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Wednesday, May 28, 2008

2008 NACME National Symposium
Awards Banquet - - Reginald H. Jones Distinguished Service Award

Thank you so very much.  This is certainly a tremendous honor, one of the most meaningful in my life. I’m deeply grateful to NACME for according me this very significant recognition.  It is, of course a special privilege to receive the award from someone I hold in such great esteem.  John Brooks Slaughter will always be one of my heroes because of his lifelong, principled and highly effective advocacy for excellence and equity in higher education.  As you heard in John’s remarks, I had the great good fortune to serve as provost at the University of Maryland during John’s tenure as president of that university. The work I did, as cited in this award, had its roots in those days with John.  What I learned from him, as his lieutenant, shaped so much of all that followed later in my career.  So, John, I accept this award with a heartfelt tip of the hat to you and for all you have meant to me and so many others over the years.   
I also want to acknowledge my good friend Irving MacPhail, the Executive Vice President of NACME.  Ironically, Irving was at the University of Maryland at the same time John and I were there.  He went from UM to a very distinguished career as an academic leader, including a highly successful stint as the Chancellor of the Baltimore County Community College.  Irving really turned BCCC around and transformed it into one of the nation’s most outstanding community colleges.  
Of course, I cannot accept this award without also acknowledging my wife, who has been my partner since 1960.  I mean “partner” in the strict sense of the word because nothing I’ve done in my professional life would have been possible with out her love, nurture and support.  And, so in a real sense, I accept this award on her behalf as well.  

The Reginald H. Jones Distinguished Service Award, named for a man who was a pioneer in increasing access to engineering education for minorities, reminds us all how important it is that we continue our efforts—in the face of sometimes entrenched opposition—to increase minority participation in higher education overall, and specifically in the nation’s science and engineering workforce.

For more than three decades, the National Action Council for Minorities in Engineering has provided effective leadership, powerful advocacy, and unyielding support for the national effort to increase the presence of underrepresented minorities in engineering, technology, math, and scientific careers.  
And while this is clearly “the right thing to do,” it is more than just a noble effort . . . it is a vitally important one as well.  The theme of this year’s NACME National Symposium—“Confronting the ‘New’ American Dilemma: Retaining Scientific and Technological Leadership in a ‘Flatter’ World”—makes that point clearly.

The fact of the matter is, for the first time in our nation’s history, we are developing an education deficit in relation to rest of the industrialized world, and a deficit most especially in the STEM areas of science, technology, engineering and mathematics.  This deficit is threatening our status as the world’s economic super power.  
2008 marks the 25th anniversary of the publication of the report, A Nation at Risk.  As many of you recall, it was supposed to be a ‘wake-up’ call for our nation.  Does anyone doubt that the issues of concern that produced this report are actually worse today than they were 25 years ago? In my view, we’ve gone from being a nation at risk to a nation facing a crisis. 

There are many signs of this crisis.  For example, we now rank 11th in the percent of our population with a college degree and we’re the only industrialized nation where a smaller percentage of the 25 to 35 year old cohort has a college degree than the 35 to 45 year old cohort. In other words, we’re the only industrialized nation going in the wrong direction in terms of the education of our citizenry.  And, help is definitely not on the way. We rank 16th in the percent of our 8th graders who graduate from high school, down from number one just a few decades ago!
 In an economy that puts a premium on a skilled workforce, creativity, and innovation, this education deficit – if unchecked – would be devastating for our nation’s global competitiveness and economic security in the decades ahead.  In addition, with an economy that places a premium on a college degree, we are running the risk of creating a permanent underclass that belies our heritage as a land of opportunity and an upwardly mobile society if we don’t make college more accessible and affordable for all students.  

I know that Norm Augustine, former chairman and CEO of Lockheed Martin, recipient of the President's National Medal of Technology, and – I’m proud to say -- soon to be a member of the University System of Maryland Board of Regents, spoke earlier today.  
Of course, Norm was also Chair of the Committee on Prospering in the Global Economy of the 21st Century which issued the widely noted report— “call to arms,” really—Rising Above the Gathering Storm.  
   Here are some examples of why the committee was so alarmed:

· During the past 2 decades, the numbers of engineers, mathematicians, physical scientists, and geoscientists graduating with bachelor’s degrees in the United States have declined by almost 20%. 

· Almost twice as many bachelor’s degrees were awarded in physics the year before Sputnik as last year.

· The number of engineering doctorates awarded by US universities to US citizens dropped by 23% in the past decade.

· The US share of the global output of doctorates in science and engineering declined from 52% in 1986 to 22% in 2003.

· The United States ranks 17th among developed nations in the proportion of college students receiving degrees in science or engineering, a fall from third place three decades ago. It ranks 26th in the proportion receiving undergraduate degrees in mathematics.

Now . . . couple these facts with the demographic profile of college-age students in the nation—with low-income students, underrepresented minorities, first-generation college students, and students of color represent a rapidly growing proportion of the collage-age population—and it is obvious that we have a national crisis on our hands.
If America is to sustain a position of leadership in the knowledge era, we must reverse a number of troubling trends . . . and if we are to reverse these trends, higher education – and in particular organizations like NACME -- must lead the way.  

I realize I am not here this evening to deliver a lengthy key-note address tackling various policy issues . . . but I would like to very briefly highlight two specific initiatives underway within the University System of Maryland that are intended to address these issues.

First, we are also attacking the gap in college participation, retention, and graduation rates between low-income students and under-represented minorities on the one hand and the general student population on the other hand.  As difficult as making progress in closing this “achievement gap” has proven to be, it is imperative that we redouble our efforts and find the path to success.

As I noted, low-income and minority students represent a rapidly growing proportion of the college-age population.  But the rates at which these students go to college, stay in college, and graduate from college remain well below the rate of the student body at large.  

Last year, the USM brought together federal, state, and higher education leaders for a conference to initiate our renewed focus on this issue.  At the conference, we worked to define the issues that impede the achievement of low-income students, first-generation students, and students of color when compared to the general student body; we identified successful, scalable programs that improve student achievement among these populations; and we developed a broad outline of action that will enable USM to systematically improve student achievement. 

As a follow-up to this effort, we are developing an Achievement Gap Action Plan and Funding initiative.  The USM Office has provided the institutions with specific data regarding how well low-income students, underrepresented minorities, and African-American males perform on their campuses. Each USM institution has been tasked with examining the achievement gap in three specific areas: 

· Low-income students versus high-income students; 

· Underrepresented minority students versus majority students; 

· African-American males versus white males.   

Using these data, each campus has identified the institution-specific factors that lead to the gaps in academic success rates, and developed strategies to address these factors.  Institutional plans—with specific steps and time lines—have been submitted to USM Office.  We will begin implementation next fall, with the goal of reducing the academic success achievement gaps by one-half by 2015 and eliminating the gaps altogether by 2020
Second, we are taking steps to restore leadership in the STEM disciplines of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics.  When it comes to the STEM areas, Maryland—and the United States—face two parallel challenges:  An on-going shortage of K-12 STEM teachers and a serious workforce shortage in the STEM areas.

Within the USM, we are launching a system wide initiative to cultivate the next generation of STEM teachers, so that they can in turn cultivate the next generation of STEM professionals.  We are modeling our approach after the successful UTeach program at the University of Texas.  Under this program, the College of Science begins recruiting potential math and science teachers from its freshman science majors.  Freshmen are given stipends to work in local schools.  In their sophomore and junior years, they serve as teaching assistants in the schools and begin taking the required methods course from the College of Education.  When they graduate, they have both a science degree and teaching certification.  The numbers are impressive.  When the program was launched 6 or 7 years ago, it had about 60 students.  Today it has 600.

As we introduce a similar approach with the USM, we are also setting an ambitious goal, which harkens back to the Gathering Storm Report.  You may recall that the report calls for the U.S. to produce 10,000 highly qualified math and science teachers a year for ten years as a nation, what is Maryland’s share?  We’re a state with about 3% of the nation’s population.  So we should be producing at least 3% of the 10,000 needed, or about 300 STEM teachers a year.  A present, we’re producing around 100.  Thus, we have set the goal of tripling our production of math and science teachers.  That’s a significant increase but with UTeach-like programs on our campuses, we believe it is doable.  The only way our nation can achieve the goal called for in the report is for every state to adopt an approach along the lines of what we are doing in Maryland.  

I’m  pleased to say that our Governor, Martin O’Malley, has embraced both of these initiatives and provided funding for us to launch them. I think it is safe to say that these two efforts—enhancing STEM education and Closing the Achievement Gap—capture both the spirit behind the Reginald H. Jones Distinguished Service Award and the philosophy that drives NACME.  
Through these two simultaneous efforts, we intend to position the University System of Maryland as a MODEL system—committed to—meeting the challenge of building a diverse corps of world-class graduates in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics fields.  These men and women of different races and ethnicities will be poised to meet the challenges of the new economy and take their position as leaders of society.

Once again I thank you for honoring me this evening I pledge to you that I will continue to maintain my focus—both in Maryland and across the nation—on the vital work you champion.  It is a privilege and honor to be recognized by an organization dedicated to addressing what I believe is the most significant problem facing our nation…closing our education deficit and securing our economic future.
