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State of Washington

Thank you for inviting me to be here. I hope to provide some reflections on my experience in Ireland that are of use to Washington state and particularly that challenge the community college and the entire higher education systems to think in new ways. 

Companies based in the State of Washington have been leaders in the technology revolution that has re-shaped the world in the past 15 years. And it is in the changes impacting the world that I want to begin. If the technological revolution of our time began in America, led in part by companies and innovators in this state, America seems to have grown complacent with its success. It is at risk of letting the revolutionary development of talent around the world pass it by. 

I speak in these terms as an Irish-American who is working in a country that, for a decade and counting, has been proving just how competitive other nations can rapidly become. It is a country now being emulated by far bigger countries, and they will challenge America’s role as a leader in offering opportunity and innovation.

What I’d like to review for you is the history of Ireland’s success. Then I will give you my perspective on the changes happening in the world. Finally, I hope to offer some ideas about how Washington state, notably its community college system, can adapt in this new era.

I want to start by saying that I have looked at the economic data on your state and am pretty impressed. 

Washington state is doing well by a variety of measures, including growth in per capita income, average wages, and per capita spending on higher education, growth in employment in the high-tech industries, and, interestingly, in the influx of new talent into the state with advanced education, including college degrees. These are all signs that you have a setting where there lots of opportunity exists to keep and build more talent.

At the same time, there’s no doubt the state has its share of challenges. These include the state’s relatively high unemployment numbers compared with the US, in part due to challenges in the aerospace industry. The state also has seen a recent decline in per capita spending on K-12 education, which to my mind is hard to justify anywhere, let alone at a time when education is so crucial. 

It is also not encouraging to see that the state is experiencing a recent growth in poverty rates across most age groups, notably among its younger people. That’s a sign that there is a lot of talent being wasted in a day when a critical mass of talent is proving crucial to the rapid rise of our competitors.

States can’t afford to drift anymore, though it seems to me that’s what plenty of them are doing. 

For example, is in the investment in education in this state ad hoc, or is it a strategic investment that recognizes today’s competitive global realities and challenges the various levels of education to work together for the common good of the state? Does the state challenge its education system at all levels to be responsible by offering a more innovative and timely education than ever before? 

Or does it assume that because that was how we used to do it, we will be fine with a few more decades of the same? Because it won’t be and we won’t be. If the education system is not innovative and not rigorous by today’s standards and not responsive to the possibilities of technology, our students will be bored, they will be poorly engaged in building the skills they need, and they will graduate into a world in which they face far tougher, far more rigorously prepared competition than you and I ever did. And one student at a time, your state will lose, and our nation will lose.

Making this sort of strategic commitment as a state is not simply about economic competitiveness either. A good education is obviously important for per capita and individual incomes. The statistics in that area are undeniable. A good education also reduces dependency on other state costs, for example, by improving health and reducing sick days. Most of all, there is the inevitable fact that today someone with a strong education has a lot more opportunities in life. 

I’m going to be mentioning several of these themes again, and hope this opening gives you a sense of why I was willing to come to Washington state and talk about my experience in Ireland and what lessons it might have for you. Because the number one lesson is that in the 21st century, a strong, advanced education pays in more ways than can be counted.

So let me tell you about what Ireland has done about it and the difference it’s made.

Just 20 years ago, Ireland was considered a small, agrarian country whose economy was struggling and probably always would. Those days are over. And they are rapidly ending in places like China and India too. The challenges from around the world are real.

In Ireland, a country built around traditional manufacturing and farming only 20 years ago has made unprecedented levels of economic expansion its norm. The growth rate of the Irish economy increased from 2.3 percent in 1982-1987 to 9.3 percent in 1994-2000. In 2002, the services sector accounted for 65 percent of Ireland’s employment, industry 28 percent, and agriculture just 7 percent.  

Between 1994 and 2003, while the European’s average annual real economic growth was just over 2 percent, and America’s just over 3 percent, Ireland’s was 8 percent. From 1990 to 2003, Ireland’s GDP more than tripled, from $42 billion to $166 billion, as did its GDP per capita, which rose from $12,500 to $42,000.  

In 1990, there were about 11,000 companies exporting out of Ireland. By 2002, this figure had increased to 70,000. Ireland now accounts for roughly one-quarter of all American foreign direct investment – or FDI – in Europe. It is a base for more than 1,100 multinational companies. 

Ireland is the world’s biggest software exporter, ahead of the U.S. It accounts for almost one-third of all FDI in Europe in pharmaceuticals and health care.  And need I remind you that Ireland’s population is 1/100th of America’s – that is, the population of Ireland is four million, smaller than the State of Washington’s.

Nine of the world’s top ten drug companies call Ireland home. So do 15 of the top 20 medical devices companies. Fifty percent of the blockbuster drugs are now manufactured in Ireland.

Wyeth has selected Dublin as the site for one of the world’s biggest bio-pharmaceutical centers.  

Dell’s personal-computer plant in Limerick is one of the company’s most productive.  

In 1997, Apple employed 1,800 people in Cork, Ireland.  Ninety percent of them worked in manufacturing. But as Ireland lost its low-cost advantage, most of those jobs moved to countries with cheaper manufacturing. Many of us here in America have lately seen how that happens.  

But there are successful ways to respond. The Apple plant in Ireland moved into higher-value-added operations, concentrating most of its European support services and research in Cork. Today Apple employs just over 1,400 people in Cork. Most of them are skilled graduates; only 15 percent of them are in manufacturing.

Ireland has advanced so quickly for many reasons. The reasons include EU membership and access to the Single Market. They include Ireland’s low corporation tax rate and a large multinational presence. They include the high proportion of Ireland’s population that is of working age. Ireland also benefits from its social partnership agreements and largely stable public finance position.  

But none of these reasons explain why Ireland has been able to grow competitive so fast. Without an additional factor, its other strengths may well not have mattered. The factor I am referring to is Ireland’s historical commitment to education. 

Stretching back 40 years, Ireland has been committed to building an excellent education system. 

In the 1960s, it began making a concerted effort to increase educational participation rates. 

It started introducing education programs that could match the skills and abilities of students to the needs of a global economy and advanced, even high-tech, enterprises. 

It improved an already demanding formal primary-secondary-tertiary (i.e., K-16) system. 

It created links between industry and education. It formalized and supported workplace education.

In the mid-1960s, believe it or not, less than 20,000 students were attending college in Ireland. By 1999, the number had risen six-fold, to 112,000.  

In 1984-85, 40 percent of eighteen-year-olds in Ireland were engaged in full-time education. Ten years later, the figure was 64 percent. During the first five years of the 1990s, the total number of students engaged in college-level programs grew by 51 percent. 

There are 30 countries in the Organization for Economic Development (OECD). They include Ireland, most of Western Europe, the US and Canada, Korea, and Japan. By 1995, as a percentage of population, Ireland had more students – in absolute numbers – with science-related qualifications than all other countries in the OECD. 

This commitment to education gave Ireland the key component for success, lots of well-educated talent. It became rapidly successful in attracting investment, competing for 21st-century businesses ranging from high-tech to biopharma, and securing talent in the education system and beyond. 

From education also grew the R&D future upon which lasting great economies are built.  

Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) is an example. We initiated our full grants portfolio in 2002. With the government’s support, we are helping Ireland’s universities and institutes of technology keep the best scientists in Ireland and recruit them from around the world. We are now funding 450 projects with grants totalling $540 million. 


These projects include 1,200 individuals, research teams, centers, and visiting researchers from Australia, Belgium, Canada, England, Germany, Japan, Russia, Scotland, Slovakia, South Africa, Switzerland, and the United States.
Bell Labs, HP, Intel, Servier, Siemens, and Procter and Gamble are now all partners in major research centers with Irish universities. SFI, I am proud to say, has played a key role in bringing these partnerships together. These partnerships signal the start of a new Irish economy built on knowledge, ideas, and talent – built around outstanding people.

In the 21st century, a country can hardly hope for a more promising force for prosperity than being known as a place where great minds come together.  

But Ireland is not the only one who has learned this lesson. And that is where I want to spend the next few minutes of my remarks.

America benefits from having readily available venture capital. It benefits from the relative soundness of its capital markets and massive private and public investments in R&D. It benefits from the flexibility of its labor markets. It benefits from an array of educational institutions that give people multiple points of entry into a learning environment. It benefits from an entrepreneurial culture that allows people to fail and keep going. The Seattle area illustrates this entrepreneurial culture of high energy and high creativity in so many ways.

Such strengths, however, will amount to little if we do not prepare talent as is necessary. The greatest threat from other countries, including China and India, is not outsourcing. It is not even population. According to current trends, by the middle of this century America’s population could be half the size of China’s, rather than a quarter.  

The question is not how many people a country has, but how well educated will its rising work force be.  

Worldwide, countries are imitating and replicating the US innovation system to an extent and a depth never seen before. I would assume that this state, as America’s gateway to East Asia, knows this fact as well if not better than any other. 

Higher education in India and China is growing at a pace comparable to what the US experienced after World War Two.  

In 1999, American universities awarded 220,000 bachelor’s degrees in science and technology. China awarded 322,000, and India awarded 251,000.  

Their growth rate in these areas is practically Irish in its magnitude. Just two decades ago, these countries awarded barely a fraction of these science and technology degrees.
 But China’s college enrollment grew by two-thirds between 1995 and 2000. And India’s enrollment increased by more than a third between 1996 and 2002, to 8.8 million.

China’s spending on R&D has tripled in seven years. India is due to double its number of engineering colleges to 1,000 by 2010. China’s share of scientific papers rose from 16 percent in 1990 to 25 percent in 2004. If this trend continues, Asia will publish more science than America within 10 to 15 years.

Already, in 2003, America lost its status as the world’s leading recipient of foreign direct investment. The new leader is China – a worrisome sign of how the market now judges future opportunity.
American, meanwhile, is like the proverbial frog in the boiling water: Getting cooked without even noticing. I fear that the same is true for Washington State. 

In 2000, only 28% of America’s white students completed their bachelor’s degrees. The same year, only 17% of African American students and 11% of Hispanic students completed their bachelor’s. 

Economic disparities only exacerbate the failure. Sixty percent of students from high socioeconomic backgrounds earn bachelor’s degrees by age 26. Only seven percent of young people from low socioeconomic backgrounds do.
 Let me put that another way:

A child growing up in a family earning more than $90,000 has a 1 in 2 chance of getting a college degree by age 24. A child in a family earning $35,000 to $61,000 has a 1 in 10 chance. A child in a family earning under $35,000 has a 1 in 17 chance. Racial differences only exacerbate the gap.
  

All combined, only 18 of every 100 of America’s ninth-graders will graduate in ten years with either a bachelor’s or an associate’s degree. 

Let me say that again: At current rates, only 18 of every 100 of America’s ninth-graders will graduate in ten years with either a bachelor’s or an associate’s degree.
These facts are not a wake-up call. They’re an alarm bell. 

The State of Washington faces a major challenge in the declining growth in its population. State data show that population growth in the state is expected to slow to 1.2 percent per year between now and 2030. This includes declines in the key 16- to 24-year old age group between 2010 and 2020.
 

Another challenge is this: The state will become increasingly diversified. This is only a challenge because of the educational disparities I have cited that impact so negatively on African Americans and Hispanics. One of your recent state reports said, “Today, the average education level of African American workers of every age cohort is far below their white counterparts. The gap for Hispanic workers is even greater.”

These challenges put a premium on Washington’s building an education system that accomplishes three key goals in the 21st century:

1. You must educate everyone as well as possible, from K through 16.

2. You must offer lifelong learning opportunities so that the existent talent base continues to improve its productivity and innovation capacities.

3. And three, you must attract talent from elsewhere to study here and ultimately settle here.

This state already does well attracting new immigrants, because of its solid manufacturing base. And these in-migrants, as they are called, are typically better educated that the adults here who were not recent migrants to the state. 

The challenge is to ensure that this talent pool becomes part of a lasting knowledge-driven economy. 

It is worth noting, for example, that the high-tech sector here primarily employs older workers, those aged 26-35. Most of the age group of 16- to 24-year olds work in high-tech sectors. Are they getting the education they need and should get in order to compete for high-tech jobs and contribute to the sectors that most contribute to prosperity and innovation today?

The Business-Higher Education Forum is an organization of leaders from American businesses, colleges and universities, and museums. In a recent study of US education and competitiveness it observes, “All of the world’s great civilizations. . . rose on innovation, the spread of ideas and technology, and the cultivation of learning to fuel the creativity and productivity of their citizens. These societies ultimately failed not by being outflanked by stronger economies or military forces but from complacency.” 

If the education system as a whole does not succeed, neither will the State of Washington, anymore than Ireland could, anymore than India or China can. Ideas and human talent are the only real forces for perpetual ingenuity. But my fear is that this state, like our country, is trapped by 50 years of success that have made it complacent.

Fifty years ago, America didn’t have a world-leading research university. Then came the Office of Naval Research (ONR), the National Science Foundation (NSF) and GI Bill, DARPA, the infusion of funds after Sputnik, and the emergence of the national academies.  

Meanwhile, innovations made higher education accessible across society, thanks to community colleges, standardized testing, affirmative action, and financial aid. Today, for-profit higher education is creating new competition.  

But world competition is crowding in on us. Millions of people in other countries, literally, will soon possess the level of expertise and education that has long been America’s greatest strength. This is wonderful for the world, and a message to us: 

It is telling us to re-learn old lessons and innovate again, starting with the engine of innovation, the school system. Having learned from America’s example, other nations have rightly put their focus on the school system as they look to compete with America. It is in the school system that you should put your focus.

I therefore would like to conclude my remarks with how you might change your school system. I hope a few of these ideas are useful enough to catch your attention. It was radical to create the ONR, NSF and GI Bill. It was radical to find a way to overtake Sputnik. It was radical to transform our universities into research-based institutions. And it is time we stopped being complacent with the way the education system works today.

First, your public universities and colleges and their nearby school systems must be required, required, to cooperate. They are not individual parts of a larger system. They are one part of the same system, or should be. They must make the path to college academically and administratively seamless for all capable students, no matter their race or income, no matter where they begin or what their family circumstances at the outset. 
As I said, in the US, 60 percent of students from high socioeconomic backgrounds earn bachelor’s degrees by age 26. Only seven percent of young people from low socioeconomic backgrounds do.
  

This crisis requires the attention of the state government, school administrators, community colleges, universities, foundations, and businesses large and small. The alternative is a failure that will haunt generations.

In the 1990s, the largest number of immigrants in history moved to America. One out of five children in America is now the child of new immigrants. Ninety-eight percent of these children are citizens. The State of Washington is equally affected by this profound movement of humanity. You must help bring these new citizens fully and successfully into your education system. 

Think of recent immigrants like Sergei Brin, born in Moscow, immigrant to America, and co-inventor of Google. Think of Jerry Yang, born in Taiwan, immigrant to America, and co-founder of Yahoo. Think of Pierre Omidyar, born in France, immigrant to America, and founder of eBay. I wonder if the next generation in this state will have the same opportunities to learn and contribute.

Today, my guess is that the State of Washington is failing thousands and thousands of immigrant and lower-income students in the schools that surround your universities. Solving this problem should be a role of higher education, working in cooperation with the schools. If they cannot do so, who can?  
Imagine if we could raise the performance of our high schools in math and science just to the levels of Western Europe in a decade. A study out of Stanford estimates that US gross domestic product growth would be four percent higher by 2025 and ten percent higher by 2035.
 Can you imagine the impact on the State of Washington? And I don’t even have to mention the impact such a transformation would have on community development or quality of life.

The State of Washington, frankly, has a much better chance of getting there than other places, as long as its stops acting as if the universities are one form of education and K-12 another. There must be accountability for the system’s success. A new focus on the role of the system’s shared performance is long overdue. The universities and schools must ensure high-quality K-16 education. 

If you could join the best part of your education system, higher education, with the element of the system that educates the most students, the K-12 system, you would have the key force required for education, opportunity, and competitiveness.
My second argument is that your community colleges and the universities must create a seamless passage for students to a good career or the next formal step in their educations. 

I know you have taken important steps toward improving the ease of transfer, the coordination of academic programs, and pathways from one level of higher education to another. I encourage these efforts and challenge you to create a model the country can emulate. 

But some questions deserve to be asked, and asked again and again until you get the right answers:

· Are most high-achieving community college students welcomed and supported in making the transition to the most selective four-year schools in the state? 

· Is school and state funding available, in the form of grants, not loans, to carry successful students from a community college to a four-year institution? 

· Do the faculty of the community college receive training and support for preparing students for successful transfer, and get rewarded for the success of their students at the next level? 

· Do the community colleges and four-year institutions work together to put in place programs that make it as simple as possible for community college students to make the transition? 

Low-income students, as you know, often begin their educations at community colleges. So do people of color. In fact, 57 percent of all Hispanics attending higher education attend community colleges. Students who attend community college often are non-traditional aged. They often work full-time jobs while they attend school. They often must balance family responsibilities with schoolwork. 

In the 21st century, when other countries are capitalizing upon their talent, the higher education system must not allow these factors of modern life to become a detriment to smooth matriculation. We should see them for what they usually are – signs of extraordinary dedication to learning. And the state should require its public institutions of higher education to cooperate with one another to make the door from one stage to the other as wide open as possible.

Similarly, community colleges must do a far better job linking to the labor market for students who do not want to go onto four-year education. I would take it as a troubling sign that most of the 16-24-year olds in this state do not work in the high-tech sectors. Again, some questions come to mind:

· Are the community colleges curricula being developed with the labor market in mind? 

· Are the industries and community colleges working in close concert to build a prepared labor force? 

· Do the students get the support they need to step into good jobs in knowledge-driven sectors should they have that aspiration? 

· Are they being provided good information to make a wise career choice via their education in the community college?

The four-year universities and community colleges must do far more than they are to work together. And the community colleges and business sector must do far more together too. As you can see, I think as much as possible the lines we draw between these sectors must be erased. They are the ways of yesterday.

For my third and final suggestion, I want to hark back to history for a moment. In 1862, Congress passed the Morrill Act. It granted the states more than 17 million acres of land to raise revenue to establish colleges. The land was to be sold and the profits used to create colleges for agriculture and the mechanical arts. In 1890 a second Morrill Act awarded similar land grants to southern states. 

Together, these schools opened up college to a whole new population.  

I wonder if this state has the foresight to do that for itself today, and in so doing, to set an example for the country? The impact on high-tech, high-knowledge, high-wage areas that have prospered here in the past would be profound.
When an agrarian and industrial economy drove American competitiveness, the Morrill Act was necessary and valuable. Now that technology, wireless communication, and the Internet play a vital part in society and prosperity, a new Morrill Act is needed. By this I mean an equally vast infusion of funding to revolutionize our universities or even develop entirely new institutions of higher education.  

The objection will be that you don’t have the money. The objection will be that it threatens the colleges and universities of today. That it will ask for too much accountability. Or that the problem is the private sectors, not government.  

If we are unwilling to try new ideas and take bold steps, we must believe that, no matter how the world has changed, we can keep doing what we’re doing and get the same results. 

I have to believe that the State of Washington understands that with the right set of new ideas for this state, it can build a strategic system focused on the best interests of the student – and that such a system will translate into the best value for Washington and all its citizens. New, better ideas will get new and better results, and in the 21st century, new and better results are imperative. 

On that note, let me conclude by calling upon the words of someone who knows firsthand the severity of the situation. Craig Barrett, Intel’s CEO, spoke in Phoenix about 18 months ago. He observed, “There has been a once-in-a-lifetime event that has taken place – the infusion almost overnight of about half of the world’s population in the free economic system. That has meant increased competition because. They have lots of well educated people (who)….can do just about any job we do in the United States….No job is safe and secure in the United States by right. It’s only safe and secure as long as we have best education system, the best ideas, the best productivity.”

As Yogi Berra said, “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.”

We look at developing trends in education and innovation and see other countries, small and large, from Ireland to China, increasing capacity and strength. 

We see other places massively increasing the number and proportion of their students with advanced degrees. 

We see countries dramatically expanding their science and engineering programs. 

We see the American education system inadequately preparing students, and utterly failing new generations of Americans. 

We see high-tech jobs being exported to other countries. 

We see these facts, and we see developing trends that – if left unanswered – will lead to a day of reckoning.  

This state must stay ahead of the future. Only complacency and the status quo stand in your way. I hope you believe that the time to change the system of education in Washington has come.  

Thank you again for the opportunity to be with you and talk about facing these challenges, starting here in Washington.
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