriculum noted a
dissonance between the values and messages
she learned at work and those she got at school.
In school, she explained, “We always say, ‘It’s
good enough.’ Mr. Pierce [her supervisor at the
worksite] always says, ‘There’s no such thing as
good enough.’”

A student enrolled in a program that fea-
tured a team-oriented community service
project had a similar realization. “My attitude
was always, ‘Take this class, work hard, and get
an A,’ or ‘Forget it. I’ll take the zero.’ [But in
our community project, there] is too much at
stake. If you say you’re going to do something,
you have to be committed. People depend on
it.”

This is exactly the kind of attitude and un-
derstanding that employers seek—and that
schools have a hard time teaching.

HOW STUDENTS VIEW WORK-BASED LEARNING EXPERIENCES

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work



23

However, there has been little rigorous
evaluation of the outcomes of programs that
link school and work. Most programs are rela-
tively new, and many are still changing their
structure and organization. Different defini-
tions of “school-to-career” models make it diffi-
cult to compare outcomes across programs or
between school-to-career and traditional learn-
ing curricula.

Program design and implementation vary
greatly. Moreover, large-scale controlled stud-
ies are hard to implement in education. Ran-
dom assignment evaluations are costly and can
be controversial because the research design
often requires that some students be denied
the option of choosing a potentially beneficial
program. Following participants long enough
to assess the success of their transition into
postsecondary learning and adult employment
is both expensive and difficult. In recognition
of these circumstances, a panel of evaluation
experts convened by the federal government
has recommended against a rigorous random-
assignment evaluation of the outcomes of
school-to-career programs at this time.67

Nevertheless, existing research and prac-
tice are encouraging with respect to the value
of integrating work and learning. Positive signs
come from studies of learning in context at the
workplace, work experience among high school stu-
dents, and recent school-to-career initiatives.

Workplace Learning. Contextual learning has
been successful with low-skill adults. A study of
contextual instruction for U.S. armed forces
recruits in reading, writing, and mathematics
concluded that workplace literacy instruction
that combines work and learning is significantly
more effective than typical “up-front” adult ba-
sic education classes.68 A control group was
trained in the traditional way, with several weeks
of literacy classes before entering job-related
military training. A second group received lit-
eracy and job training simultaneously, using
materials drawn from recruits’ specific work
assignments. The experimental group had su-

perior literacy gains and achieved those gains
faster.

One of the few federally funded job train-
ing programs that has improved employment
and earnings for disadvantaged individuals is
the Center for Employment Training (CET)
in San Jose, California.69 CET provides training
of three to six months to a population of which
about 65 percent are high school dropouts.
The program emphasizes close connections
with employers, recruitment of staff with expe-
rience in industry, and training in specific skills
demanded in the labor market. CET promotes
the integration of basic education and voca-
tional skills in an environment simulating real-
work settings. One rigorous evaluation found
impressive earnings gains for graduates, includ-
ing an unprecedented $6,000 earnings gain in
the third and fourth years after graduation,
more than 40 percent higher than that for the
control group.70

High School Work Experiences. Most young
people work at some time while in high school.
Work experience can be economically, devel-
opmentally, and educationally valuable, espe-
cially if the hours of work while in school are
limited and the work experience is of high
quality.71 However, academic performance ap-
pears to suffer if students work more than 20
hours per week.72

Work experience programs for at-risk stu-
dents that do not link work to an academic
learning program have few lasting effects on
employment or educational attainment. This
was the primary finding of the Youth Incentive
Entitlement Pilot Project, a multi-site demon-
stration that guaranteed full-time summer jobs
and part-time, school-year, minimum-wage jobs
to disadvantaged 16-to-19 year-olds who stayed
in school. Although the program raised em-
ployment rates significantly during the subsi-
dized period, neither school enrollment nor
high school graduation rates rose.73 These re-
sults are consistent with those from studies of
other “work experience only” programs, in-
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cluding the Supported Work Demonstrations
and Neighborhood Youth Corps.74

At the same time, working while in school
appears to have economic benefits for young
people who enter the work force immediately
after high school. Among these youth, those
who worked while in high school seek work
more actively and earn higher wages than their
counterparts who did not work. These effects
occur in the first few years after graduation
and even seven to ten years later.75

The value of working in high school de-
pends to a great extent on the quality of the
student’s work experiences. High-quality work-
place experiences can improve attitudes and
performance. When young people use cogni-
tive skills and perceive opportunities to learn
in their work experience, they have a higher
commitment to quality on the job and are less
cynical about the world of work.76 Likewise,
students who work at more complex jobs and
have an opportunity to develop skills report
higher wages and lower unemployment for at
least the first three years after high school.77

Work experiences in “school-supervised”
programs appear to be of higher quality than
typical youth jobs. Those in school-supervised
jobs rate them higher in terms of three impor-
tant developmental goals that correlate with
greater employment and earnings: using skills
and abilities, learning new skills, and getting to
know adults.78

School-to-Career Initiatives. Results to date
from formal evaluations of school-to-career pro-
grams are limited. As Education Week senior
editor Lynn Olson puts it, “At present, we are
left relying largely upon argument and anec-
dote.”79 Perhaps the most systematic review of
evaluations that include work-based learning is
a 1995 congressional Office of Technology As-
sessment (OTA) report. While noting the limi-
tations of existing research, OTA presented
the following “prudent interpretation of the
evidence”:80

• Work-based learning in school-to-work pro-

grams generally offers more learning op-
portunities than do the jobs that students
find on their own.

• Most students have been excited and moti-
vated by their work-based learning, feeling
that it helps them make better use of their
schooling and prepares them for employ-
ment.

• Most employers have been quite satisfied
with the students who participate in work-
based learning.

• Work-based learning has generally produced
small positive effects on attendance, grades,
graduation rates, and participation in
postsecondary education, and some pro-
grams appear to have dramatically increased
postsecondary enrollments.

• Work-based learning has shown modest to
negligible effects on employment, career
progression, and earnings during the first
few years after graduation, with a few small
negative findings. The results for college-
level programs have been more positive than
those for high school programs.

• Programs with a reputation for excellence
have achieved it only after several years of
adjustment and fine-tuning.

Although definitive evidence is lacking, re-
cent research points to at least four ways that
school-to-career programs may improve student
learning and preparation. We believe that in
time these changes will lead to significant im-
provements in learning.

(1) More Academic Focus. Many critics charge
that school-to-work initiatives produce a wa-
tered-down curriculum. However, the evidence
suggests just the opposite. A study of 16 innova-
tive school-to-career programs conducted by
the Manpower Demonstration Research Cor-
poration (MDRC) found that students in these
initiatives took more college prerequisite
courses than their peers enrolled in the gen-
eral curriculum, particularly in math and sci-
ence.81

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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(2) Improved Reading and Math. Some school-
to-career programs appear to accelerate im-
provements in reading and math. Students with
low reading scores prior to grade nine who
were randomly assigned to career-magnet high
schools in New York City were more likely to
pass the state regents exam in math than stu-
dents who “lost the lottery” for admission to
the magnet schools. Career magnet students
with average initial reading scores increased
their scores up to 50 percent faster than stu-
dents in regular schools.82 At the seven highest-
performing High Schools That Work programs
assisted by the Southern Regional Education
Board, National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) test scores rose over a three-
year period by 65 percent in reading, 36 per-
cent in math, and 70 percent in science.83

(3) Fewer Dropouts. Studies of California ca-
reer academies have found a higher gradua-
tion rate than that for matched students in the
same schools. The three-year dropout rate
among students who entered academy pro-
grams as sophomores was 7.3 percent, com-
pared with 14.6 percent for students in a com-
parison group.84 In some sites, most notably
the Oakland Health and Biosciences Academy
at Oakland Technical High School, academy
students had better attendance, more credits,
higher grade-point averages, and fewer failing
grades. The research team concluded: “It is
possible to achieve the goals of dropout pre-
vention and college preparation at the same
time, in the same program.”85

(4) More College Enrollments. Students in ef-
fective school-to-career programs frequently de-
velop new career goals that require higher edu-
cation. One study of four programs whose
students had initially been identified by their
teachers as “non-college-bound” reported col-
lege entrance rates of 77 to 84 percent.86 New
York City’s career-magnet high schools appear
to induce students to attend college, and gradu-
ates earn more college credits than do their
peers from the city’s traditional high schools.87

THE CHALLENGE OF MOVING
TO SCALE

While these findings are encouraging, re-
search on the effectiveness of small, individual
programs provides limited guidance on how to
produce similar results for large numbers of
students. “Hothouse” programs of manageable
size, developed under special conditions with
extra resources and strong leadership, are by
definition exceptional. The challenge to any
reform effort is improving the routine educa-
tional experience of large numbers of students
in a significant proportion of schools.

Like most reforms, school-to-career prac-
tice is evolving unevenly toward higher quality
and larger scale. A study of early efforts in
eight states funded under the School to Work
Opportunities Act highlights this unevenness
and the difficulties of changing schools, work-
places, and the connections between them. The
study found that: 88

• States have begun building systems by creat-
ing employer incentives, promoting career
development, facilitating college enroll-
ment, and defining appropriate career clus-
ters, but none of the eight states have done
all these things. In some cases, school-to-
career priorities have been peripheral to or
inconsistent with other education reforms.

• Activities to improve career awareness are
the most common feature of these pro-
grams; but few schools deliver a coherent
career development sequence.

• Changes in school curriculum (such as cre-
ating career majors and integrating aca-
demic and vocational instruction) have re-
ceived lower priority than others.

• Many local partnerships have concentrated
on promoting workplace activities, but ob-
stacles to expanding structured activities
linked to school curriculums remain.

• Student participation in individual school-
to-career activities is common, but only two

Learning For The New Economy
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percent of 1996 seniors took part in a full
program of career development, school-
based career majors, and workplace activity
linked to school curriculum.

• Many local partnerships have been created;
but those that include multiple districts and
many employers have typically taken only
modest steps toward common policies and
practices.

More rapid progress will be needed if school-
to-career reforms are to affect a significant

proportion of high school students. Designing
effective programs is only the first step. We
must then go on to build and strengthen insti-
tutions that bring employers and schools to-
gether across schools and districts. Moving to
scale while preserving quality will require
greater efforts both within schools and between
schools and their community partners, includ-
ing employers and their organizations. The
roles of employers in this enterprise are dis-
cussed in the following chapter.

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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Chapter III

Employer Roles in
Improving Learning

The changes we advocate for our nation’s
schools and communities will require the ac-
tive engagement of employers from the pri-
vate, public, and nonprofit sectors. The busi-
ness community has long been active both in
promoting efforts to raise academic achieve-
ment and in providing work experiences and
jobs for young people. However, employers
rarely see any connection between their activi-
ties in these two areas. The central emphasis of
this policy statement is that the two efforts
should be firmly linked.

Toward this end, this chapter explores four
major roles that employers can play to improve
learning and strengthen the links between
school and work.

1. Promoting academic achievement in
policy and practice

2. Advocating school-to-career reforms to
improve academic achievement and career
preparation

3. Providing work experience for students
and teachers

4. Participating in and supporting interme-
diaries that facilitate school-business collabora-
tion.

PROMOTING ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT THROUGH HIGH
STANDARDS AND SUPPORTIVE
COMPANY PRACTICES

Supporting High Academic Standards
For most of this century, employers did not

take a particularly active role in elementary
and secondary education policy. Most employ-
ers in our industrial system were satisfied with
hiring graduates from local high schools and
fitting them into relatively low-skill, low-au-
tonomy jobs. Parents and young people saw
little reason to object, as long as a high school
diploma remained a ticket to well-paid work.

By the late 1970s, this complacency began
to disappear in the face of stronger competi-
tion for educated and skilled workers. Employ-
ers became more actively engaged in state and
national policy debates on education, both in-
dividually and through their national leader-
ship groups. In 1985, CED issued the policy
statement, Investing in our Children: Business and
the Public Schools, which called for higher stan-
dards, curriculum changes to increase the
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employability of graduates, and greater deci-
sion-making power for teachers, principals, and
local boards of education.89  Throughout the
past two decades, CED and other business or-
ganizations have persistently promoted higher
academic standards and a more effective sys-

tem for assessing school and student perfor-
mance.90  These priorities were underscored at
the 1996 National Education Summit. (See
box: The 1996 National Education Summit.)

Business community advocacy has begun to
pay off. The progress that states have made in
setting academic standards and promoting
school-level accountability is due in large part
to the political support provided by businesses,
large and small.

However, classroom practice is never
changed by public policy alone. State reforms
have yet to be translated broadly into improve-
ments in instruction and practice that moti-
vate the typical student to meet these higher
expectations. Improved instruction will require
assessment tools to guide teachers, as well as
professional development opportunities to ex-
pand teachers’ instructional repertoires. In ad-
dition, progress toward meeting higher stan-
dards will require employers and others in the
community to become more involved with
school and classroom practice, a role employ-
ers have traditionally resisted but have recently
begun to embrace. (See box, page 29: “School-
Business Partnerships Evolve Toward More Sys-
temic Change”.)91

Adopting Employment Practices That
Encourage School Achievement

As noted in Chapter II, current hiring prac-
tices reinforce many young peoples’ beliefs
that effort and achievement in school will not
improve their job prospects. Potential employ-
ers rarely ask about courses or grades, and
although they often request references, they
seldom ask specifically for a teacher’s recom-
mendation.

There are reasons for this lack of connec-
tion between high school performance and
hiring decisions. Based on past experience,
employers have little faith that transcripts and
diplomas can help them identify productive
workers. Moreover, many employers have been
deterred by legal rulings that high school gradu-
ation and grades can be used to screen job

In March 1996, President Clinton gathered
with 41 governors, 49 business leaders, and 34
others in Palisades, New York, for the second
National Education Summit. Participants
drafted a strategy for joint efforts to align the
standards for achievement that guide schools
with the skills required for work in the new
economy.

Business participants made several commit-
ments designed to help promote student
achievement at and following the Summit.
They agreed to make location decisions con-
tingent on the educational performance of
states and localities. They promised to change
their firms’ hiring policies within one year to
incorporate the review of transcripts or other
school-based records such as diplomas, skill
certificates, or portfolios. They also made a
commitment to direct education-related phi-
lanthropy aimed at raising academic stan-
dards and improving student achievement.
Since the Summit, the Business Roundtable,
National Alliance of Business, and U.S. Cham-
ber of Commerce have launched a ”school
records initiative” to promote the review of
transcripts and other school records in hiring
decisions.

In the fall of 1996, the Education Summit
planning committee created ACHIEVE, an
independent organization for monitoring
progress toward these and other commit-
ments made at the Summit. ACHIEVE serves
as a clearinghouse for information on state
standards, enabling states and localities to
compare and coordinate their efforts.

THE 1996 NATIONAL EDUCATION
SUMMIT

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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applicants only if employers can demonstrate
that transcripts and diplomas are valid predic-
tors of performance for the specific jobs being
filled.94

Some companies are trying to change the
signals they send to schools and young people
by making school achievement count in hir-
ing. BellSouth Corporation has begun to give
priority in recruitment for entry-level career
jobs to graduates of the 650 high schools in the
Southern Regional Education Board’s High
Schools That Work initiative who earn the SREB
Certificate of Educational Achievement. This
certificate confirms that a recipient has com-
pleted an upgraded academic core curriculum
as well as a vocational major and has met per-
formance goals in reading, math, and science.95

Other employers are moving to use tran-
scripts in hiring decisions. (See box on IBM’s
use of transcripts, page 30.)

More than 250 Delaware employers have

joined the state Business/ Industry/ Education
Alliance’s campaign to encourage firms to con-
sider transcripts when hiring. When a statewide
survey found that schools took too long to re-
spond to employer requests for transcripts, the
Alliance provided every high school in the state
with a fax machine.

Since 1989, the Eastman Chemical Company,
a major employer in Kingsport, Tennessee, has
asked applicants to provide high school or col-
lege transcripts, thereby encouraging students
to complete college prep-level courses in math,
science, and English. Eastman has enlisted
school personnel from local high schools to
help employees who make hiring decisions un-
derstand the transcripts, which are rarely “user-
friendly.” According to Eastman, enrollments
in higher-level math and science courses have
increased, the failure rate among entry-level
employees has declined, and less remedial edu-
cation has been needed for new workers.96

There are more than 200,000 one-on-one
collaborations between individual employers
and schools across the nation.92 The ambitions
of most of these partnerships have been mod-
est. An employer might “adopt-a-school”—
donating old computers, sponsoring awards
dinners, or serving as a principal for a day.
However, some partnerships recently have
begun to engage employers in improving class-
room instruction and learning, rather than
merely as “deep pockets.” Since 1992, for ex-
ample, the National Association of Partnerships
in Education (NAPE) has promoted more
extensive partnerships and coalitions of schools,
employers, and other community leaders
among its 7,500 member programs, with par-
ticular emphasis on their involvement in stan-
dards reform and school-to-career initiatives.

In 1994, the National Employer Leadership
Council (NELC) was formed to support em-

ployer efforts to improve the school-to-career
transition. With advice from its member compa-
nies, NELC has developed an “employer partici-
pation model” that describes more than 50
options for employer involvement with schools.
This model emphasizes comprehensive partner-
ships that target academic achievement and
workforce preparation by:93

• Working with students and teachers by pro-
viding information and experiences to pre-
pare students for challenging careers and by
working with teachers to improve student
skills and academic performance;

• Strengthening company practice by support-
ing new and closer relations with education
providers;

• Building more effective and efficient work-
force development systems in partnership
with policymakers and other stakeholders.

SCHOOL-BUSINESS PARTNERSHIPS EVOLVE TOWARD MORE SYSTEMIC CHANGE

Employer Roles in Improving Learning
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If employers begin to request evidence of
school performance from young job applicants,
the behavior of students, teachers, counselors,
and school administrators will change. How-
ever, employers will have to be quite explicit in
defining their needs and expectations; and
schools will have to make transcripts and other
evidence of school performance easier to un-
derstand, readily accessible, and relevant to
employer priorities. This will take time, but a
collaborative effort to improve this informa-
tion and change the signals it conveys can sig-
nificantly improve incentives for learning.

Employers can also encourage the students
they already employ to value academic achieve-
ment and work hard in school. Voluntary lim-
its on long work schedules and on shifts that
interfere with homework can make it easier for
young people to juggle school and work re-
sponsibilities—and to put school first. Require-
ments that student employees maintain a mini-
mum grade-point average or school attendance
record can also provide a strong incentive for
young people to concentrate on school stud-
ies. Employers can demonstrate a commitment

to student achievement through other benefits
for their working students, including tuition
assistance and additional incentives to pursue
postsecondary education, setting aside time at
the worksite for students to do homework, and
simple gestures such as Student of the Month
awards.

ADVOCATING SCHOOL-TO-
CAREER REFORMS

School-to-career principles and practices
hold great promise. When designed effectively,
these initiatives provide a combination of high
academic standards, engaging instruction strat-
egies, exposure to work and to adults, and
incentives for hard work. They are particularly
well-suited to young people who have been
uninspired and ill-prepared in school.

Unfortunately, this message has not always
been clearly articulated and promoted by the
business community. Some employers have
feared that emphasizing work-based learning
could compromise the campaign for higher
academic achievement. Others have collabo-

Acting upon a commitment made at the
1996 National Education Summit, IBM has
changed its hiring criteria for entry-level manu-
facturing jobs to include high school transcripts
for individuals with less than five years of work
experience.

IBM has addressed legal barriers by identify-
ing those aspects of transcripts that predict job
success. The company performed a nationwide
analysis to determine the skills required in its
entry-level jobs, including communication,
logical reasoning, and teamwork. The research
determined that academic performance in
certain courses correlated with attainment of
these skills. IBM also determined that classes
such as chemistry, physics, and math impart

knowledge directly applicable to entry-level
manufacturing jobs. For example, a basic com-
mand of statistics and algebra is required to
interpret Statistical Process Control (SPC) data.
Finally, IBM demonstrated that the correlation
between academic and job performance is
strongest for workers with limited employment
experience.

As a result of this careful process, IBM has
created a new employment application form
that incorporates school transcripts along with
job experience and other relevant information.
By June 1997, it was being used in IBM’s manu-
facturing sites in Vermont, California, Minne-
sota, New York, North Carolina, and Texas.

IBM REQUESTS HIGH SCHOOL TRANSCRIPTS FOR MANUFACTURING HIRES

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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rated actively with local schools but have stayed
on the sidelines of state and national policy
debates. Some employers question whether
their firms will benefit from partnerships with
schools. Many simply have no experience with
these issues. A stronger and clearer public mes-
sage from the business community is needed if
initiatives linking schools and employers are to
expand. Employers and their organizations
must become more aggressive in promoting
reform—and in defending it from its critics.

A powerful political attack has been
launched recently against school-to-career ef-
forts and their proponents. This campaign has
had a chilling effect on policy and practice in
many localities and states and on the legislative
debate in Congress. Although some of the mo-
tivation for this attack stems from reasonable
concerns about academic tracking and inap-
propriate government intervention, the criti-
cism is based largely on misguided and ill-in-
formed assessments of both the School to Work
Opportunities Act and the activities it promotes.
Critics argue that the Act is a centralizing power
grab by the federal government that endan-
gers local control of schools. They contend
that school-to-career programs reduce educa-
tional and employment opportunities by steer-
ing young people into specific vocations iden-
tified by federal bureaucrats.

These criticisms are far off the mark, as
explained in Chapter II. More effective ties
between schools and employers improve stu-
dent motivation to learn, make young people
more active learners, and provide experiences
and tools for more informed choices about
their lives. Fortunately, business leaders and
their organizations have begun to respond pub-
licly and to articulate a positive vision of these
reforms. A number of business groups, includ-
ing the American Business Conference, the
National Alliance of Business, the National As-
sociation of Manufacturers, and the U.S. Cham-
ber of Commerce, joined CED in issuing a
statement in late 1997 that champions school-
to-career as a critical component of the nation’s

education reform agenda. This message de-
serves wide distribution—to employers, educa-
tors, policymakers, and the public. (See box,
“School-to-Career Initiatives: The Business
View” for an excerpt from the full statement,
page 32).97

PROVIDING WORK EXPERIENCE
FOR STUDENTS AND TEACHERS

Options for Employers and Students
Employers control access to jobs and work-

places. In effective programs linking school
and work, employers open their workplaces to
students for a range of experiences. Some pro-
grams provide job shadowing for students who
are too young for paid employment. Others
engage employers in summer jobs for youth.
Short internships of one to two weeks form the
core of initiatives in some cities, while others
emphasize year-round internships. Stephen
Hamilton, director of the Cornell Youth and
Work Program, suggests the following typology
to describe the range of work experiences that
can be incorporated into a school-to-career
system.

• Visits to Workplaces

Field trips: one-time visits to observe work-
places

Job shadowing: longer-term, sometimes mul-
tiple visits to observe by following a worker
through his or her daily routine

• Work-Like Experience

Service learning and unpaid internships: volun-
tary service, not necessarily with a career
focus

Youth-run enterprises: workplaces created to
give young people employment and man-
agement experience

• Employment

Youth jobs: jobs ordinarily open to teens but
traditionally not rich learning opportuni-
ties

Employer Roles in Improving Learning
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Subsidized employment training: paid work as
part of a training program

Cooperative education and paid internships:
school-related work experience

Youth apprenticeship: several years of work
and learning leading to certification.

Work-based learning offers students many
benefits that are difficult to provide in class-
room settings, including:

• Exposure to the daily routines and expecta-
tions of different workplaces and jobs;

• A laboratory for exercising complex prob-
lem-solving skills in an environment of real-
world constraints and pressures;

• Demonstration of how learning is used and
valued in work environments; and

• Personal connections to employers, adult
mentors, and careers.

Successful school-to-career initiatives:

• Are part of the main, academically rigorous
path of education for all students

• Expose students to career options they might
not know about otherwise

• Give participants skills that can be applied
and adapted to any career of their choice

• Prepare students to choose any course of
endeavor including further education.

School-to-career initiatives are not:

• Plans to divert students away from school
into the workplace

• Separate paths designed for “slow learners”

• Tracking systems that force students into
certain jobs

• Dependent on federal funding or program-
matic direction.

We believe that an effective school-to-career
initiative emphasizes the following:

• A Primary Goal is Higher Academic Achieve-
ment. School-to-career programs are in-
tended to ensure that all students, college
and non-college bound, meet challenging
academic standards. Students who complete
a school-to-career program should be pre-
pared to succeed in an associate or baccalau-
reate degree program. In the best of these
programs, students can only participate in
the work experience component if they stay
in school, take a core curriculum, maintain

satisfactory grades, and make reasonable
progress toward completing a degree.

• Local Communities Design the Programs. A
school-to-career initiative can only succeed if
based on voluntary, local decisions in part-
nerships between educators, local officials,
and ultimately parents and students.

• School-Based and Work-Based Learning Are
Coordinated. Academic curriculum and
workplace experiences reinforce each other
to enhance overall educational achieve-
ment. Work-site learning involves practical
demands for mathematics, science, reading,
writing, social studies, and computer skills.
Work-site learning also develops skills that
traditional classroom learning does not do
as well, such as problem solving, manage-
ment of time and resources, responsibility,
initiative, and communication skills. Stu-
dents participating in effective school-to-
career programs tend to take more courses
in advanced math and science, increase
their grades, graduate at higher rates, go on
to postsecondary education at higher rates,
and are better prepared to succeed in jobs.
In addition, youth who might otherwise
drop out of school are more likely to stay in
school and complete their education.

• Employer Participation Adds Relevance.
Employers should inform schools of the
knowledge and skills demanded by the
economy of the future and provide the
necessary learning experiences.

SCHOOL-TO-CAREER INITIATIVES: THE BUSINESS VIEW

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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According to a recent survey, the number
of high school seniors in programs that com-
bine the three key elements of school-to-ca-
reer—work experience linked to school, an
integrated curriculum organized along career
themes, and comprehensive career develop-
ment activities—is small, perhaps about 50,000
students nationally. 98

However, the same survey reported that
about 400,000 seniors, almost 1 in 6, are in-
volved in paid or unpaid work experience
linked to their school program, either through
class assignments that draw on their experi-
ence or inclusion of work experience as a fac-
tor in determining grades. Between 600,000
and 800,000 high school juniors and seniors
participate each year in work experiences that
bear some relationship to their school curricu-
lum.

Employers who provide work-based learn-
ing opportunities to high school students are
generally pleased. (See box: “Why Do Employ-
ers Participate in Work-Based Learning?”) One
study concluded that most firms participating
in a national sample of intensive work-based
learning partnerships with schools were satis-
fied with student performance, found the pro-
gram beneficial, would continue their involve-
ment, and would recommend it to peers.99

Participating employers appear to maintain
their involvement even in the face of mergers
or downsizing.100 There is also evidence that
employer assessments of the costs and benefits
of work-based learning become more positive
over time, as firms come to appreciate enhanced
morale and other unexpected advantages.101

In a number of cities, structured work expe-
riences have become a central part of the high
school learning program on an impressive scale.
In Boston, more than 1,200 out of 6,700 jun-
iors and seniors (about 18 percent) are in-
volved in programs that include paid work.104

In Cambridge, Massachusetts, about 13 per-
cent of high school seniors at the Rindge School
of Technical Arts participate in paid and un-
paid internships annually.105 In Philadelphia,

the number of students with paid work experi-
ence rose from 400 in 1994 to 2,200 by the end
of the 1996-97 school year. 106 (See box, page
34: “Moving Toward Scale in Philadelphia”).
Each of these communities believes it can fur-
ther expand both the number of employers
providing work-based learning experiences and
the pool of interested students.

Employers give three reasons for partici-
pating in work-based learning programs for
young people: (1) philanthropic or commu-
nity interest, (2) the firm’s business interests;
and (3) the collective interest of improving a
community’s or industry’s labor supply.102

Employers note the following benefits:

• Gaining productive workers After a lim-
ited training period, most students are
productive enough to justify their wages.

• Trying out young workers prior to hiring
The screening function is particularly
important in industries where entry-level
hiring needs are large and employers are
concerned about high costs of turnover.

• Positive public relations Employers in
industries rooted in communities, such as
hospitals, utilities, and local telecommu-
nications companies, are especially inter-
ested in good public—and customer—
relations.

• Boosting the morale of regular employees
Employers are frequently surprised by the
positive effects of working with young
people on morale and supervisory skills.
According to one Procter and Gamble
supervisor, “For me, it’s hard to put into
words, just seeing the kids mature, be-
coming part of the workforce, becoming
successful. I personally haven’t found any
of it hard, it’s so damn interesting. It
makes you feel young again.”103

WHY DO EMPLOYERS PARTICIPATE
IN WORK-BASED LEARNING?

Employer Roles in Improving Learning
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These innovative communities, however,
remain the exceptions. They are the beneficia-
ries of years of close business-school relation-
ships, strong school-system leadership, and the
allocation of staff and other resources to em-
ployer involvement. In most school districts
the expansion of employer-provided work ex-
periences has been far slower. In 15 work-based
learning partnerships analyzed by the congres-
sional OTA in 1995, the annual median growth
in employer involvement averaged only six
employers per program, each of which pro-
duced about two new student placements per
year.107 Most employers who provide intensive
work experiences for young people, particu-
larly the small and mid-sized employers who
represent the bulk of any community’s busi-
nesses, employ between one and three stu-
dents.108 (While these data were collected be-
fore School to Work Opportunities Act funds
became available, and the growth rate has ac-

celerated, in most communities employer par-
ticipation is still too low to have affected a
significant proportion of high school youth.)

What level of employer participation would
be needed to make work experience a signifi-
cant element of the mainstream high school
curriculum? To provide one-quarter of high
school juniors and seniors nationwide with
work-based learning, about 1.5 million place-
ments would be needed each year.109 This is
not impossible, given that there are more than
6.5 million private and not-for-profit business
establishments in the United States.110 Yet, the
task is formidable, for there are many obstacles
to such a substantial expansion. Many small
and medium-sized employers are wary of the
time demands on supervisors and managers.
In some urban and rural communities, schools
are located far from potential employers. Some
firms are deterred by child labor laws and work-
ers’ compensation liability. Labor unions have

In the early 1990s, reformers in Philadelphia
began using school-to-career programs as a way
to leverage improvements in educational
achievement. With the arrival of Superinten-
dent David Hornbeck in 1994, the troubled
system made school-to-career an element in its
ambitious Children Achieving system-wide reform
strategy. The Philadelphia public school system
has now become one of the few school districts
to provide several thousand young people with
intensive work-based learning closely linked to
their academic programs.

In 1996-97, the Philadelphia School District
provided paid, one- and two-day-a-week work-
based learning opportunities to 2,200 high
school juniors and seniors. The district hopes to
expand ultimately to 6,000 paid placements
annually, which would serve about 25 percent of
the district’s eleventh and twelfth graders.

Over 240 Philadelphia employers participate.
Half are private firms, and the other half repre-
sent government, academia, and non-profit

health care. Nearly half of the participating
employers have fewer than 50 workers, and
about a quarter employ more than 500. To fa-
cilitate such a large-scale program, the school
system employs staff whose sole job is to contact
employers, explain the work-based learning
options, and solicit their participation.

Juniors and seniors not eligible or selected
for paid work placements are offered other
work-like experiences, including unpaid intern-
ships, community service, special projects, and
school-based enterprises. These efforts have also
grown significantly. About 1,000 students par-
ticipate in community service learning activities.
The district also promotes an annual City-Wide
Job Shadowing Day for ninth graders that in-
volved 2,000 students and 150 employers in
1996. (For a more detailed examination of em-
ployer involvement in Philadelphia’s program,
see the volume of case studies published sepa-
rately by CED.)

MOVING TOWARD SCALE IN PHILADELPHIA

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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spearheaded school-to-career efforts in some
communities and industries, but in others
unions have been hesitant, fearing member
displacement and watered-down craft training.

For these reasons, we believe that signifi-
cant expansion of work-based learning will re-
quire not only more one-by-one recruitment of
new employers but also innovative ways to ex-
pand and “stretch” employer involvement. Sev-
eral promising strategies to accomplish this are
described below.

Providing Work-Based Learning
Opportunities for Teachers

The high school, whose work organization
has changed little in the past 50 years, is the
only work environment that many teachers
know first-hand. Having spent their lives in
schools, first as students and then as teachers,
many of them have only limited experience of
the world of work outside and cannot transmit
knowledge of that world to their students.

Employers can help teachers overcome this
insularity by offering internships, sabbaticals,
and summer jobs that illustrate the changing
nature of work processes and the range of skills
valued in modern firms. These arrangements
are attractive to employers, because they are
frequently easier to arrange and demand a less
intensive commitment than many placements
for students. Such modest investments in teach-
ers have the potential to change the classroom
experience for large numbers of young people.
Teachers who have had such experience fre-
quently report introducing new instructional
methods and materials into their classrooms
and establishing new collaborative relationships
with local employers. (See box: “Portland’s
Teacher Internship Program,” page 36.)

Alternatives to Employment That
Provide Similar Learning Benefits

Instead of bringing students into their fa-
cilities for work, employers can help students
gain similar experience in employment-like set-
tings in schools or the community. Employer

involvement with a school-based enterprises can
make these activities more business-like and
help students appreciate the pressures and chal-
lenges of management. Employers can also sup-
port service learning programs, in which stu-
dents provide needed services in their
communities, acquiring especially the impor-
tant “soft skills” of responsibility, initiative, com-
munication, and problem solving. In time, the
development of computer-based simulation tech-
nologies may also capture some of the realism of
work settings and the expertise of employers.

At the Health and Biosciences Academy of
Oakland Technical High School, an exemplary
high school program for at-risk youths that
sends a majority of its graduates to two-and
four-year colleges, health employers not only
provide work experiences but also are involved
in students’ academic projects. Each student
undertakes a sequence of projects that move
from short-term, clearly-defined, school-based
projects to longer, more complex and open-
ended projects, many of which involve field
research in workplaces or community settings.
The projects, which draw on the expertise of
industry partners as well as teachers at the acad-
emy, require teamwork, research and writing,
project design and management, and atten-
tion to audience. Representatives of local health
care employers serve as project advisors and
resources and also help assess the presenta-
tions and products. Academy teachers depend
on employers for expert knowledge and for
demonstrating standards of quality expected
in business.

Replication of Promising Strategies
by National Employers

National employers with networks of local
facilities are well positioned to replicate prom-
ising programs widely and quickly. McDonald’s
is testing and replicating a youth apprentice-
ship model that the company hopes will be-
come a route into management training across
the nation. The Ciba Specialty Chemicals Cor-

Employer Roles in Improving Learning



36

poration provided seed funding through its
educational foundation for the creation and
expansion of almost a dozen innovative part-
nerships between local school systems, post-
secondary educational institutions, and manu-
facturing employers in communities where its
facilities are located.

General Motors has created an automotive
service technician program that is expanding
nationally with the help of other U.S. manufac-
turers and their dealers. Automotive Youth Edu-
cation Services (AYES) will help the industry
meet its projected need for 60,000 new auto
technicians in the next decade. Over 60 schools
and 300 dealerships are involved in 1998, twice
the 1996 participation levels. Car manufactur-
ers contribute vehicles and technical service
information, while dealers offer paid intern-
ships and/or part-time work to high school
juniors and seniors who take automotive tech-
nology classes in school. Upon graduation,
qualified students can continue into
postsecondary education or work for the deal-

ers, where annual salaries range from $30,000
to $50,000.

Another creative partnership linking na-
tional employers and local school districts in-
volved Microsoft, Manpower, and Dell Com-
puters. In 1996, 34 teachers from five school
districts were trained both in Microsoft Office
applications and in Manpower’s quality service
training program. Their students created tech-
nology-rich projects, which they exhibited pub-
licly. Manpower offered to place both teachers
and students in jobs that would further de-
velop their software and workplace skills.

Upgrading and Enriching
Ordinary Youth Jobs

About one-third of American high school
students—over 2 million teenagers—are em-
ployed at any given time during the school
year.111 Youth employers and high schools might
turn some of these “naturally occurring” jobs
into higher-quality learning experiences. A
multi-city pilot project called WorkPlus experi-

In Oregon, the Portland Business-Education
Compact, a group of 60 business leaders and
educators founded in 1984 to “create better
connections between the world of education
and the world of work,” serves as a broker be-
tween employers offering summer internships
and interested teachers. Each teacher works in
a participating firm and is assigned a business
mentor who provides orientation and supervi-
sion. The internships typically cost an employer
between $2,500 and $5,200 in wages, in return
for which the employer receives productive
work. There are a large variety of assignments.
For example, one teacher helped a television
production firm with lighting remote produc-
tions and editing, while another implemented
Statistical Process Control (SPC) practices in a
manufacturing plant.

Upon returning to the classroom, educators

find numerous ways to translate their experi-
ences into curricular and pedagogical innova-
tions. Between 60 and 70 percent of participat-
ing teachers said they would increase their
emphasis on work habits, introduce new tech-
nologies to the classroom, and assign projects
based on “real-world” problems. As one teacher
said, “I’ve become more aware of [firms’] ex-
pectations that employees take charge of their
own careers and get additional training so they
remain employable and employed. I will make
a point of passing this on to my [students].”

Teacher internships can also cement school-
business relations. Of the Portland mentors, 41
percent planned to invite the teacher intern’s
class to their worksite, 38 percent planned to
be a guest presenter to the class, and another
16 percent planned to develop a formal part-
nership with the intern’s school.

PORTLAND’S TEACHER INTERNSHIP PROGRAM
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mented several years ago with ways to encour-
age fast food and other youth employers to
assess their employees’ skills, to help young
people with references, resumes, and other job
search skills, and to connect them with off-the-
job services and supports.112

THE CRITICAL ROLE OF
INTERMEDIARIES IN
FACILITATING EMPLOYER
PARTICIPATION

The Strengths of School-to-Career
Intermediaries

We believe the most effective means of ex-
panding employer participation in school-to-
career reforms is the creation, strengthening,
and sustaining of intermediary organizations.
Such organizations can manage employer re-
cruitment, reduce administrative burdens on
participating employers, and maintain ongo-
ing relationships among schools, employers,
students, and the community.113 These inter-
mediaries are especially important for small
and medium-sized firms that have minimal hu-
man resource or community relations staff ca-
pacity. In addition, they can reduce the coordi-
nation burden for participating schools.

The school-to-career efforts that have ex-
panded most rapidly and have integrated school
and work experiences most effectively have typi-
cally been supported by two distinct employer-
oriented bodies. One is a community-wide steer-
ing or governance group representing
employers, K-12 school systems, higher educa-
tion, local government, parents, and other com-
munity interests. These governing partnerships
are essential to consensus-building and are the
heart of any long-term community-wide effort
to link school and work.

On a day-to-day basis, vibrant school-to-
career initiatives are usually guided by a stable,
funded intermediary organization that has cred-
ibility among both employers and schools.
These brokering organizations perform much

of the coordination, administration, and re-
cruitment that are too time-consuming for in-
dividual employers or schools to undertake on
their own. Whether housed in independent
nonprofit organizations or, as they sometimes
are, in the school district central office, these
intermediaries reduce the costs and risks to
individual employers by aggregating the inter-
ests of firms in the same industry, recruiting
new employers, working with young people to
place them with interested employers, and pro-
viding students and employers with post-place-
ment support. (See box: “The Boston Private
Industry Council,” page 38.)

In one survey of a national sample of school-
to-career programs, employers identified lack
of support from school personnel as the most
serious barrier to work-based learning and the
“unreliability of scheduling student placements”
as their most common dissatisfaction.114 Effec-
tive intermediary organizations address these
practical concerns.

A review of school-to-career efforts in Bos-
ton, Tulsa, and Austin identified several shared
characteristics of these communities’ strong
intermediaries.115 In each community, an inde-
pendent organization has taken responsibility
for recruiting employers. In Tulsa it is the local
chamber of commerce; in Boston, the Private
Industry Council; and in Austin, the Capital
Area Training Foundation. Each organization:

• Is chartered as a nonprofit corporation that
can raise tax-exempt contributions from
government and foundations

• Employs full-time staff specifically to work
with employers on recruitment and coordi-
nation

• Works with existing business networks and
associations, especially in trying to reach
small and mid-sized firms

• Organizes the participation of employers by
grouping them in broad industry clusters,
such as health care, finance, travel and tour-
ism, and manufacturing, which enables em-
ployers to meet and work with peers and
facilitates recruitment of new employers.

Employer Roles in Improving Learning
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Some local intermediaries are independent,
freestanding organizations. Others have been
associated with PICs, regional workforce boards,
or local chapters of national employer organi-
zations. As national groups such as the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce, the National Associa-
tion of Manufacturers, and the National Alli-
ance of Business encourage local chapters to
pursue these reforms, these efforts are likely to
spread.

Local brokering organizations usually work
with firms in a variety of industries. However,
employers can also be represented and coordi-
nated by individual industry trade associations,
most of which operate at the national and state

levels. Most trade associations focus primarily
on member services, such as lobbying and pub-
lic relations, and have had limited involvement
in practices of individual firms, including edu-
cation and training. There are, however, ex-
ceptions, as noted in the following examples.

The National Tooling and Machining Asso-
ciation has long made workforce preparation
and training an important service to members.
The National Retail Federation has launched
new efforts to help improve the quality of cus-
tomer service employees. The Edison Electric
Institute and the American Gas Association re-
cently formed the Utility Business Education
Coalition (UBEC), which organizes member

For 15 years, the Boston Private Industry
Council (PIC) has helped firms and schools
work together to improve education and em-
ployment. Created in 1979 to promote business
involvement in the governance of federal job
training programs, the Boston PIC has evolved
into a powerful convening and connecting insti-
tution.

The PIC was a central party to the 1982 Bos-
ton Compact among the city’s schools, the busi-
ness community, local labor unions, and higher
education institutions. In this signed compact,
the public schools agreed to meet specific goals
for increased attendance, academic achieve-
ment, and school retention in return for in-
creased opportunities for students and gradu-
ates in private-sector jobs and expanded access
to local colleges and universities. The PIC
helped monitor the agreement and its renego-
tiation in 1988 and 1994.

In the 1980s, the PIC expanded the city’s
summer jobs initiative from 300 to 3,000 jobs,
enlisting more than 670 employers. Looking to
link employer commitments more effectively to
high school reform, the PIC took the lead in
designing and managing ProTech, an innova-
tive school-to-career program that began in the

THE BOSTON PRIVATE INDUSTRY COUNCIL: CONNECTING EMPLOYERS
AND SCHOOLS

health industry in 1991 and has since expanded
to financial services, utilities, communications,
and environmental services. The PIC has also
managed the establishment of career acad-
emies in three high schools.

Since 1994, the PIC has worked with employ-
ers and the public schools to create a system
that includes ProTech and the career acad-
emies, as well as an annual job-shadowing day
involving over 300 employers. The city has des-
ignated 10 high schools as “school-to-career
schools” with special resources for professional
development and employer outreach. The PIC
employs a staff of career specialists in the city’s
high schools who help young people find work
and plan their careers. It also coordinates em-
ployer recruitment and customer service.

Although the Boston PIC has been a remark-
ably active and effective intermediary, it still
depends significantly on government and foun-
dation resources. Its future will depend on the
willingness of firms and the school system to
absorb a larger share of operational costs. (For
a more detailed examination of employer in-
volvement in Boston’s program, see the volume
of case studies published separately by CED.)

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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utilities nationally to join local school-to-career
and other business-education partnerships.
UBEC has also formed a national partnership
with the Southern Regional Education Board
(SREB), and the two are collaborating in east-
ern Pennsylvania to increase employer involve-
ment in SREB’s High Schools That Work initia-
tive, which attempts to improve student learning
at school and at work sites. UBEC and SREB
hope that their efforts to build intermediaries
will be replicated in other communities where
SREB’s 650 participating high schools are lo-
cated.

The costs associated with the convening and
connecting activities of local intermediary or-
ganizations are significant. As information tech-
nology becomes more sophisticated and ubiq-
uitous, some intermediary functions, including
information dissemination and labor market
analysis, should become easier. However, the
connecting role is by nature labor-intensive.
Significant public and private resources will be
needed to create and sustain these entities.

Federal funds through the School to Work
Opportunities Act have helped launch and sus-
tain many intermediaries. For example, Mary-
land used a portion of its federal school to
work grant to create the innovative Employer
Incentive Fund, which makes competitive grants
to industry groups to create or strengthen em-
ployer collaboration models. Grants of up to
$100,000 were made in the first year to consor-
tia of industry-specific employers, trade asso-
ciations, and other brokering organizations.116

In anticipation of the end of its five-year
federal grant, Massachusetts has taken steps to
institutionalize intermediaries. In 1996, the state
legislature passed a bill to provide a regular
revenue source for connecting activities related
to work-based learning programs. The legisla-
tion makes partnerships eligible for state fund-
ing for intermediary activities in the amount of
$0.50 for every $1.00 in student wages paid by
local businesses that provide mentoring and
workplace learning. In its first year, statewide
funding was capped at $500,000. For 1997-98,
the authorization was $2.8 million.

Limitations of Financial Incentives
Some observers have proposed that direct

financial incentives be used to induce employ-
ers to provide work experience to high school
students. In Europe, such incentives are fre-
quently embedded in national labor market
policies. High minimum wages combined with
youth training wages and regulations that make
it costly to lay off permanent employees, en-
courage employers to hire young people and
to use work-based learning programs to screen
potential permanent hires.117 While these poli-
cies would increase employer interest in re-
cruiting young workers, we believe their posi-
tive effects would be swamped by the rigidities
they would introduce into U.S. labor markets.

In the United States, corporate income tax
credits and wage subsidies have been used to
encourage employer participation in training
programs. However, there is extensive evidence
that tax credits and wage subsidies have little
effect on employer decisions and simply create
a revenue windfall for participating firms.118

While over 90 percent of employers in one
survey said that wage subsidies would encour-
age them to employ more students in school-
supervised programs, an overwhelming major-
ity of the same respondents reported that
student wages were of little or no importance
to their decisions about providing work-based
learning opportunities.119 Either these employ-
ers overstated the burden of wages and train-
ing costs, or they felt that the likely financial
incentive would be insufficient compensation.
In either case, financial incentives would be
unlikely to alter their decisions. In interviews
and surveys, employers are consistent in their
desire to avoid government “red tape.” Smaller
employers in particular are concerned about
paperwork and government monitoring related
to tax liability. Financial incentives enacted by
state and federal legislators have typically been
too modest to outweigh these concerns.

Historical experience with employer subsi-
dies for hiring disadvantaged populations rein-
forces our skepticism. In the Youth Entitle-
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ment Demonstrations of the 1970s, even dou-
bling wage subsidies from 50 percent to 100
percent encouraged only modest increases in
participation, as employers resisted hiring in-
dividuals stigmatized as being less qualified by
virtue of their participation in the government
training program.120

Furthermore, tax credits appear to be a par-
ticularly inefficient way to encourage employer
involvement. Studies of the federal Targeted
Job Tax Credit concluded that employers would
have hired as many as 70 percent of the disad-
vantaged youths for whom they claimed credits

had there been no tax incentive.121 Employ-
ment tax credits create a windfall for those who
already hire from the target population and
have limited power to entice other employers
to change their behavior.

In the past few years, more than 15 states
have introduced employer wage subsidies and
tax credits to partially offset the supervisory,
training, and wage costs of student work expe-
rience.122 These policy experiments should be
watched closely and assessed for their impacts
on employer behavior.

The business community has a large stake
in the outcome of education reform. It also has
unique expertise and resources to contribute.
Close and long-term collaborations among high
schools, employers, colleges and universities,
and other community interests are needed to
improve the academic achievement and career
preparation of our young people.

To this end, the business community should
provide clear and confident political support
for both higher academic standards and school-
to-career programs, stressing that the two ap-

proaches complement each other in the quest
for high academic achievement. Employers of
all sizes should do what they can to extend
work-based learning opportunities to young
people. They should also continue to cham-
pion high academic standards through both
policy efforts and company practices. Finally,
the business community should actively sup-
port labor market intermediaries that will fa-
cilitate and sustain school-to-career programs
over the long run.

CONCLUSION

The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work
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In light of our analysis of American second-
ary education, CED’s overarching recommen-
dation is that the academic standards and
school-to-career reform movements should be
redefined as elements of a single coordinated
strategy to improve education and career out-
comes. The two strategies complement and
strengthen each other. More rigorous standards
can raise parent, teacher, and student expecta-
tions and make it possible to evaluate progress
toward high academic goals. School-to-career
programs can motivate learning and develop
skills that are needed both in the workplace
and in higher education. We believe this com-
bination can spark significant improvement in
high school performance. Employers at the
local, state, and national levels should be strong
advocates for integrating these two approaches
to reform.

There are more than five million employers
in the United States. Only a small fraction of
them, who employ about one-quarter of the
work force, are large enough to have the inter-
nal staff resources and scale economies for
sustaining effective, ongoing relationships with
schools and to provide a wide variety of high
quality, educationally relevant, part-time jobs
for students. Large-scale efforts to connect
school and work will therefore require effec-
tive and sustainable intermediary organizations
that simplify employer participation and struc-
ture the relationships among schools, employ-
ers, and young people.

The focus of this policy statement is on the
role of employers. However, effective learning

is the mutual responsibility of employers, school
leaders, public officials, parents, and others.
The primary responsibility rests with our schools
to plan and implement improvements, but gov-
ernment can provide incentives and support to
expedite promising approaches. We begin with
recommendations to employers and then turn
to those for schools and government.

THE ROLE OF EMPLOYERS

Support High Academic Achievement
Through Policy and Company Practice

Employers can provide important support
to schools as they work to raise academic stan-
dards. Through their involvement in educa-
tion policy, employers can encourage further
progress in the development of sound stan-
dards and assessments. In addition, employers
can use their own company practices to rein-
force the message to students and parents that
academic performance has important conse-
quences.

We recommend that employers continue to
help the states develop, refine, and implement
rigorous standards for academic performance
and content.  In previous policy statements,
CED has consistently supported rigorous na-
tional standards and assessments in a range of
academic subjects.123 Standards can be a pow-
erful lever for reform if they are explicit, linked
to assessments of student mastery, and used to
hold schools accountable for improvement.
However, higher standards are more likely to

Chapter IV
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be met in schools where administrative and
teaching staff have the commitment, resources,
and support required to improve instruction.

The states have taken the lead in setting
high academic standards. Experience has shown
that employers can contribute to these efforts
in a number of ways. They can describe and
demonstrate the “hard” and “soft” skills re-
quired to succeed in modern workplaces. They
can help draft and review proposed standards.
Employers can also play a major role in build-
ing public consensus for high standards, as
they have done in Kentucky, Massachusetts,
and other states.

CED recommends that state standards in-
corporate skills valued in the workplace, such
as communicating effectively, working produc-
tively in teams, and using up-to-date technol-
ogy. Academic standards are frequently writ-
ten in ways that ignore these increasingly
important and complex “soft skills.” We recog-
nize that early efforts to incorporate these skills
into academic standards have been problem-
atic, but we believe standards that encourage
these competencies and their assessment can
and should be developed. The Applied Learn-
ing standards for high schools created by the
New Standards project provide helpful guid-
ance. Proposed academic standards should also
be reviewed to ensure that they are not exces-
sively prescriptive and do not discourage the
use of contextual learning.*

We also urge employers and their organiza-
tions to support voluntary nationwide educa-
tional achievement tests. Although proposals
to implement voluntary national testing have
been a political lightning rod in Congress, we
believe that employment of a few national as-
sessments would help states, schools, students,
and parents strive for high academic achieve-
ment and monitor progress towards it. We rec-
ognize that national tests must be designed
carefully, with the primary purpose of assess-
ing progress in basic literacy and numeracy.
They should be designed to encourage prob-
lem-solving and understanding and not drive

classroom learning back to rote memorization.
With respect to company practice, CED

strongly urges employers to use information
on student performance, such as that contained
in high school transcripts and teacher recom-
mendations, in hiring for summer, school-year,
and full-time jobs. We also urge employers to
work with schools to make student records more
understandable and to develop additional
means of documenting student achievement,
including certification of skills and portfolios
of students’ work. Employers should use their
hiring and employment practices to create in-
centives for students and schools to improve
academic performance. We reaffirm our rec-
ommendation in previous CED policy state-
ments that legal obstacles to the consideration
of student records by employers should be
relaxed, while protecting prospective employ-
ees from discrimination. 124

CED also recommends that employers—par-
ticularly those in industries that rely on youth
labor—voluntarily refrain from employing high
school students more than 20 hours a week (a
workload that appears to interfere with aca-
demic performance) and minimize late shifts
for students working on school nights. We also
urge employers, whenever feasible, to require
working students to maintain school attendance
and a minimum grade-point average.

Join and Support Intermediary
Organizations That Link Employers
and Schools

Arranging work opportunities for students
and their teachers can be time-consuming and
costly, especially for smaller employers. These
costs and the risks associated with working with
schools and students can be reduced through
the efforts of intermediary organizations that
are trusted by both schools and employers.
These intermediaries and the governing part-
nerships that guide them convene schools and
employers for program planning and evalua-
tion and resolve inevitable tensions between
them. They can reduce employer burdens by

*See memorandum by PETER BENOLIEL, (page 54).
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preparing young people for work, matching
students with work opportunities, and simplify-
ing administrative arrangements.

CED urges employers to become active
members of partnerships governing local
school-to-career efforts in their communities
and to join and use the services of their local
intermediaries. We also urge chambers of com-
merce, trade associations, and other private-
sector organizations to support the creation of
new intermediaries and the expansion of the
activities of existing institutions that employ-
ers respect and trust.

Participate in Programs that Use Work
Experience to Promote Academic
Learning and Career Exploration

CED enthusiastically supports contextual
learning through the integration of academic
and applied curricula. A coherent sequence of
work and community experiences related to
academic studies should become part of the
core curriculum for high school students. To
the extent possible, employers should contrib-
ute to these efforts in the following ways:

Employers should try to offer students high
quality and varied work experiences to the ex-
tent feasible. These experiences range from
job shadowing to brief rotations through dif-
ferent departments and more intensive intern-
ships and employment. While learning can take
place in even the most low-skill, repetitive as-
signments, we encourage employers to provide
opportunities for students to learn new skills
and deepen their understanding of adult work
settings. Where possible, students should be
matched with supportive mentors who provide
regular assessment of student performance.

We urge employers who have not yet par-
ticipated in these programs to do so, and oth-
ers to increase the number of young people
they bring into their workplaces. Employers
should actively recruit other firms in their in-
dustries and communities and publicize the
results of bringing students into their own work-
places.

With respect to the quality of youth jobs,
CED also urges employers in industries that
rely on young workers, especially regional or
national chains and franchises, to work with
schools to enrich the learning content of youth
jobs and to integrate work-related lessons into
school curricula. Traditional youth jobs—such
as those in fast-food establishments—are where
most young people find their first paid work.
These jobs typically provide limited learning
opportunities, but their potential for learning
can in some cases be increased by modest
changes in the jobs themselves and/or by con-
necting the jobs to students’ academic pro-
grams.

We recognize that there are major obstacles
to expanding employer participation in school-
to-work programs and that innovative ap-
proaches are required to “stretch” employer
participation in ways that will extend program
benefits of the programs to more students. We
therefore suggest the following ways to increase
the effectiveness of employer involvement:

Employers can use their expertise and re-
sources to support career-related, experiential
learning programs that take place outside the
workplace. For work-based learning to become
a core component of high school studies, a
creative and broad mix of work experiences
will be needed. Examples include school-based
enterprises and related entrepreneurship pro-
grams, community service programs tied to
schools, and career-oriented youth organiza-
tions such as Junior Achievement. Employers
can promote the effectiveness of student expe-
riences through participation in advisory groups
and assessments of student work.

We also recommend that employers open
their workplaces to teachers and other high
school staff for job shadowing, rotations
through different departments, and summer
internships and jobs. Firms that hesitate to pro-
vide work experiences to students may be will-
ing to provide teachers and other school staff
with opportunities to learn about the demands
and expectations of modern workplaces. These
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experiences frequently prompt curricular and
instructional innovations.

Employers should partner with local school
districts and individual schools to help teach-
ers introduce experiential and contextual learn-
ing into the classroom. Employers can make
employees and resources available to help stu-
dents design and undertake such projects and
serve as coaches and judges of student presen-
tations. High quality academic learning in
school-to-career initiatives requires the integra-
tion of workplace experiences into school cur-
ricula and instruction. Employers can help
teachers bring “real world” standards and learn-
ing-by-doing into their classrooms. For example,
a growing number of school-to-career programs
require students to undertake rigorous, inter-
disciplinary, academic “field studies,” often in
teams, which combine research done in and
outside of school and culminate in a formal
presentation to other students and adults.

In the future, it may be possible to substi-
tute computer simulations of work situations
and problems for certain kinds of actual work
experience, thereby reducing the burden on
employers and making it easier to expand work-
based learning programs. We urge employers
to participate in the creation, review, and dis-
semination of such products for use in high
schools and technical colleges.*

THE ROLE OF SCHOOLS
We believe that the following strategies can

help schools integrate their pursuit of academic
achievement through standards-based reform
with the benefits to motivation and experien-
tial learning provided by school-to-career ini-
tiatives.

Schools should eliminate rigid distinctions
between academic and vocational tracks. They
should provide all students with both a rigor-
ous academic foundation and opportunities to
apply academic learning in “real-world” work
environments. Translating high standards for
all students into practice is a formidable un-
dertaking. It will take time for assessments,

curricula, teaching practices, and professional
development to improve. In the interim, high
schools can introduce visible organizational
changes that demonstrate to parents, teachers,
and employers their commitment to preparing
students successfully for colleges or careers.
The integration of high-quality academics with
vocational instruction is central to both the
1990 Perkins Vocational Education Act and
the 1994 School to Work Opportunities Act.
We urge schools to implement these reforms.
We also urge high schools to eliminate narrow
occupational programs that prepare students
only for low-skill jobs or for employment that
no longer reflects labor market requirements.

In previous policy statements, CED has
urged expansion of public school choice and
publicly-funded charter schools. We believe
such institutions can increase educational op-
tions and create incentives for public schools
to improve their performance.125  We reaffirm
this recommendation, noting that school-to-ca-
reer initiatives can benefit from policies that
encourage new, non-traditional schools. School-
to-career reforms typically require high schools
to change basic features of their operations,
including curriculum, staffing, relations with
outside partners, and daily schedules. Such
changes have often taken root in schools-within-
a-school or small learning communities that
have purposely relaxed bureaucratic rules to
encourage innovation. These initiatives fre-
quently have been part of broader efforts to
expand public school choice. In this same con-
text, new charter schools frequently look to
school-to-career and contextual learning prin-
ciples to guide their design.

School officials should encourage the use
of contextual learning in high schools. The
success of any strategy for improving student
performance depends on the skills and motiva-
tion of classroom teachers. We therefore rec-
ommend that initial teacher training and in-
service professional development place greater
emphasis on contextual instruction and work-
based learning. We also urge schools to pro-
vide professional development certification for

*See memorandum by JOHN DIEBOLD, (page 55).
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work internships and study and release time
for workplace experience. In addition, we rec-
ommend more accessible alternative routes to
teacher certification, which will allow a broader
and more diverse set of individuals to pursue
second careers in teaching.

CED recommends the employment of “job
developers” or “career-coaches” in high schools
and urges that these positions be institutional-
ized through predictable annual funding. Most
high schools provide limited career counseling
and have minimal infrastructure for connect-
ing young people with employment and work
experience. However, some high schools have
hired “job developers” or “career coaches” who
work with both students and employers to fa-
cilitate job matching and to provide support
and case management for students’ work place-
ments. In some cases the positions are funded
by the local intermediary organization, with
staff housed within the school.

CED strongly encourages high schools and
colleges to collaborate in facilitating the transi-
tion from high school to college. Although the
focus of this policy statement is the relation-
ship between high schools and employers, in-
stitutions of higher education should also be
engaged in school-to-career reforms. Two-year
colleges are specified in the School to Work
Opportunities Act as important partners in
these efforts. TechPrep programs that link high
school and community college occupational
programs are beginning to provide ladders to
postsecondary learning and to improve peda-
gogy in both secondary and postsecondary in-
stitutions. Links with postsecondary institutions
include formal agreements that coordinate high
school technical programs and related curricula
in community colleges, counseling on college
applications and financial aid forms, arrange-
ments that enable high school students to take
college courses, and granting of college credit
for qualifying high school work experiences.

College-entrance requirements that put un-
due emphasis on specific courses and exams
can put at a disadvantage those who take non-
traditional routes in high school. Flexible ad-

missions policies that recognize acquired
competence can encourage high school ex-
perimentation with work-based learning, inter-
disciplinary curricula, and assessments based
on portfolios or work and other evidence of
achievement.

We urge two- and four-year colleges to join
school reform governance partnerships and
assess the ways in which their admissions and
other policies can encourage improvements in
high school learning. In this context, we also
urge four-year state colleges and universities to
complement traditional course-based admission
requirements with new competency-based mea-
sures. Oregon, Wisconsin, and other states have
responded to the growth of charter schools,
school-to-career initiatives, and other innova-
tive high school programs with new compe-
tency-based admissions policies.126

THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT
The ultimate test of the effectiveness of

school-to-career programs will be whether em-
ployers, schools—and students—see sufficient
benefits to invest their own time, energy, and
resources. However, in certain areas public poli-
cies are needed to provide critical support for
the start-up, expansion, and institutionaliza-
tion of employer-school partnerships.

In previous policy statements, CED has
called for government to promote wider eco-
nomic opportunity, particularly through invest-
ments in human capital.127 We believe that pub-
lic investments that encourage employers and
schools to participate in school-to-career initia-
tives are consistent with that call. We suggest
the following public policies:

Employer participation in school-to-career
programs can be greatly facilitated by interme-
diary organizations that “broker” employer-
school relationships. For many small employ-
ers such intermediaries are essential. These
organizations may be developed and funded
entirely by employers. However, in many cases
public funds may be needed to support such
activities, and CED supports such public fund-
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ing. We believe public support for intermediar-
ies is justified because individual employers
will usually invest too little in school-to-career
training and the organization of intermediar-
ies. This is because individual employers re-
ceive very little of the higher lifetime produc-
tivity of the young people they train, and
organization and free-rider problems im-
pede collaboration with other employers. How-
ever, once these intermediary institutions are
in place and serving a significant proportion of
local employers, obstacles to private support
are likely to diminish.

Governments should use incentive grants
and competitions to stimulate the creation and
growth of these intermediaries. We do not rec-
ommend expanding tax incentives or wage sub-
sidies to attract employers, believing that di-
rect support for intermediaries is a more
effective use of public resources. However, we
do recommend careful evaluation of existing
state financial incentives of this kind to gain a
better understanding of their effects.

We urge government to encourage experi-
mentation with intermediaries that serve out of
school/out of work populations as well as high
school students and that serve adults as well as
youths. Students are not the only group that
needs help in connecting with employers; high
school dropouts and the unemployed also
would benefit from assistance by local interme-
diaries. Moreover, as the pressure increases on
communities and their employers to hire and
support former welfare recipients, it will prove
more efficient to house employment services
to multiple client groups within the same orga-
nization. We advocate thoughtful experimen-
tation with intermediary models that serve both
students and out-of-school, harder-to-employ
populations.

We believe that continued public support
for school-to-career reforms is justified by a
public interest in their benefits for education
and workforce preparation. However, we rec-
ognize that the School to Work Opportunities
Act is likely to sunset, as planned, in 2001. CED
therefore urges states to provide such support.

We also recommend that the federal govern-
ment incorporate the central features of school-
to-career programs into its guidelines for fund-
ing mainstream education, training, and youth
programs, such as Title I, vocational educa-
tion, and the Job Training Partnership Act or
its successor. Legislation and regulatory guide-
lines for programs that combine workplace ex-
periences with classroom studies should em-
phasize high academic standards, encourage
experiential learning, and create strong and
stable partnerships among schools, employers,
and postsecondary institutions. We also recom-
mend that governments make it easier to pool
resources from different funding sources for
initiatives that combine school and work.

State and federal laws regarding child la-
bor, workers’ compensation, and insurance did
not contemplate programs linking school and
work. These laws sometimes contain unneces-
sary obstacles to employer participation. CED
recommends that state and federal govern-
ments reassess their child labor, workers’ com-
pensation, and other workplace-related laws
and regulations with the objective of removing
unnecessary obstacles to work-based learning
for students. We believe this can be done with-
out compromising health and safety protec-
tions or exposing employers to unnecessary
risk. Child labor laws should encourage em-
ployment tied to school learning programs and
discourage excessive hours for high school stu-
dents.*

CED recommends that the Office of Educa-
tional Research and Information and other re-
search organizations support additional re-
search on program effectiveness and costs and
disseminate information on best practices in
design and implementation. Too little is known
about the long-term effects on students’ educa-
tion, employment, and incomes of different
models for linking school and work. This lack
of longitudinal data inhibits improvements in
design and implementation. There is relatively
little research on the assessments of program
costs and benefits by different types of employ-
ers, for instance those related by industry, size,

*See memorandum by CHARLES LEE, (page 55).
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hiring practices, or geographic location. There
is even less research on the effectiveness of
different types of intermediaries. Research
should be undertaken through a public-pri-
vate initiative to which national foundations
contribute leadership and funding.

We also urge federal, state, and local gov-
ernments, in their capacity as employers, to
provide work experience and jobs for students
and teachers. Local, state, and federal govern-
ments are large employers. In many communi-
ties, governments have been slow to open their
own workplaces to young people in school-
based learning programs. The public sector
can provide a positive example for other em-

As the American economy enters the twenty-
first century, a strong back and a good work
ethic are insufficient to secure a job that pays a
middle-class wage. Those with only a high school
diploma or less have not shared the fruits of
the economic changes that have benefited so
many Americans. This is neither fair to these
individuals nor productive for the nation. The
most effective—indeed, perhaps the only—so-
lution to this problem is to raise the academic
achievement and skill development of the
young people who are now being left behind.
Only then will all high school graduates be
adequately prepared to choose their future oc-
cupational paths, whether those paths involve
higher education, immediate entry into a ca-

ployers and expand the opportunities avail-
able to students, as the federal government is
now beginning to do in the welfare-to-work
arena.

Finally, CED urges the President, governors,
and other political leaders to champion the
integration of high academic standards and
school-to-career learning. Some governors have
delivered clear and consistent messages about
their states’ commitment to young people and
their futures. Others should join them. Their
message should emphasize that stronger con-
nections between school and the world of work
will benefit students, employers, states and com-
munities, and our nation.

reer, or a combination of work and learning.
This task is daunting. Schools need help.

Employers around the country have shown that
they can contribute significantly in partner-
ship with schools and local communities. Over
time, a uniquely American system of quality
education can evolve, based on high academic
standards for all, closer links between school
and work, and preparation of all students for
productive social and economic futures.

Building this system will take time, patience,
leadership, and creative collaborations. We be-
lieve that our nation’s economic progress and
its social cohesion depend upon the success of
this effort. The policies recommended in this
statement will advance this critical agenda.

CONCLUSION
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Page 1, ROBERT B. CATELL, with which JOHN
DIEBOLD has asked to be associated

The CED does not go far enough in help-
ing employers to recognize their role in educa-
tion BEFORE the high school level.

It is understood that the primary focus of
the Statement is high school, but the CED
recognizes that “high school is already too late
for some young people.”

It is important to point out that many habits
concerning a work ethic, study habits, or ten-
dency to be at risk of “dropping out” are formed
as early as the elementary level. Employers can
and should partner with the education com-
munity to develop and implement strategies
for early intervention which can lay the ground
work for future success at the high school level.
It is important for employers to recognize that
they do have a role in linking school and work
even at the elementary and middle school lev-
els.

Pages 3, PETER BENOLIEL

Does not this sentence and the accompany-
ing note strongly suggest that “Career” be sub-
stituted for “Work” in the title?

Pages 4 and 42, PETER BENOLIEL

 I could not agree more with the recom-
mendation to “promote rigorous academic con-
tent and performance standards,” but take ex-
ception to the notion that “These should
encompass other skills needed in the work-

place, such as communicating with others, us-
ing technology, and working in teams.” These
skills are best developed through rigorous aca-
demic preparation (reading, writing, science
studies) supplemented by the socialization pro-
cess that starts early in life. The difficulties
alluded to in incorporating “soft skills” are real,
and only compromise needed focus on rigor-
ous academic preparation.

Page 15, JOHN DIEBOLD

Implementation of the recommendations
in this paper will be occurring against the back-
ground of a third important educational re-
form—the growing number of market-oriented
educational efforts—from voucher programs
to charter schools and including both for-profit
and not-for-profit initiatives.

This development presents an enhanced
opportunity for action supportive of the pro-
grams advocated in this paper. It is in the inter-
est of the operators of these market-oriented
schools to implement many of our recommen-
dations. Business in areas served by market-
oriented schools should help such local schools
by pointing out to the community leaders and
parents the job enhancement opportunities
the business programs provide.

Page 17, PETER BENOLIEL

The role of parental involvement is an im-
portant factor in high school just as in the early
grades, as cited on p.2.

Memoranda of Comment, Reservation, or Dissent
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Page 44, JOHN DIEBOLD

When it comes to adopting innovations of
the kind recommended throughout this pa-
per, it is important to structure such programs
in a way that they rely on a demand pull rather
than a supply push (of, for example, technol-
ogy).

A demand pull, such as that emanating from
market-oriented schools, can make a big differ-
ence. The educational establishment has a long
history of being very slow to adopt many new
ideas and procedures. Trying to change cur-
riculum and teaching methods can be a little
like pushing a string, thus making it difficult to
implement recommendations of the kind we
are proposing unless a demand pull is made an
integral part of such programs.

Page 46, CHARLES LEE, with which JOHN
DIEBOLD has asked to be associated

I am concerned that such a recommenda-
tion, if misinterpreted or taken out of context,
could compromise the credibility of the overall
statement. I respectfully submit the following
comment for publication as a footnote to the
above referenced recommendation:

“That in removing unnecessary obstacles to work-
based learning for students, we do not negate or
diminish the protection of individuals, conditions or
work practices for which these laws and regulations
were originally intended.”
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support made this policy statement possible.

Aetna Foundation, Inc.
Ameritech
Carnegie Corporation of New York
The Chase Manhattan Foundation
The Commonwealth Fund
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Safeguard Scientifics Foundation
SHRM Foundation
The Travelers Foundation
William T. Grant Foundation
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A number of recent CED policy statements contributed significantly to
The Employer’s Role in Linking School and Work. These include:

American Workers and Economic Change (1996)

Connecting Inner-City Youth to the World of Work (1996)

Rebuilding Inner-City Communities: A New Approach to the Nation’s Urban Crisis (1995)

Connecting Students to a Changing World: A Technology Strategy for Improving Mathematics
    and Science Education (1995)

Putting Learning First: Governing and Managing the Schools for High Achievement (1994)

The Unfinished Agenda: A New Vision for Child Development and Education (1991)

An America that Works: The Life-Cycle Approach to a Competitive Work Force (1990)

Children in Need: Investment Strategies for the Educationally Disadvantaged (1987)

Investing in Our Children: Business and the Public Schools (1985)
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For more than 50 years, the Committee for
Economic Development has been a respected
influence on the formation of business and
public policy. CED is devoted to these two
objectives:

To develop, through objective research and
informed discussion, findings and recommenda-
tions for private and public policy that will contribute
to preserving and strengthening our free society, achiev-
ing steady economic growth at high employment and
reasonably stable prices, increasing productivity and
living standards, providing greater and more equal
opportunity for every citizen, and improving the qual-
ity of life for all.

To bring about increasing understanding by
present and future leaders in business, government,
and education, and among concerned citizens, of the
importance of these objectives and the ways in which
they can be achieved.

CED’s work is supported by private volun-
tary contributions from business and industry,

foundations, and individuals. It is independent,
nonprofit, nonpartisan, and nonpolitical.

Through this business-academic partner-
ship, CED endeavors to develop policy state-
ments and other research materials that
commend themselves as guides to public and
business policy; that can be used as texts in
college economics and political science courses
and in management training courses; that
will be considered and discussed by newspaper
and magazine editors, columnists, and com-
mentators; and that are distributed abroad to
promote better understanding of the Ameri-
can economic system.

CED believes that by enabling business
leaders to demonstrate constructively their con-
cern for the general welfare, it is helping busi-
ness to earn and maintain the national and
community respect essential to the successful
functioning of the free enterprise capitalist
system.

OBJECTIVES OF THE COMMITTEE FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
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