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INTRODUCTION
This report is the culmination of two years of study and planning by Education’s Next Horizon and key stakeholders from business, education, and community organizations.  Beginning on page 6, the report presents a recommended communication strategy to “bridge the skills gap” in Louisiana.  

Education’s Next Horizon began studying the skills gap issue in January 2008, when it convened a workgroup of its first Stakeholder Council for this purpose.  Findings and recommendations of the Bridging the Skills Gap Workgroup were published in the report, Framing the Debate for Systemwide Reform. In March 2009, the Stakeholder Council reconvened and voted to make the following recommendations of the Skills Gap Workgroup top priority:

· Develop key messages and identify appropriate communication mechanisms for a statewide multi-agency communication initiative that informs parents and students about the value of education and about job growth trends, skills demand, career options, and postsecondary opportunities. 

· Align career and technical education with high demand jobs by revamping the occupational forecasting conference and aligning Career and Technical Education with forecasted regional job demand.
· Expand the utilization of LA ePortal.
Those recommendations were approved by the Education’s Next Horizon Board of Directors.

In mid-October 2009, with the assistance of the Governor’s Office, Education’s Next Horizon met with executive staff of key state agencies to determine their interest in developing a skills gap communication strategy in partnership with other stakeholders.  State agencies included:
· Department of Education

· Board of Regents

· Department of Economic Development

· Louisiana Workforce Commission

· Louisiana Community and Technical College System 
Agency representatives followed up by responding to a survey from Education’s Next Horizon that asked the following four questions:
1. What do you see as the problem to solve or the overall goal to accomplish with the proposed communication strategy?
2. What information should be conveyed in this type of communication strategy?  List 3-5 key messages related to closing the skills gap?
3. Who are the primary audiences for the messages we need to convey?
4. What structure and process should we use to further develop the key messages and a plan to deliver them?
Agency responses to the communication survey established the “framework” for planning a comprehensive strategy.  The framework is included in Exhibit A.
Skills Gap Communication Planning
On January 29, 2010, Education’s Next Horizon convened a planning team to develop the “Bridging the Skills Gap Communication Plan.”  The team was comprised of key stakeholders from business, government, education, and community organizations, many of whom were members of the initial Stakeholder Council Workgroup.  Dr. Christel Slaughter, principal of SSA Consultants and a Board member of Education’s Next Horizon, facilitated all team meetings.  Jon Cato, principal of Object 9, provided technical expertise and guidance in formulating the final marketing strategy. 

The team roster and team charter are included in Exhibit A.  The following is a recap of the workplan:
· January 29th – Introductory meeting to review framework and decide goals and objectives
· February 25th – Review of team charter; presentation on LA ePortal; presentation of Expect Arizona and Step Up Hawaii; presentation on agency skills gap communication inventories
· March 3rd – Sub-group meeting to develop target messages
· March 14-23rd  – Staff meetings with Object 9 to draft final plan
· March 26th – Final meeting of the skills gap team to review and discuss draft plan 
Themes and Target Messages

A sub-group of the planning team met on March 3, 2010 to develop target messages for student and parent audiences.  The group recommended two overarching messages:
Overarching Message #1:  Education:  Go For More!

· For Parents:  You Play…They Stay!

                                       Education:  Go For More!

· For Students:  Pay?  Stay!

                                         Education:  Go For More!

· For Education Community (Teachers, Principals, Administrators, Policymakers):   

                                         Three R’s:  Rigor, Relevance, Relationships

                                         Education:  Go For More!

General Comments:

· The overarching message (Education: Go For More!) can be tailored to specific levels of education and to various stakeholders (educators, businesses, etc).
· Messages have to be spoken and visually presented to be effective.

 Overarching Message #2:  Think About It…
· Think About It…. (Show facts and statistics such as number of dropouts, number of unemployed, etc).

· Think About It… (Make a call to action. Show people what they can do to help, i.e. attend parent meetings, attend school board meetings, go back to school, volunteer in schools, etc).

· Think About It… (Show real long-term outcomes).

· TOPs creates opportunities

· Since 1995, x number of students have completed degrees meaning….

· Show a new Louisiana

Message Testing

Dr. Christel Slaughter secured the help of a group of East Baton Rouge School System teachers in testing the themes with 129 elementary and middle school students.  The survey asked the following questions: 

1. Why do kids drop out of school now?

2. Why don’t you drop out?

3. What would make someone who is thinking of dropping out want to stay in school?

4. Which of these messages do you think would work with kids who might drop out?

5. What would be better messages?
6. Would you put the message on billboards, radio, or TV?

7. Who would be good to deliver these messages? (Sports stars, rap artists, etc.)

Survey results are as follows: 
Student Survey: Improving the Number of Students Who Graduate:
Reducing the Dropout Rate

“Why Do Kids Drop Out of School?”

	
	

	Academic Difficulty
	14

	Behavioral Difficulty
	5

	Dislike of School Experience
	24

	Economic Reasons
	2

	Employment
	7

	Entered Criminal Justice System
	2

	Failed Required Test
	6

	Lack of Appropriate Curriculum
	6

	Poor Relationships with Fellow Students
	4

	Poor Student/Staff Relationship
	7

	Pregnancy
	7

	Substance Abuse
	7

	Reasons Unknown
	7

	Other
	37

	TOTAL
	135


“Why Don’t You Drop Out?”

	
	

	Lifestyle/Successful
	8

	Enjoy School
	2

	Stay Out of Trouble
	6

	Parental Support
	10

	Supportive Teachers
	1

	To Pursue a College Degree
	10

	To Pursue a Career
	10

	Personal Goal
	34

	To Gain Employment
	5

	First to Finish School in My Family
	2

	Education is Important
	41

	TOTAL
	129


Student Survey on Key Messages

	
	Dalton Elementary
	Glen Oaks Middle
	Lanier Elementary
	Park Forest Middle
	TOTAL

	Message 1

You want pay? You gotta stay! Education: Go For More!
	10
	8
	8
	23
	49

	Message 2

Think About It!
	17
	11
	16
	27
	71

	Message Channels

    Billboards, Radio, TV

    Radio or TV  

    Other
	6

20

0
	10

6

3
	8

13

0
	20

20

17
	44

48

20

	Message Delivery

   Sports Stars

   Rap Artist

   Other


	7

11

11
	0

2

15
	1

11

12
	18

18

13
	26

42

51


Bridging the Skills Gap Communication Plan
The Issue
How do we bridge the skills gap by supporting the public education system in a manner that increases high-school graduation rate and enrollment in postsecondary educational programs that align with Louisiana's high-demand careers?

What We Know

· We know that Louisiana has a number of “Skills Gap” Tools and Programs. 
· Dual Enrollment



Biz2School
· Industry-Based Skills Training

LA Gear Up
· LA ePortal 




  Career Seminars & Fairs

· Jobs for America’s Graduates


  Regional Workforce Alliances
· EMPLoY Program



  Work It Louisiana
· LPB Learning




  Adolescent Literacy
· Work-Study / Internships


  Everybody Graduates
· Business / School Partnerships

(   LA High Schools
· Louisiana Youth Works


(KnowHow2GoLouisiana
· We know that students have relevant postsecondary options.
· Community and Technical College Degrees and Certifications

· Baccalaureate Degrees

· Credentials/Industry Based Certifications

· Apprenticeships and Internships

· We know who our target audiences are.
· Students

· Parents

· Teachers

· School Districts

· Businesses

· Government

· Community Organizations
The Communication Strategy:  Small Steps….Big Ideas
Idea No. 1: 

The best way to start facilitating change is to make the most of what we already have.  The logical first step is to acknowledge limitations and recognize that small steps can accomplish big things. 
· We can't start by "fixing" everything inside and outside the public school system that influences a student's behavior, nor do we currently have the resources to make this happen if we wanted to.

· We aren't the first group to try and address the needs of Louisiana's students. Millions of dollars have been spent on tools and programs that have been primarily ineffective because they are underutilized.

· Existing resources are underutilized because most potential users don’t know they exist!
Idea No. 2     
We must empower those who have the greatest influence on students by connecting them to the resources "we already have," specifically, TEACHERS.

A teacher’s effectiveness has more impact on student learning than any other factor under the control of school systems, including class size, school size, and the quality of after-school programs.
· TEACHERS know students better than anyone else.

· TEACHERS know how relevant information can enhance the learning experience better than anyone else.

· Most TEACHERS need and want someone to help them.

· We must communicate all that is available and how it can help TEACHERS and students:  This includes:
· Tools, programs, resources

· Current and future In-demand jobs

· The relationship between what we have (resources) and what we need (workforce)

· TEACHERS then guide students based on individual student aspirations.
Idea No. 3
We must obtain more insight on how to best present and deliver skills gap information to teachers.
· We must be respectful of the existing challenges and methodologies of educators.
· We must have a way of measuring success and a process of continual improvement.
Idea No. 4  

We must centralize relevant knowledge and information.  A logical tool to accomplish this is LA ePortal.  To do this, LA ePortal must be sustained with long-term funding and must have required content and functionality.
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   Idea No. 5 
   We must use "force multipliers" to overcome communication resource challenges.
· Use school systems to reach teachers.
· Use teachers to reach students.
· Use private industry to reach parents.
Communication Methodology

The final elements of the communication strategy are (1) suggested content and support messages for each target audience, and (2) suggested channels for message delivery. This information is presented in the chart on page 10.   

Next Steps: Input / Acceptance /Adoption

Step # 1:  Conduct Additional Research 

· Obtain feedback through focus groups of teachers, principals, and superintendents

· Identify what information teachers need and what systems can best delivery it

· Identify what information and messaging content teachers need to connect with students and parents

Step # 2:  Obtain Buy-in and Acceptance from Key Stakeholders:
· Board of Elementary and Secondary Education for approval, implementation and coordination

· Board of Regents for approval of additions to curriculum and/or certification requirements to teach skills gap tools to graduating educators
· Louisiana School Board Association, Superintendents, and Principals for approval of teacher-focused content, messaging, and methodology

Communication Methodology
	Element
	Primary Audience – Teachers
	Secondary Audience – Students
	Secondary Audience - Parents

	Support
& Content
	·  There are existing, free-to-use resources to help you achieve your classroom/student goals

· You have more resources than you know

· Can be integrated into existing curriculums

· Enhances what you’re already doing, NOT “Here’s ONE MORE THING you are expected to do”.

· LA ePortal is the first destination for these resources 

· Information provided

· Easy to comprehend workforce information

· Postsecondary Opportunities

· College and Career Ready Policies

· Clear description of what each 

                          resource does, and how it can be           

                          used
	· Getting the things you want requires a good job

· College graduates earn a million dollars more in their lifetime than non-college grads

· High paying, high demand jobs require high skills. It’s worth the investment in yourself

· Good choices now create more good opportunities later 


	· Attend parent meetings

· Volunteer in schools

· Go back to school

· Include additional sub-group

points

	Channels
	· Education Associations (newsletters, mailers, etc.)

· School Board Association (email, meetings, etc.)

· School System Level (websites, email, meetings advisory programs, etc.

· Non-Profit Education Groups

Partnerships w/private sector
	The Teacher “Tool Kit”

· Lesson Plans

· Posters

· Videos

· Etc.


	· Broadcast partners

· Employers with large customer base (telecommunications, utilities, etc.)

· LED and LWC (to reach employers)

· Social Service Organizations

· Community Action Agencies

· Workforce Investment Boards

· Churches
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