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	 If we were in the mood, we could debate the primary purpose of public education.  One  
camp may support the idea of ‘learning for learning’s sake.”  The relevancy of what is learned is 
not important.  It would just be important that students learn to analyze information and think 
critically.  This camp would postulate that “training the brain” is like physical training whereby 
some of the exercises involved have no purpose other than to develop muscles (learning patterns) 
that can be applied to various functions.  There would be research and experience that would 
support this position.

Another position for the argument would be that the purpose of public education is to 
prepare the future workforce.  Students need to be educated with the relevant information and 
skills needed to keep our society economically strong.  Advocates in this camp often cite what 
new, young employees cannot do on the job and see it as a failure of the public schools.

Over my decades in public education, I’ve seen the pendulum swing both ways on this 
topic.  Over the past decade, we’ve definitely been focused on the workforce preparation point of 
view.  This focus is economically driven as skilled, experienced baby boomers have been retiring 
by the thousands each week and there is no one qualified to replace them.  While it would be fun 
for me to fully development arguments on both sides of this issue, this week and next I’d rather 
share the efforts that have been in place in our region for public education to do a better job with 
career planning and workforce development for our students.

If you were to trace the trajectory of my career, you would see I spent 13 years getting 
my basic education followed by 4 years of college.  After college, I immediately started working 
in a school and also doing more school by taking graduate classes.  Most educators are like me 
and we’ve known nothing in our life except schools.  So the first critical point I want to make 
about us preparing students for careers is that we are preparing students to work in places we’ve 
never worked, doing jobs we’ve never done.  We must have the help of people working in these 
places and careers if we are going to have any chance of helping students find the right career 
path.

In 2011, we started to plan for our Academy of Medical Arts and Engineering.  This was 
to be a program to help students who thought they wanted to pursue these types of careers 
discover what they were really about.  To my first critical point, we formed an advisory group for 
each area:  one for medicine and one for engineering.  We were fortunate to have people who 
worked in the field, as well as representatives from higher education, agree to meet with us 
several times to tell us what we could do to help students prepare for these careers.

The advisories were critical and helpful and we intended to keep meeting.  It became 
challenging, though, as many of the people on the advisories would change jobs within the 
company, become unavailable due to new work deadlines or switch companies.  As more and 
more schools began to attempt to put together their own advisories, it became clear that business 
could not keep up with the demand.  Enter the Erie County Career Pathways Alliance (ECCPA).

The ECCPA is an initiative of Erie Together which is currently under the auspices of the 
Greater Erie County Action Council (GECAC).  This organization is expertly facilitated by Mary 
Bula.  A leadership team of representatives from most Erie County School Districts, higher 
education, and various workforce development groups has directed the work of this collective 
effort in Erie County and great things are happening.

One of the big assists from this group speaks to the issue of business advisories.  ECCPA 
is creating and facilitating advisories for the five general career pathway clusters identified by the 
state.  These advisories bring together people in businesses, public education, workforce 
development and higher education to help each other put our students on the right path.   
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The five general career pathway clusters are:  Arts and Communications; Business, 
Finance and Information Technology; Engineering and Industrial Technology;  Human Services; 
and Science and Health.  The ECCPA is currently convening advisories for three of these clusters 
with plans to expand to the full five.

I will end this week with an example of how these advisories are helping.  A constant cry 
from businesses in the Engineering and Industrial Technology advisory has been the need for 
people trained in Quality Assurance processes.  These are people needed in manufacturing who 
understand certain systems and processes that help manufacturers produce quality products.  
Edinboro University’s representative on this advisory, Dr. Peter Kushinokov, responded to this 
need by writing a grant for the University to provide these certifications at no cost to high school 
juniors and seniors.   We currently have six seniors who are finishing their senior year at GM 
(and in some casesErie County Technical School as well) who will graduate this June and have 
the Quality Assurance Certifications.  They will be widely recruited by local companies in June.  
If they plan to continue their education beyond this year, they can use their expertise to work on 
a part time basis.

Next week, we’ll look at the other regional initiatives of the ECCPA.


