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New World Challenges:

CFES Lays Out 24-Month
College & Career Readiness
Success Plan

Introduction
In late October, CFES Brilliant Pathways hosted its annual conference. This year, it was titled College
and Career Readiness in Our New World. Following a 29-year tradition of gathering participants in
person, the 2020 conference was delivered virtually from CFES headquarters in Essex, N.Y., reaching
3,400 people from Amsterdam to Honolulu and spanning 11 time zones.
The new conference format reflected the massive
changes that have taken place across all sectors in our
new world. As CFES president and CEO Rick Dalton
declared in his opening remarks, “Much of the change
we’re seeing is here to stay. We need to leverage
disruption. Change must be our friend.”
The consequences of not adapting are potentially
disastrous. Low-income youth —who are already
suffering — have endured significant challenges
as a result of the pandemic. Many colleges have
less financial aid, and it’s harder to find college
guidance support this year compared to last. The
2020 conference explored ways that students, and
those who guide them, can cope with change and
successfully move down the pathway to college and
the workplace.

Six pillars for
college and
career readiness

Speakers focused on six pillars for college and career
readiness: Virtual, Higher Education, College & Career
Readiness Advisor Training, Workplace Readiness,
Social Justice, and Essential Skills. Each of these
pillars has been disrupted by COVID-19 and other
global forces. Virtual, for example, has become the
new normal. Instead of face-to-face communication
in the workplace, Zoom is the new medium, and
prospective students no longer travel to colleges in
person — they visit campuses virtually from their
living rooms.
In the sections that follow, each of the six pillars are
discussed in detail: how the pillars were featured
at the conference, how COVID-19 has affected
participants in the last few months, and how this
will impact underserved students. The conclusion
discusses how CFES will move forward in the next 24
months, adapting to overcome the current disruption
while continuing to move students toward college and
career readiness.

Virtual
Higher Education
College & Career Readiness
Advisor Training
Workplace Readiness
Social Justice
Essential Skills
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Virtual
When the pandemic arrived, nearly all of the 55 million U.S. school children under the age of 18
became part of a massive experiment in online education. It exposed how unprepared American
schools were to make the switch to a virtual learning and teaching platform.
Some communities suffered more than others.
“COVID shone a spotlight on the inequities in our
society,” said Paul Luna, CEO of the Helios Education
Foundation, in his keynote address. Nowhere was this
truer than in the new world of online learning. In rural
America, students unable to connect virtually due
to the digital divide fell further behind. Students in
urban areas, having to watch their younger siblings at
home while their parents worked, struggled to log on.
Over the summer, educators immersed themselves in
virtual teaching and learning pedagogy so that they
could improve online engagement in the fall.
CFES pivoted from traditional in-person approaches
to college and career readiness, mentoring, and
Essential Skills to a new slate of virtual offerings.
Guided virtual college tours by CFES professionals
are helping keep high school seniors on track to
reach their college and career dreams. “Professional
Hours” with employees in fields such as healthcare
are enabling students to talk virtually to doctors and
nurses about their own career pathways and the types
of jobs they might pursue.

The conference showcased cutting-edge virtual
programs like Vermont’s statewide online learning
model. “We took this pearl and offered it to schools
across the state to expand content and training for how
to teach online,” said Dan French, Vermont secretary of
education, while speaking on a panel called Lessons
Learned for a Virtual World.
College admissions directors talked about how
students can take advantage of discounted tuition
prices due to COVID-19 and encouraged students
to take virtual tours of colleges. “Students now have
the ability to talk with college reps and virtually tour
places they never would have looked at before,” said
Jose E. Garcia, assistant director of admissions at the
University of Richmond.
The new world of online learning will be an integral
part of K-16 education, long after COVID-19 is gone.
“Lessons learned will carry forward because virtual
learning is going to be increasingly important,”
said French.

An expansive e-mentoring program is being rolled
out to help students that feel isolated and are in need
of academic and social-emotional support. Monthly
webinars for educators and students with experts in
virtual learning, paying for college, and leadership
featured speakers including Miami Dolphins coach
Brian Flores and former New York Gov. George Pataki.
CFES corporate partners such as TransPerfect are
showing students how to conduct successful virtual
interviews and build a LinkedIn page.
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Higher Education
While all levels of education have been impacted by the pandemic, higher education has been hit
especially hard. The aggregate number of students enrolled in higher education is down four percent
this year over last, while first-year student enrollment has declined by 16 percent. The financial
impact of enrollment declines and other pandemic fallout have already cost U.S. colleges $120 billion,
a figure that increases daily.
Enrollments at community colleges – recognized
as a gateway to higher education, especially for
low-income, first-generation students – are down
23 percent. Ray DiPasquale, president of Clinton
Community College in Plattsburgh, N.Y., spoke at the
conference about how his overall enrollment dropped
20 percent, resulting in a $1.5 million deficit. The
impact of this shortfall has meant that Clinton can’t
afford to fill 20 faculty and staff positions.
While higher education has long been viewed as
a ticket to opportunity and a better life, there are
currently troubling signs on the horizon. John
Simon, president of Lehigh University, articulated
this concern when he told conference attendees,
“The value of higher education as a pathway to economic
prosperity is being questioned more than ever.”
Despite the correlation between education and
jobs, many Americans, especially those from rural
communities, are distrustful of higher education.
They see an ivory tower where costs are unchecked,
faculty are given lifelong contracts, and students bask
in privilege for which they assume a lifetime of debt.
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The pandemic has pierced this intransigence by
forcing colleges to make changes in a few days
that otherwise would have taken years. Admission
protocols at four-year colleges have changed
dramatically. Standardized tests have disappeared
and campus visits, like the 2020 conference, happen
virtually rather than in person.
To meet enrollment targets, some colleges are
discounting tuition at unprecedented levels.
“Many colleges have committed to giving students
opportunities at affordable prices,” said Carlos Vega,
associate director of admissions at Saint Michael’s
College in Colchester, Vermont.
During the pandemic, enrollment in short-term
credential classes increased by 70 percent,
foreshadowing massive changes in higher education
that are headed our way. The pandemic has forced
many colleges to confront questions not only about
teaching and learning, but about affordability and
digital equity that, until now, they have been able
to avoid.
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CCR Advisor Trainings
Traditional routes to higher education and the workplace have been upended. Low-income,
first-generation students in particular are in need of advice and mentoring to move down the pathway
to college and career, especially as school-based support diminishes and readiness pathways are
disrupted. In response, CFES has committed to train thousands of College & Career Readiness
Advisors. Why? Because to achieve college and career dreams, you need somebody in your corner.
That message was shared at the CFES national
conference by members of the U.S. House of
Representatives, heads of major corporations and
college presidents. Each cited people who played
significant roles in their lives by inspiring them to
pursue their postsecondary goals. They included
coaches, bus drivers, parents, teachers, retirees,
librarians, community members, and other adults
with a passion for helping young people set high goals
and identify pathways to achieve them.
“My high school English teacher and my dance teacher
were my role models and instilled a love of reading
and dance,” said New York Rep. Elise Stefanik. “I
wouldn’t be where I am today without people like them
supporting me.”
Often, though, students in underserved backgrounds
have a hard time finding those individuals. Motivated
by similar stories and new research on the positive
effects of non-traditional role models, CFES has
launched a program to train and credential College
and Career Readiness (CCR) Advisors.
While school counselors have tried to serve this role
in the past, they’re often too overworked to provide
the kind of close, personal attention many students
require to get through the college preparation maze.
CCR Advisors are trained to guide underserved
students through a confusing process, helping them
build knowledge and skills to become college and
career ready.
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“The reason that the CCR trainings are important is
because more students talk to their teachers and others
than their school counselors about college and career
readiness,” said Toby White, director of experiential
education at SUNY Potsdam. “It’s great training and
gives everyone the same language to use when talking
to students.”
CCR training sessions focus on equipping individuals
with tools and strategies to advise students onto and
along the college and career pathway. Topics focus on
the importance of mentoring, the Essential Skills that
CFES deems critical for students to succeed in college
and beyond, college readiness, paying for college,
financial aid deadlines, career readiness, and topics of
today, including the role of virtual support.

“It’s critical that CFES identify
non-traditional mentors and
non-traditional career coaches
to help students build the skills
they need to succeed,”
New York Rep. Elise Stefanik
Upon completing CCR Advisor training, participants
are awarded a certificate from the University of
Vermont and 10 hours of professional development.
They also receive ongoing support through webinars
and digital resources.
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Workplace Readiness
Perhaps the most significant COVID-19 induced change in
the workplace is the normalization of remote work and the
diminished role of face-to-face interaction. Conference speakers
noted that flexible work schedules will continue post-pandemic
and traveling to and for work will be greatly reduced.
Another topic discussed at the conference was the skills gap: the shortage
of qualified workers for available jobs. It’s estimated that the U.S. will be
unable to fill more than 20 million jobs over the next decade, while 20
million American youth, most from low-income backgrounds, will be
out of work or underemployed. It’s a shortfall that threatens an economy
that is already in a precarious position because of the pandemic.
The answer to this conundrum is to match people looking for jobs with available
work. But as several conference speakers pointed out, the shortfall isn’t about
quantity but readiness. Employers can’t find enough individuals trained for
available jobs. A limited supply of qualified labor means that many jobs go unfilled.
The skills gap is especially evident in the new STEM economy. While there are
plenty of high-paying jobs in STEM, we are unable to fill many of these positions.
According to several conference speakers, if a person wants a high-paying job, they
should pursue, study, and acquire STEM skills. We may not know the jobs of the
future, but we do know that most of the high-paying jobs will be in STEM fields.
The STEM skills gap is critical for underserved students who, all too often, don’t
envision themselves in STEM positions simply because they don’t see enough
people who look like them studying STEM subjects and working in STEM jobs. As a
result, low-income, first-gen students are three times less likely than their upperincome peers to earn a degree – either an associate or bachelor’s – in a STEM field.
The fact that this gap is widening during the pandemic is especially troubling.
In the Building Corporate Partnerships Without Borders roundtable, speakers
talked about how collaborations can help fill the pipeline with future workers.
Taleah Jennings, a law partner at Schulte Roth & Zabel, talked about a program
that she and her colleagues created for CFES Scholars in New York City where
they shared strategies to select and pay for college, and exposed students to
other successful approaches to traverse the readiness pathway. Danny Fried,
associate manager in Colgate Palmolive’s Corporate Social Responsibility office,
talked about his company’s recent initiative where Colgate employee volunteers
shared their pathways to college and career with 1,400 CFES Scholars.
In a conference workshop for students, four employees from
TransPerfect – Tabitha Ashura, Casey Dianni, Denysse Sue, and Joyce
Chen – shared best practices for securing, conducting, and following
up on virtual interviewing, the new reality for job candidates.
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Social Justice
Black, Latino, indigenous, and immigrant communities have been disproportionately affected by
COVID-19 because policies and practices that systematically benefit white people often harm people
of color. The social justice movement, intensified by COVID-19 and ignited by the killing of Black
citizens, is causing not only students and educators but also those in the workplace to grapple with
what this means.
Students from Harlem’s Wadleigh Secondary School
for the Visual and Performing Arts opened the third
and final day of the conference with a montage of
song, dance, art, and drama that evoked messages
of hope and justice, alongside oppression and
discrimination. Anti-racism and social justice panels
were presented later that day.
Leroy Nesbitt, CFES program director and former
vice president for multicultural affairs at Middlebury
College, moderated the conference’s panel on Social
Justice in the New World. Nesbitt began by noting that
a day doesn’t go by in 2020 when we don’t think about
social justice, which he defined as “the fair distribution
of opportunity and privilege.”
Don Outing, vice president for equity and community
at Lehigh University, spoke on the panel. He said that
social justice has been redefined in 2020, and that
today “we need to do more and do better. We need to
dismantle obstacles to ensure equity for all.”
When the discussion turned to combating systemic
racism, one participant asked panelists: “How can staff
at mostly white schools address undercurrents of racism
that exist? I struggle to put racism in context when there
are so few people of color in the lives of my students.”
Dean Garfield, vice president at Netflix, urged
participants to “leverage CFES.” Over the last 29 years,
CFES has tapped into the diversity of its members
and connected students and educators from different
backgrounds to one another. In the past, school
exchanges have brought all-white student groups
to communities of color in what many have called
life-changing experiences. Because the pandemic has
restricted in-person encounters, CFES is providing
virtual opportunities for schools to share their
cultures with others.
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Outing answered the question about racism by
saying, “Lack of proximity to people of color does not
prevent us from teaching students about racism. It
starts with education, teaching the true narrative of
American history.”
Kyleema Norman, principal at Wadleigh Secondary
School, suggested, “Teach Black history, but you don’t
have to learn about Black studies to talk about race.”
During the Career Readiness in the New World
panel, Porter Braswell, founder and CEO of Jopwell, a
corporation that assists companies with their diversity
recruitment, marketing, and retention efforts, noted
that the recent social justice movement has caused
hundreds of corporations to contact him.

“If change is going to happen, it will
be led by the younger generation
and what we need to do is get out
of the way. They’re not looking in
the rearview mirror to see how
far we’ve come. They’re looking
through the windshield and saying
that we have a long way to go,”
Don Outing, vice president for equity and
community at Lehigh University
All panelists commented on the importance of having
diversity in their companies. “Culturally, we need to
set it right,” said Carolyn Slaski, Americas vice chair of
talent at EY.
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Essential Skills
CFES recognizes the fundamental importance of what some refer to as “soft skills.” Throughout its
29-year history, CFES has seen that its most successful scholars are not those with the highest test
scores or the best grades but those who possess competencies like leadership, teamwork, networking,
agility, perseverance and goal setting.
Long before COVID-19 hit, CFES was responding to the
call from employers to teach students the Essential
Skills. During the pandemic, skills like agility and
perseverance have become a matter of survival for
students struggling at home and for businesses trying
to weather the economic storm.
In almost every
session of the
conference,
panelists talked
about the need
for the Essential
Skills. Educators
said students use
the Essential Skills
to battle through
feelings of isolation
to remain engaged
online; corporate
leaders said
employees with
these competencies were keeping their businesses
afloat during one of the worst economic downturns in
history; and college presidents attributed the use of
the Essential Skills by students with keeping retention
rates from falling off a cliff during the pandemic.
“Essential skills are a cornerstone of CFES and K-12,”
said keynote speaker Leilani Brown, senior vice
president of strategic partnerships and projects with
K12 Inc., the nation’s largest provider of K-12 online
education. “They are interconnected, overlapping, and
indispensable in your life and career, especially now. The
Essential Skills will make or break our futures.”

A panel of college presidents, featuring Fayneese
Miller of Hamline University, Ray DiPasquale of
Clinton Community College and John Simon of Lehigh
University, agreed that keeping students engaged
and motivated amidst unprecedented change is the
biggest challenge. Students unable to attend inperson classes or social events feel isolated in their
dorm rooms or at home and have required extra
academic and emotional support, the presidents said.
“Change is now part of our DNA,” said Miller, adding that
students are finding creative ways to adapt to the new
world such as starting online support groups. Simon
urged high school students to be agile and expand
their horizons by utilizing digital resources, such as
virtual college campus visits and Zoom networking.
Corporate partners like TransPerfect, the world’s
largest privately-owned language translation services
provider, are partnering with CFES to offer webinars
and virtual trainings for students on how to prepare
for and navigate through uncertainty as they search
for jobs. Southwest Airlines has been a major
proponent of the Essential Skills and shared many of
the same components in its hiring practices.
Ultimately, the goal of teaching the Essential Skills
is to help young people use them to be successful
in life and land a good paying job to change their
life trajectory.
“The Essential Skills are what we’re looking for,” said
Tabitha Ashura, senior manager at TransPerfect. “Now
is a great time to network and reach out to people so we
can transcend borders and experience success.”

Having taught the Essential Skills using interactive,
in-classroom exercises, CFES began reinventing
its delivery methods in April by moving to a
virtual platform.
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Conclusion
Despite the value of education and the recognition of CFES success in helping underserved
students become college ready, it is becoming increasingly difficult to move down the pathway
to higher education.
The inequality gap has widened during the pandemic.
Poor children have less access to resources, such
as electronic devices and high-speed internet, than
wealthy children. There’s uncertainty at every step for
underserved students and there’s a critical shortage
of guidance and other support. That’s why the 2020
conference was so critical – it exposed new pathways
and offered innovative approaches.
For 29 years, CFES Brilliant Pathways has been
changing life trajectories of youth across the United
States and Ireland. More than 100,000 CFES Scholars,
almost all first-generation college and low-income,
have attained a four-year degree, two-year degree, or
a credential of value over the last 29 years.

Keynote speaker Paul Luna of the Helios Foundation
spoke to the value of this accomplishment when he
said, “Education is power.”
We know that young people with a postsecondary
degree will earn, on average, twice as much as their
peers with just a high school diploma and that they
are seven times more likely to pull themselves out of
poverty. While the value of higher education is being
questioned more today than at any time in the last
several decades, college remains the best ticket out of
poverty for low-income students.

Conference attendees shared thoughts about the value and power
of education and CFES
Patricia Hayden, principal at St. Joseph’s
Rush Secondary School in County Dublin,
wrote after attending the conference:
“Thank you for continuing to support and involve
our little school in the fantastic work you do for
underserved students in the U.S. and Ireland. Our
connection with your organisation is like a beacon of
light in what can be a gloomy world at the moment.”
Christine Kragenbring, who brought CFES to
Alexandria Area High in Minnesota five years ago
and will be starting a new school next September in
Alexandria based on the same CFES pillars, wrote:
“CFES gives us a framework, a vocabulary,
a mindset, and a philosophy for where
we want to take our students.”
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Even elected officials see the impact of CFES
in the communities they serve. Elise Stefanik,
U.S. Rep. for New York’s 21st District, said:
“CFES is a national leader in providing educational
and career opportunities for every student. You’ve
changed the lives in a positive way for so many
students in my district, and I am very grateful.”
Peter Welch, U.S. Congressman from Vermont, said,
“There’s nothing more inspiring to me than to
see a young person decide to do whatever it
takes to get an education, and that’s what CFES
does. They help students realize their dreams.”
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For these reasons, CFES is doubling down on its deep commitment to
changing life trajectories by closing the opportunity gap. Over the next 24
months, CFES will respond to this crucial need in the following ways:
Helping

CFES will help an
additional 10,000
students
students of color become
of color
college and career ready.
become college & To do this, CFES will add
another 40 urban schools
career ready
with 250 CFES Scholars
in each school. Scholars will be intensively involved in
the three CFES practices: Mentoring, Essential Skills, and
Pathways to College and Career.

10,000

students from rural

CFES will also target an additional 10,000 students
from rural communities and ensure that these
youths become college and career ready. This
means that CFES will add another 40 schools in
some of the country’s poorest rural communities.

CFES will provide dozens of

for all of its scholars.

to support students in becoming college and career
ready, as well as support those who guide and
advise underserved youth in these journeys.

CFES has launched a comprehensive
e-mentoring program by recruiting and
training college students, corporate
and community volunteers, alumni and
others to serve as mentors.

virtual opportunities each month

Each week, a CFES fellow, alumnus/a, or even a
college president will lead a virtual tour of a higher
education campus and a discussion about how to
move down the pathway to that and other colleges.
Additionally, there will be weekly readiness conversations led by
experts in college and career knowledge, the Essential Skills, and
key building blocks of life success.

CFES will train and certify

College and Career
Readiness (CCR) Advisors

This will provide teachers, coaches, pastors, college
students, parents, bus drivers, custodians, and others
with the skills, information, and knowledge they need
to support and inspire underserved students to college
and the workplace. We expect that half of these new
CCR Advisors will be from CFES schools or will be CFES
partners. The rest will be outside the CFES family, helping
CFES scale up its impact.
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10,000 communities
schools in rural
in 40 communities

CFES will develop an

e-mentoring
program

5,000

Targeting

10

new

corporate partnerships
CFES will create 10 new
corporate partnerships
that will expose students
to careers and provide
employees who can serve
as role models and share their college and
workplace journeys.
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Doubling Down
These six strategies augment CFES’ current and ongoing
programs that today are benefiting 25,000 scholars. The
six Doubling Down strategies would scale the number of
students served by CFES to nearly 45,000. The Doubling
Down strategies are critical to meeting the needs of
underserved students in the COVID era.
With your help, we can embrace change, build support
networks and ultimately do more and do better.
Readiness for higher education and the workplace is the
blueprint for meeting the needs of low-income youth.
Now, more than ever.
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A special thanks to this year’s 2020 Platinum,
Gold and Silver Conference Sponsors
Platinum:
Brooks and Joan Fortune Family Foundation
TransPerfect
Gold:
Morgan Stanley
Silver:
Avery Energy
Colgate-Palmolive
Energy Capital
Essex Inn on the Adirondack Coast
EY
The Evaluation Consulting Group

2303 Main Street
P.O. Box 247
Essex, NY 12936-0247
Tel: (518) 963-4500
brilliantpathways.org
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