
I want to applaud Pat Malone and Stony Brook University for the extraordinary work that she and her institution are doing in behalf of the rising number of unemployed professionals and businessmen and women as we are all going through this economic nightmare.  Providing educational opportunities for training, retraining, retreading, and opportunities to acquire new knowledge, new skills, and new insights is what we all do, in good times and bad, but it is these new bad times that give even greater urgency to what we do on behalf of the nation's citizens and the economy.

I would today like to talk about three things, the first is how we at Thomas Edison State College are participating in meeting the challenges of these economic times, second is the particular challenges we all face as senior higher education institutions in working in this new environment, and third is what are our responsibilities to individual and to society in rising to this challenge.

Thomas Edison College is a public institution, created by the State of New Jersey almost 40 years ago, and established to serve adults exclusively. One of the first institutions of its kind to provide degree completion programs for those who stopped or dropped out of college in their youth, the College provides pathways to degrees through prior learning assessment, and for the past decade through course work taken through the media and on line.  Located in Trenton NJ, the College serves 16,000 students and has students through New Jersey, the US, and the world. Tuition is relatively inexpensive, particularly when compared with the for profits and the private universities that have developed adult degree completion programs over the past several decades, and provides non-degree programs for professionals as well.

As a College without classrooms, a most non-traditional institution serving the non-traditional student, the College was not really in a position to immediately address the needs of the newly unemployed for short courses and programs offered online. Not because we did not have existing programs available for enrollment, not because we did not have the flexibility and capability to bring non-degree programs to market quickly, but because we knew that the major public funder of education for the unemployed, the New Jersey Department of Labor and Workforce Development had a fundamental antipathy to online programming.  Many institutions are assuming that the Workforce Investment Agencies, and Workforce Investment Boards will subsidize continuing education, but I urge you to look carefully at the regulations under which they operate at least as it applies to online programs.(more on this later). To offer conventional classroom courses the College is not geographically situated to do well in this arena. And, unless we want to develop sites elsewhere in the state, a political challenge to be sure, then hybrid courses are not the solution either.

We have seen some enrollment growth in our non-degree paralegal programs, but that program is 45 weeks in duration, not a weekend wonder program like those of some other institutions.  Enrollment is up in some specific areas, the usual suspects—project management for example. But, what we are finding is that when folks have to pay tuition and fees out of their own pocket there is great reluctance. Why? The future is unknown. If the prospective student has the cash, the tendency is to conserve it, not to spend, neither on goods or education. Also, the threat of unemployment for one partner in a multiple earning household creates the anticipation that the one who can hold onto a position will be working even more hours, and have less or no time available to pursue an academic program. We are seeing the same spending paralysis that other parts of the economy are experiencing. Given this reluctance the user to spend one’s own funds continuing education, we are reluctant to spend on developing programs without either support from granting agencies, or having approval in advance from the Department of Labor that tuition subsidy will be provided for our online programs.

The College has seen an uptick in enrollment in degree programs.  Probably nothing, in comparison to the e-marketing juggernauts of Phoenix and Kaplan. A limiting factor might be that those being tossed out of work might already have baccalaureate and even advanced degrees. This is particularly so for those in the fields of finance and financial services, and indeed the job losses in the New York/New Jersey Metropolitan area have hit those who have a substantial amount of higher education.


Even if the pursuit of a baccalaureate degree were suitable for the unemployed, the road to a degree, even at Thomas Edison State College is often long, and certainly does not provide a quick fix, or a rapid return to the workforce. And, or course, taking a degree program part time makes the road even longer to traverse. We are in the process of developing some certificate programs, both credit and non-degree that will be available shortly. We hope to launch a certificate in professional practice management, which should have some appeal for displaced professionals.  Our nursing informatics is going through the program review process as I speak. 

So, I have outlined the challenges, and the obstacles we confront, particularly in offering online programs. What have we been doing? We have developed a professional training and certification program for the professional men and women who deal with the unemployed.  Our workforce/career couch counselor program has been developed expressly for the over 100 thousand professionals throughout the country who staff the one-stop centers, the various offices throughout the nation that administer unemployment insurance, minister to the unemployed, and to those who genuinely attempt to provide employment and vocational guidance to their clients.  The program appeals to professionals in work force agencies, and also to career guidance counselors in our institutions of higher education, at all levels from community colleges up.  We are developing additional curricular materials on the current crisis, and though these professionals have seen their work load increase over the past eight months, we are still seeing a steady stream of enrollment in the program.  Workforce agencies are underwriting their professionals in taking this development opportunity, and seemingly have little problem having staff take courses on line than their clients. Additionally we are in the process of seeking funds for training workforce counselors to educate them on the new green economy and the employment opportunities it will afford.

Let me turn to the second issue, that of the challenges we, as universities and senior colleges encounter in trying to do the right thing by these casualties of the economic crisis. Community Colleges have always been the major players in providing education and training for the unemployed. This has been quite natural. Community Colleges, with their vocational programs, their immediate connections to local employers as well as unions, have provided the bulk of programs under both contract and to individuals, particularly those being underwritten by workforce agencies that have federal and state funds to expend. Additionally, since unemployment more than likely affected the undereducated the community college was the more appropriate program home for those offerings that provided immediate training and good prospects of immediate employment.  In other words, the unemployed were not necessarily the clientele senior level colleges and universities really desired. So, we were not significant players, and when we did play, the results were not necessarily salutary. There might be some in the room that can remember back to CETA and university participation.  And, we have always been skeptical about the efficacy of vocational programs, often believing that most institutions be they community college or senior ones, rarely have the state of the art equipment for even today's jobs, let alone the ones of the future. And, now, who is to say what are the jobs of the future, other than healthcare and senior care?

We have also witnessed from afar the collusion necessary in obtaining grants from Labor Department agencies. And, we have for the most part been unable to break in even if we wanted to.  Fortunately, and I will say the only nice word I have for the previous administration, the Wired Program of the US Department of Labor has attempted to break the cycle of the grant processes for programs for the unemployed by focusing on employer needs, the jobs of the future, rather than on what community colleges and community agencies conjured up as viable programs for out of work individual.

Now, now, that so many of the unemployed are highly educated, typical vocational and career programs offered in the past are of little relevance for today and for this clientele, there is opportunity for all of us, to do good and well to develop leading edge programs, or our own or in concert with community colleges.  But there are stumbling blocks in the road, particularly if we are looking toward labor agencies to fund their clients to take our programs, or to help us develop new programs for these highly educated displaced workers.

I already mentioned the issue of on-line educational programs. Department of Labor, at least in New Jersey, want attendance verified--actually not a problem for online offerings. An even larger challenge in working with labor agencies is that they will often pay only upon the student's successful completion of the program.  Well, paying in arrears might be okay for community colleges, but not for us.  Universities and colleges provide students the opportunity to learn, the opportunity to attempt to earn a degree or certificate, not for the course content, nor for the piece of paper that comes at the end, if the student does complete. We are ultimately not responsible for the student’s performance or non-performance. Payment in arrears puts institutions of higher learning in an ethically compromising position; we become party to the student’s achievement, and have a vested interest in passing him or her in order to receive reimbursement or payment.  Perhaps the community colleges are willing to risk non-payment, since they operate with certain economies of scale and can recover their costs if only a certain portion of the student body completes the course of study. But even if we had similar cost structure, the ethical challenges still exists.  Another challenge is that workforce agencies will not underwrite the costs of program development, and at least in NJ, will only pay for each and every student who completes, so if you are looking for program development dollars to respond to this crisis, I doubt if you will find it with labor agencies, better to look to private foundations and other funding agencies.

Let me tell you a bit of personal history.  Two years ago we were approached by an Assistant Commissioner of Labor to develop proposals that were to be innovative and, at that time address not the unemployed but the incumbent worker; programs designed to provide career mobility and increased earning power. We did so, and the Assistant Commissioner and the Commissioner approved our proposals, one for nursing informatics and the other for management programs for IT workers. The proposals were for program development, to bring university faculty together with industry leaders, to fashion a curriculum, and then to offer the program to a specified number of students.  When we went to work with agency staff to implement the program we were told that the Department, presumably under Federal regulations or law, could not pay for program development, only the actual program enrollment, and pay on a per capita basis for only those students who completed the program.  The staff of the agency in effect overruled their own Commissioners. No funds for program development, only for successful completion. Needless to say, we withdrew.

In the months ahead there will be ample opportunity for obtaining grants and contracts, for planning programs, and delivering them. I urge you to work with the community colleges, acknowledge their presence in this field, and work to convince them of the desirability of collaborative efforts to meet the needs of those displaced workers who already have advanced higher education. Leverage your existing relations with corporations to obtain funds to educate incumbent workers, as well as to develop programs that will equip people to transit to occupations and positions that will at least come close to approximating the income they previously had.  Here, Stony Brook is leading the way. Programs that move IT and finance workers to the health care industry, particularly to the coming changes in health care information systems, is one such area. Here now is the opportunity to develop programs, degree and non-degree that will truly add to the employability and mobility for those who enroll. Now is the time to take another inventory of your existing programs and make them available to a new constituency. If they are in need of renovation and remodeling, then make the necessary adaptations to meet the current need. 

Now let me turn to the third point. With opportunity comes responsibility. Responsibility to our clientele to provide programs that will result in economic success for those who invest time and money in undertaking our courses of study.  Responsibility not to oversell our offerings or over promise the benefits to enrollees. Responsibility to admit only qualified students, those that have a very good probability of completion, of success.  We are not the equivalent of patent medicine men.  We do not have an elixir to cure unemployment.  We must recognize that continuing education is not necessarily the universal panacea for all individuals and all societal problems, problems including this economic crisis.  And, we have a responsibility to our prospective clients to make our programs affordable, either to the individual's purse, or to the public treasury.  I urge you to price the programs you develop or that already exist at a price point though not necessarily providing your usual and customary return on investment, but will provide you with a fair return. For your alumni who are out of work, of both your degree and non-degree programs, I urge you to provide a discount on program fees and tuition. Not only is it the right thing to do, but it will provide payback in the long term, payback in many, many ways.

We also must acknowledge that many programs offered may not be the right ones for the times ahead. Though we have much demographic data and information that anticipates employment needs and opportunities, the reality is that demographic projections are often wrong, and employment inventories often don't really capture the dynamic changes in the workforce.

We really don't know what and where the jobs will be fifteen or twenty years hence, we don't know where all the opportunity will lie, and it is extremely difficult to assure employment following the economic depression we are currently experiencing.  We have seen the decline of manufacturing, and we are seeing now the decline of the service sector (other than health care).  Where the high paying jobs will be is anyone's guess. Engineering and other fields that have high requirements for mathematical thinking are always identified as the high paying occupations, but realistically only a small portion of the populace has that knowledge or has developed that capability and, until we develop effective educational programs that bring the mass of our students to higher order math thinking and skills those opportunities will be beyond the reach of the vast majority of Americans.

 In many ways a baccalaureate degree, connoting a liberal education, is the best preparation for a dynamic and fluid economic environment. Critical reading, critical thinking, and numeracy provide the basic essentials for adapting to change, to understanding change, and to leading it.  We should not shortchange or discount the value of liberal learning in a rush to vocationalism, the technical, and skill specific programs we might think necessary, and our clients might think necessary to survive these changes in our economy and society.

So, I stress that even though we are confronted with opportunity to do good and to do well, we must remain true to our academic values, to a code of ethics as educators, and for our new clients, a responsibility not to do just no harm, but to make sure that we develop and deliver programs that lead back to employability.  Then we will truly provide benefit to individuals and our society.
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