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ocal leaders representing community colleges, K-12

education and career-technical education know all too

well the challenges of building a workforce that can meet
demand in tech, healthcare, environmental science and the

building trades.

Silicon Valley Business Journal
recently heard from four such
experts, who bring a combined 100-
plus years building the educational
and workforce sectors in California.
During a 90-minute conversation
with Tom Zahiralis, SVBJ market
president and publisher, these
leaders shared their insights and
told stories of successful academic-
industry collaborations that
changed students’ lives.

The participants were:

e Alyssa Lynch, superintendent
of the Metropolitan Education
School District (MetroED) in
San Jose, who has spent three

decades in career technical
education.

Mary Ann Dewan Ph.D., Santa
Clara County Superintendent of
Schools, who has spent 37 years
in the field of education.

Maniphone “Moni” Dickerson,
vice president of strategic
partnerships and workforce
innovation, San Jose City
College. Dickerson has spent
20 years in workforce and
curriculum instruction.

Kristina Whalen, president of
Foothill College, who has held
roles in higher education in
California for 20 years, including

stints at Las Positas College and
City College of San Francisco.

The following conversation has
been edited and condensed
for clarity. Listen to the full
conversation at our website.

Tom Zahiralis: Is a college degree
still necessary today? And what'’s
better for today’s workforce: a two-
year degree or more?

Maniphone “Moni” Dickerson: Yes.
Companies still look at degrees
when they are deciding which
employees to keep during an
economic downtime. So having a
degree is a layoff-proof strategy.

As for what degree, it depends

on the occupation. Many at entry
level require two-year degrees, and
certificates are conducive to getting
you direct employment. If you're
inclined to get to bachelor’s-level

occupations, like engineering or
physician’s assistant, you'll need a
four-year degree.

Alyssa Lynch: In some careers,
students can receive training and
go right to work. This may lead
them to a two-year or four-year
degree. Training for electricians,
heating, ventilation, and air
conditioning technicians, and some
administrative assistant positions
will probably lead them to college.
But | don’t think that every single
student needs to have a two-year or
four-year degree.

Mary Ann Dewan: In education,
certificated positions do require
degrees—teaching, counseling,
becoming an administrator. Beyond
that, some people find value later in
life to have their credential or their
degree from a university in terms
of career change possibilities. A
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number of people who come into
education as a second career come
in already having earned a college
degree.

Kristina Whalen: When you look
at the aggregate data on the

Public Policy Institute of California
website, it tells a pretty powerful
story on the economic mobility and
earnings potential from earning a
college degree. But of course, when
you disaggregate that data, you
see that some degrees don't really
increase a student’s earnings or
mobility, while others do.

What about work experience
or strong technical skills? How
necessary are those in today’s
marketplace?

Lynch: In today’s marketplace, a
combination of work experience
and technical skills is necessary to
be successful. Artificial Intelligence
is something everybody needs to
have as a new skill. It gives you

a competitive advantage. Just

to give you an example, | hired
someone two years ago because
they had an automation skill. They
were able to put a lot of our work
online. That was a chief business
officer position, which you may find
surprising. But the technical skills
and the automation were pertinent
to the work we needed to do in our
institution.

Dickerson: | would concur with
this. Every occupation right now
needs technical knowledge and
technology know-how. You really
can’t go into an occupation without
knowing how to work an iPad or a
computer or generate reports.

Dewan: In some industries, the
workforce is highly competitive.
Having strong technical skills can
help someone set themselves apart
and bring them opportunities even
during tight job markets.

How well are high schools and
colleges helping their students
prepare for what comes next? And
what role do counselors play?

Whalen: In the school district |
worked in previously, there was

a strong connection between

the high school districts and the
regional occupational programs.
That connection prepared students
with a range of options, and there
was a high rate of students going
from high school on to college. But
there were also other avenues to

a career path, and that happened
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through the partnership structure
that existed among the K-12
schools, the community colleges,
the universities and the regional
occupational program.

Dickerson: San Jose City College

is part of the California Regional
K-16 Education Collaborative,

so the intentionality has been
forged for all of us in this region to
support our students when they are
moving from the high school. We're
working to make sure the high
schools, the two-year institutions
and the four-year institutions are
aligned, so students don’t have to
repeat courses or start over. We're
consciously making that effort to
create a seamless transition for the
students. Many of us are offering
dual enrollment.

Dewan: In the K-12 setting, we
have been learning more about the
best ways to talk to students about
their futures, starting conversations
about both college and career
pathways and what might be
necessary for them to enter those
jobs are now starting at a younger
age. The state of California has
provided some great frameworks
for earning A-G credentials and
dual credit opportunities. We do
have counselors in our schools,
although the ratio of counselors to
students could be improved. That'’s
why we also talk about how it’s not
just the counselor’s responsibility,
or opportunity, to prepare young
people.

Lynch: In the 1980s, there was one
pathway—every student should go
to college. Vocational education was
treated as something you should
not be proud of. Fortunately, about
10 years ago, they added career
readiness, and it became popular.
Students in career technical
education (CTE) classes gained

the ability to apply their course
toward UC “a-g” requirements.
This really changed the trajectory
for CTE programs. Today, 87% of
MetroED students go to college.
When | started in 2013, it was only
36%. One key point | want to make
for high school counselors is that
when you don'’t talk about CTE,
you're doing students a disservice.
Students may go on to a two-year
college or four-year university

and attend Stanford, University

of California, or California State
University and pay $30,000. Then,
when they graduate, realize they're
not actually interested in what

they just studied. That happens a

“Community colleges want to talk with
industry groups to learn about shortages
of qualified applicants and skills gaps, and
they will partner on writing curriculum.”

KRISTINA WHALEN

lot, which is why I’'m happy they're
talking about career readiness
starting in the early grades.

Dickerson: Like in K-12, at two-year
institutions, we don’t have enough
counselors. So we're advocating

for having academic advisors and
staff advisors, and we do a lot of
outreach with our Counselor Day to
educate them about our programs
and link to employers. We also
have initiated student ambassadors,
because students are the best
source to tell other students.

Whalen: Data from Foothill's
service area showed we were losing
a student population coming from
an adjacent school district. Because
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we must use all the tools at our
disposal, we have moved a lot of
our high school outreach work to
outreach specialists. But | really like
the model many of us continue to
use in the community college world,
which is having counselors who are
liaisons with particular high schools.
That embedded model has worked
well.

For those who decide to go the
college route, what steps do you
think universities need to take to
better prepare students for the
workforce?

Dewan: The opportunity to practice
and develop soft skills is really
helpful in preparing students for the
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workforce and for universities. That
includes teaching students how to
establish and build a professional
network, giving them strategies

to achieve work-life balance, and
helping them learn to advocate

for themselves professionally and
personally.

Dickerson: Our industries across
the board tell us they need

a workforce with those soft
foundational skills, no matter how
heavy their technical skills are. They
need the ability to contribute in a
collaborative team environment
and be good communicators.
Students must be able to advocate
for themselves, to speak up when a
machine goes down, to put in their
feedbacks or suggestions in a team
meeting. Due to COVID, for our
students in the next generation, the
connectedness has dissipated, and
we must work harder in engaging
them to learn communications
skills. Even in a simple networking
environment-how do they approach
somebody and manage their anxiety
level to have a conversation?

Lynch: High school students can
really benefit from hands-on
experience related to their desired
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“The opportunity to practice and develop
soft skills is really helpful in preparing
students for the workforce and for
universities.”

MARY ANN DEWAN

college major so they can determine
if that’s something they're actually
interested in. | would go so far as

to say colleges should make such
internships a requirement. In high
school, if you're only academically
focused, how well-rounded are
you? Getting that work experience
sooner rather than later builds
character as well.

How can local businesses partner
with your organization to gain
access to a pipeline of well-trained
students?

Lynch: | think it starts with
companies in Silicon Valley, such
as Google, opening their doors.
When students visit a business on
a field trip, they remember what
they see. Another component is
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internships. It's vital for employers
to be able to try on a student and
for the student to be able to try on
a company. Job shadowing is also
important. Just going out for a day
really opens students’ eyes to what
the possibilities may be. Advisory
meetings are also great, once or
twice a year. Businesses can meet
with a small group of educators

to evaluate course outlines for
updates to better prepare students.
Companies can also send guest
speakers to talk about their
pathways. Mentoring is another
valuable option as well.

Whalen: We invite businesses

to join our advisory groups at
Foothill College and help refine the
curriculum so it speaks to industry
needs. Community colleges want
to talk with industry groups to
learn about shortages of qualified
applicants and skills gaps, and they
will partner on writing curriculum.
Businesses can also provide “learn
and earn” programs.

Dickerson: At San Jose City College,
we're very focused on diversity,
equity and inclusion, and we hear
a lot of our industry groups saying
there’s no or not enough diversity
and equity in the candidate
pipeline. So we have formed
intentional, strategic partnerships
with organizations, for example,
PG&E Energy Training, Power
Pathways, and Santa Clara County
for Community Behavioral Health
have a direct diversity pipline. We
have developed memorandums of
understanding with our industry
partners that give them a role

in reviewing our curriculum,
guarantee our students from
diverse background receive entry
level employment interviews, and
industry information sessions for
our students to be fimilar with the
employment opportunities for that
company.

Dewan: Businesses can participate
in career fairs—we've been doing
a lot at the K-8 level. Another

opportunity is scholarships. Part

of the way we're going to diversify
the workforce is to create more
opportunities for students to pursue
additional training or college, and
businesses can partner in providing
some of those scholarships.

Many of our school districts

and communities have promise
programs where they'’re providing
support to young people to attend
San Jose State or another university,
and businesses can really help those
young people by supporting those
promise programs.

What role can partnerships with
industry groups play in terms of
employee training initiatives?

Dickerson: We can customize
training initiatives to industry
needs. For example, Google IT
came to us, and we said OK, we will
create a curriculum or certificate
around that. We just did a pilot

for Santa Clara County Behavioral
Health with 12 students who
earned an industry certificate after
a 12-week, intense training. It really
depends on what the industry
needs—we can customize it for how
many employees they are looking
to hire.

Lynch | really applaud Subaru. They
needed technicians and mechanics,
so they donated three cars to

our center so our students could
become proficient in working with
Subaru. Ford provided us with 10
free, online modules of curriculum
for students to complete. At

the end, they can be hired in an
entry-level job at Ford. Most
recently, we had Santa Clara Valley
Transportation Authority (VTA)
come to us to develop a training
center for technicians for zero-
emission buses. So it’s businesses
coming to us to train locally and
then have access to the pipeline of
employees.

Dickerson: Similarly, when | was

at Evergreen Valley College as
Dean, Tesla was willing to provide
the college eight cars for a paid
12-week training for students

who then get hired afterward.

If industries don’t know how to

do that (kind of partnership), we
know how to package that. | think
a lot of companies are no longer
depending on their HR learning and
development offices to do these
trainings; we can be that partner to
provide the occupational training.

Whalen: We've partnered with GE
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“Students should learn cross-functional
skills that embed computer science or
computer information systems into their
occupations.”

MONI DICKERSON

where they're bringing instruction
adjacent to ours, creating a
wonderful networking opportunity
and a lot of collaboration.

Where do you see the most
demand now from employers in
terms of jobs? Does this match with
what students want to do?

Whalen: When you think about
Silicon Valley, of course you think
of technical jobs. But there are

also lots of jobs in healthcare. At
both institutions I've worked at,
there are industry partners coming
to us, wanting us to help build

a pipeline of workers—surgical
technologists, certified nursing
assistants, phlebotomists, all in high
demand, and employers are looking
to community colleges to help. Are
those careers what the students
want? | think they do. We have far
more applicants than open slots

in areas like respiratory therapy or
radiological technology. Those are
industries in which we can’t produce
enough graduates to meet demand.

Dickerson: The apprenticeship
model has been on the radar of
industry partners where the student
can take the course and be hired
as an apprentice and apply that
knowledge right away, instead of
waiting until the end of the course
to get an internship. Students are
wanting more hands-on experience
as opposed to solely theoretical
knowledge, even (beyond the
trades) in fields like pre-law,

early childhood, the humanities,
communications and digital design.
I've seen that trend enhancing the
student experience and future
opportunities when industry is
willing to do an apprenticeship
model versus an internship.

Dewan: We're seeing high demand
from employers to add individuals
with training and credentials in

the area of mental health and
wellness, emotional well-being and
social-emotional. And there's some
interest among our young people to

pursue those fields, but similar to
some other industries, the need is
far greater than our current pipeline
is preparing.

Lynch: A certification will help
students get right to work. This
year, we opened a nursing careers
program and we already have 65
students in two classes. We also
converted one of our automotive
programs to an electrical vehicles
program. Typically, a new program
might start with 20 students, and
that one started with 44 students.
We have 71 students in our metals
technology (welding) program, and
honestly, all we can accept is 66
students. So overall, we're filling
those jobs, matching the demand
for our community.

Dickerson: Our construction,
HVAC and computer information
technology programs are fully filled.
But we also focus on occupations
students are demanding. For
example, the education pathway,
the students aren’t demanding it
due to the low income potential.
It’s just horrible. So we're trying to
push the innovation needle, making
sure that livable wage is a key factor
in the students deciding which
occupations to demand.

What future skills and knowledge
sets do students need to learn

to stay relevant in their future
occupations? How important is Al
as a skill to learn?

Dewan: | think a lot of companies
want young people to know
about Al and to be able to use

it appropriately, to understand

its place in whatever career
they’re pursuing. They also want
them to understand the ethical
considerations around the use of
Al in their life and in their work.
We know that Al is likely going to
expand much faster than we'll be
able to keep up with.

As far as industries in demand,
climate and environmental science
are of great interest to our young

people, and | foresee high demand
for workers in epidemiology, the
environment and emergency
response. We also hear from
students that there is a lot of
interest in understanding diseases
and how they might be able to
improve the wellness of their
communities. And then one other
area ripe for support and growth
is public service, democracy, civic
engagement and preparing people
for elected office and to serve in
government and governmental
agencies.

Whalen: My faculty is forming an
Emerging Technology Institute.

The emerging technologies skill

set is in demand, and | think the
challenge is knowing what, out of
all the opportunities, is best for our
institution to pursue on behalf of
our students. One small example is
there's a hot job market out there
now for writing Al prompts. They're
paying people a good chunk of
money to do that now, but the
trajectory of that job is probably
one that’s going to rapidly diminish.
So we made a choice not to invest
our limited bandwidth into pursuing
training and education for that,

because we're looking to prepare
our students for jobs that will
sustain them.

Dickerson: Students should learn
cross-functional skills that embed
computer science or computer
information systems into their
occupations. For example, a
political science major may want to
learn some data analytics. Music
majors might want to know a little
HTML so they can do the web
design for their music company.

Lynch: Students must be able to
navigate a variety of different Al
platforms. And they need to be
able to learn the tools quickly. That
will make them valuable wherever
they're working.

Can you train someone to think
about their career trajectory,

and what pathways do you offer
someone to map out the next 10 or
20 years?

Lynch: Yes, in high school, they
recommend a 10-year plan. For a
student who isn’t thinking about
going to college, we ask them about
their career pathway and help them
learn about the ladder that they
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can follow. A high school career
counselor or the transition specialist
at the community college could help
them map that out.

What do you have to offer career
changers? And what kind of
advantages or disadvantages do
they have to deal with right now?

Dickerson: There's no straight
path to your career. The advantage
is career changers have a grip on
reality, on what are the skill sets
needed to move on and have a
different career. The disadvantage
is because they’ve been in the
workforce, they may feel like their
experience and salary should
equate in their new career. But the
reality is, if you're leaving a career
as a professional chef to become an
information systems analyst, you're
starting fresh like everybody else
at entry-level salary, and you may
need to temporarily sacrifice the
income that you're used to so you
can get to the next level. Another
advantage for career changers is
that they know what they want.
They're committed to getting it
done and seeing it through.

Whalen: It's enormously gratifying
to work with career changers.
Often, they're seizing a hope, when
maybe the industry that they've
been working in is dissipating, or
they’re pursuing a passion. I've had
some of the most heartwarming
experiences as an educator working
with career changers. One thing
that | would add is that the entire
California community college
system has embarked on making
sure there is credit for prior learning
available to people who have a long
history of work experience. We
have a community health worker
program where most of the people
are getting this credential, but

have been working in that field

for some time. At the celebration

of graduation for receiving that
credential, | remember a student
standing at the podium saying

the credit for prior learning made
them feel so validated. That's a real
success story that their past work
experience mattered, and it was
recognized by the institution.

Dewan: A lot of people do have
multiple careers throughout their
life—that’s a lot more common
today than ever before. And in
the education sector, we warmly
welcome career changers. Most
often, our career changers are
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“Students must be able to navigate a
variety of different Al platforms. And they
need to be able to learn the tools quickly.

That will make them valuable wherever
they’re working.”

ALYSSA LYNCH

coming to us because they want

to make a difference. They want to
pursue a passion or an interest, they
see that they can have some impact
for young people that maybe they
didn’t necessarily experience in their
previous careers. In other cases, it's
just coming into a teaching career
and pursuing a classroom role.
They’re coming from other careers
into education and applying these
incredible experiences with diverse
backgrounds. That'’s to the public’s
benefit.

Lynch: | want to add a different
lens—the immigrant population.
We have a large population of adult
students coming to us who don't
speak English, and they're starting
over. Before they arrived here, they
were doctors and engineers in their
homeland. Then they go through
our program. Once they can speak
English and they’re looking for a
new job, we have evening programs
where they can train for the medical,
dental, or pharmacy industry.
They're not looking to work in the
same profession they did in their
homeland. English is difficult for
them so they start over.

Would you like to share some
success stories about your
students?

Lynch: We had a student in our fire
science program who interned at
the San Jose Fire Department and
continued on to Foothill College. He
got involved in technology in the fire
department. He went from there to
work for Lucile Packard Children’s
Hospital in the IT department,

and then got hired by Stanford.

He earned a two-year degree and
worked his way up at Stanford. He
has been a system administrator for
four years, and is very successful.
He comes back to tell his story
frequently at our center to inspire
and motivate other students.

We also had a female student take
the auto body repair and then went
to work at Tesla. She worked her

way up to become an engineer

at Tesla. So again, no degree, but

has had success along her career
pathway. We're proud of that here in
Santa Clara County.

Dewan: We had a mom who left her
original career in tech to be home
with her children. Once they were

in school, she began working at

the school as a volunteer and then
became a paraprofessional. Then,
she participated in our teaching
pathway program, earned her
credential and is now teaching in a
classroom.

Dickerson: Our student ambassador
Rinaldo graduated last year, but
we didn’t know that his mother

was one of our superstar custodial
staff here until he graduated.

They kept it a secret. He's first-
generation, the oldest to graduate,
and has transferred to San Jose
State University in their computer
science program. He's also doing
an apprenticeship model program
with us in the summer. We were
amazed at the intersectionality of
our staff and our community here,
having their children come to our
programs, and then having success
stories like his.

Whalen: | want to lift up the
beautiful story of a young woman,
Christine, who is a first-generation
student. Her parents were migrant
farmworkers. She had never seen
herself as a scholar and never seen
herself as a learner. She received a
science internship in our program
with Stanford, and the power of
her talking about walking onto
that campus and feeling like she
belonged there. She had achieved
this degree of academic confidence
that comes with actually doing the
work. It was one of my favorite
moments of celebration this last
commencement ear.
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