Why Are Technical Education Centers in Florida Continually Overlooked?

The 2005-2006 budget approved for workforce education in Florida understated the needs for technical education centers operated by school districts. The Florida House and Governor’s office have demonstrated support for Technical Education Centers, however the Florida Senate was not supportive in the last legislature session.

THE RESULT?

Not enough funding for Technical Education Centers

An unfair allocation of funding due to a lack of a strong advocate system.

An ineffective use of tax payers dollars

Recommendation:

Funding for $112 million for 42 Florida technical education centers to reconcile a shortfall of funding.
Fund 42 technical education centers and 28 community colleges and their respective technical programs equally and equitably.

Educate Floridians on the value of career education.
What Should Change?
In the State of Florida the delivery system for training in postsecondary vocational-technical education falls into two categories.  The original delivery system was the State’s career education centers operated by school districts.  Community colleges have also been given the option to duplicate what technical education centers offer. This dual system has caused a great deal of competition for limited workforce funds, as many counties have technical education under the auspices of the local school board, some under the community college and some both.

Because community colleges have greater political influence, technical education centers have been left behind although they provide more than 70% of the vocational certificate training in the state.  School district operated technical centers offered 1009 technical certificate programs in 04-05 school year.   Funding for school district workforce and Technical Education Centers had been reduced every year from 1997 to 2003 and with small increases in 2004 and 2005 funding still lags behind 1997 levels.  As a result, technical education centers have had to reduce staff, defer purchasing new training equipment, drop programs and delay launching new programs. Technical centers have a growing need for equipment, facility improvements, and more teachers.  Most technical education centers are operating well under capacity while demand for skilled labor is increasing. Given the success these centers have in training and placing students in good jobs, to not make funding technical centers a priority is a poor business decision and detrimental to Florida’s economic well being.

There is a growing consensus in the corporate community that technical education centers represent the best way to avoid the crisis in the skilled labor market.  The experiment to involve community colleges in the process and the political maneuvering to under-fund technical centers is a problem for the State of Florida.  According to a June 2004 OPPAGA Study (funded by the Florida Legislature) only 8.7% of students seeking an Associate of Science degree at community college actually received a degree during a 5 year period.    Technical educational centers out perform community colleges in program completions at an annual rate of 30% because they focus on job readiness skills.  

It would be a wiser investment to focus on improving the image, the power base and most importantly the funding for technical education centers.  Our community colleges serve as a necessary and valuable resource for our State however, Florida would be better served if Technical Education Centers were funded equally and equitably to community colleges.
Technical education center funding should be a priority in Workforce Development legislative budget.  Equity needs to be the norm in the funding process.  In 2005 community colleges were granted an increase of approximately $42 million new dollars.  The criteria for SUCEED grants were more favorable to the development of degree granting programs and high school career academies.  The development of post secondary technical certificate programs was not a significant target of the $13 million in these grants.  Technical Centers received $0 to begin new programs. Only $10 million was added to this years general funding to support all of the 42 Technical Education Centers operated by school districts.  With an increasing demand for technical education certification and a decreasing demand for college degrees equity needs to be brought back into the funding process.
The positioning of Technical Educational Centers as a viable option for career training needs to be elevated.  There have been numerous committees established in the State of Florida, however representation of Technical Educational Centers has not been adequately represented.  A recognition of dignity in all work is needed by our State leadership.  We cannot expect students, parents and teachers to look favorably toward Technical Education Centers if we continue to emphasize the college prep track as an indication of success and entry into a career track as a second tier option.

Conversations about rigor in the classroom have been accompanied with talk of relevance in the classroom. But the emphasis on rigor continues to be used to rationalize that the existing college prep curriculum should remain the focal point of our high schools.  Our Technical Education Centers have done a far better job focusing on relevance in the classroom but have been criticized for lacking rigor.  More action is needed toward raising the bar and emphasis on Technical Centers (both high school and post secondary) and bringing relevance into the traditional college prep track of our high schools.  When funding is used as a solution Technical Education Centers need the same respect and support as our community colleges.

We are tracking too many students for college, using college as the symbol of success.  The result has been a growing number of underutilized college graduates, with huge debt and settling for jobs that require a high school diploma, not a college degree.  Our negative positioning of a technical career track has placed a stigma on our young people entering these training programs while the demand for technical skilled jobs is at an all time high and growing.  This is an unnecessary paradox and one detrimental to our young people and the economy of Florida.
Florida’s leadership needs to bring fairness and logic into the workforce funding process.  A champion in the Senate is needed to organize an effort that works cooperatively with the House and Governor’s office.  All three branches need to place a much higher expectation and level of support on our 42 Technical Education Centers.
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