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ABSTRACT

taking advantage of the surplus of college-educated workers and are
not considering the future quality or availability of work-related
E&T. Research has also established that, despite the fact that
increasing numbers of skilled workers need advanced work-related E&T
to retain high-paying jobs in technical fields, many colleges have
curricula ill suited. to the needs of the nontraditional students who
constitute the vast majority of individuals seeking work-related E&T.
Continuation of these trends could eventually result in shortages of -
skilled worker. that could in turn threaten the U.S. economy and U.S.
firms' competitiveness/success in global markets. Higher education
can play a central role in pPreparing a skilled work force and
preventing future shortages of skilled workers by taking the
following steps: (1) help firms recognize that investing in human
capital will help their performance in global markets and that
busin:ss must help education avoid diminished public support and
government regulation and (2) preserve and improve the value of
college degrees by focusing on skills standards, seeking out new
markets, deveioping new products, and satisfying demands for
technical skills and work-connected learning. (MN)
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Challenge: To better understand the central

role higher education has come to play in the

preparation of a skilied workforce.
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Corporate
Customers

Many firms are now “coasting.” taking
advantage of the surplus of college-
educated workers without considering
the fnture quality and availability of

work-related education and training.

Help firms recognize that investment
in himan capital will allow them to
perform best in global markets and
that American business needs o help
higher education avoid diminished
public support and government

regulation.

Educational
Suppliers

Colleges and universities cost too

much. face the “hollowing ow™ of their

credentials, and have curricula ill-
suited to the needs of non-traditional
students, most of whom are secking
work-related training and education.

Preserve and improve the value of the
coltege e gree by focusing on skills
standards: like many enterprises, seek
oul new markets, develop new prod-
uets, annd satisfy the new demand for
technical <kills and work-connected

learning.

Workers

Current Jabor market trends i e
made it tongher to find and Keep high-
paving jobs, even iFworkers have a

college degree,

To progress hevond entry-level jobs
and compete for higher pay—particu-
Larly in teehmical fields—seek out
aceess and supporl for hoth general

and job-=kills (raining.
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A Matter of Degrees:
Workforce Changes and Higher
Education

For US firms @ad the workers they employ. there is
no turning back: teclmology. international competition,
and the changing demand for highes education haye
transformed the business practices and employiment
patterns \mericans once took for granted. The demise
of mass production and advent of customized manuface-
turing. the <hift toward a service-hased cconomy. the
emergence of new teehnical erafts—these trends are
reshaping the manpower strategies and work organiza-
tionof nearly every American enterprise,

The most dramatic consequences have been the

downsizing and. in a few cases. the dismantling of

America’s corporate giants, Following the 1990-92 pe-
cession. many large emplovers were persuaded. after
more than a decade of delav. to reduce their workforees.
closing plants and offices while simultancously aban-
doning unprofitable tines of bhusiness, Sears. General
Motors, IBM. and \T& T are only o few of the large manu-
facturing and serviee orgamizations that have sought a re-
turt to profitability by reducing the size of their
cnterprises,

When a firm operates with fewer employces, cach
employee counts for more, Streamlining elearly works
bestwhen the firm can count on a core of well-educated.
well-tained. experienced employees, T the days of mass
production. the nations manufactinng indnstries offered
high ~chool gradnates steady. well-paving jobs in

exchange for competent. reliable performance. Today.

RIC

the credential of choice most often is not a high school
diploma but a college degree. signifyving work readiness
in terms of age and matarity as well as demonstrated
problem-solving and comportment skills,

Focusing specificatly on the relationship belween
business and higher education. the foilow ing discussion

addresses three broad questions:

How are current abor market trends affecting the
value ol a college degree?

What are the responsibilities of the nations col-
leges and universities as principal educational
suppliers of \merican firmns?

W hat are the obligations of American firms as
major “customers” of higher education?

Labor Market Treads

\s the nmimber of traditional. high-paying manufac-
turing jobs hax declined. high-wage employment has
shifted to the service sector. where good jobs often
depend less on manual desterity than on analytie skills,
Such jobs inereasingly are held by college graduates: in
1991, 5 million workers with high-paving service jobs
were college graduates. as opposed 10 only 2.6 million
workers o decade carlier. For an inereasing munher of
firm=. both large and small. a degree from a reputable
college oruniversity funetions a~ the dom‘nant seveen-
ing device a signal that a given job applicant POSSEsses
botli the problem-solviug abitities aund the bhehavioral
shills 1o get the job done.

I the short term. American emplovers have the
hivuey of abuyers market: the current surplus of college
graduates, further enlarged by the downsizing of major
firms. atlows employers to he highly selective in their
hiring. Individual firms may take advantage of the e-
cess <upphy of skilled Labor 1o reditee costs in two way s,

First. a firm may delay permanent hiving to contain the
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cost of employee benefits. relving on part-time and tem-
porary emplovees until the ideal candidate—cotlege-
educated with prior work experience and demonstrated
competeney i the required field of expertise—arrives
on the ~cene. justifving the creation of a permanent po-
sition. Second. since experienced workers often require
less training, a firm may cut hack or eliminate its own

employvee training programs  In thi= was. training

becomes a prevequisite for rather than a benelit of

cmployvuent.

For American worhers. the cumulative effects of

these trends has made it tougher to find and Keep high-

paving johs. In many cases. a college degrees while ab-
solutely necessars. iz no longer sufficient to ensure
suceessiul Tifelong careers. To progress bevond entry -

level jobs and compete for igh-paying positions. jar-

4TReamMLINING

Streamlining cleariy works best when the firm can count
on a core of well-educated, well-trained, experienced
employees.

ticularly those in new technical ficlds. many Americans
need continuing aceess 1o jeb-related shills traiming. Ax
large firms continue o cut back on cmployee training,
mature as well as {irst-tine workers must ~cramble 1o
find. and finance. the training they need o advance
within one profession or =witch to another.

From the employer’s perspective, contraction is a
necessary part of growth: enthacks in training. like other
streamlining measures. are intended o improve the
firm’s competitive performance in global markets. sen -
ing in the long run not anly 1o inerease profits. but also
to ereate and preserve good jobs for American workers.
This rationale for husiness modernization is now under-
stood and endorsed Iy most major LS, firms, Few,
however, have serioushy considered the abor market im-
plications. In an increasingly robust cconomy. the de-
mand for skitled Tabor also will grow: those cinployers
who now select their employees [rom a generous pool of
capable college graduates should be asking whether the
nation’s institutions of higher education will continue to
produce safficient mumbers of <Kitled workers to carry

\nterican business into the twenty -first centory,

Educational Suppliers

Rizing demand for college-educated workers will not
necessarily lead to a commensurate rise in the value of
a bacealaureate degree, Fven as a college degree has be-
come an inereasingly necessary eredential for winning
sood jobs. colleges and universities themselves have
come under fire for costing oo mueli. for spending money
in pursuit of their own rather than the publics interest.
for supplving teachers who can’t teach. managers who
can't manage, and gradnates who lack fundamental Lan-
gtage and mathematical skitls,

Veeting the educational needs of American business
will also require greater sensitivity to changing labor

markets and envollment pools. There was a time when

9




colleges and universities drew almost exclusively on
“rite-of-passage™ students—high <chool graduates seek-
ing full-time enrollment in academic programs leading
to traditional baccalaurcate degrees. Today. the presence
of higher education’s “new majority"—older. often
returning. students secking to combine work and learn-
mg—is well recognized.

Often overlooked. however. are important differences
among students in the “nontraditional™ pool—as well as
differences in the nature of the institutions that have
come to zerve them. For some. the goal is to acquire
specific skills training and/or certification. in some cases
with employer assistance. Manv worker-students. how-
ever. pursue traditional college degrees as a means to

improve their overall employviment potential,

R LATLD
SKILLS
' L7

Sooner or later, all types of workers—non-college-hound
youth, rite-of-passage graduates, degree-seeking aduit
learners, mature workers upgrading expertise—are likely to
need some form of job-related skills training.
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W hat the working learner too often discovers is that
the rite-of-passage curriculum ix ill-suited to their pro-
fessional goals. life experiences. and job schedules.
Based on a philosophy of “first things first.” the standard
undergraduate course of study presumes that most learn-
ers are full-time students who can complete general
requirements in two vears or less. For the part-time and
intermittent learner. how ever, getting these hasies out of
the way takes three or four years—too long for the work-
ing learner to take on faith that. in the end. there will be
a tangible link hetween work and learning.

Working learners often require geographic mobility
ax well as flexible scheduling. Multi-campus public
university svstems are in a good position to serve the new
majority through low-cost educational outlets that allow
the ready transfer of credits from one branch to another.
The inability of private institutions to offer standardized.
transferable products puts them at a diszdvantage: their
prices to the consuming public are necessarily higher.
while their geographic range is limited by single-carapus
traditions and lack of capital to invest in the technolo-
gies of distance learning.

Sooner or later, all types of workers—non-college-

hound vouth. rite-of-passage graduates. degree-seeking
) ge g

adult learners. mature workers upgrading expertise—are
tikely to need some form of job-related skills training.
Forworkersin new technical erafts. including computer
programmers. medical teclmicians. paralegals. and en-
gineering technicians, training is especiaily problematic.,
As major high-tech companies downsize. abandoning
service and training as company hatlmarks. a catch-as-
cateh can market of training courses and programs has
arisen. For the most past. technician training is provided
by low-cost vendors—community colleges. proprietary
~chools.and o few voeational education programs—

offering cortificates and eredentials of unceertain value.
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In their role as principal educational
suppliers of American firms. the nation’s
colleges and universities are responsible
for preserving the value of a college
degree through rigorous educational
standards and vigilant cost containment.
They also have an obligation to take job-
related skills training seriously. not as a
marginal activity but as a fundamental
misston. deserving substantial invest-
ment of time and talent as well ax finan-

cial resources.

Corporate Customers

If the shift in higher education
markets appears to be irreversible. the
educational needs—and. hence. strate-
gies—of American business are less
clear. Many firms appear to he coasting.
taking advantage of the current surplus
of college-educated workers without considering the fu-
ture quality and availability of work-related education
and training. In the long run, continuous upgrading of
emplovee skills is critical to the success of the nation's
growing service eccaomy. Those firms that recognize
human capital as their principal asset—that begin now
to imvest in the creation of a skilled. adaptable. moti-
vated labor force—will perform best in a glohal market
that demands rapid development of new produets and
services,

For years. American firms have purchased training
services from colleges and universities, as well as from
commercial vendors, vet higher education’s share of the
total training market has remained surprisingly low. This
failure 1o develop effective business partnerships
reflects long-standing communication problems as well

as organizational harviers, Colleges and universities tra-

RIC

The private sector's insistence on well-defined products in convenient packages
is foreign to the curricular traditions of most colieges, which focus more on
educational process than measurable outcomes.

ditionally seek to provide broad-based knowledge.
while corporate customers typically are looking for job-
specific competencies and problem-solving skills. The
private sector's insistence on well-defined products in
convenient packages ix foreign to the curricular tradi-
tions of mest colleges, which focus nore on educational
process than measurable outcomes,

In light of these problems. is it worth the effort for
LS. firms to cultivate colleges and un versities ax major
suppliers of education and training? Corporate leaders
who find themselves posing this question should con-
sider the alternatives, If American firms distance them-
selves from higher education reform—disregarding
issues of quality, affordahiling and <kills training—the
vahie of a college degree. like that of a high <chool
diploma. could deteviorate. invalidating the very

eredential on which employers have come to depend.
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SDURCATION

BUSINEGSS

A productive partnership between American business and higher
education could preserve the foundations of learning while extending

the reach of work-related education.

The resulting vacuum in work-related education
would likely trigger two <ets of consequences, First, fed-
eral and state anthorities would step in. regulating not
Just the financial practices of colleges and universities.
hut alzo what and how they teach. Sceond. a commereial
market of electronie supplicrs. offering low-cost. com-
peleney-hased alternatives to traditional ¢lassroom in-
struction. conld spring up virtuails overnight. I higher
education fails to capitalize on the technology Tor inter-
active distunce learning, oue or more electronies/
communications conglomerates conld soon dominate the
market for work-retated =kills training.

\either development would likely work to the advan-
tage of American firms. \ regolatony backlash conld
curtail the independenee not just of higher education bhut
also of the private sector. foreing ivdividual firms 1o
“play or pay™ for mandated employee training, Flee-
tronic leaming products also have a down side. Despite
their pramise of low-cost efficieney. such programs tend

lo stress marrow  joli-specific competencies at the
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expense of analytic problem=solving skills long
\ill“('(l ])) l'l'(l.\'l)('('“\l' ('III[‘!I())('!'.\'.

In contrast to these alternatives. a produc-
tive partnership between American business
and higher education could preserve the foun-
dations of learning whiie extending the reach of
work-related education. Rather than (](—‘u]ing
with a chaotic market of electronic learning
products and commercial vendors, many firms
would prefer to work with a familiar system of
educational institutions,

Some firms and some colleges already have
established the necessary market relationships
that cast schouis as supplices both ol individual
and specialized programs and firms as their
customers, Many community colleges, Tor ox-
ample. have drawn on their experience as cus-
tomer-driven institutions 1o forge strang. mutually
beneficial links to the husiness world. Other public eol-
leges and universities could =oon follow suit. Although
it would he a difficultrask at first. major crployers and
perhaps even groups of emplovers could take adyvantage
of public subsidies te make bulk purchases of educa-
tional services fortheir employees—an educational ver-
sion of health care’s managed competition. Exen small
private colleges could overcome their lack of geographic
range and investment capital by tiloring programs to fit
specific markets. One intriguing possibility is the
ereation of a geographically distributed network of insti-
tution= that band together to become a *private system™

ol cooperating educational outlets,

Conclusion

American firm= are not in the business of education.
Concerned, for now, primarihy with downsizing their
workforces and inereasing their market share, most com-

panties are unwilling to invest in the education and train-




E

ing of theiv employees, particularly when an ample <up-

ply of college graduates appears to bhe waiting in the

wings. Inherent in this assumption iz a false sense of

sect iy, a reassuring misperception that the educational
establishment will take care of it=elf. Equally dangerous
i its own way is the curreney of an all-or-nothing men-
tality: the notion that any significant change in work-
related education would he prohibitively expensive for
cuplover<. diverting valuable time and vesources from
the actual business of production,

The truth is that American firms cannot afford not 1o
invest i the long-term quality of the tabor foree: but
thoxe investments need not hreak the bank. Three rela-
tively sinall steps could make w hig difference in the
futwre chavucter of work-related education. First. ke all
gm)(l CONsUMers, vlll])l())('l’> can influence the market

through ~elective shopping. Inthe vears ahead. indi-

vidual firm= need to be tough nd exaeling custoniers of

higher education—clearly defining and communicatiug

PRODUCTION

WoR K -RZLA
SPDUCATI

"

Firms too often indulge in the assumption that significant

change in work-related education would be prohibitively

expensive, diverting valuable time and resources from the
actual business of production.

Q
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their needs, insisting on quality services. rewarding and
supporting suppliers that deliver what i~ required.

“Second, American firms need to gnard against a “hol-
lowing out™ of the college degree. One way 1o preserve
and improve the value of the eredential is to focus on
shitls standards. making sure the curriculum of preferved
educational =uppliers incorporates precisely those skills
that the workplace requires. In time. the private sector
could even be influential in promoting the development
of portable. standardized eredentials., firmly based on na-
tionwide occupational <kitls standards and widely acees-
~ihle through institutions of higher education,

Thivd, American business needs to help higher edu-
cation wvoid the twin threats of diminished public sup-
port on the one hand and government regulation on the
other, The fast recession demonstrated just how easy it
can be to cut appropriations for public colleges and uni-
versities without fear of political retribution. A= public
advocates {or higher education. \merican lirms not only
must counteract growing condemnation of the nation’s
colleges and universities. but also nust encourage indi-
vidual institutions in their efforts at self-reform.

When push comes to shove. can higher education
meet the demands of a changing workforee and a chang-
ing cconomy 7 One ~school of thought savs that American
colleges and universities already are being marginal-
ized=that they now comnt for less because their prod-
uets have failed to satisfy the demand for high-quality.
alfordable. work-related education and training. Other
abservers point to the tenacity colleges and universities
Iistorically Tove shown when securing their own eco-
nomie survival. Rising to the challenge. colleges and
miversities could bhecome more like other Vmeriean
cnterprises—seching out new markets. developing new
products. and satisfving the new demand for technical

~hills and work-connected learning,

==Robert Zemsky and Penney Oedel
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Announcing EQW Policy Statements

The National Center on the Educational Quality of the Workforee
ix pleased 1o announce the ereation of a new EQW pubgeation:
EQW Poliey Statements. authored by the EQW National Advisory
Board, which synthesize the Center’s research findings and offer
poliey recommendations hased on those findings. The first essay.
“Making Goad Jobs for Young People a National Priority.” will be
released <horthy and tackles the problem of neaningful and sus-
tained vouth emplovment. The next EQW Policy Statement lenta-
tively titted “Private Matters. Publiec Policy.™ will explore the
interaction of employer practices and skith demands inthe economy.
Other essavs wilt cover the grostliof the technical workforee as well
a~ the uneertain measurement of traiing and its role as a gange to
measure the nation’s investment in lman capital.

The National Center on the
Educational Quality of ti.e Workforce

FQW is a partnership between one of this nations premier
business schools and one of it leading graditate schools of educa-
tion. Fstablished by the University of Penasy vania> W harton Selool
and Graduaie School of Edncation under a cooperative agreement
with the LS, Department of Education. EQW % program of rescareh

and poliey analysis takes as its prineipal challenge the venewal of

American competitiveness through leveraged investments in the
quality of the nation’s workforee,

The EQW research agenda focuses on four hroad questions:

. What do employers need o know 1o Letter use the skills their
workers bring with them and acquire in the workplace?

2. How can schools and other providers hecome more effeetive sup-
plier< of skilled and disciplined workers?

3. How can workers develop more complete <kills portfolios that
combine the competencies and disciplines a produetive ceononn
reduires?

. What is the best role for publie policy in the development of a
work-related education and training market that efficiently links
consuming firms. supphing scliool~. and educated worker<?

The Research Connection

Each EQW ISSEES grows ont of the Centers Tinking of research
and practice. The proeess imvolves the identification of a key issue
or problem and the investigation, throngh research, of its solition,

The researeh for this issue ineluded the following:

Zemskyv. Robertoand Penney Ocdel 1901, = Higher Education
and the Changing Nature of the American Workforee—
Responses, Challenges. and Opportnnities.” Philadelphia,
PA: National Center on the Fdueational Quality of the
Warkforee,

The EQW National Advisory Board

FOW is advised by a ten-member national panel:

Ralph Saul. Chair
Former Chairman of the

Board

CICN A Corporation
Fleteher Byrom
Former CEO

Koppers Company. [ne.
Thomas Ehrlich
Former President
Indiana University
Peter Harf

Chatrman and CEG
Jol. A Benekiser Group,
Gernany

Thomas Langfitt
President and (R
The Glenmede Trust

Martin Meverson

President Emeritus and
Unirersity !'rofessor

[ nirversity of Pennsylvania
Shann O'Malley

Chairnmnaen und Senior Partner
Price Waterhouse

Thomas Pavzam
Superintendent of Schools
San Diego. California

Donald Stewart
Prosident
The College Board

Yoshio Terasawa

Hember

The House of Couneillors,
Japan

Robert Zemsky.
Co-director

Ann Duffield
Director of
Communications

EQW ISSUES is a publication of the National Center on the
Educational Quality of the Workforce. sponsored by the
Office of Kducational Research and lmprovement, U.S.
Department of Education.

Peter Cappelli
Co-director
Maria lannozzi
Editor

The EQW Publications Catalog offers a complete listing of the
Center’s available materials accoinpanied by descriptions of
each publicalion and abstracts of published research find-
ings. To request a catalog, write to EQW, Unriversity of
Pennsylvania, 4200 Pine St., 5A, Philadelphia, PA 19104-
4090 or call the Education Line, 1-800-437-9799.
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