Connecticut Community Colleges Policy Recommendations 

For the House Speaker’s Working Group on Green Jobs 
If Connecticut is to attract business investment and create new job opportunities, its quality of life and its business resources must include access to higher education and lifelong learning. If Connecticut is to have a skilled and well prepared workforce, including its energy, healthcare, and manufacturing workforce, then Community College programs must be responsive to the needs of Connecticut business and industry, and affordable and accessible for the growing numbers of students seeking educational opportunities, career skills, and an improved quality of life for themselves and their families. If Connecticut is to maintain its competitive edge in the emerging green economy, in energy generation and conservation, its public higher education enterprise must address the achievement gaps faced by its students and invest in preparing successful, well educated associate degree and certificate graduates.  For Connecticut to prosper, these graduates must be able to enter the Connecticut economy with the abilities needed to secure employment, to advance in their careers, and to keep pace with technological changes as well as changes in the economy.  The realization of these goals will require an investment of resources to deliver the results needed by the state, its citizens, its businesses, and its learners.

In the last four years, the Connecticut Community College System (CCCS) has been the recipient of four U.S. DOL Community Based Job training grants totaling over $9 million. One of these, the Sustainable Operations Alternative and Renewable Energy Initiative (SOAR) grant targets the entire State of Connecticut’s alternative and renewable energy industry. The initiative leverages $2.7 million in additional support, and creates meaningful, sustainable change in the Connecticut’s workforce development and community college systems to advance an emerging industry.

National projections show that almost 1.5 million new renewable transportation fuel jobs and more than 1.2 million new renewable power generation jobs will be created by 2038.1 Connecticut’s policy landscape and economic environment position it to become an alternative energy leader, creating high-wage jobs and supporting economic expansion. Current and Potential Green Jobs in the U.S. Economy states that “the vast majority of Green Jobs are not location dependent, so future Green Jobs will be located in cities and metropolitan areas that are currently the most attractive for investment, or in areas that actively increase their attractiveness.”2 It is estimated that approximately 165,000 green jobs were created in Connecticut in 2009. Management Information Services (MIS) notes significant growth in Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency jobs since 2006, with growth of the Renewable energy industry increasing three times faster than the U.S. average and the Energy Efficiency industry growing twice as fast.  The MIS Green Occupations forecast indicates that the majority of jobs require an Associate Degree or shorter-term training programs.
The Governor’s “CT’s Energy Vision for a Cleaner, Greener State”3 mandates that, by 2020, 20% of Connecticut’s power be supplied by renewable sources including solar thermal electric, photovoltaic, landfill gas, wind, biomass, hydroelectric, and fuel cells.  Construction projects on state buildings and schools must incorporate energy efficiency technology, and the state automobile fleet will soon convert to hybrids.  

Employer demand for sustainable operations talent continues to grow yet Connecticut faces significant challenges in developing young alternative energy workers. The state holds the nation’s third oldest population. Eighty-two percent of Connecticut businesses report difficulty finding qualified workers and 24% report difficulty hiring skilled professionals/technicians.4 A dearth of “middle-skill” workers needed to fill alternative and renewable energy jobs in the state compounds these challenges. 5
To respond to these current and future workforce needs, the CCCS 12 colleges jointly developed SOAR replicating the proven management structure, training model and partner alliance used successfully in three prior United States Department of Labor-funded initiatives.  Partners include the Connecticut Workforce Investment Boards, the Connecticut Department of Labor, and Connecticut Center for Advanced Technology, Connecticut Business and Industry Association, the state Departments of Education (including Adult Education and the Technical High Schools) and Higher Education are coordinating activities across the education continuum. 

The SOAR initiative creates eight new Sustainable Operations credit certificate programs: Sustainable Facilities Management; Sustainable Landscaping & Conservation Ecology; Building Efficiency & Sustainable Technologies (BEST); Sustainable Energy Certificate; Alternative Energy Transportation, Clean Water Treatment; Solar Energy Technologies and the Alternative Energy Systems Technology Certificate Programs. The programs feature enhanced learning technology, increased instructional supports, tuition assistance, tutoring and academic and career counseling. Grant funds support five Regional Coordinators to facilitate program implementation, recruit students and provide ongoing case management.  The colleges implement program components designed to increase retention and completion rates for students with multiple barriers for success. Certificates build basic and technical skills, qualifying students for employment in emerging, living-wage sustainable careers.

Through Connecticut ‘s Weatherization Assistance Program and ARRA funding, in partnership with the Department of Social Services and the Office for Workforce Competitiveness,  the Connecticut Community Colleges will train additional workers to weatherize, audit and inspect homes, in partnership with the Connecticut Technical High Schools. These training programs will provide short-term workforce training to individuals who are unemployed or underemployed to quickly obtain the competencies to begin work in energy efficiency jobs and create career pathways toward higher wage positions. 

The Connecticut Community Colleges are also a partner in the Connecticut Green Jobs Partnership, the state energy sector grant, to provide clean water and building analyst training, as well as other green training needs as identified and funded by Individual Training Accounts (ITAs) over the next three years.
Through the work of the CCCS four federal Community-Based Job Training Grants and Achieving the Dream, a national student success initiative, numerous strategies for student retention and success have been identified, tested, refined and implemented.  Data from these projects have demonstrated that through intensive academic support students, student retention has increased approximately 20% and wages upon program completion have increased substantially—in some cases, more than doubled.  

Connecticut must develop a strategic plan that includes resources to sustain these proven strategies for student success in completing certificates and degrees and in finding and maintaining employment in Connecticut’s changing economy. While recognizing that the current economic climate in the state provides limited resources, plans for the future must sustain student support strategies, developed, tested, and being implemented through grant-funded projects such as those described above.  The Connecticut Community Colleges are currently experiencing over 10% growth in credit headcount enrollments and a 10% decrease in funding.  While we have been extremely successful in receiving federal and foundation funds to pilot these projects, to create a greener state and become an alternative energy leader, Connecticut must invest in academic innovations, increased support for students, state of the art equipment for training and affordable solutions to critical workforce training needs. 

Only fundamental changes to the State’s priorities and its allocation of funding to support those priorities can rectify underfunding of the educational services essential to ensuring long term prosperity for Connecticut and its citizens.  An article in The New England Journal of Higher Education, Summer 2009, reports that “state governments need to meet their responsibilities… state support for higher education has been falling for the past 25 years.…   The National Conference of State Legislatures chastised its own members for treating higher education as the ‘balance wheel’ of state budgets, receiving whatever is left after other priorities.…”6 
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