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Pathways to the Future 
 

Worcester Education Collaborative’s mission certainly resonates with my own commitments to 
ensuring student success.  Preparing our children for success in college, career, and life is not 
only a calling, but a duty that falls upon everyone in our community.  Jose Marti, the well-
known Cuban writer and poet once wrote that “education has an inescapable duty to humanity, 
to adapt us to the age in which we live, without turning us aside from the great and final 
objective of human life.”  Today, this duty has taken on an even greater significance.  As we 
experience radical changes in our society, as globalization connects us to the rest of humanity 
in an unprecedented way, and as technology continues to transform both social interactions 
and the workforce, learning to adapt to our age is crucial more than ever.  Yet, keeping up with 
the rapid pace of change is a daunting task.   

Challenges 

History teaches us that for many generations, education was solely the domain of the elite, 
often intentionally denied to the masses and used as a means of asserting control over then.  
After all, an educated mind is free to question the status quo, to envision what might be and 
ask why not? However, in a free society and in an age of information that demands a skilled 
workforce, education can no longer be a commodity reserved for the elite, it is a both a 
necessity and a basic human right.  

Skilled workforce: Massachusetts has been a leader in education, currently boasting one of the 
most educated workforce in the nation.  But is that enough? In spite of our many 
accomplishments, we still face significant challenges, both in our K-12 system and in higher 
education. First, as our dependence on technology grows, the workplace will require a more 
skilled workforce.  For instance, as many of you know, manufacturing is becoming more 
specialized and technical as it expands into biotechnology, photonics, cybernetics, 
nanotechnology, and innovative integrated systems. Current research shows that by 2020, 
about 65% of job openings in the Commonwealth will require some college.  However, on 
average we come short of that mark by 15-30% in most communities.  The numbers are 
significantly lower for low-income, minority, and immigrant populations that comprise a 
growing a number of our community. This gap, unless addressed, will create greater income 
inequality and could lead to an economic collapse.  

Shifting demographics (Decline and growth of diversity): An additional challenge is our 
demographic shift.  Lower birth rates have led to a significant decline in the traditional 
population that tends to enter the high school to college pipeline. At the same time, we have 
faced a surge in certain minority, English learners and immigrant groups.  The shifts in the 
demographics of our schools require new teaching tactics –this is no longer your parents’ 
classroom.  And what K-12 experiences continues on into the college classroom as we adapt our 
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teaching to meet the needs of the different cultures that comprise our new demographic, 
including working with different approaches to learning and varied language needs.  

The devaluation of education:  Another challenge faced by both the K-12 and college systems is 
a growing tendency in our society to diminish the value of education, even to see it as suspect 
or as unnecessary expense.  This is particularly true of a college education, which at times is 
accused of creating elitism or eroding traditional American values. Often, we try to reduce 
education to the lowest common denominator, to teach to the mean, just the bare essentials to 
get a job. In contrast, when I worked in higher education accreditation, I often would meet with 
foreign delegations seeking to improve the quality of education in their countries. The majority 
of these delegations were not comprised of educators, but of economic development councils –
these countries knew something we seem to have forgotten, that education is an economic 
driver.  An educated workforce bring industry, increases wealth and buying power, foster 
innovation, and more engaged in society. Investing in education, is an investment in our future. 

Underfunding of Education (Invest in the future): Nevertheless, as a nation we spend more on 
incarceration, than education. For instance, a recent MassInc study shows that the cost of 
incarcerating Worcester residents at times has been twice the state’s fiscal allocation to 
Quinsigamond Community College.  Currently, only 1/3 of our annual funding comes from the 
state.  True the cost of higher education is high and we must work to continue to make it 
affordable to our students, but it says something about our society when we invest more in 
incarcerating the population than on educating them.  Colleges are not the only ones affected, 
many schools do not have sufficient resources to meet the needs of students or to properly 
equip teachers. While we revere athletes and celebrities, paying them exorbitant sums, we 
continually ignore the teachers who nurture and shape the leaders of tomorrow. 

Education as a pathway to the future 

If we are to succeed in meeting the challenges we face in education, in preparing our children 
to succeed in college, career, and life, we need work together to create pathways that extend 
from birth to employment.  For far too long we have worked in silos that ignore the intersection 
of early childhood, K-12, college, and the workforce.  

Eliminating Silos: To eliminate the silos, we need to develop and expand partnerships that 
create a seamless path from school, to college, and into the workforce.  First, we must find 
creative pathways that align our curriculums and create a college bound culture not in high 
school, but as early as elementary school.  For example, in San Bernardino, the Independent 
School District, community college, and state university worked together to develop a 
memorandum of understanding committing to mutual support, including creating courses that 
prepared and aligned students to transition from one to the other.  They also committed to 
support each other through partnerships that brought teachers together and provided 
counseling.   
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Our community can benefit from similar partnerships.  For instance, QCC is working with 
Worcester Public Schools and Worcester State on a proposal to expand our Early College model 
and create a pathway that will include foundational courses to prepare students to enter in 
dual enrollment courses taught at the high school, at the college, and culminating in seniors 
attending dual enrollment courses on campus.  In addition, our QCC honor society students are 
piloting a mentoring program at Burncoat High School to mentor high school students and 
facilitate their entry into college. 

Creating Multiple Seamless Pathways: Next, we must work to create multiple pathways, 
recognizing that while some of our students will transfer into universities in pursuit of their 
degrees, other will seek to get the necessary skills to enter the workforce with a certificate, 
associate degree, or other alternative credentials.   

Further, we need to ensure that we facilitate our students’ transitions to college through 
seamless support services and wrap around programs.  Ensuring there is a smooth transition.  
Studies indicate that about one out of five community college student suffers from food 
insecurity.  Now think about it, we have a large percentage of our K-12 students who 
participate in free meals at the school, often extended throughout the year. Yet, once they 
enter college we expect the need to disappear.   

It takes a community: We have heard that it takes a village to raise a child; in the same way, I 
believe it takes a community to educate our students.  Coordinating our resources to ensure 
student success.  Whether it is through the creation and expansion of mentoring programs, 
working with community based organizations to expand wrap around services, or aligning the 
multiple programs to ensure a seamless pathway, as a community we must take education 
seriously and be involved in the education of our children –all of our children, regardless of who 
they are or where they live.  The future of our city and community depends on it. 

Adapting to Diversity: We must be better at extending our wrap-around services from the 
classroom and into the community.  As educators, we must recognize that life happens and our 
students don’t live in a vacuum.  We must contextualize education.  Whether it be by 
recognizing cultural and linguistic barriers by offering examples that are respectful of their 
context and relevant to their situation, culture, and language; or by providing guidance to 
families in navigating our culture, society, and educational system; or by supporting students 
and their families through programs that assist them with such things as health services and 
financial literacy.   

Reframing Potential: Next, we must reframe the labels we use, which often alter our 
perception.  When I first came to the states, I did not know English.  Although I was more 
advance in math and science than other children, language became a barrier. Children teased 
me and called me a dummy, solely because I did not understand them or my teachers.  I was 
immediately disadvantage.  Although I was able to overcome that challenge, as child it did 
erode my own confidence.  Often, when we label kids as developmentally challenged, problem 
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learners, or disruptive, we ignore their potential and the challenges they face.  Is it 
unreasonable for a child who has difficulty understanding their teacher to fidget or be 
distracted? To be disruptive?  Studies continually demonstrate that when we label children as 
at risk we create a self-fulfilling prophecy that affect the teacher’s attitude to the child and the 
child’s own self confidence.  Thus, I challenge us to reframe the way we think, to reframe 
potential, and see is child as filled with unbridled potential –a potential that we can nurture and 
foster to help them succeed. 

Eliminating barriers: Next, we need to eliminate barriers to success such as standardize testing 
that assume a normative cultural context and only serve to prevent them from continuing on 
with their education.  Instead, using multiple measures and real life assessment, coupled with 
targeted tutoring to focus not on measuring against an arbitrary bar, but in assisting students to 
achieve their full potential.   

In addition, we must create new models of education that lower college cost and increase 
greater flexibility for students, both in K-12 and college, including increasing experiential 
learning, problem solving, and creative thinking that will help them adapt to our complex and 
changing society.  As Paulo Freire reminds us: We must move away from the “banking model” 
of education, which treats students as objects of assistance. Instead, we must help them 
become critical thinkers.   

We also need to stop measuring education by the time students spend in the classroom and 
instead look toward outcomes opening the path for us to explore competency based education 
and distributed learning models that will increase flexibility and shorten time to degree.   

Teaching to the Future: I strongly believe that education paves the path for the future and that 
our future is inherently dependent on education.  As educators, we must not teach to the 
requirements, skills, and jobs of today.  We must teach to the future.  We must not be 
reactionary, but bold and innovative visionaries that prepare our children to meet the 
challenges not of today, but of tomorrow. 

Finally, as educators we must demonstrate a steadfast commitment to education; this means 
that we must create a student-centric environment that places the needs of our all of our 
students, especially the most vulnerable, first.  Their success is our success. As educators, we 
are entrusted with empowering the dreams of the next generation and paving the way for the 
future.  We must not let them down. 

 


