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Thank you for the opportunity to address you this afternoon on a topic that the administration feels is an economic imperative for the State of Michigan.

Today, there are approximately XXXXX third graders attending Michigan public schools, and thousands more who attend private or parochial schools or are home-schooled. 

In 10 years, your third graders will be freshman in college. They will be entering the higher education system, whether it is at a four-year university, a community college, or a vocational or technical school. 

It is my goal to make sure nearly every one of them does just that – attends a post-secondary program. It is my goal to make sure every child in the public school system today is expected to go to college. 

This is vital to our state’s economy because we will fail to attract new business development and job growth if we do not have a skilled and trained workforce here to attract new job providers.

It is like that line in the movie “Field of Dreams” – if you build it, they will come. 

Today, just 22 percent of Michigan residents have a college degree of any kind. We are a state long dependent on manufacturing. When I graduated from high school, you could take your high school diploma down to the nearest General Motors plant, walk in the door and use it as your golden ticket to a good-paying job that ensured a middle class existence.

Today, a high school diploma gets you a minimum wage life. 

Technology has transformed the workplace, including the factory floor. Today, there are two new factories being built down in Dundee that will manufacture engines. The plant manager there has said he will not hire anyone unless they have at least two years of college.

Michigan’s economy has diversified, but we still rely heavily on manufacturing. Michigan has all the ingredients to be a hub of high tech job growth, like the Research Triangle Park in North Carolina.

We have fantastic universities and colleges, where researchers are doing significant work in a wide array of fields. We have a solid base with the Life Sciences Corridor to transfer some of the research into commercial markets. And we have a burgeoning high tech sector driven by the future of the automobile – fuel cell technology.

Growing Michigan’s economy is strongly tied to our ability to shape a workforce ready for the 21st Century. Our education system remains one of our most powerful economic tools. Never in history have businesses wanted precisely what parents want: highly-skilled,value-oriented citizens who will be successful in life and in the new knowledge-based economy.

To that end, we must raise the expectation in our classrooms that every child should be given a post-secondary experience. 

Earlier this year, the Governor created the Cherry Commission on Higher Education and Economic Growth. She asked me to head up this commission and gave me two charges.

First, she wants the commission to make recommendations about how we can double the number of college graduates in Michigan in the next 10 years. 

Second, she wants us to make recommendations that ensure that these graduates are receiving the basic and specific skills they need to succeed in the 21st Century workplace.

Tomorrow we hope to announce the leaders who will serve on this commission, which will be made up of persons from education, business, labor, as well as parents and students.

To continue to enjoy the high quality of life we have in Michigan today, we must ensure that Michigan’s workforce has the necessary skills to embrace emerging economic opportunities and to attract to Michigan those industries and businesses that demand a highly educated workforce.  

Michigan currently faces a “skills gap.” Today, fewer than 22 percent of Michigan adults hold college degrees of any kind.   That number puts us 2 percentage points below the national average and more than 10 percentage points behind the states that are leading the nation in terms of educational attainment.   In fact only 14 states are below Michigan in this critical measure of educational attainment 

The “skills gap” for young workers is especially troubling. Today, only 26 percent of our citizens age 25-34 hold a college degree.  The jobs with the most growth potential in the next ten years are in the Computer and Math fields and require at least a Bachelor’s degree.

Achieving the Governor’s goal of doubling the number of college graduates and ensuring that their skills match the demands of the new marketplace will require an unprecedented degree of cooperation between institutions and interests both inside and outside the education community.  Currently, 45% of college students do not complete their degrees within 6 years.

For this reason, the Cherry Commission will bring together leaders from Michigan’s colleges and universities, community colleges and K-12 school systems as well as leaders from our business, labor and philanthropic communities.

For the next six months, the Cherry Commission will find creative, concrete solutions to the “skills gap” that threatens Michigan’s economy.  The Commission will report its findings by January 1, 2005.

Clearly we are going to have to change the way we do business in higher education in Michigan if our state is to compete and win in the struggle for jobs and economic growth in this century.   The mission of this commission could not be more critical to the economic future of our state.

In the coming months, the commission will hold a series of public hearings throughout the state. We must address the skills gap that threatens our state’s economy. 

I encourage you all to give some thought to what you would like to see from the perspective of successful business leaders to bring about greater numbers of college graduates in our state. We will be actively seeking the advice and input of the K-12 community.

I want to thank you for serving the administration as advisors on the economic policies we are shaping. Your input is critical to the future of our state, and I look forward to working with you on the goals of the Cherry Commission.

Thank you.




