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Why College For Every Student is Committed to Closing the Skills Gap

Recently, College For Every Student (CFES) hosted a 
gathering of its young alumni at the Harvard Club in  
New York City. Fifty-five recent college graduates, most 
from Harlem and the Bronx, attended.

At the celebration, CFES Scholars spoke about attaining their 
degrees from colleges like Syracuse, Skidmore, Marist, Penn State, 
Temple, Middlebury and several public colleges and universities in 
New York State. 

“Our scholars talked about overcoming odds and many thanked 
CFES for helping them reach a place they had never thought 
possible,” said Rick Dalton, CFES President & CEO.

At the end of the evening, a young CFES Scholar named Maria 
came over to talk with Dr. Dalton and said she didn’t have a job. 
Maria had moved back with her single mother, and with her newly 
minted college degree, she was living on food stamps.

“When the evening ended,” said Dr. Dalton, “I was euphoric about 
our successful alumni. But, I was deeply saddened about Maria’s 
circumstances. Implicitly, we had made a promise to this young 
woman, a promise we have made to thousands of other CFES 
Scholars. Work hard, become a leader, develop grit, teamwork and 
other essential skills. Graduate from high school, get your college 
degree and you’ll find a good job and enjoy a better life.

“But, for Maria, we hadn’t delivered on that promise.”

Maria, with her newly minted bachelor’s degree and psychology 
major, had no knowledge of the job market and no idea how to find 
a job. That was her skills gap.

Subsequently, Maria learned about the job market from a 
professional in the CFES network and found a job, and ultimately 
her college degree provided her with opportunity. 



Happily, Maria found a job and her college degree has provided 
her with opportunity.

“But,” Dr. Dalton said, “her circumstance made all of us at CFES 
realize that it’s not enough to help our kids get into and through 
college. We need to help our children become productive workers 
in the New Economy. We need to help close the skills gap.”

A Call to Action
Right now millions of young people are struggling to find good jobs 
and to launch successful careers, thousands of companies are 
unable to expand and innovate because they cannot fill critical 
positions, and regions around the world are striving to overcome 
slowing growth and stagnating standards of living. The common 
factor behind all of these challenges is a large and growing gap 
between the skills that we are providing to our children and those 
that are required to be successful in a 21st Century economy. It is 
perhaps the single most important factor limiting our aspirations 
as individuals, organizations, and regions. 

In April 2015, fifty-five international leaders and policy-makers 
spanning the fields of education, business, and philanthropy 
convened for a two-day summit focused on The Skills Gap and 
the New Economy: Implications for Low-Income Students.

 
The summit was convened by College For Every Student (CFES) 
and Trinity College Dublin and hosted at the CFES Center in Essex, 
New York. Organizers challenged participants to explore strategic, 
actionable, and measurable steps to close the skills gap currently 
preventing millions of young people in the United States and 
abroad from obtaining jobs, advancing careers, and contributing 
to the global economy. 

A group of distinguished experts shared their insights on the issue: 
George Pataki, presidential candidate and former Governor of New 
York State; Dr. Pasi Sahlberg, Harvard professor, Finnish educator 
and author; Kelli Wells, Executive Director of Education and Skills 
at the GE Foundation; Dean Garfield, President and CEO of the 
Information Technology Industry Council; Bill Fitzsimmons, Dean of 
Admissions and Financial Aid at Harvard College; and Tom Boland, 
CEO of Ireland’s Higher Education Authority. At the end of each 
day, summit attendees gathered in roundtable groups to develop 
concrete strategies to close the skills gap. 

❝�People, not systems, must be at 
the core of our strategy…❞

 – Cliona Hannon, Trinity College Dublin

Dean Garfield, President and CEO of the Information Technology Industry Council

George Pataki, Former Governor of New York



Understanding the Skills Gap
“There is a mismatch between workers’ skills, education levels, and 
job requirements,” explained GE Foundation’s Kelli Wells. Millions 
of high-paying and “middle-skills” jobs go unfilled because young 
adults lack post-secondary education and relevant skills. She 
cited a recent Business Roundtable survey in which 60 percent 
of employers reported that most candidates applying for jobs 
lack the skills to fill available positions. The problem is only going 
to get worse. A study by Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl projected 
that nearly 65 percent of the 47 million job openings in the United 
States by 2018 will require some kind of post-secondary education, 
but there will be a shortfall of three million individuals with the 
appropriate level of education to fill them. Millions of people are 
wasting their efforts in low-wage, low-skill jobs even as high-
paying, high-skill jobs go unfilled. This disconnect between supply 
and demand creates negative economic and social consequences 
for individuals, companies, and entire economies. 

The skills gap manifests in three basic ways:

The Essential Skills Gap. Many students do not even 
make it to college because they lack “essential skills” such as grit, 
perseverance, leadership, adaptability, raised aspirations, and 
teamwork.

The Degree Completion Gap. Almost half of all 
students who start college fail to complete a degree, leaving 
millions of working Americans without a credential that has 
become essential for economic security. While the United States 
used to lead the world in the percentage of population with a 
college degree, it now lags behind a number of other countries. 

The STEM Gap. Despite the fact that students with STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering & Mathematics) skills earn 
significantly more and have lower unemployment rates, STEM 
degrees make up a relatively small share of all degrees granted in 
the United States, especially compared to other countries.

Narrowing all three of these interrelated gaps could significantly 
increase economic growth and standards of living. As our society 
evolves into a knowledge economy, these skills are becoming 
even more critical. The Information Technology Industry Council’s 
Dean Garfield spoke for all those at the summit when he said, “The 
importance of this conversation cannot be overstated.” Harvard 
professor Pasi Sahlberg told summit attendees, “We must prepare 
students for a world that doesn’t yet exist because 65 percent of 
today’s students will be working in jobs that don’t exist today.”

William Fitzsimmons, Dean of Admissions and Financial Aid,  
Harvard College

Kelli Wells, Executive Director of Education and Skills, GE Foundation



If we do not rise to this challenge there is a real risk that economic growth will 
continue to slow, inequality will continue to increase, and overall standards 
of living will decline. Governor Pataki articulated a growing sense of despair 
when he stated, “It used to be that people believed tomorrow will be a better 
day. Too often, you don’t hear that optimism today. To turn this around, we 
must link education to opportunity and give every young person the ability to 
develop a dream and to access that dream.” 

Low-Income Students and the  
Skills Gap
While these skill gaps occur throughout the entire population, they 
disproportionately affect low-income and minority students. In 
the United States, low-income youth are eight times more likely 
than their upper income peers to be caught in the skills gap vortex. 
Most often this is not because they lack ability, but because they 
have not acquired appropriate skills, training, and post-secondary 
degrees. What is especially troubling is that less than five percent 
of the Bachelor’s degrees in STEM are awarded to low-income 
students. And the number of students living in poverty is increasing. 
According to the Southern Education Foundation, 51 percent of 
students in the United States, live at or below the poverty line. 

“The workforce of the future doesn’t look like today’s workforce,” 
said Dean Garfield, noting that by 2024, women and people of 
color will comprise the majority of the U.S. workforce. “America’s 
growing diversity is a huge factor that must be considered as we 
devise strategies to close the skills gap, encourage increased post-

secondary education, and solve the job opportunity crisis.”

Low-Income Students Falling  
Further Behind 
No serious attempt to close the skills gap can ignore this reality. 
Understanding the cultural differences that abound in a diverse 
society is a vital factor in the equation. Two Summit participants, 
Don Outing and Porter Braswell, described innovative, high-impact 
strategies to strengthen diversity in higher education and the 
workforce. Mr. Outing oversees comprehensive efforts to diversify 
the student body at the United States Military Academy at West 
Point, while Mr. Braswell is the CEO and Founder of Jopwell, a 
company dedicated to helping bridge the minority employment gap.

Rick Dalton, President and CEO of College
For Every Student

Donald Outing, Chief Diversity Officer,
United States Military Academy



Low-income students continue to lose ground at every step, including college degree attainment and post-
secondary skills certification. We are seeing a self-reinforcing cycle where those raised in poverty have fewer 
educational opportunities, making it harder to find the resources to lift themselves and their families out of poverty. 
Economists, social scientists, and politicians may disagree about the causes of poverty and income inequality or 
how best to solve long-standing racial and ethnic issues, but across the political spectrum, people agree on the 
fundamental role of education. 

❝�Too often we let complex 
problems paralyze us and 
instead of action, we find 
blame that, in turn, creates 
inertia, so that nothing  
gets done.❞

– Rick Dalton, President and CEO,  
College For Every Student

One exemplary partnership that centers on mentoring is  
Ernst & Young’s College MAP (Mentoring for Access & Persistence) 
program. First developed six years ago with technical support 
from College For Every Student, the program now serves more 
than 1,000 low-income high school students in nearly 30 cities 
across the United States. EY employees serve as mentors, and 
college-going attendance rates have soared for participating 
students. College MAP supports students in grade 11 through post-
secondary degree attainment, and in addition to college access 
assistance, students receive help creating resumes and preparing 
for job interviews. Some students secure internships at EY and 
many pursue accounting and business because of their mentors’ 
positive influence.

Implementing Strategies to Close  
the Gap
Closing the skills gap is a global problem, but the challenge must 
be met and solved locally by stakeholders who best understand 
their own cultures and issues. While national workforce policies 
and investments play an important role, CFES has identified a 
critical gap in our system—engaging with and encouraging at-risk 
youth on a one-to-one basis. Mentorship programs can develop 
the aspirations, the self-confidence, and the grit that are absolutely 
essential for students to pursue a college education, complete a 
degree in STEM or other fields and become workforce ready for the 
New Economy. 

Against a background of partisan debates on economic and social 
policy, participants at the Summit identified four strategies that 

can be implemented locally and immediately close the skills gap:

1. Implement Mentoring

Throughout the summit we heard about the transformative impact 
of mentoring by providing low-income students encouragement, 
information and guidance. Laura Ann Lambert, recent Trinity 
College Dublin graduate now enrolled at Ireland’s Royal College 
of Surgeons, attributed her trajectory to her mentor. Over the past 
two decades at College For Every Student, 75,000 low-income 
students like Laura Ann have benefited from mentoring programs 
in their ascent to college. 

Gary Kuch, Director of the Clark Foundation 
Scholarship Program (L), and
Ronan Smith, CFES Coordinator,  
Trinity Access 21 (R)



In Ireland, mentors who are from low-income backgrounds and 
who have completed STEM degrees at Trinity College, mentor 
secondary school-aged students in Dublin as part of a CFES/TAP 
initiative. Early indicators show that the group of mostly 14-year 
olds are much better informed about the subjects they need to 
select and more confident about and more likely to pursue STEM 
study and career options, according to Cliona Hannon, Director of 
Trinity Access Programmes (TAP). 

We propose using peers, college students, business and 
community leaders as mentors. Additionally, we recommend 
different venues—in-person as well as virtual mentoring; one-on-
one and group mentoring where one mentor works with multiple 
students. Be creative and develop a model (or multiple models) that 
fits the culture and resources of the setting. What’s most important 
is frequency—students need to meet with their mentor regularly. 

For those businesses, corporations or other organizations looking 
to build high-impact mentoring programs, CFES and TAP can 

provide trainings, resources and ongoing support. 

2. Close the Career Information Gap

A major reason for the skills gap among low-income students 
is simply that these young people lack information about jobs 
and careers in the New Economy. The students who most 
need this information and knowledge, those from low-income 
households, have the least understanding of 21st Century career 
and job opportunities. “There needs to be a clear connection with 
education to the jobs of the future,” said Kelli Wells. “Teachers, 
students and parents need to understand what kind of jobs 
will exist so we can adequately prepare today’s students for 

tomorrow’s jobs.”

ELISEo MArTInEz: Succeeding through Grit

Three years ago, Eliseo’s parents left for Mexico to care for a sick relative, and he and his siblings moved 
into a trailer with his aunt and cousins in Mulberry, Florida.  

Over the years, Eliseo has watched the family struggle to care for eight children but, as he said, “I’m 
using my situation to push me to greater things.” Indeed, Eliseo’s grit and motivation have helped him 
earn all A’s since joining the CFES STEM program as a sixth grader last year.

Through CFES, Eliseo participates in mentoring, takes the lead in organizing service activities and school 
events, visits college campuses and recently went to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point for a three-
day STEM workshop.

“My dad is a migrant worker. He follows the crops. My dad’s working situation motivates me to try harder 
in school,” wrote Eliseo in his West Point STEM application. 

“CFES gives Eliseo the motivation to do well,” said migrant advocate Dani Higgins-Torres. 

“When I grow up, I want to become a surgeon,” said Eliseo. “Many students from my community have dropped out of high school and I 
don’t want to make the same mistake. Through CFES, I am gaining the skills and confidence to succeed.” 

Secondary school-age students need to know:

•	where the jobs are today both locally and globally and where the 
jobs will be in the future 

•	specific skills that employers need and credentials that they 
require

•	requirements for entry-level positions

•	internships that are available locally and beyond

Here are some specific examples of what students need to 
know: “middle-skills” jobs such as utility workers, health aides, 
construction workers, auto mechanics, plumbers and electricians 
require post-secondary certification and two-year degrees. But 
other jobs, like research science and engineering, require four-year 
and sometimes graduate degrees. 

Career pathway lessons at all ages need to be achievable, 
engaging, and relevant to get pre-collegiate students thinking 
about what their future can look like. Communication with students 
must begin by grades 6-9 so they can achieve career awareness 
proficiency and make appropriate academic pathway choices. 



3. Build STEM Awareness and readiness

Several summit speakers delivered the message: if you want a job in 
the New Economy, pursue STEM study and skills. We may not know 
the jobs of the future, but we do know that most of the high-paying 
jobs will be STEM-based. The U.S. Department of Labor projects that 
STEM-related jobs will increase by nearly 10 million by 2022. 

“Cars that drive themselves, robotic kitchens, manned missions to 
Mars, this is what our future has in store, and the common thread 
for these future jobs is STEM,” said Kelli Wells. 

Trauma surgeon Dr. John Fortune explained, “The healthcare and 
assistance sector industry will comprise the largest segment of 
workers in the country with a total 22 million jobs projected for 
2022, an increase of five million over the next seven years.” 

Not every student needs an advanced STEM degree from a 
research university. Community colleges play a critical role in 
educating students for high-demand technical roles, and the 
liberal arts, the creative arts, and design thinking are just as 
essential for a vibrant economy and fulfilling careers as STEM. 
The diversity of our economy and the diversity of our individual 
aspirations will require a diversity of educational solutions.

To ensure that significantly more low-income students pursue 
STEM study and careers, we need to increase interest, knowledge, 
and skills in STEM. College students studying in STEM fields and 
professionals with STEM jobs make ideal mentors and can serve as 
role models for our students. 

Faculty and cadets from the U.S. Military Academy have provided 
robotics workshops and residential STEM camps at West Point for 
hundreds of CFES students. Through these and other supports and 
interventions, CFES is seeing significant gains in the number of 
high school-aged students committing to STEM study and careers, 

according to Rick Dalton, President and CEO.

❝�Here at West Point we have a 
responsibility to address this 
issue of the under-representation 
of low-income students within 
STEM —to focus our efforts 
on those under-represented 
students and to foster an 
inclusionary and diverse STEM 
pipeline.❞

– Don Outing, United States Military  
Academy at West Point

4. Develop the Essential Skills

Pursuing and ultimately completing a college degree (especially 
a STEM degree) is hard work. This requires high aspirations, grit, 
teamwork, and other Essential Skills.

Developing the Essential Skills helps pre-collegiate students 
succeed in college and beyond. According to Dr. Ed St. John of 
the University of Michigan, the Essential Skills help young people 
become college and career ready. Additionally, these skills can 
provide the competency foundation for jobs of the future, the jobs 
that Pasi Sahlberg describes: those that don’t exist today.

LAUrA Ann LAMBErT: Soaring to Surgery

“There’s nothing you can’t do…there’s nothing you can’t achieve. Teaching this to young people develops 
their confidence to believe in themselves and aspire to the future,” said Dr. Laura Ann Lambert. 

A 2013 graduate of Trinity College Dublin who was mentored by Trinity Access Programmes (TAP) 
Director Cliona Hannon, Lambert today is training to become a surgeon at Ireland’s Royal College of 
Surgeons.

Noting her upbringing in an impoverished part of Dublin, Lambert said “I had limited horizons until I was 
discovered by the Trinity Access Programmes (TAP). It changed my life!”  

Laura Ann is the first TAP graduate to become a trainee surgeon, and “it was her grit and determination 
that made her successful,” says Hannon. Her secondary school sent very few graduates to college, and 
to prepare for Ireland’s final examination, Lambert had to teach herself chemistry.

“Now I am definitely a cog in the wheel at my hospital and I am so grateful to Trinity College and my mentor, Cliona,” she said.

So grateful, in fact, that Lambert herself is now mentoring other students at Trinity Access Programmes.



College For Every Student and the Trinity Access 
Programmes have helped nearly 100,000 low-income 
students develop the Essential Skills. Among other 
measures of impact, 98 percent of TAP’s students attain 
four-year degrees, while 95 percent of CFES students 
pursue college. 

When we ask CFES Scholars about the source of their success, 
they talk about mentors, role models, service projects, leadership 
training—people and activities that ultimately helped them develop 
the Essential Skills. 

We recommend that all students devote a minimum of 30 hours 
annually developing the Essential Skills. When you consider that 
the typical American student spends up to 60 hours each year 
taking standardized tests, this time commitment is reasonable 
and achievable. CFES and TAP can provide curricular modules, 
training, and other resources and support for the programmatic 
development of the Essential Skills.



Conclusion
Low-Income Students Aspiring to and 
Achieving the Extraordinary
After finishing secondary school, summit panelist Gary Gannon 
worked in construction for five years before his foreman convinced 
him to pursue post-secondary study. He eventually enrolled at 
Trinity College, and today Gannon is a Dublin City Councilor. He 
urged summit participants to deliver the same message to young 
people that he learned in his mid-20s: “You don’t have to be 
ordinary. You can be exceptional.” 

As part of our One Million More campaign, CFES and TAP are 
committed to helping, by 2025, one million low-income youth 
attain college degrees and develop career readiness. CFES and  
TAP have developed the infrastructure and curricular resources 
to help educators, business leaders and other partners with this 
important work.

The four action steps provide a frame for achieving this goal and 

are doable and locally-based.

1. Implement Mentoring

2. Close the Career Information Gap

3. Build STEM Awareness and readiness

4. Develop the Essential Skills 

We need to enlist business and corporate partners to provide 
mentoring, internships, speakers, apprenticeships, job shadowing, 
and other experiences that can help low-income students become 
career-ready. Our goal is to create 100 new business/education 
partnerships in the United States, Ireland, and other countries 
within the next 24 months.

We aspire to live in a world where every child strives for greatness, 
where our businesses sustain high-paying jobs, and where our 
economies generate a rising standard of living for all. Everyone 
needs to be involved, and as we heard several people say at 
the summit, if you aren’t helping to solve the skills gap, you’re 
contributing to the problem. We have the tools right now to make 
a significant difference for a million students, and their success in 
turn will generate benefits for millions more. 
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