Reaction to Recommendations from the
 Commission on Higher Education and Economic Growth

Governor Mark Warner, Chairman
National Governors’ Association

Governors understand that future economic prosperity depends on the quality of their educational pipelines.  This report stands out for its particular attention to the roles Michigan's strong higher education system can play in the state's future.  Its recommendations to increase financial incentives for postsecondary completion places Michigan at the forefront of states now recognizing that actually earning a credential is as important as college access in promoting state economic growth.

* * * *

Davis Jenkins, Senior Fellow
Great Cities Institute
University of Illinois at Chicago

With this report, Michigan has positioned itself at the forefront of states that are rethinking their higher education systems to prepare a broader segment of the population for today’s knowledge economy and more readily create and apply knowledge for the development of new products, businesses, and jobs.

* * * *
Richard Kazis
Senior Vice President
Jobs for the Future*

Michigan’s Commission on Higher Education and Economic Growth is to be commended. Commissioners took a hard look at the realities facing Michigan in the 21st century knowledge-based economy.  They identified the ways in which the state educational system – from high school through post-baccalaureate programs – needs significant improvement.  And they delivered to the Lt. Governor and the state a set of specific, ambitious, forward thinking – and important –  recommendations for change.

The agenda laid out by the commission is powerful and timely.  Many states are asking how they can improve the college-readiness of their high school graduates, increase the number of residents who go to college and complete a college credential, and stay in-state to contribute to a growing, vital economy.  But few have gone as far as this commission has in challenging the state legislature, executive agencies, educational institutions, and communities to take specific actions that can make a difference.  The commission has identified some very creative approaches to strengthening human capital in Michigan.  These include the emphasis on: 

· Specific goals for institutions, communities, and the state on raising college completion rates in the next ten years, disaggregated by traditionally underrepresented subgroups;

· Creating and supporting new quality high schools and expanded opportunities for “college in high school” across the state to prepare more high school students for college-level work; 

· Raising the bar through high school standards and assessments better aligned with college expectations for admission and success; 

· Moving toward seeing higher education as a necessity for all rather than an option for some; 

· Creative ways to encourage adults with some postsecondary credits to go back to complete their degrees and for community colleges and four-year institutions to work together to make it easier for students to transfer credits, earn AA degrees along the way toward a BA; 

· Development of a tracking system across K-12, higher education, and workforce agencies that will enable the state and the public to know how effectively public dollars are being used in investing in the state’s people and how well Michigan institutions are working together to raise educational performance and success.

The commission should also be commended for integrating into its recommendations a set of bold and creative suggestions about how education can foster a culture of entrepreneurship in the state and contribute to the vitality of knowledge-based industries through the engine of the state’s research universities. 

The commission’s recommendations are straightforward, and they are also bold.  Some have precedent in other states; others do not.  They will not be easy to implement.  That will take leadership pulling together across party, regional, and institutional lines, and a common purpose that puts Michigan’s future first. 

But, as the commission has noted, the status quo is unsustainable.  Many more Michigan youth and adults need to enter and succeed in college, and Michigan higher education institutions must be at the heart of any economic development strategy for the new economy.  This report puts Michigan in the race as a state whose leaders are serious about securing prosperity and opportunity for all their residents in the 21st century. 

* Jobs for the Future is a Boston-based research and policy organization that seeks to advance the educational and economic advancement of youth and adults.  JFF focuses much of its work on state-level policy and innovation.
* * * *

Tom Bailey
George and Abby O'Neil Professor of Economics of Education, Teachers College, Columbia University; and Director Community College Research Center, Institute on Education and the Economy.

The authors of Michigan's Cherry Commission report clearly understand the central role that higher education must play in establishing the foundation for a modern economy and society.  Moreover, the report recognizes that strengthening higher education requires a comprehensive strategy that pays attention to pre-college preparation, access to college, progress through higher education, completion of meaningful degrees or certifications, and good connections between educational institutions and the labor market.  Implementation of the comprehensive and ambitious recommendations of the Cherry Commission will put Michigan at the forefront of higher education reform in the United States.

